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Chapter 1

The forest was alive around me as its ancient trees stretched their limbs into the moonlit sky like they were trying to touch the stars. My large, heavy, and undeniably powerful paws pounded against the earth like the steady drumbeat that kept the woods alive. The damp moss and fallen leaves cushioned each stride, though I could still hear the sound clearly as I moved across the land. I bounded effortlessly between tree trunks, over fallen logs, and across mounds of earth at a speed that would probably leave some motorcycles in the dust.

The cool, bracing wind that whipped through my fur carried a thousand scents. There was the familiar musky tang of deer which was a constant presence in these woods. Then came the faint sweetness of wildflowers which bloomed somewhere out of sight. And, beneath it all, was the sharp metallic tang of fear from smaller critters as they scrambled to get out of my way. They didn’t know what I was, but they knew enough to be afraid.

And I couldn’t blame them. If I were in their position, I’d be running, too.

I pushed myself faster and felt the rhythm of my movements sync with the pounding of my pulse. It was a strange harmony, this connection between body and instinct, one that had taken me months to understand. I wasn’t even sure if I fully understood it now. My senses were razor-sharp and honed to a level that still sometimes startled me. I could hear the faint rustle of a rabbit’s tiny feet in the underbrush, at least a mile away, something no human could ever do. In fact, I could smell the sweat on its fur and even sense the nervous energy that radiated off it.

This was true freedom. Raw. Primal. Unfiltered by the rules and expectations of the human world. Nothing at all like the sterile, fluorescent-lit halls of the Bureau, where my life had been reduced to paperwork and bullshit protocols.

But even freedom had its price.

I wasn’t human anymore. Maybe I never had been, not completely. It wasn’t until the change, until I let the wolf out for the first time, that I realized how much I’d been holding back my entire life. There was something feral deep within me, something that they called the Lupe Alpha, whatever that meant. Now that it was free, there was no putting it back in its cage. I’d crossed a line I hadn’t even known existed, and there was no going back.

Now I was something straight out of myths and folktales, a being I’d never believed in until I became one. And with that transformation came a truth that was impossible to ignore.

The world wasn’t just populated by the mundane. The creatures of legend and myth were real, and they were even more terrifying than humans realized. They walked among us, hidden in plain sight, while we went about our very boring lives. Some wore human skin while others lingered in the shadows. Vampires, wraiths, and countless others whose names I didn’t even know yet were part of my life now. They weren’t just bedtime stories or urban legends anymore. They were real, and they were everywhere.

And now, I was one of them.

I slowed my pace and let the forest’s cool embrace wrap around me like an old, familiar blanket, and the night air ruffled the fur along my back as I trotted through the underbrush. This wasn’t just a run for me, though. It was a chance to think while I tried to come to terms with everything I’d become and what was coming next.

The irony of my position didn’t escape me. I’d spent years with the Bureau tracking down the worst of humanity, from drug lords and human traffickers to serial killers. I’d seen the darkness people were capable of and thought I understood what true evil looked like.

But this? This world of monsters and hidden shadows? It was a whole new level of darkness. The creatures out here didn’t care about laws or badges. They played by their own rules, and I was caught somewhere in between. Now, I was the man who still clung to the principles of justice, while the wolf inside me felt the primal pull of the hunt.

What scared me most wasn’t the monsters out there in the shadows. It was the monster I’d discovered within myself. There was a hunger, a raw and dangerous power, that simmered just beneath the surface. It whispered to me and tempted me to forget who I was and give in completely.

But I couldn’t, wouldn’t let it win. There was too much at stake. There were people out there, innocent people, who needed someone to stand between them and the darkness, someone who could fight back against the monsters. That was my mission now.

My purpose.

I came to a stop in a small clearing where the moonlight poured down like a spotlight, and I saw my breath puff out in soft clouds against the cool night air. I lowered my head, closed my eyes, and let the sounds and scents of the forest wash over me.

I glanced around at the Roanoke woods, the place that had become my sanctuary over the last few months. These trees, these paths, had become as familiar to me as the streets of the city once were. A part of me didn’t want to leave. Hell, if it were up to me, Lucy, Veronica, and I would stay in our hideout forever, tucked away from the chaos of the world.

But I knew that wasn’t possible. Hiding wasn’t an option if I wanted to make a difference, and even if I’d decided that I was willing to let the evil have its way in the world, I knew that it would come looking for me one day. So it was better to take the fight to them, and there was no better way to do that than by leading the special supernatural division Langley had offered me.

What better way to protect humanity than by stepping into the role I was born to fill? No one else could do this job like I could, because no one else had the unique perspective of standing with one foot in each world.

Because I wasn’t just a man anymore, and I wasn’t just a wolf. I was both. And I would do whatever it took to protect the world from what lurked in the shadows.

It wasn’t until I saw that the first hints of dawn had crept over the horizon that I turned back toward home. The stars had dimmed and had been replaced by the cool, pale light of early morning. The wolf in me wanted to keep running, to stay free under the open sky. But the man in me, the one who needed to sleep and think, knew it was time to return.

The path back to the house was second nature now. I weaved through the underbrush, over familiar streams, and around landmarks I’d come to recognize in the months we’d been here. There was the old oak with the jagged lightning scar, and the cluster of stones that always seemed to catch the light just right. They were part of my territory now, at least for a little while longer.

By the time I reached the clearing where the house sat, the sun was brushing the tops of the trees with gold. I shifted back into my human form as I approached. The transformation still felt strange and unsettling even though I’d been practicing for months, but at least I was able to do it seamlessly by now.

My muscles rippled, my fur receded, and my claws turned back into fingers. Pain always accompanied the shift like a cruel reminder that I was neither fully one thing nor the other, but I’d learned how to bury that as well. By the time I reached the porch, I was fully human again and my bare feet padded silently on the weathered wood.

Inside, the house was warm, and the scent of something cooking hit me immediately. My stomach growled in response, and I smiled as I followed the aromas to the kitchen.

Veronica was working on breakfast when I stepped into the room. Her silver-blonde hair was pulled into a loose bun as she moved between the stove and the counter as comfortably as if she’d lived here for years. She had a way of making even the most mundane tasks look graceful and effortless, and cooking was no exception.

“Morning,” she said in her thick accent. Her tone was light but tinged with the weariness we all shared. “I thought you’d be hungry after your night frolicking in ze trees.”

I collapsed onto the sofa without even bothering to pull on the shirt that I’d left draped over the back. My body ached in a way that was oddly satisfying, like I’d pushed it to its limits and come out stronger.

“Perfect timing, huh?” I grunted.

She laughed softly and shook her head.

“You’re lucky,” Veronica added. “This is the last of what we’ve got. Eggs, a bit of the rabbit you caught, some canned beans, and the tiniest bit of bread I could salvage from the pantry. Gourmet, it’s not.”

I closed my eyes for a moment as I let the smell of food and the warmth of the room wash over me. It felt good to just exist for a minute, to not think about what was coming next.

A soft thud pulled me from the edge of sleep. I cracked an eye open to see Lucy crouched by her overstuffed duffel bag as she fought to zip it shut. She had the same intense focus she always did, and her dark hair was already plaited into two neat braids which hung over each shoulder.

“Jeez, Luce, you know we won’t be gone forever, right?” I asked, my voice raspier than I intended. “I mean, do you really need all of that?”

“You never know,” she shrugged as she looked up and arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t think I had so much here, but I just keep finding more I want to bring. Veronica’s bags are already packed and by the door. You still need to pack your stuff, by the way.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered as I waved my hand. “I’ll get to it.”

Lucy rolled her eyes but didn’t press. Instead, she dropped onto the sofa beside me and wedged herself under my arm so that her head rested on my bare chest.

“Did you just get back?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed as I closed my eyes again. “I just wanted to make the most of it before we head over to Langley.”

“The house is always so quiet when you’re out for the night,” Lucy said.

“Veronica calls it frolicking,” I chuckled.

“Vot else is it you do?” the blonde teased from the kitchen.

“Bad-ass wolf shit,” I smirked, at which both girls broke out in stifled giggles. “You two wouldn’t understand obviously.”

“Oh, yeah, obviously,” Veronica chuckled. “Now, did I cook this for fun or are you lazy asses going to come and eat?”

“It smells sooo good, V,” Lucy said as she pushed herself against me to stand. “Thanks for sorting this out. I can’t believe you’ve packed and done all of this already. You’re so organized.”

“I mean, ven you’re ze secretary for a vampire, you learn to be pretty efficient.” Veronica shrugged, but she gave us a smile that took the edge off her comment.

I dragged myself off the sofa to join them at the table. The smell of the food was enough to push aside my fatigue for now, and I couldn’t wait to devour whatever the silver-haired beauty had pulled together. I leaned over the countertop to leave a peck on Veronica’s cheek before I slid into the chair across from Lucy, who was already picking at her food.

“Not bad for ‘gourmet,’” she commented with her mouth full.

Her attempt at a compliment was a bit muffled by the food, but we all understood the sentiment. She didn’t give praise easily, and when she did, it counted.

After a night of running through the woods like a beast, the eggs and rabbit were a welcome fuel. The bread was a little stale, but it didn’t matter. I tore into it with enthusiasm, grateful for the simple comfort.

“You’re even eating like a volf,” Veronica teased as she watched me eat for a moment, and her accent thickened with the mockery.

“You have no idea,” I grinned between bites.

Lucy rolled her eyes, but she joined in the laughter. The rest of breakfast passed in a comfortable haze of mindless talk and the clink of utensils. And for a few moments, I allowed myself to forget about the world beyond the walls of this cabin and the dark forces I’d come to understand far too intimately.

“I’m going to miss this place,” Lucy sighed as she finished the last of her eggs.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she looked around. I nodded in agreement and tried to hide the disappointment I suddenly felt. The place already felt empty, and I would miss my nightly runs through the woods.

We’d spent the last few days letting our supplies dwindle down, and now that the girls had begun to gather their belongings that had been scattered around the place for so long, the lodge suddenly didn’t look so homey. It was colder somehow, and not just because there wasn’t a fire in the hearth.

“We’re not going to be gone forever,” I reminded her. “This is all ours now. We can come back once we’ve figured out what Langley needs us to do.”

“I know,” the ex-agent admitted as she looked into her half-full coffee mug. “It’s just been kinda cozy being here all the time, you know?”

“How about one last caffeine kick before we leave?” Veronica suggested as she grabbed a coffee mug and poured herself another cup.

“Always,” I grunted as I lifted my own mug.

I savored the hot, bitter flavor for a few minutes as Lucy and Veronica chatted between themselves. I was always grateful to see how sisterly they’d become in our time together, and I smiled as I watched the pair discuss the best route to our next destination.

I took one last mouthful of coffee before I pushed my seat back and got to my feet.

“I’m gonna get packed,” I said as I stretched my arms out.

“You can say that again,” Lucy teased as she looked my bare torso up and down.

“Ha, ha, good one,” I smirked as I mockingly rolled my eyes. “I might throw in a quick nap before we get going. If we’ve got time that is?”

“You’re ze boss,” Veronica smiled.

“We’ll finish up here,” Lucy added.

“Awesome,” I yawned. “Thanks again for breakfast, V.”

“No problem,” she replied.

I made my way through the lakeside lodge to the bedroom we had been using, and I flopped onto the bed. The mattress was stiff, but it was still better than some places I’d been. It took a few minutes for the sleepiness to catch up with me, but once it did, I let myself drift off.

I let myself feel something like peace, although I knew it wasn’t going to last. Tomorrow we’d be facing monsters of a different kind, but for now, I allowed myself the luxury of sleep, even if it was only for a few hours.

As sleep claimed me, my mind slipped into a dream. It was a vision both surreal and vivid, and it felt as if it was more memory than imagination. I found myself back in the sterile, suffocating halls of the Bureau, but this time, it wasn’t me sitting at the desk or pacing the corridors.

Instead, Ravenov was there.

The bureaucratic vampire who had embodied everything twisted and wrong about the supernatural world had taken my place. His presence in my dreams was as much a haunting as it was a warning, and even though I wanted to wake up, I couldn’t seem to leave the dream.

He sat behind a massive desk made of polished black marble whose surface gleamed under the pale, flickering light of overhead fluorescents. The air around him carried an unnatural chill, the kind that seeped into your bones and made your body feel hollow. His sharp, angular face was as pale as moonlight, and his eyes had an iciness that seemed to pierce straight through flesh and into the soul.

“Ah, zer you are, Agent,” he purred in his smooth, heavily accented voice, which echoed in the otherwise silent room. “Or should I say, pricolici?”

I hated how calm and composed he always seemed, like nothing in the world could shake his confidence. He wore his authority like a perfectly-tailored suit. The only sign of his true nature was the faint shimmer of his fangs when he smiled. It was never a friendly smile, but more like the kind that made you feel like prey.

“What do you want, Ravenov?” I asked, although my voice sounded far away.

“Oh, it’s not vot I want,” he said as he leaned back in his chair with a languid grace. “It’s vot I need. Or, rather, vot ve need.”

“Who is we?” I asked.

The vampire only cackled, and the walls of the room seemed to ripple like water in response. I suddenly became aware of the sounds I’d been trying to ignore but couldn’t anymore. Low growls and the scrape of claws on tile drifted my way, and my gaze flicked to the corners of the room, where unnatural shadows twisted weirdly in the light, until finally, a dozen wolves emerged from the darkness.

Their forms were hulking, distorted amalgamations of man and beast, and their eyes glowed with a faint light. Chains hung from their necks and wrists to keep them subdued, and when they shuffled forward, their limbs jerked unnaturally as if the weight of the chains was crushing their spirits.

“Slaves,” I hissed through gritted teeth as my fists clenched.

The sight of the wolves like me, beaten, broken, and stripped of their will, ignited a fire of rage within me.

Ravenov’s smile widened to reveal more of those pearly-white fangs.

“I prefer to call zem assets,” he said as his tone dripped with condescension. “They serve a purpose, Agent. Or have you forgotten vot I told you? Everything has it’s place in ze world, and ve’re here to maintain order.”

“Who is ‘we’?” I asked again, this time louder.

“Ve are everywhere, Nathan,” Ravenov replied. “Ze Moroi are everywhere. I was only one player in a much bigger game.”

The dream shifted abruptly, and I was no longer in the office. I stood in the middle of a massive underground chamber, dimly lit by torches mounted on ancient stone walls. The werewolves were there too, now fully transformed into their beastly forms. They snarled and snapped as their chains rattled while they were forced into a brutal mockery of a hunt.

“They’re not your tools, Ravenov,” I grunted. “They’re not things. They’re people.”

“Your people, yes,” Ravenov nodded as his expression shifted slightly. His smirk gave way to something colder and more dangerous. “But spare me the sanctimony. You think you’re better zan me? Zat you’re not a monster too? Look at yourself, Agent. You’re no different from me.”

I looked down and realized, with a sickening jolt, that he was right. My hands were no longer hands but claws, and the shadow that stretched out behind me had the unmistakable shape of the wolf.

The chamber around us began to crumble, and the sound of a woman’s voice filled the void.

“My baby!” the disembodied woman screamed.

It was a bloodcurdling sound, and something about it felt familiar.

The walls collapsed inward as the snarls of the enslaved wolves grew louder and more desperate. Ravenov laughed one last time before a tear appeared across his neck, and his body crumpled into the headless form I had left behind in New York.

The dream dissolved into a haze of sound and motion as the lines between reality and nightmare blurred. When I finally jolted awake, my heart was pounding, and my body was drenched in sweat despite the cool morning air that came through the open window.

I’d had similar dreams quite often since I’d learned what I was. They weren’t identical, but a few things were always the same. Ravenov always told me that he was part of a bigger picture, and there was always a woman screaming for her baby. It was bizarre to say the least.

I sat up and ran a hand through my hair as I tried to steady my breathing. The room was quiet except for the faint rustle of leaves outside and the sound of movement somewhere in the lodge.

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood to stretch out the tension that had settled into my muscles. The dream hadn’t been real, but it had been close enough to remind me of the challenges ahead. I wasn’t just stepping into a new role at Langley, I was stepping into a war. Ravenov might be dead, but whatever he was part of was still out there.

But right now, I needed to ground myself and focus on what was right in front of me.

Packing.

Right. I still hadn’t done that.

I grabbed the duffel bag I’d shoved under the bed and tossed it onto the mattress.

I threw in my clothes first. Just the basic stuff, like a few T-shirts, a couple of pairs of jeans, underwear, and socks that I would need to get through a couple of days. It was also practical and functional, and easy to get out of if I needed to change forms for some reason. These days, I didn’t need much, and I doubted Langley’s supernatural division was going to care about my fashion sense.

When I got to the dresser, I pulled open the top drawer and stared down at our arsenal. Silver blades, boxes of ammo, and firearms glinted from inside. Each weapon had been meticulously cleaned and maintained, and I had even begun to teach Veronica how to strip a firearm and clean it properly.

The CIA would have their own weapons to provide us if we got sent out to the field, so we didn’t need to bring this arsenal with us, and I began to close the dresser.

Then I hesitated. I needed to hide this stuff in case we ever came back in a hurry. I was also worried that if the Ravenovs found this place they’d ransack it and take everything, so it just made sense to hide it far out of the way. I crouched and reached for the loose floorboard under the dresser and pried it up with practiced ease. The small hidden compartment was just big enough for a few choice items. I’d already hidden spare ammo in there, but now I carefully placed another pistol inside, along with a backup silver knife. Once everything was in place, I slid the board back and pressed it down until it fit snugly.

As I stood, I cast one last glance around the room.

I shut the empty drawer with a soft thud and swung the duffel over my shoulder.

By the time I made it back to the main room, the smell of breakfast had faded, replaced by the faint scent of coffee that still lingered in the air. Lucy and Veronica were sitting at the kitchen table, but their conversation dropped off as they noticed me.

“All packed?” Lucy asked with a hint of amusement in her tone.

“Yeah,” I said as I dropped the bag by the door. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Prepared for ze apocalypse, I see,” Veronica teased with an arched brow. “You leave ze kitchen sink, or did you pack zat, too?”

“Only the essentials,” I replied with a smirk, which earned a chuckle from Lucy. “Better safe than sorry.”

“Guess it’s time, huh?” Lucy said as she got to her feet.

“Yeah,” I said again, softer this time. I grabbed my bag, and my grip tightened around the strap. “Let’s get moving.”

Together, we stepped out into the morning light. The forest around us seemed to hum with quiet energy as if it knew we were leaving and was bidding us farewell.

We loaded our things into the SUV then hopped in, one after the other. The engine kicked into life as I turned the key, and the tires crunched over the gravel driveway as I adjusted my grip on the wheel.

Veronica lounged in the passenger seat, the window cracked just enough to let in a stream of cool morning air that teased a strand of her dark hair loose from its braid. Lucy sat in the back with her boots propped up on the middle seat as she sipped from a thermos of coffee she’d brewed as I’d slept.

The first leg of the journey was quiet, save for the occasional thrum of the engine and the rustle of a map Lucy was pretending to study. The forest pressed close on either side of the road, and shadows danced across the windshield as sunlight filtered through the canopy. It was familiar terrain, the kind of landscape that had become home for us since we’d left the FBI. But today, it felt more like a boundary we were crossing, a line that marked the change from the life we knew now and whatever waited for us at Langley.

The forest gave way to open fields, then suburbs, and finally the sprawling chaos of city outskirts. Traffic thickened, and horns blared as the sun climbed higher. Veronica fiddled with the radio, mostly from boredom, though she finally settled on a station with a classic rock playlist. The familiar riffs of Don’t Stop Believin’ spilled through the speakers, and I caught Lucy mouthing along to the lyrics in the rearview mirror.

“Are you sure you want to arrive at ze CIA headquarters with this as your theme music?” Veronica quipped, though she didn’t change the station.

“Why not?” Lucy said as she leaned forward. “It’s inspirational. Besides, you think they’re judging our playlist? They’ve got bigger things to worry about.”

Veronica arched a brow but said nothing, and we let the music fill the space between us as the miles ticked by.

Eventually, we approached Langley, and the air in the car seemed to shift. The closer we got to the heart of the CIA’s operations, the more ordered everything became. The roads were smooth and impeccably maintained, lined with neatly-trimmed trees that stood like silent sentinels. Signs directed us toward the compound, their clean, simple design a stark contrast to the chaotic world we usually navigated.

“Here we go,” I muttered as the first security checkpoint came into view.

A tall, chain-link fence loomed ahead, topped with coils of razor wire that glinted in the midday sun. Armed guards flanked the entrance, their postures rigid and their eyes scanning every vehicle with a precision that was almost unnerving.

I slowed the SUV and rolled down the window as a guard approached. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, with a buzz cut and a face that hadn’t yet been hardened by years of service.

“ID and purpose of visit,” he said, his voice clipped and professional.

I handed over the credentials we’d been issued in advance. He examined them carefully, then peered into the vehicle. His gaze lingered on the duffel bag by Veronica’s feet.

“You’ve been cleared for weapons,” he said as he handed back the IDs. “But they’ll need to stay secured while on the premises.”

“Understood,” I replied.

The guard stepped back and motioned for us to proceed. The gates swung open with a smooth efficiency that spoke of countless similar encounters, and we drove through.

The main building of the CIA headquarters was an imposing structure of glass and steel, and its modern design exuded an air of calculated authority. A wide circular driveway led to the front entrance, where the American flag snapped sharply in the breeze from the top of a towering flagpole.

“Impressive,” Lucy murmured as she craned her neck to take it all in.

“Intimidating is more like it,” Veronica said, though her tone was more amused than wary.

I parked in a designated visitor space, and we climbed out of the SUV. The weight of the duffel felt heavier now, though I wasn’t sure if it was the physical load or the gravity of the situation.

Inside, the atmosphere was sterile and efficient. The lobby was spacious, and its high ceilings gave it an almost cathedral-like quality. A large emblem of the CIA seal was embedded in the floor, and the words Central Intelligence Agency gleamed in bold letters on the far wall.

A woman in a crisp navy suit approached us, and her heels clicked against the polished floor in a steady rhythm. She was tall and sharp-featured, with red hair that was pulled back into a no-nonsense bun.

“Welcome,” she said in a tone that was cool but polite. “I’m Agent Keller. You must be our new recruits.”

The word recruits made Lucy stifle a laugh, and I shot her a warning glance. Keller’s gaze flicked between us, her expression unreadable.

“Yes, I’m Nate Cole,” I said as I shook the woman’s hand. “And this is Lucy Gray and Veronica Nowak.”

“Nice to finally meet you,” she said and motioned for us to follow. “This way.”

We were led through a series of corridors, each one more labyrinthine than the last. The walls were lined with framed photographs, some of them black-and-white relics of the agency’s early days, others more recent snapshots of missions we’d never know the details of. It was a reminder of the legacy we were stepping into.

Finally, we reached a conference room. The table was long and sleek, surrounded by ergonomic chairs that looked as though they belonged in a tech startup rather than a government facility. A large monitor dominated one wall, and it currently displayed a map of the world overlaid with glowing red dots.

“Take a seat,” Keller said.

We settled in, but the weight of the moment pressed down on us. We shifted uncomfortably, but no one spoke, like we were afraid the room was bugged. Which, given it was the CIA’s headquarters, made sense. Finally, an older man entered the room, and his presence commanded immediate attention. He had silver hair and a lined face that spoke of decades in the field, his eyes were sharp and calculating.

“I’m Director Hawthorne,” he said.

“Nice to meet you, sir,” I said as I stood and reached out my hand. “I’m Nate Cole. This is Lucy Gray, and this is--”

“Veronica Nowak,” Hawthorne finished as he shook each of our hands. “I know you all very well. Let me start by saying welcome aboard.”

“Thank you for having us,” I replied. “To be honest, I don’t think we were expecting to work for the government ever again.”

The Director laughed heartily and took a seat himself.

“You’re here because you’ve been vetted as assets for a new initiative,” he said. “One that requires skills beyond the ordinary.”

“Yes, sir,” I nodded. “That’s what we’ve been told.”

“We’ve seen what you can do,” Hawthorne nodded and cast a gaze over us as though he was impressed with what he saw. “And we’re very excited to have you on board. I think you’ll find this operation is exactly what you’ve been looking for.”


Chapter 2

The conference room was still, save for the faint hum of the monitor on the wall and the soft rustle of papers as Director Hawthorne leafed through a file in front of him. His sharp eyes darted between us in a calculating way, like he could read more in our postures than we were saying out loud.

A sense of unease prickled the back of my neck. It wasn’t hostility, exactly, but something subtler. It was a kind of probing curiosity that made me feel like a specimen under a microscope.

Keller stood with her back to us all as she poured cups of coffee at a small counter in the corner of the room, but I had a feeling she heard and saw everything that was happening. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she suddenly turned into a wolf as well, if only because her senses seemed too sharp to be merely human.

But she probably had access to all sorts of electronic devices that gave the impression she was supernatural. This was the CIA after all, and that wasn’t just FBI rivalry talking.

Hawthorne finally closed the file with a quiet snap and leaned back in his chair. His expression softened slightly, and the edges of his demeanor turned almost conversational.

“I want to start by saying how impressed we are with your… unique capabilities,” he said in a measured voice. “We’ve been following your movements for some time now. You worked to bring down Ravenov and his… cult, and I must say, that was impressive.”

At the mention of the name, Veronica shifted in her seat, and I noticed her expression tightening. At the same time, Lucy crossed her arms, and her posture turned defensive. I stayed still and did what I could to keep my face neutral, but inside, my stomach twisted.

“You don’t need me to tell you,” Hawthorne continued, “how much of a threat Ravenov posed. The CIA’s supernatural division, what we call Section Theta, had been tracking him for over a decade. He slipped through our fingers more times than I care to admit. And yet…”

He paused and leaned forward with his hands clasped on the table. He looked us over again, and I risked a quick look at Lucy and Veronica.

“You three managed to take him down,” he concluded. “On your own, without any assistance.”

He let the statement hang in the air as his gaze bored into mine. I could feel the weight of his unspoken question.

“How?” he finally asked. His tone was calm but edged with intrigue. “How did you manage to take out such a dangerous vampire?”

“Moroi,” I corrected.

“Sorry?” the Director asked.

“His species,” I explained. “They’re known as Moroi, not vampires.”

“Right,” Hawthorne nodded. “Then, maybe you should tell us how you took out one of the most dangerous Moroi?”

I hesitated as my mind raced. The truth clawed at the edges of my thoughts like it was eager to spill out, but how was I supposed to explain that I’d ripped through Ravenov and his guards with claws and fangs to shred the unholy creatures as easily as paper. Could I really tell Hawthorne that? Could I admit to the CIA that I was a werewolf? That was a different kind of risk, one I wasn’t sure I was ready to take.

Instead, I leaned back in my chair and kept my expression carefully measured.

“It wasn’t easy,” I said finally in a steady voice. “We had to hit him where he was weakest. Find the cracks in his defenses.”

Hawthorne raised an eyebrow like he was waiting for more.

“Ravenov was overconfident,” Lucy chimed in. “He underestimated us. Thought he was untouchable. That was his mistake.”

“You’ll forgive me for not believing that’s the full picture,” Hawthorne said. “We’ve had a lot of people intervene over the years, none of whom have been able to take advantage of Ravenov’s overconfidence.”      

Veronica let out a soft huff of agreement as her arms rested lightly on the table.

“But you never had me,” she said, and her accent curled around the words. “I was ze middle man which gave Nate and Lucy ze element of surprise. It was not luck, but it was not easy, either.”

I nodded, grateful for the support of both women.

“Exactly,” I added. “Preparation and persistence. We knew we couldn’t let him walk away from this one.”

Hawthorne’s sharp eyes flicked between us, and for a moment, I thought he might press harder. But then he leaned back, and a faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“You’re good,” he said, almost to himself. “Better than I expected.”

I kept my expression steady, but inside, relief coursed through me. For now, the secret was safe.

“That said,” Hawthorne continued as his tone grew serious again. “There’s one thing you need to understand if you’re going to work with Section Theta. We deal in trust. Secrets have their place, of course, we wouldn’t be the CIA if they didn’t. But in this room, on these missions, trust is everything. If you can’t trust us, and we can’t trust you, people die. It’s as simple as that.”

His words hit harder than I’d expected, and for a moment, I felt the weight of my hidden truth pressing down on me. Could I trust them? Could I trust him? The director seemed genuine, but I’d been burned before. People who claimed to be allies could turn on you the second they learned you were something other than human.

“I understand,” I said finally as I met his gaze. “We’ll do what it takes.”

Hawthorne studied me for another long moment before nodding.

“Good,” he said. “Then let’s get to work.”

He reached for a remote and clicked a button. The monitor on the wall flickered to life to display a set of grainy surveillance images. I recognized a few of them as Ravenov himself.

The first was a grainy, low-resolution photo of Ravenov at a lavish party in a sharp suit and his usual charismatic smile, which was really just a thin veneer of civility that masked the predatory creature beneath. The next showed a sprawling estate nestled in the Romanian mountains, whose gothic architecture and fortified walls betrayed its owner’s paranoia. Other images followed, which included a warehouse in Paris, a private club in London, a set of shipping containers stamped with obscure Cyrillic markings, and finally, a series of well-dressed people that I didn’t recognize.

“These,” Director Hawthorne said as he gestured at the images. “Represent key points in Ravenov’s network. Though you managed to eliminate the man himself, his family and their operations remain active. His death has left a power vacuum, and several others are already vying for control.”

Agent Keller turned and set a steaming mug of coffee in front of each of us before she took a seat beside the Director.

She tapped at a tablet, and more images appeared on the screen. There were bank accounts, shipping manifests, and what looked like coded messages, and each slipped by so fast that it was hard to see any details.

“The Ravenov family has an influence that is far-reaching,” Keller said in a brisk and professional tone. “Paris and London are major hubs for his operation. Front companies are deeply embedded in those cities, which provides them with everything from money laundering to personnel recruitment.”

Hawthorne nodded as his gaze swept over us.

“Then there are the connections to the lithium trade,” he said. “It seems Ravenov’s network wasn’t just focused on trafficking and exploitation.”

“Ravenov was no fool,” I said. “He knew the value of what he was sitting on. His estate in the Romanian mountains wasn’t just a fortress. It was strategically located near one of the richest untapped lithium deposits in Europe.”

Hawthorne leaned forward, and his expression sharpened.

“Go on,” he urged.

I took a deep breath.

“For decades, the Romanian government has been trying to gain control of that land,” I explained as I recalled our meeting with Popescu. “Officially, the region is protected. You know, heritage sites, environmental concerns, that sort of thing. But unofficially? Everyone knows it’s been under Ravenov’s principality. The villagers, the landowners, they didn’t stand a chance against him. There’ve been rumors among the locals for decades about people who trespass there going missing. Some even claim the land was cursed by a witch, if you believe that kind of thing. And now that we know what’s beneath that land, it’s clear why the government, and others, have been so determined to reclaim it.”

“That’s precisely the concern,” Hawthorne said. “The local government is desperate to assert control. If they succeed, it could mean a new chapter for the region. An opportunity to strengthen their economy, rebuild their infrastructure, and free themselves from Ravenov’s shadow. But if his network seizes power instead…”

“It’s not just about the lithium,” I said firmly. “It’s about history. That region has been haunted by bloodsuckers, literal and figurative, for centuries. This is their chance to break free of that legacy. To finally move forward.”

Hawthorne studied me intently with his fingers steepled in thought.

“You seem to know quite a bit about this, Agent Cole,” he said. “More than I expected.”

“We’ve been close to the ground on this,” I said.

The director’s gaze didn’t waver, but he gave a slow nod.

“Good, that’s the kind of insight we need,” he explained. “We need your expertise, your instincts. And that, Miss Nowak, is where we think you may be helpful.”

“That makes sense,” Veronica nodded. “I vorked for Ravenov since my parents sold me to him when I was fourteen. Not by choice, of course. He made me his secretary, his translator, his… puppet.”

“I can imagine it was a very traumatic experience for you,” Hawthorne said. “But you must have a good idea of how his network operated. Tell me what you know about his… guards.”

“Pricolici,” Veronica said. “Ze Ravenovs breed pricolici, vot you Americans call verevolves. Zey are the family’s slaves. Bred into slavery and used as bodyguards, enforcers, and spies.”

Veronica had told me this before, many times, but it still caused my stomach to twist. Ravenov had been so confused how an unbranded pricolici like me even existed, and honestly, it confused me, too. There was so much of my past that I didn’t know, and something told me that these enslaved pricolici were closer to me than I might think.

Hawthorne’s expression remained impassive, but the subtle tension in his posture betrayed the gravity of Veronica’s words.

“Pricolici,” he repeated like he was tasting the unfamiliar word. “Bred as slaves, you say? That’s… a troubling revelation.”

Keller now sat straighter in her chair and tapped at her tablet.

“This aligns with scattered reports we’ve had over the years,” she nodded. “Rumors of werewolf-like creatures in Eastern Europe serving vampires. But we’ve never had solid confirmation. Are these… pricolici loyal to the family?”

“Zey are not loyal,” Veronica said as she shook her head emphatically. “Zey are bound. By ze magic, by ze bloodline. Loyalty is not a choice for zem.”

“What you’re describing,” Hawthorne said as he leaned forward. “It changes the landscape considerably. If the Ravenovs are breeding and binding supernatural creatures, it implies a level of magical sophistication we haven’t fully accounted for.”

“And it’s not just zeir strength,” Veronica added. “It is their reach. Ravenov… he was ze strongest of his family. But he was not ze only one. His cousins, uncles, distant relations, they all operate zeir own empires, using ze family name as protection.”

“Strongest in Romania, maybe even all of Eastern Europe,” Keller said. “But there are bloodlines in the Americas, Asia, even Africa. Each with their own hierarchies, their own strengths, their own involvement with various supernatural beings. And most of them have been playing this game for centuries.”

Veronica seemed shocked to hear this. It made sense, though. She had been so sheltered in her position that it was natural that she was only privy to a small portion of the bigger picture.

“What do you know about the London branch of the family?” Keller asked.

Veronica glanced at me as if she needed my permission to continue, and then she looked back at Hawthorne.

“I know zey were involved in trafficking, mostly,” she said. “Humans aren’t an easy meal to take vithout drawing attention. But beyond zat, they smuggled artifacts, drugs… anything zat can be moved and traded in ze shadows. Zey use legitimate businesses as fronts like luxury hotels, tech firms, shipping companies. But beneath zat? Zey control vast underground networks across Europe and beyond.”

Keller’s brow furrowed as she scrolled through her tablet.

“That tracks with what little intelligence we have,” she said. “After Ravenov’s death, there’s been a flurry of movement. A lot of money changing hands, properties being sold or reinforced, unusual shipping activity in key cities like London and Paris.”

“Ravenov didn’t like ze family in London,” Veronica frowned. “He called zem… ze black sheep. Too ambitious, too outdated. He wanted to move beyond ze old ways, to adapt to ze modern world. He despised zat zey didn’t.”

“It’s worse than you think,” Keller said grimly as she pulled up another image.

This one showed a young man in an immaculate tweed suit. His features were sharp and predatory, and his eyes glowed faintly red under the camera’s flash.

“This is Andrei Petrescu, one of Ravenov’s nephews,” Hawthorne said. “He’s been spotted in London, overseeing a tech firm that specializes in biometric security systems.”

“I remember seeing him once.” Veronica nodded.

“And this is Ravenov’s cousin Elena,” Keller added as she pulled up another image. “She runs a private club called La Nuit Éternelle in Paris. It’s exclusive, high-end, membership by invitation only. A perfect front for recruitment and networking. If the rumors are true, she’s just as ruthless as Ravenov, if not more so.”

Veronica’s hand gripped the edge of the table.

“Ravenov’s family… zey are like a hydra,” she said. “You cut off one head, and two more take its place.”

“I get that Ravenov was bad,” Lucy said. “But you’re saying his relatives are worse? How much worse can it get?”

“Plenty,” Hawthorne said darkly. “Ravenov was powerful, yes. But he wasn’t the pinnacle of vampiric evolution. He was regional, a prince of his own little kingdom. There are other supernatural beings out there, older, more cunning, and even more dangerous.”

The weight of his words settled over the room like a heavy fog. For a moment, no one spoke.

“Which brings us to your first assignment,” the Director continued as Keller tapped at the tablet in her hand.

Another face appeared on the screen. This time it was a clean-shaven man with a square jaw, sharp blue eyes, and perfectly arranged hair. He was dressed in a tailored suit, the kind that spoke of obscene wealth and careful vanity. His smile was charismatic but somehow didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“This,” Hawthorne said, “is Shaw Cross. American businessman, philanthropist, and according to our intelligence, a key operative for the English faction of the Ravenov network. He’s a major player for Andrei Petrescu’s operations stateside.”

Cross’ image disappeared, replaced by a map of the northeastern United States. Key points were highlighted in Boston, Salem, and a smaller dot inland in rural Vermont.

“Cross had been under our radar for years,” Keller said as she took over. “His public persona is spotless. CEO of Cross Dynamics, a tech conglomerate with stakes in everything from clean energy to defense contracts. He even donates to children’s hospitals. But privately? We’ve found evidence that he’s been facilitating the Petrescus’ interests in the U.S. He’s a middleman of sorts.”

“And now he’s gone missing,” Hawthorne said in a razor-sharp tone.

“Missing?” I repeated as I leaned forward.

“Disappeared two weeks ago,” Keller confirmed. “We’ve been tracking his movements. He was supposed to meet with Petrescu in New England next week to hand over something of value. We’d planned to infiltrate this meeting, but Cross’ trail suddenly went cold.”

“We believe that he may have been intercepted by some other faction,” Hawthorne continued. “Whatever he was supposed to hand over was valuable enough for Petrescu to fly over personally and collect. Perhaps someone else got a sniff of whatever they were planning and stepped in.”

“So you want us to find him,” I said.

“Precisely,” Hawthorne said. “Your team has proven adept at working with supernatural creatures and operating without drawing attention to yourselves and your task. If Cross is still alive, he’s your best chance to infiltrate the English faction and start dismantling their operation. And if he’s dead, well, that at least gives us more information to work with.”

Keller tapped her tablet again and pulled up another image on the monitor. It was a small, unassuming diner in a snowy, rural town.

“This is where we traced his last known communication,” Keller said. “A payphone in Dorset, Vermont. A strange choice for a man of his resources, but perhaps deliberate. We need you to head there, find out what happened, and, if possible, recover Cross.”

“Dorset,” Lucy muttered. “Small town in the middle of nowhere. An hour or two south of my alma mater, Piper College. Not exactly a hub of international crime.”

“Exactly,” Keller said. “It’s the perfect place to disappear.”

“There’s something else you should know,” Hawthorne added. “Our analysts suspect that Cross wasn’t just delivering tech or cash. It was something worthy of causing uproar within the factions.”

“You don’t think…” Veronica began as she turned to look at me.

I instantly knew what she meant, because the same thought had occurred to me. With Ravenov dead, the artifact that had been the source of his power was up for grabs.

“It could be,” I said quietly.

“What?” Hawthorne snapped. “What is it?”

“It may not be, but it is one of the only things zat ze factions ever fought over,” she nodded. “Zer is an artifact that the family have possessed for centuries. Some said it vas found when ze castle vas being built, while some said it vas a curse gifted by a witch . Either vay, it is ze source of their strength and power.”

“An artifact?” Keller said as her eyes widened, and she turned to look at Hawthorne. “We didn’t know about that, did we?”

“There’s a lot we don’t know, Agent,” Hawthorne said without breaking eye contact with Veronica.

Hawthorne’s gaze lingered on Veronica, and his eyes narrowed with calculated intensity. The room felt stiflingly quiet as if the weight of her revelation had stolen the oxygen from the air. Finally, he broke the silence.

“Tell me everything you know about this artifact,” he demanded, his tone sharper now and edged with urgency.

Veronica gulped, and her fingers fidgeted nervously against the edge of the table.

“Zer is not much to tell,” Veronica said. “Ze artifact… I only saw it once, years ago. It was kept in a vault beneath Ravenov’s estate. It looked like a small obsidian stone, polished and smooth, but zer was something about it. Like an aura. Being near it made my skin crawl.”

“A stone?” Keller asked as she raised a skeptical eyebrow. “You’re saying Ravenov’s power stemmed from a rock?”

“It vas more zan a rock,” Veronica corrected, her voice firm despite her unease. “Zer was magic in it. Old magic. Dark magic.”

Hawthorne exchanged a glance with Keller, who was now scrolling furiously through what appeared to be a database of magical artifacts.

“And you think this artifact, or one like it, could be what Cross was transporting?” he asked.

“It makes sense,” Veronica said. “As you said, if Petrescu came to America personally, it vould have to be something significant. Ze artifact would unify ze factions, strengthen ze family’s hold over zeir territories. Losing it vould be catastrophic for zem.”

“It would also explain why Cross might have been intercepted,” Keller added. “If this artifact is as powerful as you say, any number of factions would want to get their hands on it, supernatural or otherwise.”

Hawthorne’s fingers drummed lightly on the table, and his expression shifted to something more thoughtful.

“If the artifact is in play, this mission just became exponentially more dangerous,” he said. “We need to approach this with extreme caution.”

“Agreed,” I said. “But if this artifact is as important as Veronica says, finding Cross might not be enough. We’ll need to figure out who took it, and stop them from using it.”

“Great,” Lucy snorted softly. “So we’re chasing a cursed rock across rural Vermont. Sounds like my kind of party.”

Director Hawthorne leaned forward with his fingers steepled as he surveyed the team. The monitor flickered softly and cast an uneven light over his sharp features. His expression was stern and calculating as he studied us, but none of us flinched.

“We have one week,” he said. “That’s how long we have until Andrei Petrescu’s arrival. We can try and delay him by flagging his visa and those of his closest associates. Bureaucratic red tape can buy us some time, but once they arrive, they’ll act decisively. If they find Cross and reclaim this artifact, or whatever Cross was transporting, before we do, then we’ll lose any leverage we have.”

He let the words hang in the air, and the weight of what was at stake settled over the room like a shroud.

I exchanged a glance with Lucy and Veronica. Keller, seated beside the Director, nodded and tapped her tablet to bring up more information on the screen.

“The logistics of Petrescu’s operation in the States are highly organized,” Keller explained. “Cross Dynamics has been quietly greasing the wheels for months, if not years. They’ve set up shell companies, secured real estate, and even placed insiders in key positions. If Petrescu comes here, he’s not coming alone. His arrival will escalate things, and not in our favor.”

Veronica shifted uneasily in her seat.

“If Petrescu is coming for ze artifact, he will stop at nothing,” she confirmed. “Ze factions do not share power easily. Ravenov has been like ze glue, but now he is gone, zey will see zis as a chance to consolidate and to wipe out rivals. Zer vill be a lot of bloodshed.”

Hawthorne’s gaze locked onto her again as he nodded in agreement.

“Then we’d better make sure it doesn’t come to that,” he said. “Your team has the best chance of finding Cross and neutralizing this threat before it spirals out of control.”

I nodded, even as a knot of apprehension tightened in my chest.

“We’ll handle it,” I nodded.

“Good,” Hawthorne said. “Agent Cole, you’ll lead this mission. Your position in the Bureau and your familiarity with the supernatural gives you an edge here. And Miss Nowak…” His eyes flicked to Veronica. “You’re our key to understanding how the Ravenov network operates. Your insights will be invaluable.”

“And I’m just a spare part?” Lucy smirked.

“Agent Gray,” the Director chuckled. “I think we both know the dedication and skill that you bring to the team. Especially when it comes to talking this one out of illogical ideas.”

The Director gestured toward me, and Lucy let out a giggle before she could stop herself.

“You’ll have the full resources of Section Theta at your disposal,” the Director continued. “Keller here will provide logistical support. We’ll deploy agents to monitor Petrescu’s known contacts in the U.S. and abroad. But your team will be the spearhead. You’ve faced Ravenov, and you’ve seen firsthand how these factions operate. I trust your instincts.”

Lucy crossed her arms as she leaned back in her chair with a skeptical tilt to her head.

“Instincts are great and all, but what happens when we run into something this artifact can do that we’ve never seen before? Or worse, someone who knows exactly how to use it?” she asked.

“Then you adapt,” Keller said sharply. “That’s why you’re on this team.”

“If zer are others like ze pricolici,” Veronica suggested. “Bound and forced to serve… ve could free zem. Zey could help us.”

“That’s a gamble,” Hawthorne said, his expression neutral. “But a calculated one. If you think you can sway them, do it.”

“We’ll survive,” I said, my voice steady. “We’ve come too far not to.”

Hawthorne stood, which signaled the end of the meeting.

“Prepare to leave in the morning,” he said. “We’ve found you an apartment for tonight where you can rest up and prepare. Keller will provide travel details and set you up with any equipment you need. Remember, stealth is critical. The last thing we need is for this to escalate into a public spectacle.”

Keller handed each of us a slim folder detailing the mission parameters and Cross’ known associates.

“These dossiers contain everything we have on Cross’ movements, known associates, and the surrounding area,” she explained. “It’s not much, but it’s a start. You’ll have access to our resources as needed, including silver ammunition, but keep a low profile. This is a quiet town. Your official cover story will be that you are U.S. Marshals, and we’ll provide you with the proper credentials for that and arrange with the Marshal Service to have you in their system officially.”

“And let’s not forget.” Hawthorne cast a serious gaze on all of us before continuing. “That if you fail, this isn’t just about Cross or the artifact. If Petrescu seizes control, the Ravenov network will entrench itself further in the U.S. The consequences will ripple across the globe.”

“No pressure then,” I sighed as I glanced down at the dossier in my hand.


Chapter 3

The apartment that Keller had rented for us was sleek and modern, and looked like the kind of place you’d expect to see in glossy magazines. It had frosted glass walls, polished concrete floors, and floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the city skyline like a work of art. The furniture was minimalistic, but each piece screamed high-end taste, from the plush velvet couch to the designer coffee table strewn with takeout boxes and half-drunk glasses of wine. It felt like a place built for a lifestyle, not a quick stop for CIA secret agents.

I sat cross-legged on the couch with my eyes glued to the mix of maps and notes in Keller’s dossier. The distant hum of the city outside was muted, but my thoughts were loud and buzzing with anxiety and uncertainty.

Across the room, Veronica sat with her legs draped over the arm of the couch while she picked at her own noodles with a quiet intensity. Lucy flicked through a pile of notes at the kitchen counter while she absent-mindedly cracked open a fortune cookie. She squinted at the slip of paper she pulled out.

“‘Your future is bright, and so is your destiny,’” she read and then laughed. “Think that applies to me, or is this cookie trying too hard to be optimistic?”

“Vell,” Veronica quipped without looking up, “if by ‘bright’ it means ze headlights of a truck speeding toward us, zen sure.”

Lucy tossed a wadded napkin at her with a playful grin.

I grinned for a moment and then turned the page of the dossier to scan the details of Cross’ movements. I was trying to find some clue, some breadcrumb, we could follow, but there was nothing that screamed ‘this way’.

There was something gnawing at the back of my mind as I looked over the file, though it took me a hot minute to figure out what was bothering me. I could accept the idea that Cross was simply a messenger and that the artifact he was transporting was just a piece in a bigger game. That much was obvious from the little information the CIA did have. But now, I had the distinct feeling we were about to step into a situation far darker and far more dangerous than we realized.

“So, what do you think?” Lucy’s voice cut through my thoughts.

A faint but knowing smile tugged at the corners of her lips as she noticed the furrow in my brow. She leaned back against the marble counter, arms crossed, and surveyed the room as though she could see right through the walls.

“Vat ve think about vat?” Veronica asked.

“Do you think we’ll find Cross out there?” Lucy asked. “Or will we just be running around Vermont chasing ghosts? Wait…”

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Are… are ghosts real, too?” she asked and glanced wide-eyed between Veronica and I.

“What are you talking about now?” I chuckled.

“Well, I’m just saying, a year ago I didn’t think werewolves and vampires were real.” She shrugged, but the smile on her lips made it clear she wasn’t serious. “What else could be real?”

The brunette agent looked expectantly at Veronica like she’d have all the answers.

“Vhy are you looking at me?” Veronica giggled through a mouthful of Chinese noodles.

“Well, you’ve been brought up around all these spookies,” Lucy said as she perched on the arm of the sofa. “You know what’s out there.”

“I think you overestimate my knowledge of anything outside of ze Ravenov empire,” the ex-secretary giggled.

“So ghosts aren’t real?” Lucy doubled down.

“I have no idea,” Veronica said as she playfully kicked Lucy away.

I chuckled at the back-and-forth between Lucy and Veronica. It was good to see some lightness among the tension that had been hanging over us all day.

“Well, that’s a bust,” Lucy said with a wink before she shifted her attention back to the map spread out on the table. “But seriously, what’s our plan when we get to Vermont? Cross could be anywhere, and if he’s got this artifact, we have no idea who’s backing him or who else might be after it.”

Veronica nodded thoughtfully and set her takeout aside for a moment. Her fingers drummed lightly on the arm of the couch as she mulled over Lucy’s question.

“It’s not just about finding Cross,” she said slowly. “It’s about understanding who he’s aligned vith.”

I nodded as I turned the dossier over in my hands. Keller’s intel painted a picture of a web of deceit and shifting alliances. No one in the supernatural world operated alone, especially not at the level they were playing at. Cross was likely just a pawn in a much bigger chess match.

“Right,” I said and leaned back against the couch as I rubbed my temples. “I’m all for rushing in like a bat out of hell, but I think we need to be smart about this. If this artifact’s the gamechanger we think it is, there are going to be more players involved. Petrescu, Ravenov, maybe even other factions we haven’t even heard of. You don’t just step into that kind of fight without knowing the lay of the land.”

The last thing I wanted was to overthink this. I was used to moving fast, hitting hard, and getting the job done. But the weight of the stakes was undeniable, and a more practical approach was the one that would likely save our skins.

Veronica raised an eyebrow.

“You make it all sound so easy,” the silver-haired beauty teased.

“Oh, that’s just my natural charm,” I winked.

“Charming, indeed,” she chuckled as she shook her head with a grin. “Save that for the locals. We’ll start by checking out the locations where Cross was last known to be. From there, we follow the trail, no matter how faint.”

“That’s the thing,” Lucy said. “A small town is the perfect place to hide. People might not notice things at first. But once something unusual happens, word spreads fast. We just need to find someone who’s seen or heard something.”

“And if we can’t?” Veronica asked.

“Then we make our own luck,” I replied as I stood up. “We’ve got enough experience with these bastards to sniff out a trail, even if it’s started to go cold.”


Chapter 4

The trip to Vermont was perfectly ordinary, right down to the rest stop food and the speed traps near the state borders. By the time we reached Dorset, we were ready to stretch our legs, so a walk around the area before we headed to the Sheriff’s office to check in seemed like a good idea.

We’d barely taken three steps along the sidewalk, though, when we had our first hint of how strange things were in this one stoplight town. We froze when we heard someone shout in surprise, and then as we looked around, a guy with greasy hair and dirty clothes ran around the corner just ahead of us.

He froze for a moment, like he was debating where to go, and then his eyes found us. A more calculating look appeared on his face for a moment, and then his lips peeled back in a snarl.

The man’s eyes glinted with an unnatural light as he watched us. It was a feral gleam that seemed to pulse in time with his erratic breathing, and even with the distance between us, I could see that his pupils were dilated. The veins on his neck throbbed like writhing snakes under his skin, and there was something off about his scent as well.

He actually snarled, and then he pulled out a knife and started to bound our way.

“Quick! Move!” I barked as I stepped between my friends and the strange man.

I met him head-on, and the knife quivered in his hand, not from fear but from the sheer intensity of his grip. The air between us crackled with tension as his ragged breaths filled the silence.

I stepped forward and kept my weight balanced, but my mind was already racing. Something was wrong with him, and I didn’t mean that in just the usual ‘he’s lost his marbles’ sense. The way he moved and the way his body twisted and turned as if it barely obeyed the laws of anatomy wasn’t human. No normal man could move like this.

“Drop the knife,” I commanded in a steady voice, and drew mu sidearm.

My eyes flicked briefly to Lucy and Veronica, who stood frozen a few feet behind me with their pistols at the ready.

The man didn’t respond and didn’t even acknowledge the words. Instead, his lips curled back in a snarl that revealed teeth stained with flecks of crimson. His feet slammed into the pavement with reckless abandon and unnatural speed. He collided with me before I could get a shot off, and the force of the impact caused me to drop my firearm.

I grabbed his wrist as he slashed at me. His strength was staggering, and for a split second, I almost lost my grip. The blade quivered dangerously close to my side as we grappled, and my muscles burned with the effort of keeping the knife away from my torso. I could feel his sinewy, wiry strength as he snarled at me, like steel cables beneath his skin that were straining against me.

With a sharp twist, I wrenched his arm downward, but he pivoted and used the motion to his advantage as he drove his shoulder into my ribs. Pain exploded in my side as I staggered back, and I suddenly couldn’t feel the ground beneath my feet.

Before I could recover, he was on me again. His knife arced through the air in a vicious slash aimed at my neck, though I ducked just in time so the blade sliced through empty air where my head had been a heartbeat ago. The force of his swing made a faint whoosh in the air, and I knew that if it had connected, it would’ve ended me.

This wasn’t just a man in the grip of rage or fear. There was something else driving him, something dark and malevolent. His movements were too erratic yet too precise, like a puppet being yanked along by invisible strings.

He lunged again, and this time, I let my instincts take over. I sidestepped and slammed my palm into his forearm to knock the knife off course. My other hand came up to strike him hard in the jaw with a brutal hook. The impact sent his head snapping to the side, but he barely slowed.

Instead, he turned back to me, and his lips parted in a wheezing, guttural laugh. The sound sent a chill down my spine. It wasn’t the laugh of a man, but something hollow, otherworldly, and wrong. His eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, I saw something shift in their depths. A flicker of blackness, oily and unnatural, swirled behind his pupils for just a moment before it vanished again.

Was this fucker possessed? It was as though he was an empty shell that had been inhabited by something that didn’t quite fit.

I didn’t have time to dwell on it, though, as he came at me again but faster this time. I ducked under his swing and countered with a sharp jab to his ribs, but he didn’t even register the blow. His other hand shot out, and his fingers clawed at my face. I leaned back just in time to keep his nails from raking across my skin, but his knife hand came slashing upward and caught me on the forearm.

“Fuck,” I hissed as pain flared where the blade bit into my flesh.

It was a shallow but searing cut that reminded me just how dangerous this could be. Blood welled up, but I couldn’t let it distract me if I wanted to survive this. I lashed out with a kick aimed at his knee in the hope of unbalancing him. The strike connected, and his leg buckled slightly, but instead of collapsing, he twisted with an unnatural fluidity and grabbed my ankle.

With a roar, he yanked me off my feet, and the world tilted as I hit the ground hard enough to rattle my bones. Before I could scramble to my feet, he was on top of me with the knife raised high, and time seemed to slow as the blade descended.

I twisted my body at the last second and grabbed his wrist with both hands. The knife stopped inches from my throat and trembled as I pushed back with every ounce of strength I had. His face loomed above me, contorted with a mix of rage and something else that wasn’t human. His breath reeked of decay, and his eyes… those swirling black depths bored into me again as if it was trying to strip away my very soul.

“Who’s pulling your strings?” I snarled through gritted teeth as my arms shook under the strain of holding him off.

He didn’t answer, at least not with his voice. Instead, his mouth opened wider than should have been physically possible until an unholy scream was ripped from his throat. It was a sound that didn’t belong in this world, and I felt it all the way down to my soul.

Desperation surged through me, and I let go of his wrist with one hand, to drive my elbow into his temple. The blow connected with a sickening thud, and he faltered just enough that the knife slipped slightly in his grip. I seized the opportunity and twisted his wrist sharply until the blade clattered to the ground.

My skin still burned where his earlier slash had landed, and my breath came in ragged gasps, but I couldn’t stop now. He was already rising with jerky and inhuman movements that reminded me of a marionette with tangled strings.

I twisted and drove my heel into his face, and the impact broke his nose with a sickening crunch. Blood sprayed, but he didn’t even flinch.

“What are you?” I demanded as I pinned him to the asphalt by the neck.

My fingers wrapped around his throat and began to extend into long claw-like appendages. That alone should have been enough to drive an answer from him, but he still didn’t answer. Instead, his body contorted violently, and his back arched painfully as if something inside him was trying to break free. His head snapped toward me, and his mouth moved soundlessly for a moment before a voice that wasn’t his own spilled out.

“I know what you are, dog,” he hissed.

The voice was deep, layered, and reverberated with a chilling echo. It was as if it wasn’t just one voice but many voices that were speaking in unison. The blackness in his eyes began to spread and leak into the whites like ink poured into water.

For a split second, I froze, transfixed by the sight. But then, distant sirens tore through the oppressive silence and dragged me back to reality.

“Hands up!” a voice barked from the edge of the scene.

Red and blue lights washed over the street and flashed in rapid pulses that made the man’s grotesque form seem even more surreal.

I glanced up to see two officers stepping out of a patrol car with their weapons drawn.

“Hands where we can see them!” one of them repeated.

His voice was steady but tense as he looked between the two of us.

“Wait--” I started to call out as I forced my extended claws to recede.

“Last warning!” the officer shouted.

“Officer,” Lucy intervened. “I’m going to reach into my pocket and take out my badge. We’re federal agents.”

Veronica did the same as she stepped forward to shield me from the officers’ line of fire.

The officers hesitated but kept their weapons still trained on me and the thrashing individual. The taller of the two, a man with a neatly-trimmed mustache and a deputy’s badge, squinted at the IDs.

“Federal Marshals?” he repeated as skepticism dripped from his voice. “What the hell are feds doing out here in Dorset without notifying the sheriff’s office? What could you even want out here? You got some white-collar criminal you’re trying to hide? ‘Cause we don’t want any criminals in our town.”

“We’ve only just arrived, Deputy,” I grunted. “Speaking to the sheriff was on our to-do list as a courtesy, but it looked like you could use some help with this… man. He was running wild and waving a knife.”

I grunted again as the man squirmed in my grasp and then growled at the new arrivals.

“We don’t take kindly to outsiders running around town, playing vigilante,” the shorter officer said.

“Noted,” Lucy said curtly, though her tone made it clear that she wasn’t interested in the political power play about to happen.

The taller deputy gestured with his gun toward the ground.

“Step back,” he barked. “We’ll take this from here.”

“I don’t think I should let go--” I began.

“I won’t ask again,” the sheriff barked, and I stifled a growl.

Reluctantly, I complied and retreated a few steps while Lucy and Veronica moved closer to flank me. The deputy holstered his weapon but kept his hand hovering near it as his eyes flicked between me and the man on the ground.

“Hendricks, cuffs, now,” he ordered.

Officer Hendricks hurried to comply and snapped a pair of standard-issue handcuffs around the man’s wrists. He didn’t stir further but laid still as his chest rose and fell with shallow, labored breaths.

“That’ll hold him,” Hendricks said, though his voice was laced with doubt.

I turned to give Lucy and Veronica a skeptical look.

“The man put up a fight with a werewolf, but sure, cuffs will hold him,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

As the officers hauled the man to his feet, I couldn’t help but feel a prickle of unease.

“I said we’ll take it from here,” the deputy said as he noticed we hadn’t moved.

“Listen,” I started in a firm tone. “There’s something seriously wrong with him. You need to--”

“Save it,” the deputy interrupted as he raised a hand. “I’ve seen this before. PCP, meth, bath salts…take your pick. You get some guy hopped up on enough junk, they don’t feel pain, don’t stop moving until they burn out or someone puts them down.”

“It’s not drugs,” I said sharply. “He’s--”

“I said save it,” the deputy repeated as his eyes narrowed at me.

I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from right-hooking him for his tone. Instead, I held up my hands in surrender. I didn’t think Director Hawthorne would appreciate us stirring up trouble with the local police force on our first assignment.

“You’re a visitor in this town, and I don’t appreciate you playing expert lording your superjurisdiction over me,” the deputy continued. “This might be a small town, but we can handle our own problems.”

“If you say so,” I agreed. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you that those cuffs ain’t going to do shit.”

“Well, thanks for your warning.” He smirked and then shook his head as he looked at the not-drug-user as his partner tried to shove him in the back of the car. “Now you’d better get yourselves over to the sheriff’s office first thing. Nobody wants a bunch of suits stomping around town, stirring up trouble and stepping on toes.”

“We’ll consider it a priority,” Lucy said dryly.

The deputy didn’t respond. Instead, he turned back to the suspect, who had started to stir in the back seat of the patrol car.

“Hendricks, get him out of here,” the deputy barked. “I’ll meet you back at the station.”

“Yes, sir,” the shorter officer nodded before he jumped into the driver’s side of the squad car.

As the vehicle kicked into life and began to move off down the road, the deputy gave us one last tense glance.

“Now y’all have a good day,” he grunted and tipped his hat before he turned and entered the bakery.

As he disappeared with the ring of a brass doorbell, Lucy let out a frustrated sigh.

“Well, that went well,” she moaned. “We need people on our side here.”

“What did you want me to do?” I asked. “Let that possessed man slice you like a Christmas ham while we waited for the local cops to show up?”

“Obviously not,” Lucy giggled. “No, it’s not your fault… just not ideal that the local sheriff deputies are pissy with us.”

“Zey’re clueless,” Veronica muttered. “And stubborn.”

“They’re hiding something,” I said. “That deputy wasn’t just annoyed. He knows something. Maybe even something about what’s really going on here.”

“We’ll get it out of him eventually,” Lucy nodded grimly. “But first, we need to check in with the sheriff before this situation gets any messier.”

We studied the town as we walked along the quaint streets. It was the kind of place where time seemed to stand still. The streets were lined with weathered brick buildings, most of them with faded signs that advertised everything from hardware to antiques. Despite the picturesque setting, I could sense something in the air like a storm cloud waiting to break. There was a weird kind of electricity that prickled at my skin.

“Do you feel that?” I asked.

“Feel what?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know,” I grumbled. “It feels like static electricity in the air. But that’s not quite right. There’s… something dark about it.”

“Are you sure that’s not just the adrenaline?” Lucy asked.

I shrugged, but I was sure it had nothing to do with the adrenaline that still coursed through me.

As we walked, we drew curious glances from the few townsfolk who were out and about. An elderly woman sweeping her porch froze mid-motion, and her sharp gaze fixed on us as we walked by. A man in a grease-stained coverall glanced up from under the hood of his car and quickly looked away when he caught my eye.

“They’re not exactly rolling out the welcome mat,” I muttered.

“Small towns don’t trust outsiders,” Lucy said. “Especially not strangers who show up and start throwing punches.”

“Good thing you didn’t shoot anyone, then,” Veronica quipped dryly.

We stopped in front of a café with a faded awning. Its sign read Maggie’s Diner in peeling letters, and inside, we could see a handful of patrons in the booths or at the counter, and a few glared at us through the window. I couldn’t tell if their expressions were fearful or annoyed, but they certainly weren’t friendly.

“Let’s keep moving,” Lucy said. “No point in stirring the pot until we’ve talked to the sheriff.”

We turned down Main Street and passed a few more businesses. The town square came into view, dominated by a modest brick courthouse surrounded by skeletal trees. A weathered bronze statue of a soldier stood at the center of the square as if he was still watching over the town.

We reached the sheriff’s office, which was a squat building with a single flagpole in front. The American flag hung limply in the still air, and the state flag beneath it was twisted around the pole like it had been caught in a windstorm. A metal sign bolted to the wall read Bennington County Sheriff’s Department, although its paint was chipped and rusted at the edges.

Lucy took a deep breath and straightened her posture.

“Alright,” she murmured. “Let’s do this.”

When we entered the building, we were hit by the scent of stale coffee and cleaning supplies. A receptionist sat behind a battered desk as she flipped through a stack of paperwork with a bored expression. She looked up as we approached, and when she realized she didn’t know us, her expression shifted to one of curiosity mixed with wariness.

“Can I help you?” she asked. Her voice was neutral but clipped.

I stepped forward and flashed my badge.

“Agent Cole, we’re here to see Sheriff Adler,” I said.

The woman’s eyes widened slightly, but she quickly schooled her expression.

“The sheriff’s in his office,” she said. “Please have a seat, and I’ll let him know you’re here.”

“Thank you,” Lucy said in a professionally polite voice.

The receptionist disappeared through a side door and left us in the small waiting area. The walls were adorned with faded photographs of past sheriffs and black-and-white pictures of Dorset in its early days. A rack of pamphlets about local attractions sat untouched near the entrance.

Lucy glanced at me.

“Play it cool, alright?” she insisted. “We need this guy on our side.”

“Cool as ice,” I muttered, though my ribs still ached from the earlier fight.

After a few moments, the door opened, and a man stepped out. Sheriff Adler was tall, with a strong jawline and silver-streaked hair under a neatly brushed hat. His uniform was straining against his plump frame, and the badge gleamed as though freshly polished. His smile was warm, but his pale, piercing blue eyes seemed to see right through me.

“Sheriff Adler,” he greeted as he extended a hand. His grip was firm, almost too firm. “I hear you folks are from the Marshal Service? Are you supposed to be here? Can’t imagine we really have anything that would be of much interest to the Federal government.”

“Agent Nate Cole,” I said as I avoided his question about what we might be interested in. “This is Agent Lucy Gray and Agent Veronica Nowak. We appreciate you taking the time to meet us on short notice.”

“Well, I always make time for our federal friends, even if I’m not sure why they’re here,” Adler said smoothly, though the corners of his smile tightened slightly. “Why don’t you come on back to my office?”

He led us down a short hallway to a modest office. It was cluttered but tidy, with bookshelves filled with law enforcement manuals and binders labeled by year. A faded American flag hung behind his desk, alongside a plaque that honored his twenty years of dedicated service. Adler gestured for us to sit, then settled behind the desk and folded his hands on its surface.

“Now,” he began, “what brings the Marshals to Dorset? Can’t say we’re used to this kind of attention out here.”

“We’re here investigating the disappearance of Shaw Cross,” I explained.

“Shaw Cross,” Adler repeated as he leaned back in his chair. “That’s… that’s an unusual case, no doubt about it. But I’m surprised y’all are involved. Thought this was more of a missing persons case for the state police, or maybe something for the FBI. Unless you’re gonna tell this Shaw character was in witness protection.”

“Shaw’s disappearance might be tied to international terrorism,” Lucy explained. “We’re following up on a lead that brought us here.”

Adler nodded slowly, though I caught the subtle tightening of his jaw.

“Well, we’re happy to help however we can,” he said. “I’ll admit, we haven’t had much luck so far. Shaw vanished without a trace, and there’s not a lot to go on. But you’re welcome to look through our files. Maybe you’ll spot something we missed.”

“Did anything… else unusual happen around the time he disappeared?” I asked as I leaned forward slightly.

“Unusual?” the sheriff echoed. “What exactly are you getting at, Agent Cole?”

“Anything strange in the town.” I shrugged. “Odd behavior, unexplained incidents, people acting… weird.”

Adler’s smile returned, but it felt thinner this time.

“Dorset’s a quiet place, Agent,” he said. “Folks around here mind their own business. Sure, we’ve had our share of rowdy behavior, but nothing out of the ordinary.”

Before I could press further, a sharp knock interrupted the conversation. The door opened, and the receptionist stepped in. Her face was pale, and her eyes wide with distress.

“Sheriff,” she said urgently, “I’m sorry to interrupt but--”

“What is it, Shirley?” Adler huffed. “Come on, woman, spit it out.”

“It’s Officer Hendricks, sir,” she said in a quavering voice. “He was attacked. He’s on his way to the hospital.”

“Attacked? By who?”Adler asked as he shot to his feet.

I glanced at Veronica and Lucy who both gave me knowing looks. Hendricks had been charged with bringing the suspect in, and it wasn’t hard to guess what had happened instead.

“The suspect,” the receptionist confirmed my suspicions. “The man he was bringing in. He… he broke out of the car somehow.”

“Damn it,” Adler muttered as he rubbed a hand over his face.

As I stood up, my chair scraped against the floor.

“Excuse me, Sheriff, but we encountered this man,” I said. “We had a run-in with him on the way here, actually. I tried to warn your deputy. That man isn’t just dangerous. There’s something wrong with him, and if you don’t stop him soon, someone else is going to get hurt. Or worse.”

Adler stared at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he exhaled sharply and grabbed his hat from the desk.

“I know exactly who you’re talking about,” Adler said quietly. “Guy’s name is Tyler Roth. Grew up here. Never been any trouble, not once. He’s young, works as a part time tree surgeon and full time cutting and splitting firewood. Good kid.”

“Oh, yeah, he seemed like a really good kid when he tried to stab us,” Lucy murmured as she crossed her arms. “What changed?”

Adler sighed before he continued any further.

“About two days ago, he came back from a job out in the woods,” the sheriff explained. “His boss said Tyler had been acting strange. Quiet, jittery. Next thing anyone knew, he was flipping tables in the diner and running out into the night. We figured maybe he’d gotten into some bad drugs. It happens, even here.”

I exchanged a glance with Lucy. Drugs weren’t the answer, at least not this time.

“Alright,” the sheriff said as he turned his attention back to his receptionist. “The papers are going to have a freaking frenzy with this. Their favorite topic at the moment is our department’s screw-ups.”

“Screw-ups?” Lucy muttered under her breath. “Plural?”

Adler ignored her.

“Get me an update on Hendricks as soon as you can,” he ordered.

“Yes, Sheriff,” the receptionist said before hurrying out.

Adler grabbed his radio and barked a few orders in police code, before he turned back to us.

“You think you can help track this guy down?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” I said.

“Fine,” Adler nodded. “But let’s get one thing straight, you’re working under my authority. This is still my county, and I’m not about to let anyone from the government run roughshod over my jurisdiction.”

“With all due respect, our jurisdiction as Federal Marshals--” Lucy began.

“We’ll try to follow your lead, Sheriff” I interjected politically.

“Good,” Adler said. “I’ll get some men over here to help you.”

“Actually, we work better as an isolated team, since we can move faster through the woods as a small group,” I said. “We’ll call you if we need the extra hands.”

The Sheriff looked offended at my rejection of his offer, but if I was going to catch this possessed asshole, I was going to need to wolf out. That wasn’t something that I needed the whole sheriff’s department to witness.

“Fine,” he said sharply.

As we left the office, Lucy pulled me to one side.

“What happened to not treading on toes and focusing on our own case?” she hissed.

“Lucy, this is a small town,” I said. “And in a very short space of time, one man has gone missing while another runs around the town in a manic frenzy with the strength of an ox. There’s no way these cases aren’t connected.”


Chapter 5

With Adler’s begrudging blessing, we headed back to where Officer Hendricks had been attacked. The smell of blood and fear still hung heavily in the air, so the place was easy to find.

The scene that awaited us was grim. Officer Hendricks’ squad car sat crookedly against a massive oak tree with its front bumper crumpled like a tin can. The impact had shattered one of the headlights so jagged shards of glass littered the ground like broken teeth. The tires were still turned sharply as if Hendricks had tried to swerve at the last second, but it hadn’t been enough to stop the crash.

The driver’s door hung wide open and swung slightly in the breeze. The back seat door, where the suspect had presumably been restrained, was also open. There were deep gouges in the edge of the doorframe as if the man inside had torn it open with his bare hands.

Blood was smeared across the seat and trailed out onto the ground. The dark and viscous stains stood out starkly against the pale gravel of the roadside. Small spatters decorated the interior upholstery and dotted the nearby grass as well. It was obvious that there had been a struggle that had turned violent and fast. I crouched low near the open door and traced a finger over one of the streaks of crimson. It was still tacky.

“Jesus,” Lucy murmured behind me. Her voice was hushed as if she was worried just speaking might disturb the scene. “It looks like he tore his way out of the back seat. How’s that even possible?”

“I told the deputy those cuffs wouldn’t hold,” I muttered.

“Possessed strength,” Veronica said darkly as I stood and scanned the area. “It’s ze only explanation.”

“You’ve seen possession before?” Lucy asked the ex-secretary.

“I’ve seen rituals… back in my homeland,” the blonde answered. “Ze moroi sometimes perform transfers of power when zey take breeders. It’s like a piece of zeir essence is pushed into ze victim. It makes ze victims stronger, inhumanly so. Strong enough to survive what comes next.”

Lucy flinched, and her hand drifted toward her throat.

“What comes next?” she asked in a tone that suggested she didn’t actually want to know.

“Their bodies change from human,” Veronica continued, her voice cold and steady. “Zey become something else. A vessel. Strong enough to bear a moroi child.”

“Christ,” Lucy muttered. “That’s horrifying.”

“So, that’s what we’re seeing here?” I said as I looked back to the broken car. “Some kind of power transfer? Whoever, or whatever, is inside this guy is giving him that strength.”

“Exactly.” Veronica nodded once.

“So the real question is who gave Tyler that power,” Lucy sighed. “And why?”

“And vhat has this all got to do vith Shaw Cross?” Veronica added.

“Let’s find out,” I grunted as I straightened up from the squad car.

My eyes drifted toward the line of trees that bordered the road. The scent trail didn’t just vanish, it led somewhere. That thing hadn’t disappeared into thin air. I could feel it. There was something out there that pulled at the edges of my instincts like a splinter beneath my skin.

“This way,” I muttered, although I was already moving.

Lucy and Veronica fell in step behind me, and we headed into the thick, dark woods that loomed ahead of us. Shadows pooled between the trees like ink, and hidden rocks bit into the soles of our boots.

The trail of blood was faint, barely more than a series of smudges on gravel and grass, but it was enough because I didn’t just see it, I could smell it. The metallic tang of blood mixed with sweat and something worse, something that was distinctly unnatural. It was almost a relief to hear the crunch of gravel under our boots, the whisper of the wind through the leaves, and the rhythmic pounding of Lucy’s heart as she kept pace with me, because at least that meant there was something still normal in this world.

“You’re following the blood, right?” Lucy asked cautiously.

“And the scent,” I replied.

My voice came out lower than I’d intended, like the edge of a growl was already there and ready to be unleashed.

Veronica didn’t seem fazed by the timbre of my voice. She was scanning the woods ahead with her sharp green eyes for any sign of the possessed man’s passage.

“You’re certain he vent zis way?” she asked after a moment. “I don’t feel like getting lost out here.”

“Certain,” I said through gritted teeth.

In fact, I could feel it like a pressure in my chest. It was the familiar primal and restless feeling that was clawing to get out and track down whatever was bleeding out. The blood, the woods, and the hunt were calling to me, and it was hard to keep it in check as the scent grew stronger.

Lucy must have sensed it, too, because she grabbed my arm just before we reached the tree line.

“Nate, are you sure about this?” my one-time partner asked. “We don’t want anyone to see you as a… you know.”

“Low profile isn’t going to help us stop that thing,” I said as my eyes locked with hers. “ I’m not taking any chances.”

She hesitated for half a second, and then she sighed and dropped her hand.

“Fine,” she said. “Just don’t lose control or anything. The last thing we want is to have to explain to the Sheriff why his suspect has been shredded like a ribbon.”

I offered her a tight nod before I turned back to the trees. The blood trail was leading us deeper into the woods, out of sight of the road and anyone who might wander past, which was good for us. I didn’t need the locals stumbling onto this.

And I needed space. I needed to hunt.

The moment we passed into the shadows of the forest, I let myself breathe in deeply so I could take in the scents around me. My super smell picked out earth, moss, blood, and finally, him.

I stopped abruptly and turned to face the two women behind me.

“From here on, I need you two to stay close but stay back,” I warned them.

“We get it, wolf-boy,” Lucy chuckled.

I stepped away from them and finally let the change take me.

It started with a shiver that ran through my spine and exploded outward like wildfire. My muscles tensed and bulged as my bones shifted with a sound like grinding gravel. I clenched my teeth and held back a snarl as the pain rippled through me. Fur burst across my skin in thick tufts, while my fingers curled into sharp, deadly claws. My vision shifted so everything became brighter and clearer as if the world had been waiting for me to see it like this.

When it was over, I was breathing hard, but the air filled my lungs like fuel to a fire. My claws dug into the earth, and the scent of blood hit me like a punch to the gut. My hearing picked up everything, from the creak of nearby branches, to Lucy’s sharp intake of breath, and even the faint heartbeat of a rabbit scurrying somewhere nearby.

I turned my head to meet the wide eyes of the two women. Lucy swallowed hard but gave me a firm nod. She was used to it all by now, but still found it unsettling to watch me change into a fully-formed wolf.

“Impressive,” Veronica murmured in her usual unshakeable voice.

I huffed a breath as my wolf instincts surged with the thrill of the hunt, and then I turned toward the deeper woods. I started forward on all fours, and I moved fast and low. The blood scent was stronger here, almost fresh, and I could hear something up ahead like a snapping branch and the faint sound of footsteps stumbling through underbrush.

“There you are,” I murmured, though it sounded more like a low growl.

My eyes narrowed, and I snapped my jaws together in a warning to my team before I took off toward the noise. The woods tore by me in a blur of darkened shadows and fleeting fragments of sunlight. The scent of blood grew stronger and more pungent with every step I took. Without glancing back, I knew Lucy and Veronica were doing their best to keep up with my wolf-form’s pace.

The trail led me to a steep hill that disappeared into a deep, narrow valley. I came to an abrupt stop at its edge while I waited for the next clue. My body coiled, and my senses were on full alert as I scanned the area.

It took me a moment to spot what was odd about the picture, because most of it was buried under a thick coating of dead leaves and moss, but there was an ancient ruin hidden within the forest’s hold. Time had eroded the stone walls into jagged remnants, and vines clung to the crumbling structure as their tendrils weaved through cracks like veins on old skin, but these were definitely the remnants of something that had been built by hand.

And in the middle of it all was a stone circle.

The circle surrounded a pit, and even before I caught the heavy whiff of old blood that seemed to permeate the soil, I knew this was a ritual site. Dark symbols had been etched into the stone to form a series of looping and curling patterns that defied my understanding. The marks glistened faintly and had sharp edges as if they’d been carved recently, and the place reeked of old magic, the kind that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

And then there was the fresh blood.

At the very center of the circle was a thick pool of dried blood which had seeped into the grooves of markings in the dirt.

A chill ran straight to my core as my mind flashed with the possibilities of what could have happened here, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. A sharp, ragged gasp cut through the eerie stillness, and my head snapped up as every muscle coiled. My senses were on fire, and I zeroed in on the source with no hesitation.

There, backed against the far wall of the ruin, was the possessed Tyler Roth. He was alive, but barely. His chest heaved, his face was gaunt and streaked with blood, and his eyes… Christ, his eyes. They glowed with something unnatural, a sickly, pale light that made my instincts scream.

Lucy stumbled to a stop beside me, and her hand immediately flew to her weapon. Veronica stayed close behind her, and one hand curled around a silver pendant that hung at her throat.

The possessed man’s lips peeled back into a snarl when he spotted us. His teeth were bared, and his face twisted like it was fighting itself.

“You…” Tyler croaked, though another voice seemed to echo from his throat a half-second behind that. The reverb was something much older and darker and sent a shiver down my voice. “You’re pricolici.”

“Oh, great,” Lucy muttered, aiming her gun. “Creepy demon voice. Exactly what I wanted today.”

“Good eye,” I grunted. “I have no clue what the fuck you are, but you need to leave this man’s body before I make you.”

“This vessel is too good to give up so easily,” the man gurgled back.

“Listen to me,” I insisted. “Your name is Tyler Roth. You’re a tree surgeon. You can’t let this thing control you. You need to fight back.”

Tyler’s face contorted as a grotesque mixture of fear and fury flashed across it. The glow in his eyes pulsed and flickered like a dying lightbulb, but the entity’s hold was clearly too strong.

“Tyler Roth?” the layered voice sneered. “A pitiful name for a pitiful man. He was weak, filled with doubt. He begged for strength. I answered.”

“Yeah, well,” I growled as I took a step closer. “You’ve overstayed your welcome. This isn’t a goddamn timeshare. Get out.”

The thing controlling Tyler threw its head back and let out a chilling, distorted laugh. It echoed through the ruins like a gust of wind through a hollow cave.

“You think threats will work on me, wolf?” it taunted as its black gaze locked onto me. “You’re just another beast pretending to be a man. This body… this vessel… is mine now.”

“Alright, sure,” I shot back. “Possessive much? Did you at least buy him dinner first, or did you just move in uninvited?”

“Are you seriously trying to sassy-banter a demon right now?” Lucy muttered under her breath as she held her aim steady.

“Always works in the movies,” I replied without taking my eyes off Tyler.

“That doesn’t seem like a good excuse to do it in real life,” she shot back.

Tyler’s head twitched sharply to the side as if the entity was considering its next move.

“Your arrogance will be your undoing, pricolici,” it hissed. “You smell of blood. Of death. You reek of your own sins.”

“Let me guess,” I said as I flexed my claws. “You’re going to monologue about how you’ve been around for centuries and seen the rise and fall of empires? Maybe toss in a few cryptic prophecies? Cliché much?”

The entity let out a low, guttural growl.

“This is no game, wolf,” it warned. “You have no idea of the power you challenge.”

“I know enough,” I retorted as I stepped closer again. “You’re a parasite. You latch on to people who can’t fight back, use them up, and leave them hollow. But Tyler’s still in there, isn’t he? I can see it in his eyes. You haven’t won yet.”

Tyler’s body convulsed, and then his hands clawed at the air. For a moment, his expression softened and his mouth moved silently. It was enough to give me hope.

“Tyler,” I pressed as I lowered my voice. “You’re stronger than this thing. It’s not you. Fight it. Push it out.”

The demon snarled and slammed Tyler’s fist against the stone wall hard enough to leave a bloody mark.

“Do not listen to him! He cannot save you!” it screeched.

“You’re scared,” I said. “You’re clinging to him because you know you’re losing.”

Tyler’s eyes flickered again, and the sickly glow dimmed for just a second.

“I… I can’t…” Tyler mumbled in an almost human voice.

“Yes, you can!” I shouted. “That thing inside you is a leech. Fight it, Tyler. Take your body back!”

The glow in Tyler’s eyes surged violently, and he let out an unearthly roar before lunging at me with unnatural speed. I barely had time to move out of the way as his fist slammed into the ground where I’d been standing.

“Looks like he’s made his choice,” Lucy called out before she fired a warning shot into the dirt near Tyler’s feet.

“Yeah,” I said as I bared my teeth. My claws began to extend as my muscles coiled, ready for the fight. “But so have I.”

Tyler, or whatever was controlling him, launched himself at me again, and though his movements were erratic, they were terrifyingly powerful. This wasn’t just a possessed man. This was a monster.

And monsters? They were my new specialty.

I didn’t wait for further niceties. My wolf instincts had taken over, and the thing in front of me was no longer a man, it was prey. If I could stop the evil and save the man, I would, but that thing had to go one way or another. With a deep growl, I charged toward the evil. My claws dug into the dirt as I barreled forward like a freight train.

The possessed man moved fast, too fast. He pushed himself off the ruined wall and lunged toward me with a feral scream. He moved like a rabid animal, all jerky and wrong, but his speed still caught me off guard. I swiped at him, and my claws just grazed his arm as he ducked low and twisted out of my reach.

“Hold still, you bastard!” I snarled.

The man let out a wheezing, guttural laugh as he spun toward me with unnatural grace.

“You don’t understand what you’re chasing, wolf,” he rasped. “It’s already too late.”

“Then I’ll make sure you miss the encore,” I shot back.

With a snarl, I lunged at him again. This time, I wasn’t holding back. My claws sliced through the air, and I managed to connect and rake them across his side. He staggered, but it wasn’t enough to bring him down. The thing inside him was still in control.

When the man twisted back toward me, his eyes blazed with that unearthly light.

“You have no power here, beast,” he growled as his voice split with that other, darker tone.

Lucy finally had a clear shot, and she fired. Her gun cracked twice, but he moved so fast it was like he wasn’t entirely real. The bullets buried themselves into the crumbling wall behind him and sent stone chips flying.

“Damn it!” she cursed.

Tyler lunged at me again, and though it was faster, it was also more erratic. His arms lashed out like claws, and I had a quick glance of nails that were now blackened and jagged. He caught me across the chest, and pain shot through me as his nails tore at my fur. I roared and swung hard, until my fist connected with his jaw with a sickening crack. He flew back into the wall so hard that the impact left a spiderweb of fractures in the stone.

The human body had to be in serious pain, but somehow, he started to rise. His limbs jerked unnaturally as if invisible strings were pulling him.

“You… cannot stop this…” he rasped as blood dribbled from his mouth, and his head lolled to the side.

“Nate!” Veronica barked.

She stepped closer to the stone circle, and her green eyes darted across the symbols carved into the ruin.

“Veronica, get back here,” Lucy hissed.

“That rock,” the silver-haired beauty said.

“Not really the time, V,” Lucy interrupted.

“Yes, it is!” Veronica retorted. “The symbol on that stone, I’ve seen it before!”

“Well, don’t leave us on the edge of our seats,” Lucy huffed as she fired another shot that Tyler easily dodged.

“At the breeding rituals,” Veronica explained and suddenly it clicked. “Zat symbol is anchoring ze possession.”

I froze with one eye on the possessed man, whose body was trembling violently as if he were caught mid-seizure.

“Are you sure?” Lucy shouted as she reloaded her gun.

“If I’m wrong, you’ll have bigger problems!” Veronica snapped back. “Trust me, I’ve seen enough moroi breeding rituals to know.”

The possessed man let out a raw, animalistic scream and launched himself at me again. I met him head-on and tackled him to the ground. We hit the dirt hard, and my claws dug into his arms as he writhed beneath me. His strength was unreal, and I could barely keep him pinned. His glowing eyes locked onto mine, and I saw something human behind them. Something that felt pain and desperation.

“Help… me…” he croaked.

For just a flicker of a second, the man inside was fighting back.

“Veronica!” I roared. “How do we stop it?”

“I don’t know!” she yelled back. “Ravenov didn’t exactly give me ze how-to guide.”

The man beneath me thrashed wildly as his strength surged like a tidal wave. Every muscle in his body seemed to strain against mine, but I bore down with all the force my wolf form could muster. His glowing eyes locked onto mine, and once again, they burned with that sickly, unnatural light. The voice that slipped from his mouth wasn’t just layered anymore. It was discordant, a chorus of tortured whispers and screams.

“You can’t… stop it…” the possessed man hissed.

His face twisted with pain and malice, both human and not.

“Like hell I can’t,” I growled through gritted teeth.

I shoved him hard and slammed his head into the dirt as I strained to keep him pinned. My claws bit deep into his arms, and I could feel his bones bending and twisting beneath my grip. The thing inside him wasn’t giving up easily, and I could feel it pushing and clawing back for control. His skin rippled unnaturally as his veins darkened and pulsed as though something moved beneath the surface.

“We need to try something!” I barked without looking back. “Break that damn stone, now!”

“No!” the man growled.

Lucy didn’t hesitate, and I heard the scrape of boots as she sprinted toward the ritual stone. My ears caught every sound of their movement, every ragged breath and heartbeat, even over the possessed man’s guttural snarling beneath me.

“It’s anchoring the possession, you said?” Lucy panted as she fumbled to find something to strike the stone. “So we just hit it? With what?”

I didn’t have time to see what they were doing. The man beneath me screamed again. It was a raw, horrifying sound that echoed through the ruins. His body suddenly snapped and bent unnaturally, and before I could adjust, he bucked me hard. I was thrown backward and skidded across the dirt.

I rolled to my feet in an instant with my fangs bared, but the possessed man rose to his feet, too, with sharp and jerky movements, like a puppet yanked by invisible strings. His head tilted at an impossible angle, and his glowing eyes fixed on me.

“You’re too late, wolf,” the thing inside him snarled. “You cannot stop what’s coming.”

“We’ll see about that,” I snapped as I crouched low.

He lunged, and this time, I met him mid-charge. We collided like two titans, and the impact rattled my bones. My claws tore into his side, but his strength was monstrous.

“You want a fight?” I snarled as his hot breath filled my nostrils. “Fine,”

I sank my claws into his arms, threw my weight to the side, and then flipped him onto his back with a thundering crash.

“Lucy!” I bellowed as my muscles screamed with the strain of holding him down. “Do it! I don’t care how!”

“I’m on it, I’m on it!” Lucy shouted.

I heard the sharp crack of her gun as she fired at the stone. The shots rang out like thunder in the close space of the ruins, but it didn’t seem to be working.

The possessed man’s head snapped toward the sound, and for a brief moment, his focus wavered. I used the opening to slam into his chest which made his head snap back violently. The creature shrieked, and its voice twisted into something otherworldly as dark blood spattered across the stone floor.

“It’s not working!” Lucy yelled as panic crept into her voice.

I saw her out of the corner of my eye as she stared down at the stone. It had cracks running through it now, but it was still intact.

And then Veronica hefted a large chunk of broken stone from the ground, and with a yell, she swung it like a hammer.

“Die already, you stupid rock!” she spat.

The stone slammed into the rock with a thunderous crack, and the moment it hit, the air shuddered. A wave of unnatural energy rippled outward and made my fur stand on end. The symbols on the stone flared one last time before flickering and vanishing like snuffed-out flames.

The effect on the possessed man was immediate. His body went rigid as a strangled cry tore from his throat. The sickly glow in his eyes sputtered then flickered like a dying candle.

“No! You cannot… stop it…” the otherworldly voices screamed.

But the thing inside him was weakening, and I could feel the unnatural power draining away.

I seized the chance, and with a roar, I slammed him down hard and pinned him once more. My claws dug deep into the soil to hold him in place. His body convulsed and shook violently as the dark essence fought to hold on.

“Get out of him!” I snarled.

My voice came out in a deep growl, more wolf than man, but the creature inside seemed to understand. The man’s face contorted in hatred for a moment as the light in his eyes flared one last time, and then it shattered. A burst of black smoke erupted from his mouth and rose like a dark mist into the air. The possessed man let out a final, agonized scream before his body fell limp beneath me.

The smoke writhed to form a vague, twisted shape that hovered above us for a moment. Then, with a sound like a distant, echoing wail, it scattered on the wind and dissolved into nothing.

Silence fell over the ruins, broken only by my heavy breathing and Lucy and Veronica’s ragged panting.

I stayed still for a moment longer to make sure Tyler wasn’t about to start fighting again. His chest rose and fell shallowly, and his face was slack. He seemed to be human once again, so whatever had taken hold of him was gone.

“Is he alive?” Lucy asked cautiously.

I leaned closer to listen to his heartbeat. It was weak but steady.

“Barely,” I said as I pulled back and rose to my feet as a human. My claws retracted, and I let my body relax into its natural state, though the tension in my muscles lingered. “Tyler, can you hear me?”

But the man didn’t respond, not even a twitch. I could hear his heartbeat slowing and sense his body shutting down.

“We should get him to a hospital,” I said. “Like, now.”


Chapter 6

The sterile hum of hospital machines filled the air and were punctuated only by the soft beeping of Tyler’s heart monitor. His pale face was illuminated by the pale blue glow of the monitors, while an oxygen mask covered his mouth. His arms were riddled with IV lines, and the tight corners at the bottom of the blanket kept him from thrashing around hard enough to dislodge any of the needles.

Veronica sat in a chair by his side with her head bowed and hands clasped tightly together as if in prayer. Lucy leaned against the wall near the window with her arms crossed and her gaze hard but distant. I stood closer to the foot of the bed and watched Tyler’s chest rise and fall with an almost agonizing slowness.

The door opened with a soft click, and two figures stepped into the room. Sheriff Adler was the first to join us, and his large frame filled the small space as he removed his hat and nodded grimly in our direction. Behind him was a young officer, barely old enough to shave, who looked uncomfortable as he followed in his superior’s wake.

“Agent Cole,” the sheriff said. His voice was rough and lined with exhaustion. He paused and gave us a measured look, tinged with something unreadable. Contempt, perhaps, or pity. “Well, you did it, and I’ll admit, that didn’t take you long at all. How did you manage it?”

His question hung in the air, thick with skepticism as he waited for my reply.

“Teamwork,” I said in a neutral tone.

Adler snorted and shifted his hat in his hands as he glanced at Tyler’s unconscious form.

“Teamwork, huh?” he repeated. “Or maybe the beatdown you gave this man sobered him from whatever cocktail of drugs he was hopped up on. Maybe the high finally ran its course.”

Lucy bristled from her spot by the window. It was clear that Adler had dropped his Mister Nice-Guy act from earlier and was now showing his true colors.

“Is that what you think happened?” she asked.

Her voice was sharp as though she was daring him to continue, and Adler’s lips thinned as he turned his attention to her.

“What I think is that we’ve seen this kind of thing before,” he sneered. “Some poor bastard gets high enough, and suddenly, he’s stronger than ten men and nuttier than a squirrel in a peanut factory. Doesn’t take a Federal Agent to work that out.”

Veronica let out a low chuckle, but it wasn’t friendly.

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s go vith that.”

I stepped closer to the sheriff and forced him to meet my gaze.

“Believe what you want, Sheriff,” I said. “But we brought him in alive. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Adler grunted but didn’t reply. His young deputy shifted uncomfortably behind him, clearly not used to this kind of tension.

“Do you have anything useful to say, or are you just here to poke holes in our story?” Veronica asked in a voice that dripped with disdain.

Adler’s jaw worked for a moment before he finally sighed.

“Fine,” he relented. “You caught him. I’ll give you that much, gold star for you. But the prosecutor’s gonna want answers, especially given the shape he’s in, and we don’t have a damn thing to explain what happened out there. We’ll need your report by morning.”

“You’ll have it,” I said curtly.

“Good,” he snorted. “Then you can get back to your own investigation.”

Adler started to turn toward the door, but before he could leave, a low groan filled the room. Everyone turned to look at the bed just as his eyelids fluttered and his fingers twitched against the sterile white sheets.

“Wait,” I said and raised a hand to stop Adler.

Tyler’s chest rose sharply as he inhaled, and his face twisted in confusion and pain. His eyes slowly opened, unfocused and glassy at first, but they gradually cleared as he stared at the ceiling.

“Tyler,” Lucy said softly as she stepped closer to the bed.

His head turned toward her with an effort, and his gaze locked onto hers. He looked utterly exhausted, but there was a flicker of awareness behind his eyes.

“W-where…?” he croaked, though his voice was barely audible through the oxygen mask.

“You’re in the hospital,” I said. “You’re safe now.”

His brows furrowed as he turned toward me at the foot of his bed, and his lips moved under the mask.

“Vat’s he saying?” Veronica asked as she leaned closer.

I carefully moved to the head of the bed and lifted the mask away from his mouth.

“Take it slow, Tyler,” I said.

“W-what… happened?” he whispered in a shaky voice.

“That’s what we’d like to know,” Adler grunted as he stepped forward. “You attacked a number of people, including my deputy, trashed a diner, and resisted arrest.”

Tyler blinked at Adler as his confusion deepened.

“I… I don’t… remember…” he began.

“Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be,” Adler interrupted. “So, tell us, what were you on?”

“On?” Tyler repeated.

“What drugs did you take?” Adler continued. “PCP? LSD? Ketamine?”

I exchanged a glance with Lucy, who was watching Tyler intently.

“You don’t remember anything?” I asked gently to steer him away from Adler’s probing. “Not the woods, not what happened before you woke up here?”

“Nothing,” Tyler said as his brows knit together like he was trying to focus. “But I… don’t do drugs. I swear. I don’t even smoke.”

Adler crossed his arms and scoffed. His skepticism was practically radiating off him.

“Right,” he scoffed. “And you just happened to black out and go on a rampage for no reason. Convenient story.”

“Sheriff,” I warned. “Back off.”

Adler glared at me but didn’t push further. Tyler seemed oblivious to the exchange as he struggled to piece his thoughts together.

“I don’t… I don’t remember anything,” Tyler repeated as his gaze darted between us and panic began to creep into his expression. “It’s all just… blank. Like I was asleep, but… worse.”

Lucy stepped closer, and though her tone was softer than mine, it was no less firm.

“Tyler, think carefully,” she said. “Even small details can help us figure out what happened to you. What’s the last thing you do remember?”

He closed his eyes, and his face tightened as if he was trying to will the memories back into existence.

“I was… going to work,” he said haltingly. “Yeah, I was working out in the woods. A storm had damaged a few of the bigger trees out there, and they were at risk of falling completely. It was a hazard, you know. If a dog walker or whoever happened to pass at the wrong time. There was supposed to be the two of us on the job, but Stevie called in sick. I shoulda waited until someone else was available to help, but it wasn’t a hard job, and I needed the cash, so I headed out. Thought I could at least make a start…”

“What happened after that?” I asked.

Tyler shook his head weakly, and I could feel his frustration mounting.

“I don’t know,” he groaned. “I remember that I drove out, parked my truck, and started walking to the site. I remember walking through the woods and following the directions on-the-job notes. I got to this old ruin… and that’s it.”

“An old ruin?” Lucy pressed and then glanced at me.

“Then, I… uh…I don’t remember,” he said. “I must have started to cut something down, but I don’t remember that. Did I hit my head or something?”

“We’re not sure what happened,” I said as I glanced up at Lucy and Veronica.

“You said you saw a ruin,” Lucy said as she steered him back to his earlier statement. “Was there anything unusual about it?”

Tyler ran a hand over his face, and the IV tugged awkwardly at his arm.

“I… uh, it was just like an old stone structure, maybe part of a wall?” he shrugged. “Coulda been some Indian thing.”

“Did you touch anything?” Veronica asked sharply.

“I don’t think so,” he said. and his voice cracked under the strain. “I mean, I remember it smelled really weird, and I thought there must have been a bog nearby, and then… it’s all a blur.”

Lucy’s gaze darted to me, and I knew what she was thinking. Something in the woods had gotten into him, and now Tyler was paying the price. But we couldn’t say that aloud. Not yet.

Sheriff Adler, who had been leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, let out an exasperated huff.

“Enough with the ghost stories,” he said. “Ruins, odd smells, it’s all just junk his brain cooked up. I can tell you’re hiding something, Tyler.”

“I’m not lying!” Tyler stiffened as his voice rose defensively. “I swear!”

Adler stepped forward, and his towering frame made Tyler shrink back into the bed.

“What you swear doesn’t matter,” he said coldly. “What matters is that people got hurt, and you’re the one who did it. You can’t remember? Convenient. But we’ll find out exactly what you’ve been shoving up your nose or shooting into your veins.”

“That’s enough, Sheriff,” I said in a sharp tone.

Before Adler could reply, the door opened, and a doctor stepped in. She was middle-aged, with a no-nonsense demeanor and a clipboard clutched tightly in her hands.

“Oh, good, we’ve got a full house,” she said briskly, although her tone suggested it was more of a hindrance. “Mr. Roth, I need to go over your condition.”

“All I need to know is that he’s fit enough to undergo an interrogation,” Adler interrupted.

The doctor glared at him.

“Sheriff, he’s stable, but far from well,” she said. “His organs have taken a beating. His liver and kidneys especially. We’re running a full panel to figure out why.”

“His organs?” Veronica repeated.

“Yes,” the doctor said. “It’s as if he’s been under extreme stress, physically and metabolically. His heart rate was erratic when he was admitted, his blood pressure dangerously low, and his oxygen levels…”

She paused and looked at her clipboard.

“Well?” the sheriff asked.

“Frankly, it’s a miracle he’s alive,” the doctor concluded.

Adler smirked, arms still crossed.

“Sounds like withdrawal to me,” he scoffed in a know-it-all kind of way. “Or maybe he overdosed and just hasn’t fessed up yet.”

“I told you, I don’t do drugs!” Tyler snapped, and the desperation in his voice was clear now.

The doctor cleared her throat pointedly.

“We’ve ordered a toxicology screen to confirm,” she said. “But let me be clear, there’s no immediate medical evidence of regular drug use. No entry points or anything like that. His bloodwork is… unusual, but we’ll know more once the tox screen comes back.”

Adler’s smirk faltered, but his skepticism remained.

“You just let me know when you find out what he’s on,” he said.

The doctor sighed but didn’t argue, and instead, she turned her attention back to Tyler.

“For now, you need rest,” she said. “Stress will only make your recovery harder.”

Adler stepped toward the door.

“I’m heading back to the station,” he grunted. “Send me the tox report as soon as it’s ready.”

“Mmmm,” the doctor mumbled without looking at the man.

The sheriff turned to us, and his eyes narrowed.

“Good luck with your investigation,” he said in a voice that suggested we should wrap it up quickly.

The room was heavy with silence after he left. The doctor glanced at some of the machines and then gave us a curt nod before following him from the room.

“Stress,” Veronica muttered under her breath. “Sure. Stress vould do that to a man.”

“It wasn’t stress,” Lucy said flatly. “It was something else.”

Tyler looked between us, confusion etched into his face.

“What are you talking about? What’s going on?”he insisted.

I crouched near his bed and met his eyes.

“We think something happened to you in the woods,” I began. “Something that’s hard to explain.”

“Like what?” he asked in a frightened whisper.

“Like something took control of you, Tyler,” Lucy explained in a soft, mothering tone. “Something not… natural.”

“Possession,” Veronica said bluntly. “Something vas in you, using your body for--”

“Stop,” Tyler said, his voice trembling. “That’s… that’s insane. You’re saying I was possessed? By what? A demon?”

“We don’t know yet,” I admitted. “But it explains what happened to you and why you don’t remember anything.”

Tyler’s breathing quickened, and his hands gripped the bedsheets tightly.

“No. No, that’s not possible,” he babbled. “It can’t be.”

“It doesn’t matter what you believe right now,” Lucy said firmly. “What matters is figuring out what happened in that clearing.”

“And making sure it doesn’t happen again,” Veronica added.

Tyler’s eyes filled with fear as he sank back into the bed. The heart monitor beside him began to beep at an increasing rate, and I could see sweat bead on the man’s forehead. Maybe his conscious mind couldn’t remember, but I had a feeling that his subconscious did.

Tyler closed his eyes as his face paled.

“God help me,” he murmured.

“God’s not the vone you need to vorry about,” Veronica snorted softly.

I straightened and nodded toward the door.

“We need to check out that clearing,” I said to Lucy and Veronica before I turned back to the patient in the bed. “I’ve got one last question for you, Tyler.”

“I told you, I don’t remember anything,” he huffed.

“Maybe not, but it’s worth asking,” I said. “Does the name Shaw Cross mean anything to you?”

Tyler’s face scrunched in confusion, and his pale brow furrowed deeply. His gaze darted between the three of us as he searched for an answer.

“Shaw Cross?” he repeated weakly. His voice trembled, and he winced as if even the name carried some hidden weight. “No… I don’t think so. Should it?”

“It might,” I said.

I made sure to keep my tone neutral because I didn’t want to influence him either way. I wanted to push harder, but it was clear from Lucy’s sharp glance that she was thinking the same thing I was. The name had stirred something, even if Tyler didn’t fully realize it yet.

“I don’t know,” he insisted. “I swear I don’t. Should I? Has he got something to do with what happened to me?”

“Possibly nothing,” I lied smoothly. “It’s just a lead we’re chasing down.”

Veronica gave me a sidelong glance that told me she wasn’t sold on my approach, but she stayed silent, with her arms folded tightly across her chest. The faint glow from the monitors cast an eerie light over her face and accentuated her sharp expression.

Tyler let out a shaky breath and sagged further into the bed.

“I just want to go back to my life,” he murmured in a voice that was barely audible. “If I even have one after this. The whole town will hate me if I really did all of those things.”

“You’ll be fine,” I said. “We’ll figure this out.”

The heart monitor beside his bed slowed back to a steady rhythm.

“We should go,” Lucy said quietly. “The longer we wait, the colder the trail gets.”

I nodded and looked back at Tyler.

“We’ll be back soon,” I said. “In the meantime, let the doctors run their tests. If you remember anything, anything at all, tell the nurse and have them call us immediately.”

Tyler gave a feeble nod, and his eyes followed us as we made our way to the door. Before I stepped out, I glanced back and caught his gaze.

“You’re not alone in this,” I said. “We’re going to help you. I promise.”

The words hung in the air as we stepped out into the sterile, fluorescent-lit hallway. The sound of our boots echoed softly against the tile floor, which was still wet after being mopped.

As soon as the door clicked shut behind us, Veronica turned to me with an arched brow.

“He didn’t seem to recognize Cross’ name, but something shifted ven he heard it,” she said. “You saw zat, right?”

Lucy nodded in agreement.

“It rattled him, even if he doesn’t realize why,” the brunette said. “The connection’s there, we just don’t know what it is yet.”

“Vell, it’s a good thing ve’re headed to the woods again,” Veronica muttered.

As we walked briskly down the hallway, the weight of the situation settled heavily on my shoulders. I doubted that whatever had taken hold of Tyler in that clearing was done with its games. And if we didn’t move quickly, it might not be done with us, either.

An hour or so later, we were back at the ruin. Now that we weren’t being attacked by a possessed man, I took a moment to take a good look around the clearing.

The clearing was enveloped in a thick blanket of moss that coated most of the stones and gave them a weathered and ancient appearance, but I wasn’t sure how old this thing actually was. Much of it was disturbed from our recent brawl, but it was still clear that there were frequently walked paths where the moss was thinner.

Vines slithered around the base of the ruins like serpents trying to reclaim what once belonged to nature. The air here felt different, colder and more foreboding. There was also a metallic scent that hung heavy in the air, and I could swear it was even stronger than before. I thought back to Tyler’s guess that there had been a bog nearby because of the strange smell. It wasn’t a bad guess, but I knew that years of spilled blood had left that scent. A faint breeze stirred through the trees, but it carried an eerie chill that didn’t match the warmth of the season.

“Hell of a place for a picnic,” Veronica muttered.

As she stepped closer, her boots sank slightly into the damp earth. She frowned at the squelching sound, but she moved closer anyway, careful not to touch anything.

The remnants of our earlier struggle lay scattered around the moss-covered stones, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was here, something unseen, like we were being watched from the shadows.

My senses pricked, and I felt every nerve in my body ready itself to morph at any given moment. But I couldn’t hear or smell anything to suggest there was a living thing anywhere near us.

I crouched near the stone Veronica had shattered while I had fought Tyler. The jagged edges of the broken rock still gleamed, and the deep, intricate rune that had been etched into it before was now a fractured, incomplete shape.

“Hard to believe a rock could do all of that damage,” I muttered.

“It vasn’t ze rock,” Veronica explained. “That is just a platform to bind the curse to.”

“Look at this,” Lucy said as she crouched next to another stone and brushed her fingers lightly against its surface.

I joined her and squinted at the worn carvings that marked the stone. It was a different symbol, and the markings looked as though they had been etched deeply into the stone. The symbols were arcane, almost otherworldly in their complexity, as they swirled in patterns that I couldn’t decipher.

Veronica was already stepping past us as her eyes scanned the surrounding stones. She moved as if she was searching for something hidden in plain sight.

I watched as she paused beside a larger stone in the middle of the clearing.

“Do you recognize any more of these markings?” I asked her.

Veronica didn’t answer immediately. She leaned closer and her fingers hovering just above the surface of the large stone. Then, she shook her head.

“No,” she said and I could hear that her voice was tinged with frustration. “Zey could be anything. I only remembered zat one so clearly because it’s so… different.”

“Different how?” Lucy asked, her curiosity piqued.

“I don’t know,” Veronica sighed as her eyes narrowed at the shattered rock. “It’s ze shape. It’s very specific, you know. Plus, vatching Ravenov do that to ze women he… vell, it’s ze kind of thing you don’t forget.”

“I’m sorry, Veronica,” Lucy muttered as she looked up at the blonde with sympathy. “No one should have gone through that.”

Veronica only nodded in response.

I glanced back down at the rock in front of me and traced the etching with the tip of my finger.

“If these markings all represent some kind of spell or curse, or whatever…” I sighed. “Then this town could be in bigger trouble than we first thought.”


Chapter 7

“We could try breaking the rest of them,” Lucy suggested, although she didn’t sound entirely confident in the idea. “If these stones are part of whatever rituals are performed here, destroying them might sever its power.”

I glanced at Veronica, whose jaw tightened at the suggestion.

“Ve don’t know zat for sure,” she said. “Zey could be binding ze curse, yes. But destroying zem? Zat might unleash something far vorse.”

I knew she was right as much as I hated to admit it. The shattered stone we’d broken during the fight with Tyler hadn’t stopped whatever dark force had taken hold of him. In fact, we were lucky it hadn’t killed him.

“Without knowing what these runes mean, we’d be playing with fire,” I said as I rose to my feet and brushed dirt off my hands. “The last thing we need is to make things worse.”

Lucy frowned for a moment but nodded in agreement.

“So what do we do?” she asked. “Leave them here and hope whoever set this up doesn’t come back?”

“Not a chance,” I said. “We need to find out who’s behind this. They’re the ones holding all the cards. If we find them, everything else falls into place.”

Veronica had wandered to the center of the clearing where the dried blood stained the ground.

“Do you think zis is… human?” she asked.

I followed her gaze and knelt to inspect the spot. Although blood had dried and begun to blend into the rust-colored dirt, I knew whatever had happened here had been fairly recent because nature was too good at cleaning up this kind of thing. After a bit of rain and some curious animals, it’d be like it was never there. The smell was still fairly strong as well, which meant the microbes hadn’t had time to finish their job.

As I crouched down for a closer look, the faint metallic tang of the dried blood filled my nostrils. It was stronger here, almost fresh despite its appearance. My heightened senses sharpened as I inhaled deeply and focused on the layers of scent that lingered in the clearing. Blood was the strongest note, but it wasn’t alone. There was something else that I could only describe as a faint musk of fear and sweat mixed with the earthy scent of disturbed soil.

“It’s human alright,” I sighed.

Lucy’s gaze darted to me.

“How can you tell?” she asked.

“The scent,” I explained as I pointed to the patch of blood.

“You’re telling me that you can smell the difference between human and animal?” Lucy asked with wide eyes, and it reminded me how bewildering it must be for her to come to grip with my wolfishness.

“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “But yes. Human blood has this chemical tinge, probably from all of the shit we pump into our bodies, I don’t know. Then there’s the sweat and fear… whoever this was, they were conscious, at least for part of this. And it’s recent.”

Veronica’s lips pressed into a thin line as her eyes scanned the surrounding area.

“Zen vere is he now?” the silver-blonde beauty mumbled.

I rose to my feet as the faint breeze shifted through the clearing and brought with it another whiff of something sharp and unnatural like metal or oil. It was not something native to the forest, I knew that much. My eyes narrowed, and I took a few cautious steps toward the edge of the clearing, where the moss grew thicker underfoot.

I knelt and brushed aside a patch of scuffed leaves with careful fingers. There, partially buried in the dirt, was a rectangular shape. The corner of it glinted faintly in the filtered sunlight.

“What is it?” Lucy asked as she moved closer.

I picked up the object and shook loose the dirt and leaves. It was a wallet, and the leather was worn with faint scuffs that hinted at frequent use.

“A wallet,” I said without looking up.

“Well, that seems out of place,” Lucy muttered. “Is there anything in it?”

I flipped it open and found a wad of cash, an AmEx card, and a driver’s license tucked into the slots.

“Well, shit,” I sighed.

“What is it?” Lucy asked.

“Is it Tyler Roth’s?” Veronica asked.

“No, it’s not,” I murmured. “This wallet belongs to Shaw Cross.”

The photo by his name matched the grainy picture that Keller had shown us.

I held the wallet in my hand and turned it over as if the worn leather itself might whisper some explanation. But it didn’t. It only confirmed one thing. The man we were tracking had been here, which meant that whatever valuable artifact he was carrying had probably been in the town at some point as well. But had the artifact made it to the woods? Or had Shaw left it somewhere before… whatever had happened?

“I suppose this proves he didn’t just wander off,” Lucy said. “If he left willingly, he wouldn’t have left his wallet behind.”

“And certainly not with a wad of cash in it,” I agreed. “There must be a few hundred dollars in here.”

“Maybe zer’s more lying around,” Veronica suggested. “Things zat might point us to him.”

We spread out and searched the area further. The faint smell of blood still clung to the air, but no new scents mingled with it. If someone else had been here, they’d been careful to cover their tracks. Either that, or time and the elements had done the job for them. I found nothing but more disturbed earth near the stones and a few broken branches at the clearing’s edge, but those could’ve been from animals.

Lucy crouched near one of the smaller stones and inspected the ground where Tyler had stood during our fight.

“What about footprints?” she said. “You’ve got the Superman senses, can you tell if anyone else was standing here?”

“They’re not Superman,” I chuckled. “Just… enhanced.”

“Whatever you say,” Lucy smirked.

I squatted beside her and ran my fingers over the earth. The ground was soft, but not muddy enough to hold clear imprints. Still, my heightened senses picked up on subtle inconsistencies. There were slight depressions, crushed grass, the faint scent of rubber from shoe soles.

“There were others,” I said. “At least two. Maybe three. Hard to tell, though.”

“Did zey take him vith zem?” Veronica asked. “Or… vhat if zey left him for dead?”

Lucy straightened and wiped her hands on her jeans.

“This place isn’t giving us anything else,” she sighed. “Maybe we should head back to town and start asking around, see if anyone’s seen Cross.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Who knows, maybe someone’s heard something or seen someone acting suspicious.”

Veronica didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue. With one last glance at the stones, we began the trek back to the trailhead. The forest felt oppressive as we moved through the trees, and my senses were on edge the whole way. But nothing followed us, and no new scents caught my attention.

By the time we reached Main Street, the sun had dipped lower in the sky and the autumn chill had really set in. The town was busier now as locals and tourists milled about. There was a distant hum of conversation, alongside music and clinking glasses.

The streets seemed to exhale a collective breath of unease, despite the easy-going atmosphere the town was working hard to promote. Leaves in shades of fire-red, orange, and gold drifted through the air and crunched underfoot as we walked down along the narrow street that had probably been built back in pre-revolutionary days. Old wooden signs swung on creaky hinges above shop doors, and lights flickered from windows to cast distorted shadows along the storefronts, all to preserve that perfect New England feel for the leaf peepers.

Dorset was clearly the kind of place that wore its past proudly, yet uneasily. A plaque on the side of a weathered building proclaimed it as a former meeting house from the 1600s, and several other structures looked to be just as old, if not older. Sagging roofs, warped wooden beams, and peeling paint were everywhere when I looked more closely, and the entire town felt like a time capsule of a century when witch trials and superstition ruled the land. After what we’d seen in the woods, though, maybe not much had changed.

In fact, we even passed a Witch Trial Museum. Its carved wooden sign depicted a gallows and a crude illustration of a woman in shackles, and tourists in thick scarves and wool coats filed out of its double doors as they clutched pamphlets and spoke in hushed tones. A banner strung across the street above it announced the Annual Festival of Shadows, with images of pumpkins, black cats, and witches’ hats stenciled alongside the words.

Lucy stopped to stare at the sign.

“Festival of Shadows,” she said as she wrinkled her nose. “I hadn’t noticed these banners when we arrived.”

“It says this is the first night,” I noted. “It’ll be on all week.”

“They’re really leaning into the whole witchy vibe, aren’t they?” Lucy chuckled.

“It’s a small town,” I said. “You gotta use whatever you got to keep the tourists coming.”

“I wonder if anyone here even remembers ze truth of those trials,” Veronica whispered. “Or if it’s all just a gimmick now.”

“Either way, it gives us an easy way to blend in.” Lucy shrugged and started walking again.

The air filled with the sweet aroma of caramel apples and roasted chestnuts as street vendors set up booths along the square. Strings of orange and purple lights crisscrossed the space, and a large bonfire crackled at the center of the square.

We looked at each other, and then we split up to canvas the area without another word. We headed for different sections of the festival, though the first few conversations I had went about as I’d expected, which is to say polite but fruitless. Most people either claimed not to know Cross or brushed me off entirely. Shaw was a stranger in this town, and it seemed his presence hadn’t left much of a mark. Or if it had, the people here didn’t want to admit it.

I stopped a man in his forties selling homemade candles at one of the booths. His face was lined, his hands rough from years of work, and he wore a flannel shirt under a thick wool coat. He was the epitome of a hardworking New Englander, and he even scowled when he first saw me approach, probably because he’d seen me working the other booths.

“Excuse me,” I said as I pulled Shaw’s photo from my pocket. “Have you seen this man around? His name’s Shaw Cross. He might’ve passed through a couple of days ago.”

The man squinted at the photo as his brow furrowed.

“Can’t say I have,” he said and scratched his beard. “But folks don’t always tell me their names. You might wanna try the bartender at The Winding Oak. He keeps better track of strangers.”

“Thanks,” I said, though the name didn’t sound familiar.

I tried a few more random people in the crowd and then finally moved back toward the bonfire. Lucy joined me a few minutes later with her hands tucked into her jacket pockets.

“Anything?” I asked.

“No one’s talking,” she sighed.

“Same,” I said. “Though one man suggested we ask the bartender at the Winding Oak.”

“It might be worth a shot.” Lucy shrugged and watched the crowd for a moment. “It can’t be any more useless than this.”

“Then let’s try it,” I said. “Where’s Veronica?”

“Over there,” Lucy said as she pointed toward a nearby booth.

Veronica had her arms crossed and was glaring at a young man dressed in a cheap witch’s costume. She must’ve sensed us watching because she looked around for a moment and then waved us over.

“This one claims he knows Shaw,” Veronica said in a skeptical tone as we joined her.

The man, probably in his twenties, raised his hands defensively.

“Hey, I didn’t say I knew him, okay?” the guy insisted. “Just that I might’ve seen him.”

“Okay,” I said. “Where did you see him?”

The man shrugged.

“Couple nights ago, in the bar,” he said and pointed to a place at the edge of the town square. “I remember because he wore this sharp suit and stood out like a sore thumb. A big city fish in a small-town pond, you know.”

“Can you tell us anything about him?” I asked. “Was he acting weird or anything like that?”

“Not particularly,” the man shrugged. “Drank a lot of bourbon. Kept checking his pockets like he was expecting to be pickpocketed. I only remember because me and my buddies were laughing about it. Jumpy fellow.”

“Anything else?” Lucy asked.

“No, I don’t think so,” he replied.

“Very helpful,” Veronica sighed.

“It’s something,” I noted. “It confirms he was here.”

I nodded to the man and then pulled the girls back into the crowd. We dodged tourists and vendors selling overpriced trinkets as we walked to the bar, which I quickly realized was the Winding Oak, the same bar the candle-seller had mentioned. Its old wooden sign creaked in the breeze, and the faint sound of laughter and conversation seeped through the walls.

The place had a charm that screamed old New England, with a long, sloping roof covered in moss and a chimney that puffed tendrils of smoke into the crisp autumn air. A string of orange lights framed the doorway which added a festive touch, though the strand looked like it’d been up for some time, so it wasn’t something that had been added just for the festival.

I pushed open the heavy door, and a wave of warmth and the earthy scent of aged wood greeted us. Inside, the atmosphere was cozy but bustling as locals filled the booths and barstools. Their voices mingled with the soft hum of classic rock playing from a jukebox in the corner and the occasional burst of laughter. A large oak tree was carved into the bar’s main beam, and its gnarled branches twisted across the ceiling.

The bartender was an older man with a thick salt-and-pepper beard and a plaid shirt under a leather apron. He was busy wiping down glasses, but his sharp eyes flicked to us the moment we entered. Something about the way he straightened suggested he knew we weren’t here for casual drinks.

As I approached the bar, he greeted us with a nod and a furrowed brow.

“What can I get you folks?” he asked.

“We’re not here for drinks,” I said as I pulled out Shaw’s photo. “We’re looking for this man. Someone said he might’ve been in here a few nights ago.”

The barkeep glanced at the photo with an unreadable expression, and then leaned on the counter.

“You some kinda cop?” he grunted.

“No,” I said quickly. “We’re… family friends. We were supposed to meet him here, but he hasn’t been in touch. We’re worried about him, that’s all.”

He studied me for a moment before sighing.

“Yeah, I remember him,” he said. “Came in a few nights ago. Looked like he didn’t belong here, you know? Suit, shiny shoes, the whole deal.”

“What did he do while he was here?” Lucy asked as she leaned forward. “I mean, Shawn isn’t really a drinker…”

“Though zere isn’t much else to in zis place,” Veronica added as she glanced around the bar.

“Mostly kept to himself,” the bartender said as he ignored Veronica. “Sat in the back corner, in a booth near the fireplace. Figured he wasn’t a fan of the cold.”

“Mmmm,” Lucy murmured and then nodded for the bartender to continue.

“He sipped bourbon all night,” the man said and then shook his head. “He had a nasty-ass cough. I told him the drink wasn’t going to fix it up and he’d be better off visiting the pharmacy”

“Did anyone talk to him?” Veronica pressed.

The barkeep frowned in thought.

“Not really,” he said. “He didn’t seem interested in conversation. Paid his tab in cash and left after a couple hours.”

“Did he leave alone?” I asked.

“Far as I could tell,” he said.

“Is there anything else that you can tell us about him?” Lucy interjected.

“There wasn’t much special about him,” the barman shrugged. “I noticed he kept looking over his shoulder like he was expecting someone to show up. He didn’t seem like the relaxed type, that’s for sure. Musta been waiting for you folks, I guess, what with you being family and all.”

“Yeah, good old cousin Shawn,” Lucy sighed. “I just don’t know where he could’ve gone.”

“You don’t know where he’s staying?” the barman asked suspiciously.

“He isn’t there,” I jumped in as I slid a few bills across the bar. “We got delayed because of work, and now we can’t find him. Thanks for everything.”

He pocketed the cash with a grunt.

“You should be careful about asking questions,” he warned as he looked around the bar. “Folks don’t like outsiders poking around too much.”

The unease only grew as we stepped back out into the brisk evening air. The sounds of laughter, music, and the occasional burst of applause from the festival felt like a thin veneer that masked something much darker. It wasn’t just Shaw Cross’ disappearance or Tyler’s possession that had me feeling on edge, either. It was the way everyone seemed to deflect our questions, like it was a practiced art in this town.

“What the hell do you think he meant?” Lucy muttered as she pulled her jacket tighter against the chill. “Be careful asking questions… that’s not ominous or anything.”

“God only knows,” I replied as I rubbed the back of my neck.

The festival seemed innocent enough on the surface, but now every flickering light and every shadow felt like it was watching us. It was easy to tell who was a visitor, because they seemed oblivious to the tension, but the locals all had a glint in their eyes that made my skin prickle.

“So now what?” Lucy asked.

“Let’s keep looking,” I said. “Someone here knows more than they’re letting on.”

We drifted through the square and split up to question more of the vendors and festival-goers. At a booth selling handmade soaps shaped like pumpkins and skulls, I showed Shaw’s photo to the elderly woman behind the table. She frowned as her hands worked the soap mold with deliberate slowness.

“I might’ve seen him,” she said vaguely without meeting my eyes. “But it’s hard to say. So many people come through this time of year.”

“Did he say anything? Do anything unusual?” I pressed.

Her gaze flicked up to me for just a moment before she returned to her work.

“It’s the season for unusual things, isn’t it?” she said cryptically.

Before I could ask more, she excused herself to restock her booth and disappeared into a tent behind the display.

Lucy had a similar experience at a stall selling jars of local honey. The vendor, a burly man with a thick New England accent, shrugged off her questions as I walked by.

“People see all kinds of things this time of year,” he said. “Could’ve been anyone. Or anything.”

He laughed, but there was no humor in it. Lucy huffed, but she thanked him and trotted after me. A moment later, we spotted Veronica, who looked just as frustrated. We found a spot between a couple of tents where we could reconvene without getting caught in the middle of the crowds.

“Is it just me?” I asked as we convened. “Or is everyone trying to avoid a straight answer at all costs?”

“It’s more than zat,” Veronica said as her eyes scanned the crowd. “I just get the feeling zey know somesing, but zey’re not saying. Eizer zey’re scared, or zey don’t trust us.”

“Yeah, it feels like they’re hiding something,” Lucy muttered. “All of the locals are, for sure. Half of them won’t even look at us when we show them the photo.”

“And the other half are giving us riddles instead of answers,” I snorted.

A gust of wind swept through the square and carried with it the mingled scents of bonfire smoke, spiced cider, and something sharper and more acrid. I turned toward the source of the strange smell but saw nothing out of place. It was just the same vendors and festival-goers that were everywhere at the moment.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Lucy said. “Maybe we should head back to the inn. Get some rest and try again to--”

“Wait,” I said sharply as my gaze fixed on a man across the square.

He stood near the edge of the crowd, half-hidden in the shadows of a weathered building. His eyes were fixed on us, and when he saw me looking back, he quickly turned and disappeared down a narrow alley.

“Did you see that?” I asked.

“I did,” Lucy said. “Let’s go.”

We pushed through the crowd as quickly as we could, though we had to dodge tourists and vendors as we made our way to the alley. The smell of the festival faded as we entered the narrow path, and the crowd noise was soon replaced by an eerie silence. The shadows here seemed deeper and more oppressive as if the buildings themselves leaned in to whisper secrets to one another.

The man was nowhere in sight.

“Great,” Lucy muttered. “Now we’re chasing ghosts.”

“Maybe not,” I said as I kneeled to inspect the ground.

My enhanced senses picked up faint traces of the man’s scent, which was a curious mix of sweat, old leather, and something metallic and sharp.

“Right,” Lucy sighed. “The wolf thing again.”

“He went this way,” I said as I chose to ignore her comment.

We followed the scent through the winding alleys and emerged onto a quieter street lined with old stone houses and overgrown gardens. The festive atmosphere of the square felt a world away here, replaced by an unsettling stillness. Even the air seemed heavier and colder.

At the end of the street was an old church that probably looked quaint in daylight, but looked more like the setting for a horror movie in the dimly-lit street. Its steeple reached toward the darkening sky like a claw, and its wooden doors were warped from neglect. The windows were covered with grime, and the steps looked like they were about to collapse under the weight of the leaves. A carved sign beside the entrance read St. Winifred’s. Established 1642.

“Of course it’s a creepy old church,” Lucy said under her breath.

The scent led us straight to the church doors, but when I tried them, they were locked. I frowned and pressed my ear to the wood. Inside, I could hear faint movement, footsteps, maybe, or the rustle of fabric. Whoever had been watching us was in there and had locked the doors to keep us out.

“Do we knock?” Lucy asked.

“Not yet,” I said as I stepped back to look for another way in.

Around the side of the church, we found a small, partially open window. It was a little higher than head height and just large enough for one of us to squeeze through at a time.

“I’ll go,” I said.

Lucy started to protest, but I cut her off.

“I can see better in the dark,” I reminded her. “And I can easily pull myself up to the sill.”

With a reluctant nod, she and Veronica stood watch as I climbed through the window. Inside, the church was even darker than I’d expected, and the only light came from the faint glow of the street lights through the stained-glass windows. The air smelled of dust and mildew, and it mingled with the faint metallic tang of blood.

I moved silently through the pews with my senses on high alert. At the front of the church, near the altar, I saw a figure crouched over something on the floor. I knew from the scent it was the man from the square.

He was muttering to himself as his hands worked quickly to arrange a series of objects on the floor. There were candles, small stone carvings, and a piece of fabric stained with blood. The sight sent a chill down my spine, and I knew that whatever he was doing, it wasn’t good. It reminded me of the ritual circle in the woods.

“Hey,” I said sharply.

The man jerked upright, and I could see that his eyes were wide with fear. For a moment, he seemed frozen as his gaze darted between me and the objects on the floor. Then, without warning, he grabbed one of the stone carvings and hurled it at me.

I dodged easily, but the crash echoed through the church, and I heard the sound of Lucy and Veronica fussing outside of the window.

The man bolted for the side exit, but I was faster. I tackled him to the ground and pinned him with one arm as he struggled.

“Let me go!” he hissed as his voice trembled. “You don’t understand!”

“Then explain,” I growled. “Because to me it looks like you’re holding a ritual. Planning on possessing some more people?”

“No, I didn’t… I’m not…” he hesitated.

“Then, spit it out,” I warned.

He stopped struggling, and his eyes darted toward the scattered objects on the floor.

“It’s… it’s the time of year when strange things happen,” he whispered. “The veil is thin, and for those who seek power and blood, it’s their best opportunity to draw on… other powers. I was trying to stop it.”

“Who’s they?” I demanded, but before he could answer, the front doors burst open, and Lucy and Veronica rushed in.

“What the hell is going on?” Lucy asked as her eyes flicked between me and the man.

“He says he’s trying to stop something,” I said with my grip still firmly on the man’s arm.

“You don’t understand,” the man repeated.

He stopped struggling, though his chest heaved with exertion. His mouth opened a couple of times like he was going to say something else, but nothing came out.

“Then make us understand,” Lucy insisted as she crossed her arms.

Her tone was sharp, but her face betrayed a flicker of concern. The man swallowed hard as the brunette agent glared at him, and he took a shaky breath before he tried again.

“This place… this town… it’s cursed,” he said. “It has been for centuries. Every year, as autumn deepens and the days grow short, the veil between our world and theirs grows thin. It’s the way of things.”

“Their world?” Veronica asked as her accent made her words sound more clipped.

“Spirits, yes,” he said with a bitter laugh. “But these aren’t harmless ghosts or friendly haunts. These are ancient, hungry things. Things that take to consume.”

“Consume what?” I asked.

“Blood, life, souls. Whatever they can get,” he said, and his voice sank to a whisper like he didn’t want these spirits to hear. “It’s not just this year, it happens every year, right on schedule. People go missing, accidents happen. But it’s not random. It’s a balance. The townspeople know it. They always have.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Lucy said. “If they know about it, why wouldn’t they do something to stop it? Why not warn outsiders like us?”

The man let out a hollow laugh.

“Because ignorance is safer,” he said. “The less you interfere, the less likely you’re noticed. That’s the unspoken rule here. Leave them alone, and maybe, just maybe, they’ll leave you alone. But if you poke around too much, if you ask too many questions... you’re marked.”

His words sent a chill down my spine, but I didn’t let it show.

“Then what were you doing back there?” I asked. “If leaving them alone is the key, why were you performing… whatever ritual that was?”

The man hesitated, and then his gaze dropped to the floor, where the remnants of his own rite were scattered.

“Because I can’t stand by anymore,” he said. “Every year, they take more. My brother… my brother was one of them. Gone without a trace two years ago. The townsfolk looked the other way, like they always do. They said it was an accident. A hiking trip gone wrong. But I know better.”

“Zis is madness,” Veronica muttered as she glanced toward Lucy, who looked equally unsettled.

“What were you trying to do?” I pressed as I kept my grip firm on him. “That circle wasn’t just for show.”

“I was trying to ward them off,” he said, his voice breaking. “To create a barrier. If I can’t stop them, maybe I can protect someone. Even if it’s just one person. I thought if I used the right symbols, the right offerings…”

A heavy silence fell over us, broken only by the faint creak of the old church settling. The man’s words hung in the air, but there was nothing reassuring about them. They were overwhelmed by the oppression that seemed built into the bones of the old church.

“Why should we believe you?” Lucy finally asked. “You could be trying to throw us off the trail, mislead us.”

“You think I’m lying?” he said with a bitter chuckle. “Then leave. Go back to your inn. Pretend you didn’t see me, and when the screams start, remember what I said.”

“Screams?” Veronica repeated as her face paled.

“You’ve been asking questions. Showing pictures. Stirring things up. They don’t like that,” he said in an accusatory tone. “You’ve put a target on your back, and maybe the rest of the town, too.”

“Wonderful,” Lucy muttered as she rubbed her temples.

The man’s gaze flicked toward the front of the church.

“You should leave,” he said. “Get out of Dorset while you still can.”

“Not without answers,” I said firmly. “You’ve already started explaining what’s going on here, so you might as well finish. What are these spirits you keep talking about?”

The man’s eyes darted around the dimly-lit church as if he expected the shadows to come alive.

“No one knows for sure,” he said. “Some say they’re spirits of the forest, angry at the settlers who tore down their sacred groves centuries ago. Others say they’re older than that, something primal that’s always been here.”

Lucy sighed heavily.

“This just keeps getting better and better,” she mumbled.

“Did they take Shaw Cross?” I asked.

“Who?” he asked.

“He was a businessman, here to meet… a British colleague,” I explained.

Veronica pulled out a photo of Cross and flashed it at the man.

“I saw him,” he nodded. “He was with Martha Williams.”

“Who is she?” I asked.

“Just some old woman,” the man said. “She lives on the edge of town. She owns an herbal remedies store, and even offers tarot readings to the tourists. She’s a bit kooky.”

“That’s all you’ve got?” I said.

“I don’t know what else I can tell you,” the man grunted as he started to struggle again.

“Zat’s enough,” Veronica snapped, and her voice cut through the tension like a whip. “If you don’t want to help, fine. But we’re not going to sit around and wait for zis… zis nightmare to come to us.”

The man looked at her with a mix of anger and desperation.

“You’re fools, all of you,” he spat. “You think you can fight them? Outsmart them? They’ve been here longer than you can imagine. Longer than this town, this country. They’re not something you can reason with or stop. They’re hunger and malice given form.”

Lucy stepped forward, her jaw tight.

“Then why haven’t they taken you? If you’re so powerless against them, why are you still here?” she asked.

His shoulders sagged, and for the first time, he looked truly defeated.

“Maybe they like toying with me,” he said bitterly. “Or maybe they think I’m already broken. A broken man isn’t much of a meal.”

“That’s pathetic,” Lucy muttered as she shook her head.

“Enough,” I said sharply, and I turned to the man so he was facing me. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, and you better hope I don’t find out you’ve been lying to us, because if you have, I’ll tear you apart myself.”

“You’ll see I’m right,” the man mumbled as I released him. “You’ll see.”

With that, the man ran for the side door and disappeared into the darkness. Lucy started to follow him, but I held her back and shook my head. I didn’t think we’d get anything more useful from the man, but at least we knew why the townspeople were so hell-bent on ignoring our questions.

As we stepped outside, the air felt heavier than before, like the weight of the man’s words still clung to us. It was impossible not to jump at every little sound, especially when the wind seemed to wrap around us like a cloak.

“Do you believe him?” Lucy asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted as I glanced back at the weathered facade of St. Winifred’s. “I know we were expecting the supernatural, but spirits? Come on. Either way, whatever’s happening here, he’s terrified. And I don’t think he’s making that up.”

“Zis town,” Veronica muttered as she wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “It’s like ze walls are watching. I don’t like it.”

Before I could respond, a sharp scream pierced the silence and froze us in place. It came from somewhere nearby and sliced through the night like a knife.

The man’s voice echoed in my mind.

“When the screams start, remember what I said,” I muttered.


Chapter 8

The desperate and raw scream came again and propelled us into motion. We moved as one as we rushed toward the sound, though the road beneath our feet seemed to shift and stretch in the dim light until the short distance felt far longer than it should.

We rounded a corner into another narrow street lined with crooked houses. At the far end, we could see a woman in the doorway of one of the homes. She clutched the frame as if it were the only thing keeping her upright, and from the look of terror in her eyes, that was probably true. Her hair was wild, her face was pale, and there was an air of desperation about her that I usually associated with the worst crime scenes.

“What happened?” I asked as we approached. I kept my tone calm despite the rising tension in my chest.

“It’s m-my b-aby,” she stammered as her words tumbled over each other. “H-he woke up screaming. And then h-he started…”

She stopped for a moment, and I could see her throat working as she tried to form the words.

“Started what?” Lucy pressed as she stepped forward.

The woman looked at the agent as tears started to stream down her face.

“He started speaking,” she whispered. “But it wasn’t him. It wasn’t his voice.”

“Speaking?” Veronica repeated, her voice tight with disbelief. “You mean like talking?”

“Yes!” the woman cried, and her hands trembled as she gripped the doorframe even tighter. “But not in any language I know. It was, oh, God, it was wrong. His little voice, but it sounded so old, and so… hateful.”

I exchanged a glance with Lucy, whose brow furrowed in concern.

“Where is he now?” I asked.

The woman stepped back into the house and gestured frantically for us to follow.

“Please, come,” she begged. “He’s in his crib. I don’t know what to do.”

The interior of the house was dimly lit, and the air was thick with the scent of woodsmoke and something faintly metallic. Shadows clung to the corners, and the floorboards creaked ominously under our weight.

We followed her into a small room at the back of the house. A wooden crib stood against the far wall, draped with a patchwork quilt. The woman hesitated in the doorway with her hands clasped tightly in front of her.

“There,” she trembled.

I stepped closer and peered into the crib. An infant was asleep on the blanket, and his tiny chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. His eyes were closed, but his lips moved to form sounds that shouldn’t have come from such a small mouth.

The guttural, rasping words filled the room in a low, rhythmic chant that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. It was unlike any language I’d ever heard, and each syllable carried a weight that felt ancient and oppressive.

“Vhat is zat?” Veronica whispered as she stared down at the child.

“Something not normal,” I muttered with my eyes fixed on the baby.

I reached out slowly, but as my hand neared the child, his eyes snapped open. They were dark, far too dark for a baby, and filled with an awareness that didn’t belong there.

“Pricolici,” the child rasped in a voice that was so deep and alien that it didn’t seem possible it had come from him. “You tread where you are not welcome. The price will be paid.”

The baby’s eyes fluttered closed again, and the room fell silent, save for the mother’s quiet sobs.

Lucy stepped back in surprise, and her face slowly turned as white as the sheet that was just peeking out from below the blanket.

“Okay, what the hell was that?” she asked.

“It’s like what ze man said,” Veronica said. “Ze veil is thin. Ze town is cursed.”

The woman collapsed into a chair and buried her face in her hands.

“My baby,” she sobbed. “My Elias…I did everything I could to protect him… I prayed… I … He…”

I knelt beside her and placed a hand on her shoulder. I felt her flinch at my touch, but she didn’t pull away.

“We’re going to figure this out,” I said firmly, though I wasn’t sure if I believed it myself.

Veronica pulled a small notebook and pencil from her coat pocket, although her hands trembled as she flipped it open. The mother’s quiet sobs filled the air and blended with the faint creaks and groans of the old house. Veronica crouched near the crib, her face pale but determined.

“I’m going to write down vhat he says,” she murmured. “Phonetically. Maybe someone can translate it.”

Lucy leaned against the wall with her arms crossed tightly over her chest like she was protecting herself.

“Langley,” she said. “They’ll have someone who specializes in obscure languages and ancient scripts. If anyone can make sense of this, it’s them.”

“Good idea,” I nodded.

“Our father who art in heaven--” the mother was muttering into her hands.

“Ma’am,” I began in a calm and steady voice. “We need to know everything you can tell us about what happened. Anything you’ve noticed, no matter how small, might help us understand.”

The woman lifted her head slowly, and her tear-streaked face was filled with anguish.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “It all started a few days ago. Elias, that’s my son, he began waking up at night, screaming. At first, I thought it was just nightmares, but then… things got strange.”

Lucy exchanged a glance with me.

“Strange how?” she prompted.

The woman’s hands twisted together in her lap.

“He’d stare at the walls, his eyes so wide, like he was seeing something I couldn’t,” she said. “He’d cry and scream, but when I picked him up, he’d go completely still. Like he wasn’t there anymore.”

A chill crept down my spine.

“Did he say anything before tonight?” I asked.

“No, he’s only just learned his first word,” she said as she shook her head. “But tonight he started to chant those words. But… they didn’t even sound human.”

“Has anything unusual happened in your home recently?” Lucy asked as she leaned in. “Strange visitors, odd noises, anything out of the ordinary?”

The woman hesitated as her brow furrowed.

“There was one thing,” she admitted. “Last week, I found a dead bird on the windowsill outside Elias’ room. Its eyes were missing. I thought it was just some animal, but now…”

She trailed off as her voice trembled, and her gaze shifted toward the window.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“Nothing I can think of,” the woman said after a moment, and she shook her head before she looked at the crib again.

“He’s stirring,” Veronica said from her post by the baby, her pencil poised above the notebook. “He’s going to speak again.”

We turned toward the crib and watched as the baby’s tiny body twitched for a moment before his lips began to move once more. This time, his eyes remained closed, but the words poured out in the same guttural, ancient tone. Veronica scribbled furiously, her face a mask of concentration as she tried to capture the unfamiliar words.

“Skaara nathrion,” she muttered under her breath as she wrote. “Velkar se... Natath vel…”

Veronica scribbled furiously as the guttural chant flowed from the baby’s lips. The oppressive weight of the words pressed down on the room like a storm cloud. Lucy’s eyes darted nervously between the crib and the mother, whose trembling hands covered her mouth as fresh tears welled up.

The baby’s voice finally fell silent, and the stillness that followed was almost deafening. Veronica finished her notes and when the baby didn’t continue, she snapped the small book shut with an audible click before she stood up. Her face was pale, and her lips were pressed into a tight line.

“That’s enough for now,” she muttered as she clutched the notebook like it was a lifeline. “We need to get this to Langley as soon as possible.”

I nodded in agreement but turned my attention back to the mother. We needed something that might help us make sense of the nightmare unfolding in this cursed town, and so far, this woman was the only one who seemed willing to tell us what she knew.

“Mrs…?” I faded off when I realized we hadn’t even asked her name.

“Julie,” she said, her voice barely audible. “Julie McNamara.”

“Julie,” I began gently as I crouched in front of her chair to meet her bloodshot eyes. “I know you’re scared, but we need your help to figure this out.”

“Okay,” she mumbled.

“There have been strange things happening here,” I continued. “We found Tyler Roth in a… distressed state, not too dissimilar from your baby’s.”

“Tyler Roth?” she repeated. “I know him. He took a tree down in my backyard last summer.”

“Can you think of any connection between what happened to him and your baby?” Lucy asked.

“Umm, no,” she replied. “I don’t think so… Although, wait…”

“What is it?” I pushed.

“I bumped into him a few days ago,” Julie explained. “Just when Elias first started acting strange. I thought maybe he had a cold coming on. I popped into the store to pick up some Milk of Magnesia and apple cider. Tyler was coming out of the store as I went in. We didn’t speak much, just the usual stuff you say when you see someone. He said hello and mentioned how big Elias had gotten, but that was it.”

Julie’s words hung in the air, and her eyes became distant as if she was piecing together the fragments of her memory.

I glanced over at Lucy, who was already raising an eyebrow in suspicion.

“Which store?” I asked.

“It’s just a local place.” Julie shrugged. “She sells a lot of her own herbal concoctions, but she sells aspirin and such as well.”

“Is that Martha Williams’ store?” Lucy asked.

Julie blinked and came back to the present.

“Yes,” she said slowly. “That’s the one. I’ve gone to her store a few times for remedies. Sometimes, they work better than any of the modern medicines, and these newfound drugs are full of chemicals that they make in a lab somewhere, so you don’t really know what you’re getting.”

“I see,” I said and nodded. “So you know Martha Williams?”

“Yes, I do,” she agreed. “She’s a little odd, and some people don’t like her, but she’s harmless. She’s always talking about the old ways, and which herbs to use for things people don’t even think about anymore. How did you know her name, though? Have you been to her store?”

“Ve’ve just heard her name mentioned,” Veronica explained. “Ve’re just trying to connect ze dots.”

“What are you saying?” Julie asked as she frowned. “Do you think she’s the one to blame for… whatever this is?”

“We aren’t saying anything,” I clarified. “But if your baby’s behavior started around the same time you saw Tyler Roth at Martha’s shop, it might not be a coincidence.”

“Did anything about the store or the meeting seem unusual to you?” Lucy asked the mother.

Julie’s frown deepened as she tried to think back to that moment.

“Not at the time, no. I was just in there for a quick stop. But…” she hesitated. “Now that you mention it, something did feel off about it. When I was inside, there was a weird smell that was so… pungent. It wasn’t like the usual herbal scents in the place. This was… sharp, like burnt metal mixed with something sweet. And Martha, well, she was looking at me in a way that made me uncomfortable. Like she knew something I didn’t.”

Julie shuddered as she spoke.

“Vhat else?” Veronica asked.

The blonde’s voice was softer now as she approached Julie, though she was still clutching the notebook tightly in her hands. Julie stared at the notebook as she tried to pull the memory from somewhere deep within her.

“She told me Elias was special,” Julie muttered. “That I should be careful, that children like him are rare. But I thought she was just trying to make conversation. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I just wanted to get what I needed and leave.”

“That’s interesting,” I murmured as the pieces began to fall into place. “What did she mean by children like him? How is he special?”

“I don’t know,” Julie replied. “She didn’t explain what she meant.”

“It sounds like Martha Williams might know something about what’s going on here,” Lucy suggested.

“Ve need to pay her a visit,” Veronica added. “But if she’s involved, she’s not going to tell us anything willingly.”

“We still need to try,” Lucy said.

We were interrupted then by a loud knock on the front door. It was so unexpected that we all jumped.

“Oh, my…” Mrs McNamara muttered. “Excuse me, I’ll just get that.”

“No problem,” I nodded.

We were silent for a few moments as we listened to the mother’s footsteps move through the house. The dark-eyed baby had taken a break from his demonic incantations, but he continued to breathe heavily.

We heard mumbled voices through the house as Julie opened the door, followed by the sound of boots on the creaking floorboards.

“As I was saying, Mrs. McNamara,” the visitor said. “We got a call about a disturbance, so I came straight here--”

A familiar frame followed the distressed mother through the bedroom doorway. Sheriff Adler watched the tearful woman drop back into her chair, then his eyes moved to the crib, and finally to the three of us.

I suddenly felt as though we were trespassers in the man’s private domain. His hand hovered near his belt, though whether it was meant to rest or threaten, I couldn’t tell.

“What’s going on here?” Adler demanded as his piercing eyes locked onto mine. “I should’ve known you’d be here.”

Lucy straightened against the wall with her arms still crossed, but her expression was defiant. Veronica tucked her notebook into her coat, and her jaw tightened as Adler’s gaze shifted to her.

“Sheriff,” I said evenly as I stepped forward to intercept his ire. “We’re here because we–”

“I know exactly what you’re doing,” he cut me off. His voice was low and clipped. “Federal marshals sticking their noses where they don’t belong. This is my town, and I don’t need outsiders making things worse.”

I could feel the tension radiating from Lucy, but I raised a hand to calm her before she could say something sharp.

“With all due respect, Sheriff,” I began. “This town’s problems don’t seem to be confined to your jurisdiction anymore.”

Adler took a step closer, and his boots scraped against the wooden floor.

“Is that so?” he grumbled. “And what makes you think you know more about my town than I do?”

Lucy unfolded her arms and pushed away from the wall.

“Maybe it’s the fact that a baby just spoke in a voice that doesn’t belong to this world,” the brunette agent snapped. “Or maybe it’s Tyler Roth’s inexplicable behaviour, or the strange man we ran into babbling about spirits and curses.”

Adler stiffened at her words, and I could see his jaw working as he turned to Julie.

“Mrs. McNamara, did you call these people?” he asked.

Julie shrank under his gaze.

“No, Sheriff,” she muttered. “T-they came after they heard me scream. I didn’t know what to do, and they offered their help.”

“There you go,” Lucy said in a biting tone. “So unless you have a solution to whatever this is, maybe you should let us do our job.”

“Your job is to stick to federal crimes,” Adler shot back as he turned his glare back to me. “Last I checked, babies crying isn’t a federal matter.”

“That might be, Sheriff,” I countered. “But we believe this could be part of a larger pattern linked to our missing person.”

Adler’s face hardened.

“You’re overstepping,” he snapped. “I’ve got this under control.”

“Do you?” Veronica interjected, her voice soft but pointed. “Because from vhat ve’ve seen, zis town is anything but under control.”

Adler’s nostrils flared, but before he could respond, a faint whimper broke through the tension. Elias stirred in his crib, and his tiny body twitched as if caught in a restless dream. All eyes turned toward him, and the momentary distraction was enough to silence the argument.

Adler lifted his gaze back to me.

“Stay in your own lane, Agent Cole,” he warned in a low voice.

I hesitated for a moment, ready to argue back, but something inside stopped me. Arguing with this man wasn’t going to help us at all. We had our next lead, and we were better off following it than arguing with a man who had no interest in helping us.

“You heard the Sheriff,” I said to my partners.

“But--” Lucy began.

“No, Agent Gray,” I insisted. “We’ve done everything we could do for Elias. The Sheriff can handle it from here. He clearly feels that he’s in a better position to keep this baby safe and well, so let’s get out of his way.”

Sheriff Adler stood with his shoulders squared and his chin tilted upward. He radiated an air of authority as if he had just won a major battle and not a pissing contest. His piercing gaze followed us as we stepped away from the crib, and the corner of his lip curled into a smirk.

Lucy’s fists were clenched at her sides, and Veronica’s lips were pressed into a thin, bloodless line. I could feel the tension between us, unspoken but palpable, as we backed down.

“Good call, Agent Cole,” Adler said in a tone of finality. “Stick to your jurisdiction, and let me do my job.”

“Adler,” I began in a quiet voice, “I’m doing my best to not step on your toes and give you respect, but don’t interfere with my team’s investigation. Respect is a two-way street.”

When he broke eye contact with me, I turned away.

Julie McNamara’s conflicted expression caught my attention. She sat on the edge of her chair, where her trembling hands gripped the fabric of her dress as if holding on for stability. Her gaze darted between Adler and us, like she was silently pleading for help but was too afraid to openly challenge the sheriff.

“Mrs. McNamara,” I said gently. “If you need anything else, you can always reach out.”

She nodded mutely, and her lips parted as though she wanted to say something, but no words came. Adler’s looming presence beside her seemed to stifle any objection she might have voiced. With one last glance at the crib and its dark-eyed occupant, I turned and gestured for Lucy and Veronica to follow me.

The three of us walked out of the house and into the crisp night air. The faint rustle of leaves offered a stark contrast to the oppressive tension we’d just left behind. We didn’t speak until we were well down the cobbled street, out of earshot of both Adler and the McNamara home.

Lucy was the first to break the silence, and her voice was sharp with frustration.

“Why did you let him push us out?” she asked. “You know he’s not going to do a damn thing about this.”

“He’s territorial,” I said, and I tried to keep my tone measured as I spoke, even though inside I felt my anger bubbling. “Arguing with him in front of the mother wouldn’t have helped. If we want to solve this, we need to pick our battles.”

“Pick our battles?” she repeated in an incredulous voice. “Nate, that baby is chanting in some kind of tongue. The sheriff can’t handle this.”

“I know,” I said firmly. “But we have our next lead. Martha Williams. If she’s connected to this, we’ll find out. For now, let’s regroup at the Maple Hearth Inn and plan our approach.”

“I’m vith Nate,”Veronica sighed as she rubbed her temples. “Ve need rest. Ve can’t help anyone if ve’re running on empty.”

Lucy shot me a look but said nothing more. The three of us turned toward the inn, though our steps sounded heavier now as the weight of the night’s events bore down on us.

We made our way back through the town in silence and soon found ourselves back at The Maple Hearth Inn. The innkeeper, Margaret, greeted us from behind a desk as we entered.

“Oh, good evening,” she smiled. “Have you had a nice first day in town? Seen some sights?”

“You could say that again,” I replied with a tired smile.

“I’ve just finished making a fresh batch of soup,” Margaret said. “Why don’t you head up to your room, and I’ll bring you some up to warm your bones?”

“That’s really kind,” Lucy nodded. “Thank you, Margaret.”

We wound our way to room seven and let out a sigh as we entered the cozy room.

A single lamp on the nightstand cast a warm glow over the space, and the faint scent of lavender drifted in the air the sachets tucked into the corners of the dresser.

Lucy threw her bag onto the bed nearest the window and let out an exasperated sigh as she dropped into the chair beside it. Veronica walked in more deliberately and set her things near the small table that occupied the corner of the room. I took a seat on the edge of the second bed and ran a hand through my hair as the tension from the night began to settle into my shoulders.

“Alright,” I began as I broke the heavy silence. “Let’s talk about what we know.”

Lucy scoffed, and she was clearly still seething.

“What we know is that the sheriff is an arrogant, useless, piece of--” she began.

“Lucy,” I cut her off gently but firmly. “Focus.”

She exhaled sharply, but after a moment, she nodded and folded her arms across her chest. While the brunette reined in her anger, Veronica pulled out a notebook and flipped to the page where she’d been recording notes.

“Ze connections are clear,” Veronica said as she scanned her notes. “Martha Williams seems to be at ze center of everything. Tyler Roth vas seen at her shop. She vas seen with Shaw Cross, who apparently had a cough and was probably seeking medicine. And she vas ze one Julie turned to before ve arrived.”

“She’s the common thread,” I agreed. “But what exactly is her role in all of this? Is she just a purveyor of old remedies, or does she have a more sinister part in these events?”

“If she’s connected,” Lucy added as she leaned forward. “Maybe she’s more than just an innocent shopkeeper. Maybe she’s something else.”

“A moroi, perhaps?” I suggested. “Maybe she has some kind of connection to the Ravenovs. She might have known that Shaw was carrying the artifact and intercepted him, somehow.”

Veronica frowned as she considered that possibility.

“Admittedly, I didn’t know all of Ravenov’s connections, but I certainly don’t recognize her name,” Veronica shrugged. “Anyway, ve can not jump to conclusions. It is possible she knows more than she lets on, but ve must approach her carefully. If she is involved, she vill not reveal herself easily.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We’ll head to her store first thing in the morning. We need answers, but we also need to tread lightly. If she is part of this, pushing too hard could make her retreat, or worse, force her to speed up whatever their plan is.”

A soft knock at the door interrupted the discussion.

“Your soup is ready!” Margaret’s cheerful voice called from the hallway.

Lucy stood and opened the door to reveal Margaret with a large tray balanced expertly in her hands. The delicious aroma of hearty vegetable soup and freshly baked bread wafted into the room.

“Here we are,” Margaret said with a warm smile as she stepped inside.

“That smells delicious,” I said as I took a deep sniff of the aromas that followed her into the room.

She smiled as she placed the tray on the small table and began setting out bowls of steaming soup along with a basket of crusty bread.

“This will warm you up right nice,” the innkeeper said. “It’s an old family recipe.”

“Thank you, Margaret,” I said sincerely. “We really appreciate this.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble,” she said as she brushed off the gratitude with a wave of her hand. “You’ve had a busy day, I’m sure. Now, enjoy your meal and get a good night’s sleep. I promise, you’ll be ready to tackle the day when the sun comes up again.”

With that, she gave us a parting wave and then quietly closed the door behind herself.

The three of us gathered around the table as we realized just how hungry we were. The soup was rich and flavorful, and its warmth spread through my chest with each spoonful. The bread was still warm from the oven and had a perfect crust that crackled as we tore into it.

“This is amazing,” Lucy said between bites. Her earlier irritation had clearly been forgotten.

“Indeed,” Veronica agreed as she dipped a piece of bread into her soup. “Margaret is a treasure.”

For a while, we ate in companionable silence as the events of the day were momentarily pushed aside by the comfort of good food and the promise of rest. When we finished, we set the dishes outside the door and began preparing for bed.

Lucy and Veronica decided to share and took the bed by the window. I stretched out on the second bed and stared up at the ceiling as the quiet of the night settled over us.

“Do you think we’re ready for what we’ll find tomorrow?” Lucy asked after a moment.

“I think we’ll have to be,” I replied. “But no matter what happens, we’ll face it together. That’s what matters.”

“Ve have faced vorse,” Veronica said.

Lucy didn’t respond, but the rustle of her settling under the covers was answer enough. I closed my eyes and let the exhaustion of the day take over.

Tomorrow would bring its own challenges, but for now, we had a moment of peace. And yet, all I could hear was the sound of that voice and the strange change I didn’t know. It haunted me even in my dreams, and I knew instinctively that something wicked awaited us.

I awoke with a start in the middle of the night. My heart was pounding, though the dream itself slipped through my fingers like water. My hands were clammy as I pushed the blankets aside and swung my feet to the floor. The room was dim except for the faint glow of moonlight that streamed through the curtains. Lucy was still asleep, and I could hear her soft, rhythmic breathing. I glanced toward the other bed but found Veronica’s side empty.

Curious and a little concerned, I quietly slipped out of bed and padded toward the balcony. The door was slightly ajar so that a crisp draft snuck through that carried with it the faint scent of pine. As I stepped outside, I found Veronica leaning against the railing. Her gaze was fixed on the horizon where the faintest hint of dawn began to edge the night sky.

She turned as I approached, and her expression softened.

“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

I shook my head and leaned against the railing beside her.

“Nightmare,” I admitted, though the details escaped me. “It’s gone now. What about you? Couldn’t sleep, either?”

She shrugged and turned back to the horizon. Her pale hair caught the moonlight as she did.

“It’s hard to adjust sometimes,” she sighed. “Zis world, zis life… it is so different from vhat I knew. And yet, I feel it is where I belong.”

She looked at me, and I nodded. I knew more than anyone what that was like.

“For a long time, the Ravenovs dictated every part of my life,” she continued. “My choices, my thoughts, my purpose. But now… now I am free to decide for myself. It is… liberating. And terrifying.”

“Have you thought about what you want to do long-term?” I asked with a genuine curiosity.

She smiled faintly as her gaze returned to the horizon again.

“I have,” she nodded. “But I don’t know ze answer.”

“You’ve got all the time in the world to work that out,” I said.

“But I do think zat my destiny is tied to yours,” she added after a moment. “Vherever you go, I will go.”

“Don’t feel obliged to–” I began, but the blonde cut me off.

“It is not just loyalty or gratitude,” she explained. “It is something deeper, something I feel in my very soul.”

Her words took me by surprise, and for a moment, I couldn’t find a response. The intensity in her eyes left no room for doubt. She meant every word.

“Veronica…” I began, but she silenced me with a gentle smile.

“You do not have to say anything,” she said. “I only vanted you to know. Ve are bound, you and I. Perhaps fate, perhaps something else. But it is the truth.”

Before I could respond, she stepped closer, and she let her hand brush against mine. The warmth of her touch sent a jolt through me, and when she tilted her head up to meet my gaze, I couldn’t resist leaning in. Our lips met in a kiss that was both tentative and electric. It was a moment that felt as if it had been waiting to happen.

When we finally pulled apart, Veronica smiled softly, and her cheeks were faintly flushed.

“I am sorry if that vas… unexpected,” she said, though her tone carried no regret.

“Unexpected, maybe,” I admitted. “But not unwelcome.”

She chuckled, a rare sound that I realized I wanted to hear more often. Then her expression grew more thoughtful.

“You care for Lucy,” she said, and her tone was gentle but direct. “I see it in the way you look at her, the way you try to protect her. She is lucky to have you.”

“I do care for her,” I admitted. “It’s… complicated.”

“As most things are,” Veronica agreed. She hesitated, then continued. “Maybe you should know, the Priocoli often have multiple vives. The most powerful among them… zey build families, alliances, through such unions. It is not uncommon.”

Her words hung in the air, a hook that left me uncertain how to respond. Before I could say anything, she placed a hand on my arm.

“Do not misunderstand me,” she said. “I vould never interfere in vhat you have vith Lucy. But I vanted you to know, should you ever choose to walk a different path… it is not unusual among your people.”

I nodded slowly, unsure what to make of her revelation. As she turned to reenter the room, I stayed behind for a moment and allowed the cool air to clear my head.


Chapter 9

The soft amber light of the morning sun crept through the outdated curtains and cast long, warm rays across the room. I woke before the others and could feel the lingering ache of yesterday’s events still settling into my muscles. For a moment, I laid there with the quilt pulled up to my chest and savored the quiet. The sound of Lucy’s soft breathing and Veronica’s occasional sigh were the only noises in the room.

I slipped out of bed carefully, careful not to disturb them, and then I grabbed my bag and headed into the small adjoining bathroom. The tiles were cool underfoot, and a faint smell of lavender soap lingered in the air. I twisted the knob to turn on the shower, and the hot water that came streaming out was a welcome relief. I stepped under the stream and felt the heat loosening the tension in my shoulders. The steady rhythm of droplets on tile was soothing, and for a brief moment, I allowed myself to imagine that we were dealing with a straightforward case. There were no cryptic warnings and no cursed artifacts. Just routine work that we could settle quickly and then home to DC.

But that was wishful thinking.

The sound of soft knocking startled me out of my thoughts. As the door creaked open, Lucy’s form appeared in the doorway. She entered the room with a confident stride and made her way toward me, her lips curved into a mischievous smile.

“Lucy, what are you–” I began, but I didn’t have a chance to finish.

Without removing the oversized t-shirt she had worn to bed, the beautiful brunette stepped under the stream of water with me, and her lips immediately met mine.

Her kiss was as fiery as Veronica’s had been electric. She pressed herself against me, her wet t-shirt clinging to her slim body.

“Lucy…” I breathed out as I broke the kiss to rest my forehead against hers.

She looked up at me, her dark eyes twinkling with mischief and something else like affection.

“I just needed you to know how I feel,” she whispered.

The sound of her voice brought a rush of emotions I hadn’t been prepared for. There was an honesty in her words, in her gaze that left me feeling vulnerable. This wasn’t just about the thrill of the chase anymore, or solving the case. It had become something more personal. Something more intimate.

“I think that you’ve made abundantly clear,” I replied, my voice barely a whisper. “And, honestly, I feel the same way.”

“You do?” she asked, and a glint flickered in her eye as I sensed her heart rate increase.

“I care about you, Luce,” I said. “A lot. But I need to tell you something first.”

“Anything,” Lucy nodded.

“I kissed Veronica last night,” I admitted.

I expected a look of hurt and pain to shoot across her face, but instead, the brunette agent simply nodded.

“It was inevitable,” she smirked. “Veronica is absolutely stunning, and she is head over heels in love with you. I can see it in the way she looks at you.”

“She is?” I asked.

“She is,” Lucy nodded. “But the thing is… I think I’m in love with you, too.”

The shock of her words was more potent than the chill of the water. My heart lurched in my chest, beating so loudly I was sure she could hear it.

“Well, shit,” I said as I let out a half-hearted chuckle and rubbed the back of my neck while I tried to gather my thoughts. “I mean, being in love with a werewolf definitely sounds like its going to have its challenges.”

She laughed softly, and her eyes sparkled with mischief again.

“But in a way, it’s easier,” she smiled. “Everything is so unconventional and wrong, that it feels right.”

She took a deep breath before she continued. “As long as you promise to always love me, I give you permission to also love Veronica. It may not be normal, but neither are we. And honestly… it just feels right.”

Her revelation left me speechless. I stared down at her as my mind raced to process everything she had just said.

As the water cascaded over us, we fell into another kiss. I could feel Lucy’s t-shirt clinging to her curves and through the wet fabric, I could see the outline of her supple breasts. It was an enticing sight that made it hard to focus on anything else.

Her touch was intoxicating, and suddenly my tiredness from yesterday’s events seemed like a distant memory.

As our lips pressed together, a wave of heat and longing washed over us. Our hands eagerly reached out to touch and feel every inch of each other. The softness of skin, the warmth of bodies, it all heightened the intensity of our kiss. Our fingers tangled in hair, our bodies pressed closer, and time seemed to stand still as we lost ourselves.

She let out a soft sigh against my mouth before pulling away slightly.

Her eyes were dark and filled with a raw desire that left me breathless.

“I need you,” she whispered hoarsely.

The words were like a punch to my gut. My breath hitched, and a wave of longing crashed through me which left me feeling dizzy with need.

My hands roamed under her shirt, up to cup and squeeze her breasts before peeling the wet fabric over her head and letting it drop to the floor. Her nipples were hard under my touch, and she moaned softly as I took one into my mouth so I could flick the sensitive bud with my tongue.

My other hand slowly trailed down to where she was hot and wet for me. I dipped a finger inside, earning a sharp gasp from her.

“Is this okay?” I asked.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Please.”

I didn’t need a second invitation.

“Oh, god...” she moaned as I added another finger. Her hips rocked in rhythm with my thrusts while she sought friction against my thigh. Our bodies were slick with water and desire and every touch seemed amplified.

Her sharp intake of breath encouraged me further.

Every noise she made, from her gasps to her whispers of my name, served to stoke the fiery need within me. And when she arched against me with a shuddering moan, it sent an electric thrill coursing through my veins.

Her hand slipped lower and wrapped around me firmly. My heart pounded in my chest as an overwhelming wave of desire washed over me.

With a soft moan, Lucy lifted her leg, wrapping it around my waist, giving me a silent invitation. And as I pushed into her, our bodies melting together in the heat of the shower, there was no doubt left about how we felt for each other. The intimacy of the shared moment was searing.

Then, a movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention. The bathroom door creaked open, and Veronica slowly walked in. The sight of her standing there completely naked brought a sudden halt to our activities.

“Vhat’s happening here?” she asked with a hint of a smile on her face.

“Exactly what it looks like,” Lucy answered without breaking away from me.

I glanced at Lucy, questioning if this was really happening. All she did was raise an eyebrow and give me a soft smile.

The Romanian flicked her hair over her shoulder and stepped into the cubicle with us. The look of surprise on my face must have been comical because both women started to laugh as they pulled me into their embrace.

“Welcome to your new normal.” Veronica teased.

I couldn’t help but return her grin.

“This normal, I think I can live with” I smirked.

The next few minutes were a whirl of water, steam, and tangled limbs as we each attempted to navigate this new dynamic. Veronica’s fiery presence contrasted sharply with Lucy’s cool demeanor, yet they both matched me in intensity. Their lips sought mine in turns, their hands tracing the contours of my body with a keen familiarity I hadn’t realized they’d developed.

Veronica shifted closer to me. Her body was warm against mine, and her skin was slick from the water that cascaded down our bodies. As she pressed into my side, I felt a jolt of desire. One that was mirrored in Lucy’s dark gaze.

On my other side, the brunette levied a sultry grin as her hands moved to my hips. The sensation stirred something primal within me, and I wrapped an arm around her waist pulling her even nearer until I could feel her breath against my neck. The scent of her mingled with the feminine musk of Veronica was utterly delicious.

Veronica’s lips found mine in a fiery kiss that ignited my every nerve. Meanwhile, Lucy was trailing hot kisses down my neck and shoulder which made me tremble under their touch. The combination of sensations from both women was almost more than I could handle.

This was an intimacy I never thought I’d experience, but it felt… right. Perfect even.

Suddenly, Veronica broke away from our kiss, her emerald eyes gleaming with desire. She leaned over to whisper something in Lucy’s ear. A wicked grin spread across Lucy’s face and, considering I was the wolf here, suddenly I felt like the deer caught in the predator’s gaze.

Veronica then shifted her attention toward me again and pulled me into another heated kiss that left me breathless as Lucy began to trail kisses down the contours of my stomach lower and lower.

The brunette’s fingers grazed along a sensitive spot that made me gasp into Veronica’s mouth. The blonde smiled against my lips which told me she knew exactly what Lucy was doing and the thought only served to fan the flames of my desire.

I was caught in a kaleidoscope of sensation. The slick heat of their bodies against mine and the intoxicating scent of their arousal mingling with the steam as their fingers danced across my skin elicited shivers of pleasure that made it difficult to think.

Then, Lucy’s kisses reached the base of my cock as I entwined my fingers into her hair with one hand and caressed Veronica’s perfect breasts with the other.

I let out a satisfied moan as Lucy’s warm mouth wrapped around my length and began to work me.

Caught in a euphoria of pleasure, I watched as Veronica leaned down to join her. The sight caused a low growl to escape from me as the primal wolf within me came alive at the sight. It was a spectacle like no other, and it was all for me.

Veronica then switched with Lucy to take over where her friend left off. She took me into her mouth and worked me with an intensity that made my toes curl. Lucy shifted upwards and pressed herself against my side, her hands exploring my chest before finding their way to my lips.

I sucked on two of Lucy’s fingers while Veronica continued her assault below. The brunette’s eyes remained locked onto mine.

While Veronica worked on me, my hand explored every inch of Lucy’s wetness.

My fingers slid between her slick folds, drawing a soft moan from her lips. Her body arched into my hand as I pressed my thumb against her clit, her movements becoming more desperate with every second. At the same moment, Veronica’s mouth worked its magic, drawing me closer and closer to the edge of pleasure.

I could tell Lucy was close. Her thighs trembled as she clamped them down around my hand and her body arched into my touch. I curled my fingers just right, and her entire body convulsed as she found her release and cried out my name.

Meanwhile, Veronica never skipped a beat. She focused on the task at hand with a fierce determination that only heightened my arousal.

As Lucy pulled away, breathless, Veronica released my member from her mouth and slid back up my body.

She teasingly lifted her leg, and I entered her with a swift thrust that had her gasping for breath. I held her close to me as the heat of her body seared into mine. Veronica wrapped her legs around my waist and urged me deeper.

Meanwhile, Lucy recovered from her high and watched us with lidded eyes. A satisfied smile played on her lips as she moved closer and pressed her body against mine from behind. She whispered sweet nothings into my ear which sent chills down my spine as Veronica moaned in pleasure.

I set a steady pace as each thrust pulled me closer to the edge. The feel of Veronica beneath me and Lucy’s heat against my back was intoxicating. The sight of them both, wet and writhing in pleasure was something I would never forget.

My hand found its way to Lucy’s thigh again and traced the soft skin there until I reached my ultimate goal. I touched her wetness once more, and she shivered against me. Her hips were grinding into my hand as I pleasured both women simultaneously.

Veronica’s lips found mine again in a heated kiss while Lucy continued to whisper in my ear. Their combined assault on my senses was overwhelming. The taste of Veronica’s tongue dueling with mine, the sound of Lucy’s soft moans in my ear and the feel of their bodies pressed against mine was enough to push me over the edge.

My movements grew erratic as I neared my climax. Veronica met each stroke with a matching thrust, clenching around me in response. Her breath hitched when she hit her peak, crying out in pleasure. The sensation of her climax triggered mine, and I groaned loudly as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me.

With a final few lazy strokes, our bodies slowed down, and we all collapsed onto one another, spent and drenched from sweat and water. We all stood there panting heavily for a couple of minutes before any of us had the strength to move again.

We washed each other off under the water after that. The showerhead sprayed hot water over us, washing away all signs of our recent activities.

After drying off, I turned to the giggling, flushed women.

“I’ll give you two some space to get ready,” I said as I pulled my clothes on. “I’ll meet you downstairs for breakfast. Take your time.”

Neither of them protested, since they were still caught in the fog of sex, though Lucy said something that sounded like coffee as I left the room and closed the door quietly behind me.

The hallway of the Maple Hearth Inn was as quiet as it had been the night before, with only the creak of floorboards under my feet to accompany me. The tray was still in the hallway, which surprised me, so I picked it up and carried it downstairs with me. The warm, comforting scent of fresh bread and brewing coffee greeted me as I entered the breakfast room, and I quickly spotted Margaret as she bustled about. She laid out plates of pastries, bowls of fruit, and pitchers of juice on a long sideboard. She turned when she heard me enter, and a wide smile lit up her wrinkled face.

“Well, good morning,” she said cheerfully. “You’re up bright and early. Oh, my, you didn’t need to bring that down. Now where is that boy?”

“Morning, Margaret,” I replied with a laugh. “And it’s no problem.”

I placed the tray carefully on the counter so I wouldn’t upset the delicate arrangement of freshly baked muffins beside it.

“Oh, that’s kind of you,” she said and wiped her hands on her apron as she inspected the tray. “Derek really should’ve picked that up last night before he left. Well, I trust the soup hit the spot last night?”

“It was perfect,” I said. “Exactly what we needed after the day we had. Thank you again.”

Margaret’s cheeks flushed with pride, and she waved a dismissive hand.

“It’s my pleasure,” she said. “You’re my guests, and I like to make sure everyone’s well taken care of. Now, go on and help yourself to breakfast. I’ll bring out some hot coffee in just a moment.”

I nodded my thanks and moved toward the sideboard. I took a plate and loaded it with a little of everything. The pastries looked too good to pass up, and I chose a blueberry muffin to go with them. The fruit bowl was brimming with ripe strawberries, melon, and grapes that smelled as sweet as summer. I took a handful of grapes, a few strawberries, and a pot of yogurt before I took a seat.

As I settled into a comfortable chair near the window, Margaret returned with a steaming pot of coffee and a small pitcher of cream.

“There you go, dear,” she said. “You just let me know if you need anything else.”

“This is perfect, Margaret,” I smiled. “Thank you.”

I took a sip of the coffee and savored the rich, smooth flavor just to show how much I enjoyed it. When I swallowed and grinned, she smiled in approval before she bustled back into the kitchen. I turned my attention to the window, where the early morning sun bathed the streets in golden light. The town was just beginning to stir, and the occasional figure hurried past with bundles or baskets like this was the nineteenth century rather than the twenty-first.

As I watched the town wake up, my thoughts returned to Martha Williams and the mysteries surrounding her. What role did she play in all of this and what was the best way to confront her?

I mulled over a never-ending stream of questions in the back of my mind as I worked my way through the breakfast, but every time I thought I had an answer, two more questions would pop up. My cheerful morning was suddenly less inviting, and I sighed as I stirred a spoon listlessly around my yogurt.

By the time Lucy and Veronica arrived, the room had filled with a few other guests who chatted quietly over their morning coffee. Lucy looked a little more awake, though her hair was still slightly tousled, and Veronica appeared as composed as ever with her notebook tucked under one arm.

“Pour me a coffee, would you, Nate?” Lucy said over her shoulder as she made a beeline for the sideboard.

“Already done,” I replied as I gestured to the three steaming mugs in front of me.

They returned a few minutes later with their own plates piled high. Lucy sighed contentedly as she sat and took a long sip of her coffee before diving into her breakfast.

“So,” she said between bites, “what’s the plan?”

“Martha Williams’ store is our first order of business,” I said. “We head there as soon as we’re done here. We’ll keep it casual, ask a few questions, see what she knows. Maybe one of us can pretend to have a sore throat or something.”

“And if she’s hiding something?” Lucy asked.

“Then we figure out how to get her to talk,” I said simply. “But for now, we keep it low-key. No need to tip our hand.”

“I sent Langley a copy of the phonetics I wrote down,” Veronica said. “Hopefully, someone can translate vhatever language zat baby is speaking.”

“Thanks, V,” I said. “Maybe we’ll figure out how all this fits together today.”

“That would be nice,” Lucy said through a mouthful of bread. “But I’m not holding my breath.”

Veronica nodded in agreement as she nibbled on a piece of melon.

Half an hour later, the three of us stepped out of the Maple Hearth Inn and into the crisp morning air. A faint chill that hinted at the oncoming winter brushed against our faces. The sun had fully risen now and cast a golden light over the streets of Dorset. Shadows stretched long across the ground and softened the edges of the town’s historic buildings. Their weathered facades were steeped in an old-world charm that seemed untouched by time.

We fell into an easy silence as we made our way down the main street. The town was waking up slowly, in that unhurried way that small places often do. Shopkeepers were unlocking doors and flipping the signs from ‘Closed’ to ‘Open’, and then setting up outdoor displays. At a boutique, a young woman arranged scarves in an array of autumn hues, and across the way, a grocer was stacking crates of apples.

The scent of fresh bread wafted from a bakery a few doors down. A chalkboard sign out front advertised Cinnamon Rolls and Hot Cider – Today’s Special!

Lucy’s stomach growled audibly and drew a sheepish grin from her as she glanced at me.

“Don’t even say it,” she muttered. “We just ate.”

“I wasn’t going to,” I said, though the teasing look I gave her suggested otherwise.

The cobblestones beneath our feet felt uneven from centuries of footsteps that had come before ours. A group of tourists passed us with maps clutched in their hands and cameras slung around their necks. One of them paused to take a picture of an ivy-covered archway that led to a narrow alley.

“You know,” Veronica said. “There’s a certain peace to places like zis. As if time itself slows down. Reminds me of my home country.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Lucy snorted. “I’d call it ‘nothing ever happens here’ vibes.”

“Don’t let the calm fool you,” I said. “Places like this often have more going on beneath the surface than you’d think.”

Lucy raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue, and instead, her gaze wandered over the storefronts where cheerful shop owners greeted everyone who passed by.

We walked by an antique store with a cluttered window display of mismatched teacups, silver candlesticks, and a faded porcelain doll whose glassy eyes seemed to follow us. Next door was a florist who was setting out buckets of chrysanthemums and asters, whose rich purples, yellows, and oranges were a celebration of the season. She smiled as we passed, and Veronica gave her a polite nod.

The air smelled faintly of woodsmoke, likely from a fireplace lit somewhere nearby. It mingled with the crisp, clean scent of fallen leaves that crunched underfoot whenever we strayed from the cobbles. Dorset’s charm was undeniable, but there was something about its stillness that felt almost… too deliberate. As if the town wore its tranquility like a mask.

We turned onto a quieter street lined with smaller shops, each with its own distinct character. An art gallery showcased local landscapes in muted tones, while a shop selling handmade soaps had bundles of lavender tied to its wrought-iron sign. The road sloped gently downward, and at its far end, The Hollow Apothecary came into view.

The store stood out even among its eclectic neighbors. Its dark-green paint job and intricate wooden sign gave it an air of mystery, as though it had been plucked from another era and dropped into Dorset. The faded maroon door with its handwritten sign that invited all visitors, human or spiritual, inside added to the intrigue.

We paused just across the street and took in the window display of dried herbs, crystals, and tarot cards.

“Well,” Lucy said. “This should be interesting.”

She adjusted the strap of her bag and glanced at me.

“Ready?” I asked.

“As ready as ve’ll ever be,” Veronica replied.

The bell above the door jingled softly as we stepped inside The Hollow Apothecary. The air was thick with the earthy aroma of dried herbs that mingled with the powerful tang of incense. The interior was dimly lit by flickering candles and the soft glow of antique oil lamps that cast pools of yellow light across the dark wood floors. Shelves lined every inch of the walls, and they were crowded with glass jars, bundles of dried flowers, and rows of books with spines too faded from age to be legible.

A small round table near the center of the shop displayed an arrangement of crystals in every imaginable hue. A handwritten sign perched among them read Cleanse your energy, find your path.

Beside it, a velvet-lined tray held a deck of tarot cards. I noticed the edges were worn from use and wondered just how many people believed in this kind of thing.

Behind the counter was a woman who seemed as much a part of the shop as the jars and candles. Martha Williams was tall and lean, with sharp cheekbones and long silver hair that fell in loose waves past her shoulders. She wore a flowing purple tunic embroidered with golden stars and moons, paired with layers of mismatched necklaces that jingled softly as she moved. Her eyes were a piercing gray and seemed to gleam with a knowing light as they settled on us.

She arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms as she leaned casually against the counter.

“Well, well,” she said. Her voice was smooth but laced with dry amusement. “It took you long enough.”

Lucy froze midstep, and I could feel her glance at me out of the corner of her eye. Veronica’s expression remained impassive, though she shifted her weight slightly as if she was preparing to move forward or retreat, depending on what happened next.

“You were expecting us,” I said, more a statement than a question.

Martha’s lips curved into a small, enigmatic smile.

“Of course I was,” she smirked. “The moment you set foot in Dorset, I knew you’d come here eventually. The only surprise is how long it took.”

She tilted her head and studied us like a teacher assessing a row of students.

The room seemed heavier somehow, as though the very air pressed down on us. Lucy took a cautious step further into the shop as her eyes darted to the shelves as if searching for hidden threats.

“You’ll have to forgive us,” she said. “We’ve had a busy schedule. Possessed men and demonic babies, you know how it is.”

The heavy silence that followed Lucy’s quip was broken only by the faint crackling of a candle on the counter. Martha’s smile widened, and I could have sworn a flicker of amusement danced in her sharp eyes. She stepped out from behind the counter with smooth and deliberate movements. The metallic jingle of her necklaces punctuated each step.

“Oh, I’m quite familiar,” she said in a voice that was honeyed with a sardonic edge. “You must be very busy indeed.”

Lucy opened her mouth to reply, but I shot her a look that said let me handle this. The brunette huffed softly but crossed her arms and leaned against a nearby shelf with her gaze fixed warily on Martha.

Veronica stood a little to my left and gave me a very faint nod. The blonde’s posture was deceptively relaxed as her sharp eyes took in every detail of the shop.

“We’re here because we need to ask a few questions,” I said. “If you don’t mind answering them.”

Martha raised her eyebrows and gave a soft laugh, one that was more condescending than amused.

“Straight to the point, aren’t we?” she smirked. “I appreciate that, though you might find the truth is rarely so… linear.”

She moved toward a shelf near the wall and ran her fingers lightly across the glass jars as though she was searching for something. Her long, silver hair caught the candlelight and shimmered with an almost otherworldly quality that made the whole place feel even spookier.

I exchanged a glance with Veronica, who gave the faintest of nods. I decided to start with something direct.

“What do you know about Mrs. McNamara and her baby?” I asked.

“Oh, Julie is a customer of mine,” Martha sighed. “Doesn’t believe in modern medicine, so she comes here when she needs a little fix up.”

“Except it was her son, Elias, that needed a fix up this week, wasn’t it?” I pushed.

“Oh, yes, the poor thing,” the woman said as her voice was more monotone than it should have been. “So sweet and innocent.”

“What did you sell Mrs. McNamara?” I asked.

“Oh, let me see,” Martha sighed. “Milk of Magnesia. Some apple cider vinegar. And I believe I gave her a bundle of sage.”

I leaned against the counter, careful to appear casual, though every fiber of my being was on edge. Lucy was watching Martha like a hawk, and Veronica was subtly positioning herself near the door, just in case. Martha’s demeanor was as calm as a still lake, but there was an undercurrent to her words that set my teeth on edge.

“And the sage,” I pressed, though I kept my tone light. “Was that for cleansing, or something else?”

Martha chuckled softly with a sound that was more unsettling than comforting.

“Oh, my dear,” she said as she plucked a small glass jar of dried lavender from the shelf. “Sage is for many things. Cleansing, banishing, protecting. Good to have around illness. You know, with all that bad energy.”

“You know a lot about herbal remedies then?” I asked.

“Of course, I do,” Martha replied, and her chest puffed out like she was offended that I might think otherwise. She moved toward a shelf lined with what looked like spice jars. “Celandine, for example. Improves depression and circulation. Flax seed. Used to bring wealth, but also promotes healing. Salvia . It’s hallucinogenic properties help with healing and divination. Some say it is nature’s Truth Serum. Sweet Cicely is used to contact the spirits.”

“Okay, we get it, cut the coy act, Martha,” Lucy scoffed as her patience visibly thinned. “We know there’s more to this than sage bundles and herbal remedies. Julie’s baby spoke in a language no infant should know as I’m sure you already know, and yet, you seem awfully calm about it.”

Martha turned to face us fully, and her expression was suddenly serious.

“Calm?” Martha repeated. “My dear, I’m calm because panic never solved anything. You’re here looking for answers, yes? Then ask your questions, but don’t expect to find the whole truth in one sitting. Truth is like a web, tangled and complex.”

Veronica stepped forward, her voice steady but cold.

“Zen untangle it for us,” the blonde insisted. “Ve do not have the luxury of time.”

Martha’s gaze flicked to Veronica, and her lips curled into a faint smile.

“Ah, the pragmatic one,” the older woman said as she studied the one-time assistant. “Very well.”

The air in the room seemed to grow heavier, like it was the moment just before the thunderstorm broke.

“What do you know about Tyler Roth?” I asked.

Martha moved to the counter and rested her hands on its surface as she leaned slightly forward.

“Tyler Roth came to me many times, seeking guidance,” the woman said. “He often came for a reading.”

“Tarot?” I asked.

Martha’s lips curved slightly at my question, and her eyes narrowed as if she was amused by my persistence. She tapped her long, painted nails on the countertop in a slow, deliberate rhythm.

“Tarot, among other things,” she said smoothly. “The cards have a way of revealing truths, but only to those willing to listen. Tyler, however, often struggled with that last part.”

“And vhat about Shaw Cross?” she asked. “Did you take an interest in his artifact?”

Martha tilted her head so that her silver hair cascaded over one shoulder.

“Artifact?” she repeated, although I could tell that she was feigning confusion. “I wouldn’t know about such things. I’m just a simple shopkeeper.”

“Simple?” Lucy barked. “Yeah, right. You’ve got a shop full of herbs, crystals, and God knows what else, and you expect us to believe you’re just selling lavender soap?”

Martha’s expression didn’t waver. If anything, her calm demeanor only seemed to grow even more relaxed, which Lucy clearly found to be more infuriating.

“What I sell,” the shopkeeper said, her voice even, “is hope, comfort, and perhaps a touch of mystery. People come here because they’re searching for something. I provide what they seek, within reason.”

I crossed my arms and leaned against a nearby shelf as I fixed her with my own version of a steady gaze.

“So you’ve never heard of a cursed artifact tied to the Ravenov family?” I asked.

Her eyes flicked to mine, and for a brief moment, something flashed in her expression. Recognition, maybe? It was gone almost as quickly as it appeared and was replaced by a mask of feigned innocence.

“Curses are such dramatic things,” she said lightly.

I could feel Lucy bristling beside me as the agent’s frustration bubbled to the surface. I reached out and placed a hand on her arm, a silent reminder to stay calm. We couldn’t afford to push too hard just yet.

“Let’s try a different angle,” I said. “What can you tell us about Shaw Cross?”

Martha straightened and clasped her hands in front of her.

“The man from out of town,” she said quietly. “He had a cough and wanted something for it. That’s all I know.”

“And yet, everything zat’s happened here seems to converge in zis shop,” Veronica said as her voice cut through the room like a blade. “Surely zis is no coincidence, Ms. Williams.”

“Perhaps not,” Martha admitted. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

Before we could press further, the bell above the door jingled again. A young woman with a bundle of dried flowers entered the store and looked around. She hesitated when she saw us, and her gaze flicked nervously to Martha.

“Like I said, I can’t be of more help,” Martha said curtly. “Have a nice day.”

We exchanged tense glances, but there was no mistaking Martha’s dismissal. Her attention shifted smoothly to the young woman who had just entered, and her demeanor softened in an instant as though someone had flipped a switch.

“Ah, Melanie,” the shopkeeper said warmly. “I was just about to prepare your order. Give me just a moment.”

We were clearly dismissed, so we turned toward the door. Lucy looked like she was about to protest, but Veronica subtly touched her arm and shook her head in a silent plea for restraint. Lucy huffed but relented, and the three of us stepped outside into the crisp morning air.

The door closed behind us with a soft jingle, and the oppressive weight that had lingered in the shop seemed to lift instantly. I took a deep breath so the cool air could fill my lungs and chase away the lingering tension.

“Well, that was a whole lot of nothing,” Lucy grumbled and stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jacket. “She’s hiding something, and she’s not even subtle about it.”

“She knows more zan she’s letting on,” Veronica agreed, her tone sharp.

The blonde glanced back at the shop’s dark-green facade, and her gaze lingered on the windows as though she was trying to peer through the secrets hidden within.

“Of course she does,” I said. “But she wasn’t going to give it up just because we asked a few questions. I have a feeling we weren’t asking the right questions, and until we do, she won’t tell us anything.”

We moved away from the shop, and our footsteps echoed softly in the chill air. The town had grown livelier in the short time we’d been inside, and more people strolled along the street while shopkeepers called out friendly greetings to passersby.

“What now?” Lucy asked as she fell into step beside me. “We can’t just walk away and let her keep dodging us.”

“We won’t,” I assured her. “But pushing her too hard could backfire. People like Martha don’t respond well to force. They hold their cards close until they’re ready to play.”

“Great,” Lucy muttered. “So we just wait for her to decide to spill the beans? Or until we figure out what the right question is? That could take forever.”

“Not necessarily,” Veronica suggested as her sharp eyes flicked back toward the shop. “Maybe we just vait until she leaves. Zen we can have a look around ourselves.”


Chapter 10

The three of us stood in a tight circle at the edge of the bustling marketplace. The scent of freshly baked bread mingled with the sharp tang of morning dew as Lucy kicked at a loose cobblestone. The chatter of townsfolk and the leafer tourists provided a convenient cover for our hushed conversation.

“I’m telling you,” she said. “We can’t just break in without a warrant. Not only is it reckless, but it’s illegal. We could jeopardize the whole investigation if we get caught!”

“So what do you propose?” Veronica returned. “Because ve also can’t just stand around twiddling our thumbs vhile she sits in there, probably laughing at how easy it vas to brush us off.”

Lucy crossed her arms and leaned against a lamppost, her expression tight with frustration.

“Look, I don’t like waiting any more than you do,” she said in a low but firm voice. “But breaking into that shop without a warrant is just plain risky. If Martha finds out, we’ll lose any chance of her cooperating. Not to mention the legal repercussions. And you know the Sheriff would just love to arrest us.”

Veronica stood opposite the brunette agent, and although she was fairly new to this field of work, I could see that there was a fire in her green eyes. She gestured toward the apothecary with a sharp tilt of her head.

“And if ve vait for a warrant?” the European countered. Her voice was heavy with impatience. “Martha would have plenty of time to hide vhat she doesn’t vant us to find, or worse, destroy it. Do you really think she’ll sit there vaiting patiently vhile ve go through proper channels?”

Lucy let out a sharp breath and pushed off the lamppost before pacing in a tight circle.

“You don’t get it, do you?” she sighed. “I know that you’re not used to this kind of thing, but you have to listen to me. It’s not just about what’s legal, it’s about doing things the right way. If we get caught snooping without authorization, anything we find will be inadmissible. And guess what? That means it’s useless.”

“Zat may have applied vhen you vere an FBI agent, Lucy, but you now vork in a top-secret sector in ze CIA,” she said. “Things are different. Ve aren’t here to bring the Ravenov family to trial in court. How we obtain information is irrelevant. Tell me, Lucy, vhat if something else happens? What if another baby is targeted? Vhat if ve could have stopped it and didn’t?”

The mention of the baby seemed to hit a nerve, and Lucy stopped pacing. She rubbed a hand over her face as her shoulders slumped slightly, like the weight of the situation was physically pressing down on her.

I cleared my throat to draw their attention to me.

“Okay, let’s just take a minute and think this through,” I said. “Neither option is ideal so we’re going to have to pick the lesser of two evils here.”

“I know, you’re right,” Lucy muttered. “And you’re the one leading Section Theta. What do you think we should do?”

I stood between Lucy and Veronica and weighed their arguments as they stared me down and waited for my decision.

Lucy’s insistence on legality wasn’t wrong. Breaking and entering was no small thing, and we couldn’t afford to undermine our investigation. But Veronica had a point, too. Waiting for a warrant could mean losing our only chance at uncovering the truth. Time wasn’t on our side, and neither was Martha’s willingness to cooperate.

I exhaled slowly and rubbed the back of my neck as I glanced toward the apothecary. The dark-green facade felt more like a barrier than an invitation now, and the memory of Martha’s cryptic smirk made my skin crawl.

“Alright,” I said at last. “Here’s how I see it. Lucy, you’re right that this could get messy if we’re caught. But let’s be real, the CIA didn’t pull us into this case just so we could twiddle our thumbs and file paperwork. If things go sideways, I’m almost certain they’ll cover for us. We aren’t here to arrest people and provide evidence to be used in court, we’re here to find out what happened to Shaw and report back. If there is a law enforcement issue the agency will decide how they want it handled. What matters most is we find Shaw.”

Lucy opened her mouth to argue, but I held up a hand to stop her.

“I’m not saying we kick the door down and start tearing the place apart,” I continued. “We’ll wait until the shop’s empty. We go in, we look around, and we get out. Quietly. No damage, no evidence that we were ever there.”

Veronica gave a sharp nod of approval.

“Efficient and smart,” she said. “I can work vith zis.”

Lucy frowned and crossed her arms as she leaned against the lamppost again.

“You’re putting a lot of faith in a secretive agency if things go wrong,” she said.

“That’s why they recruited us, isn’t it?” I shrugged. “To get results, not sit around waiting for someone else to handle it. If Martha’s hiding something that can help us stop this mess, we can’t afford to let it slip through our fingers.”

She chewed her lip, clearly torn, before she let out a resigned sigh.

“Fine,” she nodded. “But if we get caught, I’m letting you explain it to the Director.”

“Deal,” I said with a faint grin.

“So, what? We just wait for her to leave?” Lucy asked.

“Good, old stakeout,” I grinned. “If we’re lucky, she’ll leave the shop at some point for lunch or to close for the day. That’s when we move in.”

“And if she doesn’t leave?” Veronica asked.

“She has to leave at some point,” I shrugged. “She has a home address a few blocks away, so unless she sleep on a cot in the back, she’s going to leave eventually. We’ll take it in shifts if we really have to.”

“Fine,” Lucy said. “Then what?”

“When we’re inside, we focus on the areas behind the counter and the back room,” I said. “That’s where she’d likely hide anything sensitive. But we keep it quick. Five, ten minutes max. Anything more is pushing our luck.”

“You two should conduct the search,” Veronica said. “I vill keep an eye on ze street during ze operation. If someone approaches, I’ll signal.”

The minutes stretched into hours as the three of us sat in a cozy café across from Martha’s apothecary. We nestled into a window seat with a clear view of the shop’s dark-green facade. The table was small and round, and it was barely large enough to hold our coffee cups and the crumbs of chocolate cake the cafe owner had insisted we try. Lucy had even given in to a second helping.

But now Lucy leaned back in her chair with a sigh and poked at her empty plate with a fork.

“If I eat one more bite of sugar, I’m going to combust,” she groaned. “I swear, I can feel my teeth disintegrating.”

“Could have gone for ze carrot cake,” Veronica teased as she sipped from her tea. She held the porcelain cup with both hands like it was a delicate artifact. “More fiber. Still sweet, though.”

“Oh, sure,” Lucy shot her a flat look. “Next time we’re on a stakeout, I’ll prioritize fiber.”

I chuckled and took a sip of my third coffee as my gaze flicked back to the apothecary.

“Could’ve gone with black coffee, Lucy,” I joined in. “No sugar.”

“Absolutely not,” she said, almost incredulously. “The only reason I’m tolerating this is because of the amaretto lattes. They’re delicious! But you better hope Martha leaves soon, or I’ll be too sugared up to sneak quietly anywhere.”

“Somehow, I doubt your stealth skills hinge on glucose levels,” I said.

“Perhaps you could run around ze block a few times to burn it off,” Veronica smirked.

Lucy jabbed a playful finger in the blonde’s direction.

“One more comment like that, and I’m throwing your tea into the street,” she retorted.

“Zen you vill owe me another cup,” Veronica replied before taking a dainty sip as though daring Lucy to follow through.

I shook my head with a grin and leaned back in my chair.

“You two bicker like siblings,” I chuckled.

“Better zan awkward silence,” Veronica said.

“Yeah, true,” Lucy muttered. “How many coffees have you had, anyway?”

“Enough to keep me awake,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’m not about to develop a dependency.”

The café’s bell jingled as a group of customers entered and added to the low hum of chatter around us. Outside, the town bustled with activity, but none of it included Martha leaving her shop.

“What do you think her deal is, anyway?” Lucy asked as she stared out the window.

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “But I don’t think she’s moroi. She… smelled different.”

“She smelled different?” Lucy smirked. “Sometimes I wonder if you hear yourself.”

“I do,” I chuckled. “It still sounds stupid to me, too. But she did. It was a smell I didn’t recognize.”

“You think she is something… other?” Lucy asked.

“Maybe,” I shrugged.

Then, as if on cue, the apothecary’s door opened, and Martha stepped out into the late-afternoon air. She locked the door behind her and tucked the key into the pocket of her flowing cardigan.

“Finally,” Lucy whispered as she sat up so fast she nearly knocked her chair over.

Martha turned and walked down the street at a leisurely pace. She carried a small wicker basket, but the contents were hidden beneath a patterned cloth.

“Now’s our chance,” I said as I slid some cash onto the table to cover the bill. “Time to move.”

“Thank God,” Lucy sighed as she stretched. “One more coffee, and I’d have been vibrating through the wall.”

We stepped out of the café and casually crossed the cobblestone street toward The Hollow Apothecary.

“Subtlety is key,”I murmured as I adjusted my coat collar and ducked my head slightly.

Lucy, who was walking a half-step behind me, snorted softly.

“Subtlety?” she repeated in a teasing tone. “You brought Veronica."

“I can be subtle!” Veronica whispered indignantly, and her green eyes narrowed as she shot Lucy a playful glare.

“You wear leather boots that click every time you move,” Lucy pointed out, her tone laced with dry amusement.

Veronica scowled and glanced down at her black, heeled boots. With an exaggerated effort, she slowed her pace and shifted her gait in an effort to step more lightly.

“You focus on ze lockpicking, Agent Stealth, and leave ze footwear commentary to ze professionals,” she chuckled.

A small smile tugged at the corner of my lips as their banter continued, but my focus remained on the store ahead. The shop’s dark-green facade loomed larger as we approached, and the painted gold lettering on the sign above the door caught the light in a soft shimmer.

“Keep an eye out,” I said as I handed Lucy a small leather toolkit from my pocket.

She raised an eyebrow, but she took it without further question. With a quick glance to ensure no one was paying us undue attention, she crouched near the door.

“Picking locks in broad daylight,” she muttered under her breath. “How very CIA of us.”

“Just hurry,” I urged as I shifted my weight from foot to foot and feigned window-shopping.

The late-afternoon crowd was a mix of locals and tourists. There was a cheerful clamor of voices and activity which provided a perfect cover, but the longer we lingered, the more we risked drawing unwanted attention.

Veronica had positioned herself a few steps away and leaned casually against the wall of the apothecary. She tilted her head slightly so that her silver hair caught the light as she adopted the air of someone simply waiting for a friend.

“Any day now,” I said quietly as I tried to keep the edge out of my voice.

My pulse quickened as a pair of shoppers strolled past, though they never looked at us. Their conversation was punctuated by bursts of laughter, and the faint smell of apple cider clung to both of them.

“Relax,” Lucy muttered from her crouched position. Her fingers worked nimbly with the picks, and the faint scrape of metal against metal was barely audible over the street noise. “The lock’s older than my grandma. Almost… got it… there!”

The soft, satisfying click of the tumblers falling into place was almost drowned out by the hum of activity from across the street.

“Finally,” she whispered as she straightened up and brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face.

She pushed the door open slightly, just enough to peer inside. The faint aroma of dried herbs and aged wood wafted out and mingled with the sharper scents of the marketplace. Lucy glanced over her shoulder and gestured for us to enter.

“After you, fearless leader,” she said in a tone that dripped with playful sarcasm.

I shot her a look but said nothing as I stepped past her into the dimly-lit interior of the store. Veronica slipped in behind me and moved with surprising grace despite the earlier critique of her boots. Lucy entered last, and carefully pulled the door closed behind us with a soft click.

The shelves lined every available inch of the space, crammed with glass jars, ceramic pots, and small wooden boxes. Each container was carefully labeled in a spidery, looping script that hinted at Martha’s precise yet peculiar nature. Dried bundles of herbs hung from the ceiling and swayed gently as though stirred by a draft that didn’t exist.

“I’ll keep vatch,” Veronica whispered.

Lucy moved past her, her expression one of wary curiosity. She picked up a small jar filled with something that looked like teeth and turned it over in her hands.

“This place is like something out of a Halloween catalog,” she muttered.

“Focus,” I said quietly as I moved toward the counter at the back of the shop. It was cluttered with more jars, bundles of dried flowers, and a mortar and pestle that looked like it had seen years of use. An open ledger sat to one side, the pages filled with the same elegant script as the labels on the jars.

“Focus, he says,” the brunette sighed as she put the teeth back on the shelf.

“And don’t touch anything unless you have to,” I added.

The faint smell of sandalwood and something metallic lingered in the air. Behind the counter, rows of neatly arranged books lined a shelf. Some were bound in cracked leather, while others were wrapped in faded cloth. A thick, open tome caught my eye immediately. Its pages were illuminated by a single shaft of sunlight that somehow broke through the dusty window above.

The book looked ancient, largely because its spine was worn and frayed from decades of use. The title, Rites and Invocations, was embossed in gold, though the letters were almost completely faded. As I picked it up, I realized a page in the book was dog-eared to a particularly disturbing page. The illustrations were intricate yet grotesque, and depicted figures locked in ritualistic poses. Surrounding the drawings were notes scrawled in the same spidery handwriting as the labels on the jars.

Lucy sidled up beside me as her curiosity clearly outweighed her unease.

“What’ve you found?” she whispered as she glanced over my shoulder.

“It doesn’t look like anything good,” I murmured as I scanned the text.

The illustration on the page was grotesque. Shadowy figures surrounded a central one, which was depicted in a column of light with its arms raised in triumph. Intricate patterns of symbols and runes spiraled outward from the group and created a web-like effect that seemed to pulse with latent energy, even on the page.

Below the drawing, the list of ingredients made my stomach churn.

“Go on,” Veronica said from the front of the store. “You might as well tell us vat it sez.”

The ingredients listed below the illustration made my stomach churn.

“The blood of an innocent,” I began. “The heart of the corrupt, ash of sacred parchment, and seven drops of black root oil.”

“Lovely,” Lucy said as she read and then pointed to the page. “Who just casually keeps that sort of recipe lying around? Wait, there’s more here. What does it say?”

I squinted as I tried to make out the faded script, and my finger trailed along the page as I read aloud just so I wouldn’t lose my place.

“Looks like some kind of creepy ritual,” I said. “It says, ‘To claim the wellspring of true power, one must create a vessel of pure balance. From this balance, the practitioner may draw forth the strength of the ages.’”

Lucy’s fingers grazed a nearby jar filled with something pale and brittle that resembled bones. She grimaced and quickly pulled her hand back.

“This place is one giant red flag,” she muttered.

“Let’s keep looking,” I said as I began to sift through the rest of the clutter around the counter.

I carefully lifted jars and small boxes to avoid disturbing the meticulous arrangement, and beneath a faded cloth, I found an ornately carved wooden box. Its hinges creaked softly as I opened it to reveal an assortment of vials and dried herbs.

As I closed the box and set it back in its place, my fingers brushed against a book half-hidden beneath a pile of loose papers. Unlike the others, this one was small and bound in rough, dark leather. It didn’t have a title or markings on the cover, but when I opened it, the pages were filled with tightly packed handwriting in a language I didn’t recognize.

The script was angular and precise like each character had been crafted with a care that suggested importance. Here and there, small symbols were drawn in the margins. There were scribbled stars, crescents, and other shapes that seemed vaguely astrological. The ink had faded in some places, but the words remained legible, if only I could understand them.

Lucy muttered something under her breath, and I turned to see her pulling a leather bag from a hidden compartment in the bookshelf. It was small and nondescript, the kind of bag someone might use for traveling light. But the weight in her expression told me it wasn’t just an ordinary find.

“What’s that?” I asked as I moved closer.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” she said as she placed the bag on the counter between us.

The leather was worn but sturdy and the clasp fastened tightly. She hesitated for a moment before undoing it and opening the flap. As Lucy and I sifted through the bag, my gaze landed on the passport tucked into one of its side compartments. I slid it out with care and flipped it open to reveal the worn photograph of a man in his late thirties. The name beneath the photo hit me like a punch to the gut.

“Shaw Cross,” I said quietly as I held up the passport for Lucy to see.

Lucy’s eyes widened as she studied the passport. She let out a low whistle and glanced toward the bag with renewed interest.

“Shaw Cross,” she repeated in a hushed voice. “What’s his passport doing here? And why the hell didn’t Martha mention it when we asked about him?”

“Because she’s hiding something,” I replied as I tucked the passport back into the bag. My heart was pounding now as a mix of adrenaline and dread churned in my chest. “And if she’s hiding this, there’s no telling what else she’s got stashed away.”

Veronica appeared at the edge of the counter.

“She’s not back yet,” she said softly. “But ze crowd outside is thinning. Ve should move quickly.”

“I think it’s safe to say Martha’s connected to more than just the local small business scene,”Lucy said.

“I agree,” I nodded. “ She knows exactly what she’s doing, and we’re playing catch-up.”

“You think she wanted the artifact Cross was carrying?” Lucy asked.

“But what the hell does she want with an artifact tied to the moroi?” I shrugged. “There’s no reason she’d have any use for something like that.”

“Unless she’s not human,” Veronica offered as her gaze shifted around the shop.

The possibility lingered in the air. I turned my attention back to the counter, and my eyes scanned the clutter once more. The old tome I’d opened earlier still lay there with its grotesque illustrations and sinister recipes etched into my mind. I flipped back to the dog-eared page and studied the ingredients again.

“Maybe she needed it to amplify her own power,” I suggested as I ran my finger over the ritual.

“So what are we saying here?” Lucy asked. “That Martha’s some kind of witch? Because that feels a little on the nose.”

“She’s definitely something more than she seems,” I replied. “And she’s after power.”

“Let’s assume for a moment Martha does have the artifact,” Lucy said as she paced the small shop. “Where is it?”

“No idea,” I shrugged. “Let’s be honest, we could be looking at it right now because we have no idea what it looks like!”

“Vell, whatever she’s planning, it’s not good,” Veronica said. “And if she’s using the artifact as part of zis ritual, ve need to stop her before she puts it into action.”

The uneasy stillness in the store was broken by the sudden buzz of my phone in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen. The number was unfamiliar, but something about the timing made my chest tighten.

“Hello?” I answered.

A frantic voice burst through the receiver that trembled with desperation.

“Agent Cole, is that you?” the woman’s voice burst out of the speakers.

“This is he,” I replied. “Who is this?”

“It’s… it’s J-J-Julie McNamara,” she wailed. “Y-y-you have to help me!”

My heart dropped, and I gripped the phone tighter.

“Mrs. McNamara?” I said. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s m-m-my baby,” she sobbed. “Elias is gone!”

“Gone?” I repeated.

“He was right in his crib,” she continued. “He was… making those noises, and I… I couldn’t--”

She hesitated for a moment as she let out a sob.

“Well, I couldn’t stand it,” she continued. “It was so loud, and… I stepped out of the room for just a moment. When I came back, he was gone!”

Her words felt like a punch to the gut, and my stomach churned with dread.

“When did this happen?” I asked.

“Just now!” she cried. “Sheriff Adler told me to call him but… I just don’t trust him. You guys seem… well, can you help me?”

I pressed my palm against my forehead as I tried to rein in the wave of panic.

“Mrs. McNamara, listen to me,” I said in the calmest voice I could muster. “Stay where you are and don’t touch anything. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

“Please, hurry,” she begged before the call disconnected.

I lowered the phone and stared at it for a moment. Lucy and Veronica were both watching me, and their faces were taut with concern.

“What is it?” Lucy asked.

“That was Mrs. McNamara,” I said. “Her baby is missing.”

Lucy’s eyes widened, and she pressed her hand against the counter for support.

“Kidnapped? Are you serious?” she gasped.

“She said it just happened,” I confirmed. “She left the baby in the crib, stepped away, and when she came back, he was gone.”

Lucy straightened and crossed her arms tightly.

“Is it weird that Martha Williams steps out for a stroll, and right after that, a baby goes missing? A demonic baby?” The brunette scowled as she stared at me.

“It’s more than weird,” I muttered as I started to pace the narrow aisle between the shelves. “It’s a damn flashing neon sign. Martha’s involved. She has to be.”

“And if she is,” Veronica added, her tone sharp, “ze baby is likely tied to zis ritual.”


Chapter 11

The streets were slick with rain as we arrived at the McNamara residence. A single light glowed from the living room window, and I could hear the distressed wails of the mother inside.

Julie McNamara answered almost immediately after my knock. Her face was pale and blotchy, and her cheeks were streaked with tears that she seemed too drained to wipe away. Her hair was disheveled, and her hands were trembling like each of her nerves were on fire. She ushered us inside without a word, though she glanced nervously along the street before she closed the door behind us.

The house smelled faintly of lavender air freshener and something sour beneath it. We followed her into the living room, where she gestured to the couch before she sat in a recliner opposite us and clutched a crumpled tissue like a lifeline.

“Thank you for coming,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I didn’t know who else to call. Sheriff Adler… he’s… he doesn’t get it.”

“Get what?” Veronica asked as she leaned forward with her notepad ready.

“The things that happen here,” Julie said. Her voice was quivering, and I could hear her heartbeat thumping like a rabbit. “The noises, the lights. People going missing. He just says it’s a coincidence, or just people being people. But I know it’s not.”

“Take your time,” I urged her. “Start from the beginning, and tell us everything that has happened since we left last night.”

Julie nodded and then drew in a shaky breath.

“After you left, Sheriff Adler questioned me for a couple of minutes, and then he checked on Elias,” she began. “But my baby didn’t make any of those strange noises while the Sheriff was here, so Adler told me that being a mother was difficult and that I was probably overreacting to something very normal. He insisted the baby had just been making nonsense sounds like babies do. But you heard Elias talk, didn’t you?”

“We did,” I confirmed, and a look of relief flashed across her face. “You aren’t going crazy, Mrs. McNamara.”

“Right, right,” she mumbled before she continued. “Well, after the sheriff left, he… Elias, that is… was normal. I gave him some dinner, and then he fell straight to sleep like nothing had happened. Part of me really thought I had imagined it all. But then, around three this morning, it started again. He cried out, and then… then he spoke in that… voice…”

The mother broke into another round of sobs, and Lucy placed a comforting hand on her arm.

“It’s okay, Julie,” the brunette said. “Take your time.”

“Elias cried out, and I rushed to his room like I always do,” the mother continued between sobs. “But when I got there… it wasn’t just crying. It was… that talking. That voice was back. It was so deep and gravelly that it filled the room. It was like it was coming from everywhere at once.”

“Could you understand any of it?” I asked, though I could already guess the answer.

“No, it was like before,” she said. “It wasn’t in English, or any language I know. It sounded old, guttural, like… like something from a horror movie. But it wasn’t just the words. It was the way he said them.”

She paused as she tried to think of a way to describe what she’d heard. She bit her lip and glanced at us, like she wasn’t sure we’d believe her. I had a feeling a lot of people had that reaction to authority figures in this town, thanks to Adler.

“It’s okay,” Lucy said quietly. “We believe you.”

“It felt like something else was in the room with me,” the mother whispered. “It felt like it was watching me, even laughing at me.”

A chill ran down my spine, but I forced myself to stay composed.

“What happened next?” I asked.

Julie rubbed her eyes as she tried to wipe away tears that kept falling.

“I picked him up, tried to soothe him, but the voice didn’t stop,” the frazzled woman said. “It kept coming out of him, even when I covered his mouth, even when he stopped moving his lips. And then, just as suddenly as it started, it stopped. He looked at me with those big innocent eyes, like nothing had happened. He even smiled.”

Her voice cracked, and she glanced at her hands again. We waited patiently as she took a deep breath and then shook her head.

“I didn’t know what to do,” she continued. “I wanted to believe it was just my imagination. But… how could I imagine something like that?”

“And vhat about today?” Veronica asked. “How has he been today?”

Julie shifted uncomfortably in her chair as her hands fidgeted in her lap.

“The rest of the day, it kept happening,” Julie continued. “On and off. He’d be fine one moment, babbling like a normal baby, and then his voice would change into this deep growl, like he wasn’t even human. The things he said… they weren’t words I understood, but they sounded… otherworldly. Wrong. Each time it happened, it lasted longer. It was like he wasn’t my baby anymore during those moments. His eyes… oh, God, his eyes. They would go dark, like there was something else looking out at me. Something hateful.”

Lucy shot me a glance, and I saw my growing concern mirrored in her furrowed brow.

“How long did this go on?” the brunette agent asked. “Each time it happened?”

“Hours,” Julie replied. “It would start suddenly and stop just as quickly. And then, about a little over an hour ago, it became unbearable. The voice was mocking me, laughing at me, I could tell. It called out in that horrible tone, and I… I couldn’t take it anymore. I put him in his crib and stepped out of the room. Just for a moment.”

“What happened after that?” I asked gently.

Julie let out a shuddering breath and lifted her head so I could see her eyes were red and swollen.

“I stood in the hallway, covering my ears,” she said, and then her head dropped again as though she was ashamed to admit having left her baby alone in such dire circumstances. “I couldn’t listen to it anymore, you know. I begged and prayed for help, and then it just stopped. Completely. Not a sound. I thought maybe he was over it again. But when I went back into the room…”

Julie’s voice broke as she sobbed uncontrollably, and her shoulders shook violently as the force of her wails moved through her.

“He was gone,” I finished for her, and the mother nodded, almost imperceptibly.

“The crib was empty,” she whispered when she could speak. “But, I’d just stepped into the hallway for a few seconds. How could anything hap-hap--”

The end of her sentence was broken by more sobbing and I glanced up at Lucy and Veronica.

“We’ll find him,” Lucy said, though her voice held a trace of doubt. “We’ll figure out what’s happening.”

Julie shook her head with a desperate look in her eyes.

“You don’t understand,” she said. “There’s something evil here. It’s not something the police can fix. It’s been in this town for years, and now it’s taken my baby.”

I exchanged a glance with Veronica. Her expression was grim, and her usually sharp demeanor was softened by the weight of Julie’s story.

“Believe me, we understand more than you’d think,” I muttered, though I wasn’t sure the hysterical mother heard me.

“Do you know of anyone who might’ve vanted to hurt you? Or Elias?” Veronica asked.

“No,” Julie whispered. “I don’t have enemies. And Elias is just a baby. An innocent baby. Who would want to hurt him?”

Julie’s trembling voice lingered in the air as I stared at her. The word innocent reverberated in my mind like a struck bell, and my breath hitched as I thought back to the recipe I’d found in The Hollow Apothecary. Its cracked leather cover had been adorned with arcane symbols, and I couldn’t forget the unmistakable phrase written in jagged ink. Blood of the innocent. Heart of the corrupt.

I felt my stomach churn as the pieces began to connect in my mind. Could Elias have been targeted as part of some ancient, malevolent ritual? The thought made my skin crawl, but I couldn’t afford to let my fear show. Julie was already on the edge of breaking completely.

Lucy must have noticed my shift in demeanor, though, because she stepped forward to fill the silence.

“Mrs. McNamara,” she said softly, “we’ll need to examine the rest of the house. Anything that might seem out of place or unusual could be helpful.”

Julie nodded absently as she clutched the crumpled tissue even tighter as though it were the only thing tethering her to reality.

“You can look anywhere,” she murmured. “Just find him. Please.”

Veronica shot me a curious glance as Julie rose from her recliner and shuffled toward the kitchen. Once she was out of earshot, Lucy turned to me.

“What is it?” she asked in a low voice.

I hesitated, then pulled Lucy and Veronica closer.

“In Martha Williams’ shop,” I began. “That ritual I found. Do you remember? One of the ingredients was–”

“Blood of the innocent,” Lucy finished as Veronica’s eyes narrowed.

“And you think zis might be connected?” the one-time PA said.

“Elias is a baby, an innocent soul,” I nodded. “If Martha, or whoever is behind this, is performing some kind of ritual, he could be a key part of it.”

“That’s… dark,” Lucy said as her face paled. “But it tracks with what we’ve seen so far, I won’t lie.”

“And the odd events that everyone keeps mentioning,” I added. “This isn’t the first time someone’s gone missing in this town. It’d make sense that it’s because of someone who’s lived here a long time.”

“Vhatever it is zat ve’re dealing vith,” Veronica added. “It’s something zat’s been growing in power for years.”

Julie reappeared in the doorway just then, with her shoulders hunched and her face a mask of desperation.

“Do you need me to do anything?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Just stay where you feel safe,” Lucy said gently. “We’ll handle the investigation from here.”

Julie nodded and retreated to the kitchen again, so the three of us were alone again in the living room. We glanced at each other and then did a quick search of the house, but there was nothing unusual anywhere, not even in Elias’ room.

But that wasn’t a surprise. I knew that whatever we were looking for wouldn’t be found in the house. The trail we wanted was in the forest, near the ancient stones and the blood-soaked ground.

The rain had picked up by the time we left the McNamara residence, so we were hit by a cold, steady drizzle that soaked through our jackets as we hurried back to the Inn. Julie’s story lingered in my mind along with the memory of that cryptic recipe. Blood of the innocent. Heart of the corrupt.

“We need to dig deeper into this,” I said. “If Martha’s involved in something bigger, maybe even something supernatural, we need to understand what we’re dealing with.”

“We need to regroup,” Lucy sighed. “And I wouldn’t mind doing it somewhere warm and dry.”

“Let’s head back to the inn,” I suggested. “Maybe our hostess can tell us a little more about this town. I mean, innkeepers used to be a great source of gossip back in the day.”

The other two agents nodded in agreement, and we turned onto the slick road that led back to our temporary quarters. None of us spoke again until we were inside the inn’s cozy living area, where a crackling fire in the hearth provided a welcoming warmth.

“Oh, I thought I might see you sooner rather than later,” Margaret said from behind the desk as I clicked the door shut behind us. “This rain is awful. Comes out of nowhere half the time.”

“Definitely not the weather for sightseeing,” I said with a polite smile. “Would you mind if we sat by the fire? We have some work to do and--”

“Say no more,” Margaret said with her hands up. “You’re more than welcome. There are plenty of outlets if you need to plug anything in, although I’ll warn you that the blasted Wi-Fi can take longer than carrier pigeon sometimes. I’ll put a pot on for you.”

“Just tea, please,” Lucy interjected. “We’ve had plenty of coffee today.”

“I’ve got some decaf,” Margaret offered. “How’s that for you?”

“Perfect,” Lucy smiled as she sank into the chesterfield by the fire.

Margaret disappeared into the back room and left us alone with the comforting crackle of the fire. The inn’s living area was a perfect haven from the relentless rain outside, with its overstuffed chairs, warm lighting, and the faint scent of wood polish.

Veronica darted up the stairs as I sank into my own chair and returned moments later with our laptops and notebooks.

Not long after, Margaret returned with a tray of tea and set it on the low table in front of us. The soft clink of porcelain against wood was the only sound aside from the rain battering the windows. The innkeeper gave us a little nod before she retreated to her desk and left us to our work. Lucy poured tea for herself and Veronica, while I retrieved my laptop and powered it on.

“Let’s start with what we know so far,” I sighed. “What’ve we got?”

“We’ve got a missing businessman, Shaw Cross,” Lucy began as Veronica scribbled a type of mind map on the open page of her notebook. “We know Cross was meeting with Andrei Petrescu, Ravenov’s nephew, here in a few days. Cross was supposed to hand over something of value to Petrescu.”

“Potentially Ravenov’s artifact,” Veronica interjected.

“Right,” Lucy nodded. “So, Shaw has gone missing and with him, whatever he was carrying. We know he was seen with Martha Williams, and we found his passport in her shop and his ID card out in the woods.”

As Lucy summarized, Veronica scribbled notes and connected lines on the notebook page to create a visual for us.

“We also know Martha Williams has been connected to Tyler Roth and Elias McNamara in the last few days,” I added. “Both of whom have been acting weirdly recently.”

“A lot of Martha’s belongings suggest she’s deep into the occult,” Lucy continued. “But it’s hard to tell if it’s real demonic worship or just the usual nonsense most so-called witches practice.”

“Well, if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s probably a duck,” I sighed as I thought about the volumes I’d looked through.

“Vhat on earth does zat mean?” Veronica asked as she pulled a confused face at me.

“Like, if the boot fits,” I said, but the blonde Romanian continued to stare blankly at me. “We’re in a town with a very hefty history around witchcraft. We’re here at a time of year that most people associate with witchcraft. It isn’t unusual for strange, inexplicable things to happen here. We have a woman who’s clearly into the occult, with a ritual recipe that includes the blood of the innocent and the heart of the corrupt. Chances are… she’s a witch.”

“Vhy couldn’t you just say zat?” Veronica sighed. “You Americans have ze strangest vay of saying things.”

“I’ll try to be more concise next time,” I smirked.

“But when we say witch…” Lucy began and then frowned. “Like, a lot of people are ‘into’ witchcraft. There’s a whole modern-day witch movement that’s totally trendy at the moment.”

“No, I’m talking about ancient witchcraft,” I said. “Evil, demonic, sinful witchcraft.”

“And if that’s the case, it explains her need to take Baby Elias,” Lucy said. “Blood of the innocent, and all that. But what about the rest?”

“Heart of the corrupt,” I said. “Shaw Cross.”

“Do you really think so?” Lucy asked.

“An American businessman in cahoots with Ravenov’s moroi nephew?” I scoffed. “Tell me what could be more corrupt than that.”

“You make a good point,” Lucy nodded.

“And remember the clearing in the woods?” I continued. “The blood.”

“You don’t think…” Veronica began.

“I do,” I nodded. “I think Mr. Cross may already have met his maker. I think Martha may already have her corrupted heart.”

“So, Baby Elias might not have long to live,” Lucy muttered.

“We’re on a timer, ladies,” I said.

“So, what?” Veronica asked. “Ve just arrest Martha and put a stop to it all.”

Before I could respond to Veronica’s suggestion, my laptop pinged on the table. I tapped the space bar to wake the screen up and saw I had an email from Agent Keller.

“It’s Keller,” I said. “It looks like they have something on the notes Veronica sent.”

Lucy and Veronica quickly rearranged themselves so they could see my screen as well.

Subject: Translation of Phonetic Script.

Afternoon Agent Cole,

I’ve had our best people working on the notes that Agent Nowak sent us this morning. Of course, it’s difficult when working phonetically, but we are certain that the language being used is an old Semitic language, specifically Ancient Punic.

It seems to repeat itself, from what we can tell. We have translated it into the following:

The sacrifice will open the gate. Blood will flow over stone beneath the full moon. The shadows will rise, and the covenant will be fulfilled.

It seems very vague and ominous, but perhaps it makes more sense to you.

Let me know if you need anything else.

Agent Keller.

P.S. Good luck.

The three of us stared at the screen in silence for a moment as we read and reread Keller’s words. It was like something ripped straight from a gothic horror novel, but the reality of it felt far darker.

Lucy broke the silence first.

“Full moon,” the dark-haired agent muttered and glanced toward the window. “When is the next full moon?”

“Tomorrow night,” Veronica said. “I’m certain.”

“Oh, my God,” Lucy groaned. “We have until tomorrow night to figure out what the fuck Martha Williams is planning and how to stop it.”

“Holy shit,” I muttered.“In that case, we’re going to need more than speculation. If we’re dealing with an actual ritual, we need solid information. Something concrete to act on.”

Veronica’s brow furrowed as she tapped her pen against her notebook.

“Do you think ze CIA might have more records on zis sort of thing?” she asked. “Zey must’ve come across ancient occult rituals before, right?”

It was a good idea, and it felt like our best shot at piecing this puzzle together. I quickly typed up a reply to Agent Keller.

Subject: Re: Translation of Phonetic Script.

Agent Keller,

Thank you for the translation. It’s incredibly helpful. We believe this ritual might be connected to occult practices with roots in sorcery and witchcraft. Does your department have any records or archives that pertain to witchcraft, particularly involving rituals tied to full moons, blood sacrifices, or “opening gates”? We need as much information as possible, as soon as possible.

Appreciate your help.

Agent Cole.

With the email sent, I leaned back in my chair and looked at Lucy and Veronica.

“Now we wait,” I said. “But in the meantime, let’s work with what we have.”

Margaret appeared beside us as we pored over our notes. Her gentle smile was accompanied by the soft clatter of porcelain as she gathered our empty teacups onto a tray. She paused as her gaze caught the scrawled name of Martha Williams in Veronica’s notebook. Her expression shifted into something like curiosity tinged with unease.

“Oh, Martha Williams,” she murmured, her tone a mix of intrigue and disdain. “Don’t tell me you’ve been tangled up with her, have you?”

“Oh, it’s nothing, really,” Lucy babbled. “Just research of the area. Why do you ask? Do you know her?”

Margaret hesitated and glanced toward the inn’s front door as if ensuring no one else could overhear.

“Well, not personally,” she admitted. “But everyone in town knows of her. She’s a peculiar one, that’s for sure. Always keeps to herself, never socializes much except with that odd little group of hers. People call them witches behind their backs, you know.”

“Witches?” Veronica echoed.

Margaret nodded as she leaned slightly closer and dropped her voice to a whisper.

“Not the broomstick-riding, cackling kind, mind you,” she continued. “But there’s always been talk about Martha and her lot dabbling in… things best left alone. Strange rituals, odd gatherings in the woods. That sort of thing.”

“And you believe that?” Lucy asked, though her tone lacked the skepticism it might’ve carried under less dire circumstances.

Margaret shrugged as her gaze drifted toward the rain-lashed window.

“I’ve seen enough in this town not to rule anything out,” she said. “Strange lights in the trees, crops withering overnight, people disappearing without a trace… this place has always had an air about it. Especially at this time of year.”

“Zis odd little group, you mentioned,” Veronica interjected. “Do you know who else is in it?”

“Oh, let me see,” Margaret said. “There’s Edith Lyle. She’s even older than Martha, keeps to herself in that ramshackle house near the creek. Then there’s Polly Tewksbury. I haven’t seen her in years, but people still talk about her like she never left. I’ve heard people say she was the worst of the lot, always stirring up trouble. I can’t remember the other lady’s name, though.”

“Margaret,” Lucy said as she leaned forward with her elbows resting on her knees. “Do you think Martha could be dangerous?”

Margaret hesitated as her eyes flicked between the three of us.

“I don’t know what she’s capable of,” she said. “But I’ll say this, you’d do well to tread carefully. If she’s mixed up in something, it won’t be anything good. Mark my words.”

She straightened, and her tone softened as she collected the last teacup.

“You’re staying safe, though, aren’t you?” the innkeeper asked. “This is all just harmless intrigue, right?”

“Of course,” I assured her with a forced smile. “We’re just interested in the history of the area is all.”

Margaret lingered a moment longer like she wasn’t sure she believed that before she retreated to the kitchen. The room fell silent except for the crackling fire once she left, and for a moment, we stared at each other.

“Well, that was cheerful,” Lucy said.

“We don’t have much time,” I said. “If what Margaret says is true, Martha’s not working alone. And if this ritual involves the full moon tomorrow night, we need to figure out who these women are and what their roles might be.”

“Edith Lyle, Polly Tewksbury, and an unknown third,” Lucy murmured as she jotted the names down.

Just then, my laptop pinged once more, and I saw that Keller had shared a file with me. I clicked on it and the screen refreshed with a list of declassified documents and summaries. One stood out. Operation Salem, Classified Briefing on Ritualistic Activity in New England (1974).

I clicked it, and the document loaded slowly, though I scanned the information as it came up. The version of the report I had was a mix of redacted sections and vague references to rituals involving “gatherings of three or more practitioners,” “blood sacrifices,” and “summoning phenomena,” but one line chilled me.

Reports indicate ritual stones were marked with ancient symbols, similar to Punic inscriptions found at archeological excavations of the ruins of Carthage associated with child sacrifice, and were believed to serve as conduits between realms.

My heart sank. This wasn’t just folklore, it had precedent. Martha Williams was a true witch.

“Hey, look at zat,” Veronica said suddenly.

Her eyes were wide as she pointed to the laptop screen. On the screen was a grainy photograph of a newspaper clipping, though we could still make out the headline.

Polly Tewksbury: Disgraced Local Healer or Malevolent Witch?

The article went on to describe Polly as an eccentric herbalist accused in the 1950s of malicious sorcery after several locals fell ill after taking her remedies. Polly had disappeared from public view soon after, though rumors persisted that she continued to live in the woods.

We all leaned closer to the laptop screen as we read the story, and the dim light of the fire flickered across our faces as we scrolled through the documents Keller had shared. The grainy photograph of Polly Tewksbury was unsettling enough, but what came next made my stomach twist. Beneath the list of declassified records on occult activities, there was another file titled A Brief on the Characteristics, Weaknesses, and Recognized Traits of Witchcraft Practitioners.

The document was densely packed with information.

“This is…” Lucy trailed off, her voice quiet, as though afraid to fully articulate what we were reading.

The document described witches, or witchcraft practitioners, as individuals who often displayed specific traits. They were typically isolationists who chose to live on the fringes of society, who preferred solitude, though they sometimes formed small, secretive groups. Many were deeply knowledgeable about ancient texts and often possessed occult tomes that predated known written history. Their practices were often connected to the natural world, with rituals that revolved around elements such as trees, stones, water, and especially moon phases. Blood sacrifices were commonly involved in these rituals, which suggested a deep connection to the more primal aspects of the earth.

Some witches were noted for their psychic sensitivity and exhibited abilities to tap into energies or even influence others in subtle, almost imperceptible ways. Additionally, many practitioners displayed an unnerving longevity and often lived well beyond the expected human lifespan. This unusual vitality was often linked to access to preservation rituals that involved elixirs or the blood of others.

While these witches possessed great power, the document also listed their weaknesses. Iron was considered a disruptive element to their magic, and exposure to iron or iron-based weapons could interfere with spells or rituals. Sacred symbols, particularly those associated with Christianity, were also known to create powerful barriers that could ward off or contain witches. Fire was considered a purifying force that could disrupt rituals and made it difficult for witches to perform magic in its presence. Similarly, silver was listed as an item capable of piercing through protective barriers created by witches. Lastly, salt was mentioned as a method of containment, and something as simple as a circle of salt was able to trap witches within it and render them powerless.

“You know, sometimes I feel like I’m living in a fever dream,” Lucy muttered. “This can’t be real. This is folklore we read about as kids, this isn’t real life.”

“It is for us,” I sighed as I got to my feet and grabbed my still-wet coat.

“Vhere are you going?” Veronica asked.

“Me?” I replied. “I’m going on a witch hunt. Anyone care to join me?”


Chapter 12

The storm hit as we gathered our gear. The wind howled against the windows of our room and rattled the panes with a force that felt almost sentient. The heavy rain seemed to fall in sheets which made it almost impossible to see through the window beyond the blur of water running down the glass. We were running out of time, and every second felt like it carried the weight of impending doom.

“The rain is getting worse,” Lucy groaned as she looked out of the window.

“It’s like ze town is doing it on purpose,” Veronica added. “Like it knows ve’re getting close to something.”

“We can’t let a bit of weather stop us,” I said as I crouched by the table to inspect the gear packed for us by Agent Keller. “We’ve got to put a stop to all of this.”

“Speaking of putting a stop to this,” Lucy said as she inspected her revolver. “The info pack said that witches are weakened by iron, fire, and silver. I know our knives and bullets are silver. Do we have iron and fire though?”

I grabbed a heavy hunting knife from the table and turned it over in my hands.

“This one does,” I said as I pointed to the blade’s worn surface. “Carbon steel. High iron content.”

Lucy handed me another knife which was sleeker and newer.

“What about this?” she asked.

“Stainless steel,” I said as I examined it and shook my head. “It’s got iron, but not enough. These modern alloys prioritize durability over pure composition. We need older tools. Carbon steel or wrought iron.”

Veronica reached into her bag and pulled out a slender dagger.

“Zis one?” the blonde asked. “It’s from my family. Very old.”

“Perfect,” I said as I tested the edge and nodded. “This will disrupt their magic if we get close enough. But I’d prefer not to have to get that close.”

“What about the guns?” Lucy asked as she tapped her revolver.

“Mostly lead and copper,” I said. “But our bullets are silver, and worst-case scenario, the gun itself might help. The frame and barrel has some iron in it. I can smell the tang of it. If you have to, you can use the weapon itself as a blunt instrument.”

“That’s comforting,” Lucy grimaced.

I looked over the rest of our supplies. We had enough weapons to face a small army, but this wasn’t a battle of numbers. It was one of knowledge, timing, and sheer will.

“The storm isn’t going to wait,” I said as I pulled on my coat. “We need to get to Martha’s shop now. If she’s not there, we move to Edith’s house. We track down Polly as a last resort.”

“Got it,” Veronica nodded as she was tightening her scarf around her slim neck. “But if zey are involved, zey’ll be hiding zeir tracks. If ve delay, it might be too late.”

A few minutes later, we were ready. We gathered everything we had prepared, pulled our hoods over our heads, and tightened our coats around us. But just as we stepped into the reception area of the inn, I heard Margaret’s voice pipe up.

“You’re not going out in this, are you?” she asked.

The innkeeper’s hands wrung a dishtowel nervously as we prepared to step into the storm.

The wind howled outside and rattled the wooden door so that occasional gusts slipped through the gaps in the doorframe.

“I’m afraid so,” I said. “Don’t worry, we’re all wrapped up.”

Her concern was etched deep in the lines of her face as she watched us don our coats and shoulder our bags.

“Are you really sure?” she asked. “The weather here can be unpredictable, you know. The streets can flood quicker than you’d think. I don’t want you to get into trouble out there.”

“We’ll be careful, Margaret,” I said. “We’ve got some things to do, and we can’t wait for the weather to clear. Time isn’t on our side.”

Margaret didn’t seem convinced. She stepped closer and lowered her voice as if afraid the storm might overhear.

“You’re not just Marshalls, are you?” the innkeeper muttered. “I thought maybe you were just here on a little trip to begin with. Then, after you helped the PD with Tyler Roth… well, naturally everyone was talking about it, and I heard you were Marshalls. But that’s not it, is it? There’s something more… urgent about you all than looking for that man.”

I offered Margaret a faint smile, the kind that said ‘you’re not wrong, but I can’t confirm it’. Lucy, ever quick on her feet, stepped in with her own brand of charm.

“We appreciate your concern, Margaret,” the brunette agent said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be absolutely fine.”

“Exactly,” I added. “We’ve dealt with bad weather before. We’ll be back before you know it.”

Margaret didn’t look satisfied with my answer, but she seemed to understand she wouldn’t get more from us.

I shared a glance with Lucy and Veronica, and then I nodded to signal our leave. Veronica pulled the door open, and the sound of the pounding rain amplified tenfold.

“Holy shit,” Lucy muttered under her breath.

But just before I followed them out into the furious weather, I turned back to the aged woman behind the counter.

“Oh, Margaret,” I said just before I walked out of the door. “This may be a weird request, but, do you happen to have a bag of salt?”

Margaret blinked at me. She was clearly caught off guard by my odd request, and her mind seemed to be drawing a blank as to what salt even was. Her fingers worked at the towel in her hands and twisted it nervously as she considered my question, and I had the feeling she was trying to figure out if I was trying to trick her.

“Salt?” she repeated with a confused look on her face.

“Yes,” I replied. “Just something small and portable. It might come in handy, that’s all.”

Margaret hesitated a moment longer, then turned and shuffled toward the kitchen. She returned with a medium sized mason jar painted with tiny blue flowers. It was the sort of quaint trinket I’d expect to find in a thrift shop or antique store, and it suited the personality of the innkeeper to a T.

“Here,” she said and pressed it into my hand. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but… take care of yourselves, alright?”

“Thank you,” I nodded as I slipped the shaker into my coat pocket. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

With that, I stepped out into the storm, and the door slammed shut behind me as the wind surged. The rain hit like icy and relentless needles against my skin, and the streets were already slick with water. In some spots, small streams ran along the curbs where the drains had become blocked with dead leaves.

“This is insane!” Lucy shouted over the roar of the wind as we made our way down the street.

“We don’t have a choice!” I shouted back. “Martha’s shop is our best lead! Now let’s go.”

My hood did little to keep me dry as water streamed down my face and dripped from my nose and chin. My boots squelched with every step, and the leather was already soaked through.

Lucy pulled her coat tighter around her, and she kept her head bent low to shield herself from the onslaught. She stumbled over a loose cobblestone, but I reached out and grabbed her arm to steady her.

“Thanks,” she muttered, although it was barely audible over the howl of the wind.

Veronica was walking slightly ahead of us, and I could see her scarf was already plastered to her dampened coat, while a few loose strands of blonde hair whipped wildly around her as she scanned the nearly invisible path ahead. Despite the fact that she was soaking wet, she seemed unfazed by the burst of wild weather.

“Ve must keep moving,” she shouted. “Standing still vill only make it vorse.”

The town’s usual charm had disappeared in the downpour. The streets were eerily empty, like it’d been abandoned by locals and tourists alike. Signs that usually swung gently in the breeze now rattled violently, while shutters clapped against windows.

We passed a narrow alley where water poured like a torrent from the overburdened gutters above and pooled into a stream that surged into the street. The drains were overwhelmed, and mini-rivers formed at every slope, to carry debris, twigs, leaves, and even a child’s abandoned toy down toward the town’s lower levels.

The wind picked up and roared through the narrow streets like a living thing. It yanked at our coats and pulled at our legs and threatened to throw us off balance. A signpost groaned ominously ahead of us as its base bent with the force of the gale. I motioned for the others to keep to the side of the street and away from anything that looked ready to collapse.

“This is getting worse by the second!” Lucy shouted. “It’s almost biblical!”

“We’re almost there,” I replied, though the truth was, the shop still felt agonizingly far away.

The wind whipped around corners unpredictably to hit us from new angles and send rain driving into our faces. The cold seeped into my bones, and I clenched my fists to keep the numbness at bay.

Through the blur of rain, I could just make out the silhouette of The Hollow Apothecary ahead. Its sign swayed so violently on its rusted hinges so that it creaked and clanged in a discordant rhythm. The windows were dark, and even through the thick rain, I could see there were no lights on inside.

We pressed on, and our pace quickened despite the treacherous footing. But as the shop loomed closer, I noticed that the carved, wooden door was tightly secured with a thick chain and a heavy padlock. The sight stopped me in my tracks.

“She’s not taking any chances,” Lucy panted as she pulled her hood back slightly to get a better look.

The padlock gleamed in the dim light, so it was probably brand new. Its surface was slick with rain but otherwise unblemished, like no one had ever tried to open it before. More water streamed down the door and pooled at the base, where it mingled with mud and fallen leaves.

Veronica stepped forward and ran her gloved fingers over the chain.

“Brand new,” she said. “She knew ve vould come back.”

I looked around and peered through the rain for any sign of movement, but the streets remained empty. The storm’s noise swallowed any distant sounds, which made it almost impossible to tell if anyone was nearby.

“She’s not here,” I grunted. “But this lock tells us she knows someone’s onto her. She’ll be hiding out somewhere safe until she can carry out the ritual tomorrow.”

“So what now?” Lucy asked. “We’ve got a little over twelve hours until the moon rises.”

We stood in the rain for a moment longer as we soaked in the grim reality of the situation. The storm’s fury had only escalated since we left the inn, and now the absence of Martha felt like a blow. The lock on the door and the untouched shop were all pieces of the puzzle, but we still couldn’t see how they all fit together. She knew we were coming, but where had she gone?

“We keep moving,” I said firmly. “If Martha’s not here, then we’ll find her companions instead. Edith is next.”

“Margaret said that she lived near the creek on the edge of town,” Lucy said. “Which is… um… that way, I think.”

We turned back and retraced our steps toward the town center. As we walked, we kept tight to the walls in a vain attempt to avoid the worst of the storm. The wind whipped through the streets and sent debris skittering across our path, while the rain made it almost impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. It was like the storm had swallowed everything whole, and we were wandering in a foreign land.

“We’re losing time,” Lucy muttered, her voice barely audible over the roar of the wind.

“We’ll be fine,” I said, though unease was creeping up my spine.

We moved quickly through the center of town, past the few dimly-lit windows that were still trying to hold out against the storm’s wrath.

As we neared the edge of the town, where the buildings thinned out and the open land began to take over, I spotted something that made me freeze in place. A utility pole had fallen across the road, and a jagged crack ran through its thick wooden frame. It wasn’t the broken pole that made me stop, but the figure pinned beneath it.

“Help!” came a faint, strained cry.

The voice was barely audible over the wind, but it was enough to stop us in our tracks.

I was the first to move as I ran toward the downed pole. The others followed close behind a second later, and I could hear their boots sloshing in the puddles.

The pole had fallen at an odd angle and had trapped the legs of a local man beneath its weight. His clothes were soaked through, and he was covered in mud and leaves. His face was pale as his hands scrabbled futilely at the wooden pole, but it was clear that he couldn’t free himself.

“Help!” he cried again.

“We’re coming!” I shouted back, but I wasn’t sure he could hear me.

I signaled to the others, who immediately rushed to either side of the fallen pole. The pole looked impossibly heavy, and the storm had made everything slick, so moving it would be all the more difficult.

Veronica knelt beside the man and placed her hands on his shoulder to try and calm him.

“Take a deep breath,” she said. “Ve’ll get you out.”

I crouched down beside the fallen man, and my boots sank into the wet mud as I assessed the situation. The storm still raged around us, and the wind tore at my clothes as if it wanted to pull me away from the scene. Somehow, I blocked it out, and I focused on the man trapped beneath the pole until I couldn’t feel the sting of the icy rain anymore.

His legs were pinned beneath the heavy wood, and I could see the strain on his face as the pole pressed down on him. His lips were contorted in pain, and his eyes were wide with panic. I reached out cautiously and the stench of blood hit me hard.

I looked closer and saw that one leg had been crushed beneath the weight of the wood. His foot was swollen, and the ankle was twisted at an unnatural angle. The boot was soaked with blood, and the puddle under him was slowly swirling with the dark, viscous fluid. The color of his skin was already turning an alarming shade of white from blood loss. It was bad. But it was the other leg that made my stomach turn.

The bone was visible. It was jagged and white as it stuck out at an odd angle. It looked like it had been snapped clean through so that the bone broke through the skin in a grotesque display of nature gone wrong. Blood seeped slowly from the wound and ran in dark rivers down his calf until it mixed with the rainwater.

The sight made my chest tighten, and I had to force myself to keep my breathing steady so I could stay focused. Panic wouldn’t help anyone here, which was probably what the witches were hoping to achieve with this display of their power.

“His leg’s broken. Badly,” I muttered more to myself than anyone else.

The bone which protruded from his flesh was a clear sign that the break was a severe, compound fracture. Even in the storm’s fury, it was impossible to ignore the sharp pain that radiated from his body. I could hear his heart thudding in panic and smell the man’s fear, though I could only imagine how much it must have hurt.

“We need to get him out of here,” I said.

Lucy’s brow furrowed in concentration as she looked at the man’s leg.

“We can’t lift this thing off with our bare hands. It’s too heavy,” The brunette shook her head, which sent a small spray of water into the wind. “Even with the three of us, we won’t be able to move this thing.”

“Speak for yourself,” I smirked. “I’ll get rid of the post. You two just be ready to help him.”

I inhaled deeply as my body tensed, instinctively drawn to the situation. The primal part of me which was buried deep within stirred awake.

I let go of my rational mind for just a moment, and in an instant, my body surged with a strength I had forgotten I possessed. My hands clenched into fists as my sharp and deadly claws extended to dig into the wood, though I made sure that the transformation was subtle. I didn’t want this man to see too much, though he was losing so much blood, I doubted he was even aware of what was happening. My grip on the utility pole tightened as my claws sank deep into the rain-slicked surface of the beam.

The others looked up at me in surprise, but I didn’t pause. My legs braced against the wet ground, and I heaved with a force that could have shattered stone. The telephone pole creaked ominously as it began to shift under my grip, while my claws raked through the wood and tore away bark and splinters. The pole groaned under the pressure, but it didn’t move. It felt like it was tethered in place, and I was sure that there was magic somehow involved.

I gave another grunt and pulled with everything I had. My muscles screamed in protest, but I pushed through as my claws sank deeper into the wet wood. The pole resisted, but it was no match for the force of my will. I could feel the fibers of the wood stretching and the wood cracking under the pressure.

The jagged edges of the pole finally shifted, and the weight of it gradually moved away from the man’s broken body. My hands were wet and slick with rain and blood, but I didn’t stop. There was no stopping now.

“Hold on,” I muttered under my breath as I focused solely on the task at hand. “I’ve almost got it.”

I could hear the man’s strained breaths and his groans of pain despite the howling wind, but I pushed it all aside and shoved the worry down deep where it wouldn’t distract me. At last, the wood splintered loudly beneath my claws, and I could feel the sudden give.

The pole had shifted far enough now that the man’s legs were no longer in direct danger of further injury, but his wounds were severe and a heavier flow of blood began to pump from the mangled mess. His face had become even paler, and his breathing was shallow, but the worst of it had passed. Now, we just had to get him out of there.

With one last heave, I pushed the fallen pole up with everything I had.

“That’s it!” Lucy yelled. “He’s free!”

“Get him out,” I shouted over the wind as I pushed the pole off to the side with a final, growling effort.

Lucy and Veronica scrambled to help him, and their hands were steady as they pulled the injured man away from the wreckage. He groaned as they moved him, but his legs were still pinned in the mud. He was alive but barely conscious.

Veronica looked up at me, her face tight with the strain of what we were dealing with.

“His legs are in bad shape,”she muttered. “We need to get him out of the rain and call an ambulance.”

The man was barely moving as he gasped for air. His legs were twisted beneath him while blood still poured into the road. But at least now he was out from under the crushing weight of the pole, so we wouldn’t have to waste time waiting for the local EMTs to figure out a way to free him.

“We need to get him to shelter,” I growled, though my voice was still rough with the remnants of the transformation.

I wiped my claws against my coat, which smeared the rain and blood together as I knelt down beside the injured man. I looked around, and now that my senses were honed by the wolf, I saw a flicker of a light in the distance. It was the same bar we had been in yesterday.

“The Winding Oak,” I said as I pointed toward it. “We need to get him inside. It’s the closest place. There’s no time to waste.”

Lucy was already on it as her sharp instincts kicked in. She grabbed one shoulder and lifted him gently. I took his other shoulder while Veronica moved ahead to get the door.

The rain beat down harder as we half-carried, half-dragged the man toward the bar. The wind screamed in our ears as we moved, but the warmth of the tavern’s lights became a beacon in the tempest. The street was eerily empty, but I could still see smoke billowing from the chimney and lights flickering through the stained windows.

The moment Veronica pushed the door open, a wave of noise rushed out. I could make out the sounds of conversation and clinking glasses beneath the storm’s fury. The warmth hit us like a blanket, and it was a welcome relief from the cold rain that had soaked through our coats. But as we stepped inside, the chatter seemed to die. A hush spread over the room as the patrons turned to look at us. The once-bustling tavern suddenly felt still, and every eye was on us as we carried the bleeding man through the door.

“Help!” Lucy shouted. “Someone, please, call an ambulance! Now!”

The bar’s patrons stared at us in a mixture of confusion and concern, but the barkeep moved quickly.

“Oh, shit, is that Frank?” he asked. “I’m on it, just lie him down on one of the tables.”

“Over here!” a woman called from a long table by the fire. “Lay him down here.”

Veronica wiped her hands on her coat before she moved to the long table in the corner and cleared off the glasses and dishes with a swift motion. She swept the items aside and the clink of glass hitting the floor reverberated in the tense silence.

“Get him on the table, quickly,” she urged as she nodded to the now-clear top.

Frank was still gasping for breath as we laid him down as carefully as we could manage. His blood-streaked coat and drenched body left a small trail of crimson across the worn wood. The warmth of the tavern didn’t seem to comfort him as much as it should. His face was pale, and his shallow breaths were all the confirmation we needed that his time was running out.

I knelt at the edge of the table, and my hands deftly found his wrist to check his pulse. I could hear his heartbeat slowing down, and the recognizable smell of human blood was much weaker than it should have been.

“His blood pressure is dangerously low,” I said as I glanced up at Lucy and Veronica, whose faces were grim but focused. “He’s lost a lot of blood. We need to stop the bleeding and get him warm.”

Veronica started to rummage through the bar’s cabinets as she searched for any supplies that might help, while Lucy stood at the man’s head and spoke softly to him in an attempt to keep him conscious.

“Stay with us, okay?” Lucy murmured as she brushed his damp hair from his forehead.

I saw Frank blink up at her with glassy and unfocused eyes.

“Look, we need something to stop the bleeding,” I said to no one in particular. “Cloth, bandages, anything.”

Veronica returned with a handful of dishtowels and wrapped them around the man’s leg as best as she could. The gory wound was still spilling blood, and the pressure we applied to slow it down didn’t seem to be enough.

The barman, who had moved with surprising speed and efficiency, came over with a bottle of something clear in his hand.

“This should help with the pain,” he whispered. “It’s strong, but it’ll keep him with us.”

I took the bottle without asking any questions and poured a generous amount into the man’s mouth. He coughed and gagged but swallowed the liquor, and within moments, his body relaxed a little. His breathing steadied, and I could see the faintest glimmer of recognition in his eyes.

“Good,” I said. “Keep him calm. The bleeding needs to stop, and we need to keep him warm.”

We added more dish towels and gave him more liquor, until finally, a rush of flashing lights pierced the bar. The ambulance screeched to a halt outside, and its sirens were almost loud enough to cut through the storm’s roar. The door swung open almost immediately, and two paramedics rushed inside. Their eyes swept over Frank’s battered form as they assessed the situation.

“What happened?” one of the first responders, a woman in a heavy raincoat, asked.

“We found him pinned under a fallen utility pole,” I said as I stepped aside to give her space. “He’s lost a lot of blood, and he has compound fractures on both legs.”

The paramedics wasted no time as they moved around Frank and quickly assessed his condition while they prepared their equipment. The woman EMT pulled a stethoscope from around her neck and checked his heart rhythm, while the rest of us held our breath and watched. After a moment, she started to nod as she listened to his heart.

“Blood pressure’s low. We need to stabilize him fast,” she said to her partner, a tall man with a dark beard.

He was already setting up an IV line, so he nodded once, but didn’t offer anything else.

“Did you say a pole fell on him?” the woman paramedic said after a moment. “Do you mean the one outside?”

I nodded and immediately knew what her next question was going to be.

“How on Earth did you manage to get him out from under that?” she asked in a tone that was somewhere between curiosity and suspicion. “It’s huge!”

I froze for a moment and tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t reveal anything about my other abilities. I glanced over at Lucy and Veronica, who both seemed to be waiting for me to speak, since their expressions were unreadable.

“Well, it wasn’t just me,” I said as I chose my words carefully. “We worked together. Got him out with a lot of effort.”

I heard Veronica’s low hum of agreement.

“The pole vas heavy,” she nodded. “Took all three of us and a lot of determination.”

She sounded like she was trying to sell the story just as much as I was.

The EMT didn’t seem entirely convinced we could lift it, but nodded anyway.

“That’s some impressive teamwork…” she muttered.

She clearly wasn’t buying the story, but in the heat of the moment, there was little more she could do but focus on Frank’s survival.

The tall man set the IV in place and began to administer fluids. He glanced up at me again, and his eyes narrowed slightly as if there was something about our group he couldn’t quite place.

“Well, well, I should have known you three would be here,” Sheriff Adler said.

My back stiffened as I turned to face him. His heavy coat was soaked through, and he shook off the water with an irritated swipe, but his eyes never left us.

“Good afternoon, Sheriff,” I said in my most professional tone.

I didn’t like this man, but I didn’t need to poke the bear.

“Don’t play coy with me,” Adler snapped. "”You three have been at every scene of trouble for the last two days. It’s getting to be a little too convenient, don’t you think?”

His eyes narrowed, and the suspicion in them was clear despite his calm demeanor.

“We don’t control what happens, Sheriff,” I said in a measured voice as I stepped toward him. “But when we find someone in trouble, we do what we can. Just like anyone else.”

“Right,” he said, although his tone dripped with irony. “Except your ‘help’ seems to always show up just as things go south. Frank here is the latest casualty, isn’t he? Mrs. McNamara, Tyler Roth… who will be next?”

“I don’t know, Sheriff, you tell me, who will be next?” I snapped back. “Or better yet, what are you going to do to stop anything else happening?”

“Ugh, what is it with you three?” the arrogant sheriff grunted. “Is this some kind of Good Samaritan routine, or are you here for some other reason?”

“I don’t appreciate what you’re implying, Sheriff,” I warned.

Sheriff Adler took a step closer, and his hard eyes scanned our faces.

“I’ve been around long enough to know when something doesn’t add up,” he said. His voice was low, but it carried a weight of suspicion that felt almost suffocating. “Now, I’ve heard you three are investigating the McNamara baby case. Is that right? You’ve been poking your noses where they don’t belong. And you need to stop. You have no idea what you’re getting into.”

“I don’t know what you think you know, Sheriff,” I said, my voice low but stern. “But you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

“Oh, really?” Adler scoffed. “You’ve got some sort of fancy explanations for your actions, don’t you? I’d love to hear them. Tell me, what exactly are you trying to accomplish here?”

I stood up straight and felt the weight of the sheriff’s gaze settle on me like a heavy stone.

“You’ve got it all wrong,” I said deliberately. “You think you have a handle on things, that you’re the one with all the answers. But you’re the one who’s out of your depth, Sheriff. You have no idea what’s really going on here. What’s actually happening beneath the surface.”

The sheriff’s jaw tightened as he glared at me, but I could see the flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. It only made me more determined.

“You’re so caught up in your own sense of control that you’re blind to the bigger picture,” I continued as I stepped closer again so that we were only inches apart. “You think you can scare us off with your questions, but all you’re doing is revealing how clueless you are. People are in danger, and you’re too busy fighting a power struggle with us to actually do something about it. Frank’s not the only one who needs help, and you’re out here playing politics instead of saving lives.”

The sheriff didn’t speak for a moment as my words hung in the air like smoke, thick and bitter. I could feel the weight of the situation pressing down on all of us. Frank’s life was hanging by a thread, the McNamara case was unresolved, and potential witches were about to carry out a ritual with some all-powerful moroi artifact. Yet this pigeon-chested idiot was blind to it all.

“Get your head out of your ass, Adler,” I said quietly, but with conviction. “We’re not your enemy. But if you want to waste time pointing fingers instead of doing something that matters, then maybe someone else should be wearing that stupid hat of yours.”

The sheriff’s face was stone, but for the first time, I saw a flicker of doubt in his eyes. He didn’t respond immediately, and I could feel the power shifting. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, as if unsure of his next move.

Before he could retort, Veronica stepped forward, her tone calm but firm.

Adler’s eyes shifted from me to Veronica and then to Lucy. His expression faltered for just a moment before he exhaled sharply, apparently torn between his need to be the authority and the reality of the situation.

Without another word, he stepped out into the storm, and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. The tension in the room slowly began to dissipate, and when I glanced over at Lucy and Veronica, both of them gave me a look that spoke volumes.

“Come on,” I said quietly. “We’re not needed here anymore. We’ve got work to do.”


Chapter 13

The storm raged against us as we trudged through the mud-soaked path. The wind howled and lashed at our faces with every step, while rain fell in torrents and drenched us to the bone. The trees above us bent and creaked under the pressure of the insane weather, and the air felt so thick that it was almost suffocating. It felt like the storm was trying to force us backwards, which maybe wasn’t so farfetched when I thought about who might be behind what had happened.

“Not much farther now,” Lucy said against the roar of the wind.

The brunette led the way along the single-track path, and as she turned to shout over her shoulder, I could see her dark hair was stuck to her face as she squinted against the torrential downpour.

I glanced back at Veronica, who was a few steps behind me. Her face was set in a determined mask, though I could see her eyes flicking warily toward the treeline. The storm wasn’t just an inconvenience anymore, it felt ominous, and the blonde was understandably on edge.

My own lupine instincts were sensing something in the air that wasn’t natural, and it made my skin crawl. I didn’t want to run away, but every nerve ending was firing at a thousand miles an hour.

As we continued, the trees around us grew denser, and their branches clawed at the sky like bony fingers. The storm was wild, but stepping into the trees gave us a bit of a break from its worst. It felt good, relatively speaking, not having rain pelting us in sharp sheets. The twisted branches overhead gave us just enough cover to feel like we could catch our breaths.

“Finally,” I muttered as I shook off some of the water that clung to me. “Not exactly cozy, but better than the open storm.”

“Don’t get too comfortable,” Veronica shot back. She scanned the woods like she expected something to jump out at us any second. “Zis… whatever zis is, it’s not gonna let up any time soon.”

“I think she’s right,” Lucy said. “I don’t know how to explain it, but this storm feels like it’s being… controlled.”

Part of me wanted to disagree and tell them they were overthinking things. I’d seen agents become paranoid on missions before, and they soon began to see the enemy in every shadow. But my own instincts were telling me this wasn’t normal, and while I was still learning how to use my newfound skills, this wasn’t a feeling I could chalk up to a long day in the field. The air felt charged, like static was building with every step, and the closer we got to the clearing, the greater the chance that it would discharge.

The break we’d found beneath the trees was short-lived as the wind somehow forced the rain through the branches. The further we went, the more the storm seemed to follow us as its fury intensified. The wind shifted erratically and slammed against us from all directions as if it were hunting us.

Lucy slowed her pace, and I nearly bumped into her before realizing she’d stopped. She was staring ahead with her hand outstretched in a silent signal for us to halt.

“Do you see that?” she asked.

I followed her gaze, and through the thick curtain of rain, I could make out a faint glow ahead that reminded me of a dim, flickering light. It wasn’t warm or inviting like firelight, though. It was cold, like the afterglow of lightning frozen in the air.

“Do you think zat is the place?” Veronica asked as she stepped up beside me.

“I think we’re about to find out,” I replied without taking my eyes off the beacon.

We moved forward cautiously as the trees thinned, and soon we emerged into a clearing. The house came into view suddenly as if the storm had been hiding it. It was perched on the edge of a rushing creek, which was swollen by the torrential downpour.

It was an architectural ghost. Its walls sagged inward and were covered in a thick blanket of moss. Its roof had sunk in places, and ivy vines curled like tendrils of some malevolent plant in search of its next meal. There was a single large window which glowed with the cold light we’d seen from the treeline.

But it wasn’t the cabin that stole my attention.

There were two figures standing just outside of the house. The wind whipped their scent in my direction, and I recognized their scent. It was the same as Martha’s.

“It’s them,” I insisted. “Edith and Polly. Martha’s companions. They’re… the same.”

“You mean they’re… not human?” Lucy asked.

“I think we’ve seen enough to say fairly confidently what they are,” I said. “They’re witches.”

But they were unlike the stereotypical image that the movies portrayed. There were no dark robes and pointed hats, and they weren’t cackling ominously. Instead they wore ordinary clothes. Dirty, yes, but ordinary. Their graying hair was wild and unkempt, yet strangely dry despite the rain, like they were immune to the downpour around them.

It was instantly clear that these two were in fact the storm’s conductors. Their arms were outstretched while they chanted something in a guttural, rhythmic language that sent a chill down my spine.

“Whatever they’re doing, we have to stop it,” Lucy hissed as her hand moved to her gun. “There’s a reason they don’t want us near that house.”

“Maybe they have Elias,” I said. “Or Ravenov’s rock.”

“It’s not just a rock,” Veronica sighed. “In fact, it’s probably the thing giving them this much power.”

“Move carefully,” I warned. “Even if they’re the source of this weather, we don’t need to kill them unless we have no choice. They might have information we can use. Maybe injuring them might be enough to break their hold on this storm.”

“Let’s hope you’re right.” Lucy nodded.

Veronica glanced up as a bolt of lightning arced through the sky and split the air with a deafening crack.

“I’ll aim for zeir arms or legs. If zat doesn’t stop zem…” the Romanian trailed off, and I knew what she was thinking.

If disabling them didn’t work, we might not have a choice but to end them. But I wasn’t ready to cross that line unless we had to.

We spread out as each of us took a different angle toward the house. It was easier to hear the witches’ chants as we crept closer, though I still wasn’t sure exactly what they were saying. At least the noise of the wind and rain concealed our approach, or so I thought until the taller of the two snapped her head in my direction.

The witch’s arm rose in a swift motion before I could react, and a tendril of lightning twisted down from the sky directly at me. My instincts screamed as I felt the charge in the air, and I dove to the side to narrowly avoid the strike. The earth beneath where I’d stood moments ago exploded and sprayed mud and debris into the air. The acrid scent of scorched earth filled my nostrils and mixed with the sharp ozone smell of the storm.

I snarled, and the wolf inside me surged forward. My claws extended instinctively and my muscles tightened with the raw strength I could summon in this form. These witches were powerful, more than I’d anticipated, but I wasn’t going to let them win. Not here, not now.

Veronica fired her gun, and the sharp crack of the shot cut through the storm’s roar. The bullet struck the wall of the house just behind the shorter witch. She stumbled, and her chant momentarily faltered. The storm above us wavered for a split second so that the wind lost some of its ferocity.

“Keep the pressure on!” I shouted as I darted forward.

I felt my body shifting as I moved, and soon, the heightened agility of my lupine side took over. I lunged toward the shorter witch, who turned toward me with a hiss. She swept her arm upward and sent a gust of wind that hit me like a wall. I skidded backward and had to dig my claws deep into the mud for purchase.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lucy move along the tree line as she raised her gun and targeted the taller witch. There was a loud crack and the silver bullet connected with the witch’s arm. A howl of pain escaped the witch’s lips, and a series of black veins spread from the wound almost immediately. Her chanting faltered as she dropped her arm and clutched it in pain.

The shorter witch screamed in fury as she raised her hands again, and suddenly, the rain became sharper and sharper until it felt like hundreds of needles were being forced into my skin, even through my wolfish fur. The rain was now hail, though the ice looked more like slivers of glass than golf balls. It hurt like hell, and I could only imagine how bad it felt for Lucy and Veronica.

As if on cue, Veronica yelled out in pain.

“Futu-ti Dumnezeii matii!” she hissed, and while my Romanian was poor, I knew she wasn’t being particularly polite.

The shorter witch’s scream morphed into a guttural chant as her eyes blazed with cold fury and her hands twisted in intricate movements. The air thickened again, and I braced myself for whatever she was summoning next.

Veronica quickly fired another shot despite the pain in her eyes, but this time she aimed for the shorter witch’s leg. The bullet struck true, and the witch cried out in pain. Her chant faltered, and the hailstorm lessened, though it didn’t cease entirely.

“They’re weakening!” I shouted over the storm. “Keep pushing!”

I lunged forward again, this time with the full force of my lupine form. The shorter witch’s hands trembled as she tried to summon another gust of wind, but the silver lodged in her leg slowed her movements. Her chant faltered again, though the storm still raged around us. I pushed forward with all my strength, though at this point it felt like I was taking two steps forward and one step back.

The taller witch screamed something incomprehensible, and then raised her uninjured arm. The storm seemed to rally at her command, and the wind roared in defiance. It bent the trees to impossible angles as hail lashed at us with renewed fury. Lightning crackled overhead and illuminated the scene in bursts of stark, cold light.

My wolf senses screamed that we were at a breaking point. If we didn’t act now, we’d be swallowed by this storm, or worse. The taller witch’s uninjured arm weaved an intricate series of gestures, and I could feel the air grow heavier as it began to crackle with a loud electric energy.

Lucy and Veronica had spread out and were each trying to keep pressure on the witches, but the relentless wind and hail made every movement a Herculean effort. My claws dug into the mud as I braced against another sudden gust. The coppery scent of blood mixed with the sharp tang of ozone, and I glanced around as I tried to figure out our next move, since this one wasn’t going as planned.

“Think, damn it!” I growled to myself as I dodged another lightning strike.

These witches were too entrenched. They were literally using the storm as both shield and sword, and we were dancing to their tune. If we didn’t break their rhythm, we’d lose. It was as simple as that.

The taller witch snarled and whipped her hand toward Veronica. A surge of wind blasted out which sent my blonde partner into a thick puddle of mud. She groaned as she tried to get to her feet and raise her gun, but the shorter witch hissed something guttural and sent another tendril of wind to pin the Romanian in place.

Lucy fired another shot, this time at the taller witch’s leg, but the hail and wind diverted her aim. The bullet skimmed the witch’s arm instead and drew a streak of dark blood which did little to slow her.

We needed to change the rules of this little game.

And that meant a distraction.

I growled low in my throat and locked eyes with Lucy. Her rain-soaked hair clung to her face, but her expression was sharp with determination. She recognized the look in my eye and immediately understood my unspoken command. She fell back behind cover, and Veronica did the same.

“Veronica!” I shouted over the storm. “Brace yourself. I’m about to give you an opening!”

I didn’t wait for her response. My claws dug deeper into the earth as I let the wolf take over fully. My limbs stretched and shifted, my muscles coiled with power, and my senses sharpened. The pain of transformation was a distant hum compared to the storm raging around us.

I bared my teeth and surged forward as I aimed directly for the taller witch. Her eyes snapped to me, and she raised her uninjured arm to summon another blast of lightning, but I feinted left, then veered sharply to the right. The bolt struck the ground inches from where I’d been and sent mud and debris into the air. My lupine instincts roared to life with that attack, and I moved with a speed and ferocity that felt almost reckless.

“Come on, come on!” I snarled as I tried to keep their focus squarely on me.

The taller witch hissed something to her companion, and the shorter one turned her full attention to me as well.

Perfect.

They didn’t notice Lucy slip closer with her silver bullets loaded and ready, and they didn’t see Veronica’s fingers inching toward her sidearm. When the girls had fallen back, the witches had been just as cocky as I had hoped and took that as a sign of weakness. They thought Lucy and Veronica were hiding while I did the heavy lifting. But that meant they were leaving themselves wide open.

The witches’ chants grew louder as their voices weaved into a harsh, discordant melody. The storm responded in kind as it seemed to target only me. The ground beneath me shook violently as roots and stones were ripped free, and the hail around became blinding. It stung like a thousand angry hornets, but I kept moving. I zigzagged to avoid their concentrated strikes, even as the taller witch screeched and hurled another bolt of lightning. I leaped into the air and twisted my body to land just out of its path.

“You’re going to have to do better than that!” I taunted, though the effort of speaking through the chaos made my throat raw.

The shorter witch snarled something unintelligible and raised both hands. The wind coiled into a concentrated force like a veritable battering ram of air. It slammed into me like a freight train, and I tumbled backward from the force. I skidded through the mud until I collided with a tree, and pain shot through my ribs when I tried to right myself. I tasted blood on my tongue, but I smiled through the agony.

I’d bought enough time for Lucy to line up her shot.

This time, her aim was precise and struck the taller witch squarely in the chest. The witch let out a gurgled scream and clutched the wound as dark veins spread from the impact site. The storm faltered again so that its ferocity dimmed for a crucial second.

Veronica took advantage of the opening. With a guttural cry, she broke free of the wind’s grip and rolled to her feet. Her gun was up in an instant, and she fired at the shorter witch. The bullet tore into the woman’s plump stomach ,and both of her raised hands dropped to her gut.

The storm began to collapse in on itself. The wind died down to a mere whisper, and the hail ceased entirely. Rain still poured, but it was no longer the torrential onslaught it had been moments ago. The oppressive weight in the air lifted and left behind an eerie stillness.

The witches were down and were bleeding out. Their chants were reduced to nothing more than incoherent muttering. But before we could regroup, a sudden noise from the house drew our attention.

Through the shattered window, I saw a shadow dart through the cabin’s interior. The silhouette moved through the glowing light that had been like a beacon to us, and then the glow disappeared altogether.

A moment later, there was the sound of splintering wood as a back door slammed open. A figure emerged, and it was clutching something that glowed faintly in the dim light.

The glowing item had to be Ravenov’s rock and the artifact that Shaw Cross had been handing over to Petrescu.

The figure turned, and for a split second, I caught a glimpse of wild, rain-soaked hair and sharp, desperate eyes.

“Martha,” I growled.

The woman grimaced for a moment, and then she disappeared into the downpour.

“Lucy! Veronica! Secure those two!” I barked. “Make sure they’re not going anywhere! I’ll handle Martha!”

Lucy nodded sharply and moved to cover the taller witch, with her gun aimed squarely at the woman’s head. Veronica stumbled slightly but regained her footing and made her way toward the shorter one with her own weapon at the ready.

I trusted them to keep things under control, while I dealt with Martha. I plunged into the treeline, and though the rain still fell heavily, the tree canopy offered some protection. The ground was a treacherous mix of slick mud and tangled roots, but my lupine form allowed me to move with speed over the muck. Martha’s scent was sharp and desperate in my nose, although it mingled with the ozone of the storm and the earthy musk of the forest.

She was faster than I’d have given her credit for, but I was faster. My claws dug into the earth as I gained on her, and the glow of the artifact in her hands acted as a beacon. It flickered like a will-o’-the-wisp just ahead, and each pounding step brought me closer until I could hear her ragged breaths over the storm’s dying groans.

Just as I lunged at her, she twisted her body and threw something over her shoulder. My claw tore through her ribcage before I reflexively shielded my face as a cloud of ash exploded in my path. I plunged through it, but the moment the ashy particles touched my skin, a searing pain lanced through me. My lungs burned, my vision blurred, and my limbs felt like they were on fire.

I staggered and began choking and coughing as the scent of silver nitrate hit me like a punch to the gut. It wasn’t just the scent that stopped me though, but the substance itself. The cloud clung to my fur and skin and seemed to burrow into every pore. I could feel it seeping into my system like a toxin. Maybe those witches were better prepared than we expected.

“Damn it!” I growled as my knees began to buckle under me.

My claws dug into the ground as I fought to stay upright. Every nerve in my body screamed in protest, and my muscles felt as if they were being torn apart from the inside. I howled out in agony as I felt my strength waning while the silver worked its way deeper into my system.

Martha glanced over her shoulder, and her wild eyes locked onto mine for a split second. There was no triumph in her gaze, only cold calculation and a desperate determination to escape. Without hesitation, she turned and sprinted deeper into the forest, and the artifact’s faint glow faded with each step she took.

I tried to rise, but my body betrayed me. The silver nitrate had sapped my strength to leave me trembling and weak. My claws scraped uselessly at the mud as I forced myself to focus and to push past the pain.

“No,” I growled through clenched teeth.

The wolf in me rallied, though its strength was diminished. I forced myself to stand, but my legs wobbled beneath me. Each step forward was a battle against the fire that coursed through my veins, but I refused to stop trying.

I saw Martha falter just ahead as she clutched her side. Blood seeped between her fingers and dripped onto the forest floor, I could hear her ragged breathing, even over the rain. For a moment, it seemed like she might collapse, but she stumbled forward and disappeared into the shadows.

I lost sight of the fleeing witch, but her bitter scent lingered in the rain-soaked air. She was badly hurt, I could smell that much. The coppery aroma cut through the burning haze of silver nitrate that clung to my senses, and suddenly, I was grounded again.

The forest around me blurred into a storm-tossed mosaic of dark shapes and dripping leaves. Every muscle in my body screamed for me to stop, but I pressed on, because Martha’s wild, erratic movements betrayed her growing panic. I could see where she had stumbled and left smeared bloodstains on the slick roots and torn leaves in her wake. Her composure was faltering, which gave me a chance, even if my body was on the verge of collapse.

“Come on,” I growled to myself. “One more step.”

Then, my legs buckled, and I collapsed against a tree. Bark scraped against my side as I slid down to my knees and slowly returned to my human form. I dug my dirty fingers into the muddy ground and sighed as frustration and pain warred for dominance within me. The wolf howled in protest, demanding that I rise and finish the hunt, but my body refused to obey.

“Damn it!” I snarled and slammed my fist into the ground.

Mud squelched between my fingers as I forced myself upright. Every movement was torture, and I wasn’t sure I had the strength to follow my steps back to the hut.

Martha had gotten away, but it wasn’t a total loss. She was now alone, injured, and running out of time. Whatever she planned to do with the artifact, she’d have to act fast, and she’d have to do it without her coven. That desperation would be her very quick undoing.

I turned and began the painful trek back to the cabin where Lucy and Veronica were waiting. Each step was agony, but the wolf in me refused to let me stop. Martha had escaped, but she wasn’t free. Not yet.

The artifact was her lifeline, and now it was a ticking clock counting down her final moments.

And I would be there when the time ran out.


Chapter 14

The clearing felt unnaturally silent as I stumbled back into it. The storm was now just a steady drizzle that seeped into the earth and turned the ground into a sludgy mire. My breaths came in shallow gasps, and every muscle in my body protested with each step.

Lucy appeared first as she stepped into the doorway of the old house. Her sharp eyes scanned the treeline until they found me. Relief flickered across her face, and her boots splashed through the mud as she ran toward me.

“Nate!” Lucy called as she reached me, and then her hands gripped my arm and steadied me when my knees threatened to buckle. “You’re hurt, what happened?”

“It’s not… important,” I panted as I forced myself upright. “Martha… got away… with the artifact. She’s… injured, though. She won’t get far.”

“You look like hell,” she muttered. “Veronica and I have the witches inside. They’re in bad shape, but alive enough to talk. Not that they’re telling us anything.”

I grunted in response, too drained to offer more. The metallic taste of silver nitrate still lingered in my mouth, and though my human form dulled the pain, I could tell it was going to be a while until I got it out of my system. Each step sent bolts of agony through my legs, but the promise of rest and answers pulled me forward.

The cabin’s door creaked as we stepped inside. A rush of warmth from the fire that crackled in the hearth greeted me, along with an acrid mix of blood, herbs, and something sour that made my stomach churn. My eyes adjusted to the dim interior, and the scene before me sharpened.

The cabin was a single open room crammed with mismatched furniture and shelves packed with jars, books, and other arcane objects, and the air was heavy with the residue I was beginning to associate with witchcraft. A rickety wooden table was in the center of the mess, and even from the doorway, I could see its surface was scarred with knife marks and stained with old blood. Beside it, the two witches were slumped against the legs of overturned chairs as they used their bare hands to apply pressure to their wounds.

Veronica glanced at me with a look that was a mixture of relief and worry. Both witches were sickly pale, and their faces were slick with sweat. Their breaths came in shallow gasps, and neither would probably make it more than a few minutes.

“Nate,” Veronica greeted me as Lucy helped me lower myself into a chair near the fire. “Are you okay?”

“I’ve been worse,” I rasped, though the ache in my chest made the words feel like a lie.

“Ve’ve been trying to get answers out of them, but they’re stubborn,” the blonde said and nodded at the pair. “Not a peep about Martha, the artifact, or what they were planning. And they don’t have much time left.”

I glanced at the captives. Their eyes flickered toward me briefly, then away as their lips pressed into thin lines. Both were clearly in agony, but there was a grim determination in their expressions. They weren’t going to talk. Not willingly.

The fire’s heat seeped into my bones and eased the worst of the cold that had settled in me. My strength was returning, though slowly. I straightened in the chair and surveyed the room more closely.

The shelves lining the walls were crammed with the tools of their craft, much like the shelves in Martha’s store. There were jars filled with dried herbs, strange powders, and preserved animal parts. In one corner was a bookshelf stacked with weathered grimoires, and several crude talismans hung from the walls. A small bassinet sat in one corner. The lining was tattered but clean, and a folded blanket lay neatly inside. The sight of it sent a chill down my spine, and I was suddenly aware of a sickly-sweet scent. It was the unmistakable scent of an infant.

“There was a child here,” I murmured. “Elias.”

Lucy followed my gaze, and her brow furrowed.

“Yeah, we noticed that, too,” she nodded. “No sign of the kid now, though. You don’t think it’s too late, do you?”

“I don’t know,” I grunted. “Perhaps Polly and Edith here know.”

The two battered women looked up at me with hatred in their eyes, but they didn’t say a word.

My attention shifted back to the shelves. Amid the clutter, a glass bottle caught my eye. It was small, with a handwritten label that read Salvia Divinorum. The liquid inside was pale green and viscous, and it caught the firelight in an almost hypnotic way. My mind flashed back to something Martha had said when we first questioned her back in The Hollow Apothecary.

“Some believe it’s nature’s truth serum,” I muttered to myself.

“What was that?” Lucy asked.

“Martha,” I replied. “When she was showing off her knowledge of herbs, she told us that some people say Salvia is nature’s truth serum.”

“I remember,” the brunette agent nodded. “But you don’t… believe her, do you?”

“Lucy, I wasn’t even sure I believed in witches until a few hours ago,” I sighed. “I don’t think we can rely on our own beliefs here.”

I was still unsteady as I crossed the room, but I managed it. My fingers curled around the cool and smooth surface of the bottle, and when I turned around, I saw the witches’ eyes widen slightly as they saw what I held, and a flicker of fear passed between them.

“Salvia,” I said as I turned the bottle in my hand. “They’re not going to talk on their own, and we’re running out of time. So perhaps it’s worth a try.”

“Do it,”Veronica urged.

I set the bottle on the table and grabbed a dusty glass from a nearby shelf. As I poured a small amount of the liquid, I caught a whiff of its pungent, earthy aroma.

“Don’t,” the smaller witch croaked in a raw voice. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Oh, it does speak,” I jeered. “If I don’t know what I’m doing, let’s make this easier then. Tell me everything you know.”

“Fuck you,” the other woman spat.

“Well, Polly or Edith, whichever you are,” I replied in a cold tone. “You had your chance to talk. Now, we do it my way.”

She recoiled, and I noticed her defiance falter.

I approached the smaller one first. Lucy stood at my side, and her hand rested on her holstered weapon, while Veronica loomed behind the witches like a shadow. I knelt and held the glass close to the woman’s lips.

“Drink,” I commanded.

She turned her head away as her face contorted in a snarl.

“Go to hell, dog,” she hissed.

I grabbed her jaw and forced her head back. She struggled weakly, but her injuries sapped her strength. With a sharp twist, I poured the liquid into her mouth and clamped her jaw shut so she was forced to swallow.

She gagged, and her eyes watered, but the Salvia went down. I released her, and she slumped against the chair as her chest heaved. For a moment, nothing happened. Then her pupils dilated, and her breathing slowed. A faint glaze settled over her eyes, and her defiance ebbed away like a receding tide.

I did the same to her friend and then leaned in closer to them.

“What is Martha planning?” I asked.

The faintest twitch of the shorter woman’s jaw was the only sign that she wasn’t as unshakable as she wanted us to believe. She didn’t speak immediately as her lips pressed together in a tight line, as though something beyond the Salvia was keeping her from answering.

“You’re not leaving here vithout telling us vhat you know,” Veronica warned.

The witch didn’t answer, but I noticed her fingers twitch ever so slightly, as if the Salvia was beginning to take effect more fully.

“Tell us about the ritual,” I pressed as I leaned closer to the taller woman. “What happens with Elias? What are you doing with Shaw Cross’ heart?”

The taller witch’s lips parted as if to speak, then closed again. It was clear she wasn’t going to make this easy, but I knew she was crumbling. The truth was going to come out, whether she liked it or not.

Finally, the taller witch spoke. Her voice was strained but cold as though she was trying to stop herself.

“Elias is… the key,” she rasped. “A sacrifice. His innocence… is power.”

The taller woman paused and struggled to get the words out as if they were burning her tongue.

“Edith…” the shorter witch said. “Stop…”

“He will give us what we need… for the ritual,” Edith finished.

The room fell silent for a heartbeat as I processed what she had said.

“You’re going to sacrifice a child?” I hissed, and the words were like a bitter poison in my mouth.

Edith’s eyes flickered with something. Regret, maybe? Or defiance.

“What about Ravenov’s artifact?” Veronica asked.

“The Nocturna Obsidian,” Polly muttered. “The artifact amplifies supernatural power. Makes us… stronger.”

I felt a chill crawl up my spine. They knew what the artifact was, which was why they had wanted it. It was the same one Ravenov used to keep the vampires in power, and it was what had given Martha and her coven their strength and enough power to control the massive storm.

“The Nocturna Obsidian,” I repeated as my voice lowered to a growl. “That’s why you intercepted Shaw Cross. You wanted to take it from the Ravenov family.”

“Yes,” Polly rasped. “We knew all about it. We had to… take it. With it, we are unstoppable.”

“Unstoppable?” Lucy spat. “And that power is worth killing a literal baby for?”

The witch’s lips curled into a faint, almost smug smile.

“It would be worth killing a thousand for,” she smirked. “He will give us what we need… for the ritual.”

“What is the ritual?” I demanded. “What is its purpose?”

“The ritual… to steal the stone’s power.” Edith’s voice cracked as she spoke. “The ritual that will free us. The heart…”

She coughed, as though she didn’t want to continue, but the Salvia wouldn’t let her stop now.

“Shaw Cross’ heart,” Veronica supplied. “You killed him for it, didn’t you? What are you planning to do with it?”

Polly’s lips twisted into something that could have been a smile or a grimace.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Shaw Cross is dead, and we have his heart.”

Her eyes met mine, dark and full of malice.

“It’s part of the ritual,” Edith continued. “The heart… it ties everything together. With it, we summon our demonic counterparts.”

“A demon,” I muttered. The pieces were falling into place, but there were still so many gaps. “A demon to do what? What happens to the artifact?”

“The Nocturna Obsidian,” Polly rasped, her voice a brittle whisper. “It will sever its connection to the vampire line. The demon will do it. It will give us power. Permanent power.”

And then it hit me, and the realization twisted my gut. The vampire line would be severed, so all of the Ravenov family’s strength would be lost. It was everything we wanted, but it meant the witches would acquire it instead.

“What about Tyler Roth?” Lucy interrupted. “Was his manic outburst your handiwork?”

Polly suddenly let out an insane laugh that was worthy of a horror movie.

“He was in the wrong place, at the wrong time,” Edith sniggered. “He had to be punished.”

Edith’s voice cut in, raw with contempt.

“Punishment had to be dealt, and he couldn’t help with the ritual,” Polly interjected. “Not like the others.”

“All the rumors over the years…” I said and fought the urge to kill them both on the spot. “All of the strange occurrences… they weren’t just accidents. You’ve been taking advantage of the people in this town for decades. Haven’t you?”

“They’re used to it by now,” the taller witch grunted as she winced against her injury. “Autumn comes, and with it, the unusual… the strange things that go bump in the night. It’s a small price to pay for the power we provide.”

“The power you provide?” I repeated. “What power do you provide? All you do is take from these people.”

“Not all,” Edith cackled. “No, no, no… we provide him with the power he asked for.”

“He?” Veronica snapped. “Who is he? Ravenov? Tell us!”

Polly laughed. “Baal.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Lucy sighed.

“So, you’ve fed off of this town for decades, and what?” I continued. “You wanted more.”

“It was promised,” both of the witches said in unison.

“Fuck me,” Veronica grunted.

“And Elias? Where is he? What happened to him?” I asked as I refocused our questioning on the immediate problem.

“The child will die… but not in vain,” Edith said in a chilling voice.

“So he isn’t dead yet?” Lucy asked, and she glanced between Veronica and I with a hopeful expression on her face.

I could feel the weight of the witches’ words settle over me, like a dark cloud. The ritual was not just about power. It was about unlocking something far darker and older than anything I had ever imagined. My mind flashed with the idea of a world imprisoned in a war between vampires and witches, and I knew I couldn’t let that happen.

Polly’s lips parted as if to speak, but Edith cut her off with a sharp shake of her head.

“You can’t stop it,” Edith said. “It’s already been set in motion.”

My gaze shifted from the two witches to Lucy and Veronica. Both women were standing in tense silence, clearly as shaken by the revelations as I was, though their expressions were more controlled. The air was thick with the weight of the witches’ words.

I stood straighter, and the pain from my injuries was momentarily forgotten as adrenaline surged through me.

“You’re wrong,” I snapped. “It’s not too late. I can still stop it.”

The witches seemed to recoil at the defiance in my tone, but their eyes held no fear. Only the cold, unyielding certainty that they were beyond my reach.

“You think you can stop it?” Polly sneered. “Who are you to stop us?”

I didn’t answer immediately. For a long moment, I stared at them and searched their eyes for any hint of weakness, any sign that they might crack under the pressure of the Salvia. But there was nothing. Their faces were hard as stone, and their resolve was unbreakable despite the drug and the blood loss.

“Who am I?” I growled. “I’m the Lupe Alpha, and you have no idea what we are capable of. Now. Tell me where Martha is.”

“The site where Shaw Cross’ blood first spilled,” Polly whimpered with glazed eyes.

“Ze stone ruins,” Veronica said. “Where we chased Tyler Roth.”

After a quiet moment, Edith’s lips parted as if she was about to say something, and her expression flickered with hesitation.

“We… we gave you what you wanted,” she said slowly in a weak voice before she glanced down and the blood that continued to seep from her wound. “Now… you can help us.”

I froze for a moment as I stared at the two women in disbelief.

“You’re asking for my help?” I barked. “After everything you’ve done to this town and these people? You’ve just admitted to killing one man and your intention to kill a baby, and you want me to help you?”

Polly nodded faintly as her eyes became dull and weary.

“If you kill us, if you end us now, you’ll be no better than we,” she said.

I assumed that the statement was meant to evoke a feeling of guilt, but all she managed to do was fuel my rage.

“Spare me,” I spat in a voice laced with venom. “I’ve heard enough.”

My hand reached out to Lucy’s hip and closed around the handle of the gun in her holster. There was no room for mercy. No room for hesitation. If I let them live, if I allowed them to walk away, they would finish what they had started. They’d had a taste of dark power, and they clearly weren’t going to let that go. And then what? They would tear apart everything I had worked to protect.

I had never been the kind of person to kill someone that was unarmed, but as I stared at the witches, a cold resolve washed over me. I had to end this.

I looked up at Lucy, who was standing a few feet away as she watched me carefully. She knew what needed to be done, as did Veronica, who had fallen silent but gave me a nod of encouragement. They knew the cost of failure.

These two amazing women also trusted me to make the right choice, and in this moment, the right choice was simple. I had to kill them.

My fingers tightened around the gun. The witches watched me, and their glassy eyes flickered with the briefest hint of fear, but it was too late for that. They had sealed their fate when they chose this path.

I aimed the gun at Polly first, and though her mouth opened in protest, I squeezed the trigger before she could speak. The sharp crack of the gunshot echoed through the cabin, followed by the dull thud of her body slumping against the floor.

Edith flinched at the sound, and her eyes widened in shock. Her gaze flickered to Polly’s lifeless form, then back to me. She opened her mouth to say something, maybe to beg, maybe to curse me, but I didn’t give her the chance.

The second shot rang out almost immediately, louder than the first, and Edith’s body collapsed to the side so that her eyes stared vacantly at the ceiling.

I didn’t flinch, though, and I didn’t allow myself the luxury of feeling anything for them. Not after everything they’d done. The room fell silent once again, except for the crackling of the fire.

I stood there for a moment and stared at the two witches’ bodies, but there was no remorse or regret inside me.

“You did what you had to do,” Lucy said matter-of-factly. “But we don’t have much time.”

I nodded as I felt the tight knot of urgency in my gut. Time was running out. Even with the witches dead, the ritual wasn’t stopped. It was still happening. They had been clear about that, and I couldn’t shake the dread that lingered in my bones. The child, Elias, was still in danger, and the whole town could be at risk if I didn’t figure out who the witches had meant when they talked about giving someone power.

“Right,” I muttered. “At least we got something useful from them.”

Veronica moved toward the door as she scanned the room. Her eyes flickered to the window before she turned back to me.

“Who vere they talking about?” the blonde asked. “Who benefitted from all of zis?”

“They said we already knew,” Lucy said as she scowled. “Do they mean Martha? Or someone else we met?”

“I think they were right,” I admitted as I slumped into a wooden chair. “I think we do know.”

“We do?” Lucy asked as she shared a confused look with her blonde counterpart.

“Are you telling me that no one comes to mind?” I asked and I watched as their furrowed brows relaxed and their eyes widened with realization.

“Adler,” they echoed.


Chapter 15

The witches were dead, but the ritual was still in motion. And now, we had to confront the one person who seemed to have enabled it all.

Sheriff Adler.

The possibility that he was involved sent a chill through me, but the more I thought about it, the more it made sense. All the little things added up. The way he’d been dismissive of us when we first arrived, and then the way he refused to engage when we started digging too deep, all of that had pointed to something darker than just incompetence.

And now we had to find him.

There was nothing else of interest in the cabin, and we were running out of time to save Elias. So we trudged back to the town, though at least the worst of the storm had passed, so the trip was easier.

As we approached the front door of the inn, the warm light that spilled out onto the porch was a stark contrast to the coldness inside me. I pushed the aged wooden door open and let out a sigh of relief as I stepped into its welcoming reception area.

Margaret appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, and her face immediately broke into a concerned frown the moment she took in our state.

“Good heavens, what happened to you all?” she asked as her hands reached for the doorframe. Her eyes scanned our faces and took in the bruises, the exhaustion, and the dirt.

“We’re fine, Margaret,” Lucy said quickly as she forced a smile. “Nasty storm, that’s all.”

“Fine?” Margaret’s eyes narrowed as she stepped forward and placed a hand on Veronica’s arm as if to check for injuries. “You’re covered in blood, and you’re both clearly hurt. And Nate, you look like someone walked over your grave.”

“We’re fine,” I repeated. “We just need to rest for a bit. We’re going to be heading back out soon.”

Margaret didn’t seem convinced, but she nodded slowly.

“If you say so,” she said. “But you’ll tell me if you need anything, won’t you?”

“Of course ve vill,” Veronica smiled.

“Good,” the innkeeper nodded. “At least let me get you some tea.”

We agreed and slumped into the seats by the hearth. Margaret’s soft footsteps echoed through the small, cozy inn as she moved toward the kitchen. The sound of the kettle humming with anticipation mixed with the soft crackling of the fire in the hearth. The whole spectacle had drained us, physically and mentally, and now there was only one question left hanging in the air… Sheriff Adler. How was he involved, and how deep did this rabbit hole go?

Margaret returned a few minutes later with a small tray that held a teapot and three cups. She set it down gently on the table between us with a smile, although her expression was still troubled. Of course, she could feel the tension that loomed over us, and like any one with half an ounce of common sense, she was probably wondering if she should disappear into the kitchen and not return until we’d left.

“Here you go, dears,” she cooed. “This should warm you up.”

I nodded in thanks, but my mind was still racing. I took a sip of the hot tea and felt the warmth soothing my sore throat, but it did little to calm the unease that churned inside me. I felt as though I was missing something, something critical about Adler, and I couldn’t rest until I figured out what it was.

Margaret moved back to the desk, but her gaze flicked between the three of us before settling on me. Then, something inside me shifted. The words came out before I had a chance to think.

“Margaret,” I called out. “Can I ask you something a little strange?”

“Of course, dear,” she said as her brow furrowed. “What’s troubling you?”

I hesitated for a moment as the weight of the question pressed down on me. I had no idea how Margaret would react, but I couldn’t keep this to myself any longer. She had seen more of the town’s inner workings than most. She might be able to shed some light on things I hadn’t considered.

“I’m starting to wonder,” I said slowly as I tried to choose my words carefully. “About Sheriff Adler.””

Her lips parted slightly, as if she hadn’t expected the question, and her eyes darted to the side as she processed what I’d said. There was a long pause, filled only by the soft hiss of the fire and the clink of her teacup as she set it down.

“I don’t know what you mean, dear,” she said after a moment as her eyes darted to the side. “Are you suggesting he’s not… um, a good sheriff?”

I leaned forward, and my eyes narrowed slightly as I studied her expression.

“I mean, his whole situation,” I said. “The way he acts, how he’s been so dismissive of strange occurrences. How he doesn’t seem to care about the safety of the town.”

Margaret’s gaze remained fixed on me for a moment, and I could see her processing what I was asking. The quiet crackling of the fire filled the silence between us, and for a few seconds, I almost regretted asking. But, deep down, I knew I wasn’t wrong. The pieces were falling into place, but I needed more from someone who knew this place and its Sheriff better than I did.

Her lips trembled slightly, and after a moment, she walked back to the fire and sat down in a chair opposite us. I could see the hesitation in her as she weighed whether or not she should say what was on the tip of her tongue. Finally, she sighed, as though she’d come to a reluctant decision.

“Now that you mention it, there is something odd about Adler,” Margaret said.

Her voice was quiet and full of a somber truth. She seemed almost hesitant to say more, and her quick glance at the door confirmed that.

“Please,” I said quietly and nodded to her.

“I’ve lived in this town for a long time, and I’ve seen a lot of things come and go,” she sighed. “But Sheriff Adler, well, I’ll admit it, he’s always been a bit of a mystery. When he first became sheriff, I didn’t think much of it. I mean, there wasn’t really a lot of competition for the role, if you catch my drift. We don’t really have much need for a big law enforcement presence. But now that I think about it, he was never really close to being promoted, not even in the same league as some of the other officers. Not even close.”

My heart began to race. This was what I needed to hear. The pieces were falling into place, and the puzzle became clearer by the minute. Adler had been pushed into that position, forced there by forces far beyond simple merit or election.

“He wasn’t even considered a serious contender for sheriff,” Margaret continued as her eyes darkened. “He’d been with the force for a long time, sure, but he wasn’t someone anyone thought would rise to that kind of power. He was always, well, invisible, I guess. He had a quiet kind of presence, but he never showed any leadership potential. At least, not that anyone could see.”

“So, how did he get the position?” I asked as I leaned forward, unable to tear my eyes away from her.

Margaret paused for a moment as though searching for the right words. When she spoke again, her voice dropped to a near-whisper.

“One day, he was just the sheriff,” she said and looked around again. “There wasn’t any big ceremony, no special promotion. It was like someone just handed him the job. One day, we had a new sheriff, and that was that. No questions asked.”

I felt a chill wash over me, and I exchanged a glance with Lucy and Veronica. There was something so unsettling about her words, about the fact that Adler’s rise had been so sudden and so unnatural. It was like the whole town had been blindsided by it.

“And since then?” I asked.

Margaret looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite place. It was like something between sadness and frustration.

“Since then, things have only gotten stranger,” she said. “At first, it was little things, you know? There was a coldness in him that wasn’t there before. He started making decisions that didn’t make sense, letting people get away with things that no sheriff would. Explaining away strange occurrences and disappearances. My goodness, how have I not really thought about this before?”

“If you had no reason to be suspicious, it’s understandable that you wouldn’t,” Lucy said. “It seems like everyone else in town felt the same.”

“You see, Nate, the town really has been different ever since he took over,” Margaret continued as though she was confessing something she wasn’t entirely sure she should be sharing. “I’ve seen a few things myself, things I can’t explain, but there’s a definite shift in the air. I’ve always thought it was just me, maybe I was imagining it, but now that you’re here asking questions, I think there’s something to it. Something is wrong in Dorset.”

“You might be right about that,” I muttered.

Sheriff Adler’s ascent to power wasn’t just unusual, it reeked of manipulation. It was as if unseen hands had guided him into place for a purpose far darker than simply running the town. And it didn’t take a genius to work out who the guiding hands had been.

Lucy and Veronica nodded in agreement, but Margaret’s expression turned even more troubled.

“I don’t know what you’re really doing in this town, or what you’re planning,” she began as she looked down at her hands. “And I don’t need to know. But please… be careful.”

“We’ll be careful,” I assured her. “Thank you for your help, Margaret.”

Margaret didn’t look convinced, but she nodded reluctantly before retreating through the door into the kitchen.

“We don’t have much time,” I said as I leaned forward. “The full moon is tomorrow. We have to find Martha tonight and stop her.”

But I was surprised when Lucy firmly shook her head.

“No, Nate,” she said. “You need to rest.”

“Rest?” I frowned. “We don’t have time for that.”

“Listen, Nate,” Veronica interjected as she placed a calming hand on my knee. “Ve know that Martha vill be carrying out the ritual tomorrow night at the ruins in the voods. If ve rush out tonight, ve vill just vaste time and energy tracking her. It makes more sense to focus on resting and preparing ourselves to ambush her.”

My fists clenched involuntarily at Veronica’s insistence that we wait. Every fiber of my being screamed that time was slipping away. Martha was out there, and I had no doubt she was preparing for tomorrow night’s ritual. Did my partners really expect us to just sit around?

“We can’t just let her have the whole night to herself,” I argued, and I couldn’t stop my voice from becoming tinged with frustration. “If we can find her now, we might be able to stop this before it gets worse.”

“Nate, I get it,” Lucy sighed, and her eyes softened as they met mine. “Believe me, I do. But think about it for a second.”

She gestured toward me, and for the first time, I realized just how disheveled I looked. I had dirt-streaked skin, torn clothes, blood still crusted on my knuckles, and my lungs were still tight from the silver nitrate.

“You’re exhausted,” Veronica added. “You’ve been through a lot today.”

“The silver nitrate really knocked me on my ass,” I agreed.

“We all have,” Lucy said. “If we go out there half-cocked, chasing shadows, what good are we going to be?”

“I know, but…” I began, but then hesitated as I really considered their point.

“She’s right,” Veronica said. “The silver nitrate isn’t just something you can shake off. I think you’re lucky it vasn’t vorse. It vill take a toll on your body, and you need time to recover.”

The adrenaline that had coursed through me during the chase had dulled the pain, but now as I sat here in the warmth of the inn, the fatigue was beginning to seep into my bones. My limbs felt heavier, and my thoughts felt slower. But still, the idea of sitting idle while Martha worked in the shadows gnawed at me.

“I’ll be fine,” I said stubbornly. “Every second counts.”

“And every second you push yourself past your limit, you’re weakening yourself,” Lucy said. “You saw the power that stupid rock gave those witches today. Martha will be at full strength tomorrow, and if we try to take her on when we’re running on fumes, we’ll lose. Is that what you want?”

Her words hit me like a slap, and for a moment, I couldn’t respond. I glanced at Veronica, but she only nodded in agreement.

“Ve know vhere she vill be tomorrow,” Veronica said patiently. “At the ruins. At the full moon. That is vhen she must complete the ritual. She von’t be able to do anything permanent until then. If ve prepare properly, ve can stop her. But if ve rush in now, ve risk everything.”

I swallowed hard and felt my frustration bubbling just beneath the surface. They were right. Deep down, the agent in me knew it. I’d warned my own team back at the bureau against going into a mission half-assed, and now here I was being told the same thing.

Even though it felt like giving Martha the upper hand, logically, I knew she wouldn’t dare attempt the ritual until the precise moment the stars aligned in her favor. Which gave us a small window of time.

“Fine,” I muttered as I sank back into the chair. “But if we’re waiting, we need a plan.”

“And we will make one,” the brunette agent said. “But right now, you’re going to bed.”

Lucy’s voice was firm, and she pointed at the staircase like a frustrated mother. It made me smirk.

“I’ll go to bed after--” I began, but she stopped me.

“Rest,” she interrupted. “We have no hope without our Lupe Alpha, so we need you at full strength.”

“Fine.” I sighed, but I couldn’t help a smile from sneaking onto my face. “But I want us ready at first light. If we’re not taking action tonight, we’ll need every moment tomorrow.”

“Deal.” Lucy nodded, while her Romanian counterpart gave me a small, approving smile.

As I stood, I felt every bruise and ache in my body. I started up the stairs, and every step made the weight of exhaustion more evident. Our room was dimly lit by the moonlight spilling through the rain-streaked window and, I had to admit, the bed looked like paradise.

As I sank into the mattress, the tension in my muscles immediately began to unwind. My thoughts were still tangled with worry about Martha and the ritual, but Lucy had brought a sense of grounding. She was right. I was the Lupe Alpha. I had a responsibility, and that meant being ready.

I forced myself to relax and let the day’s fatigue overtake me. Soon, I slipped into an uneasy sleep.

The night was filled with vivid nightmares, and each was more terrifying than the last. Martha’s face was twisted by dark magic as it swam in and out of focus. I saw my team, bloodied and broken on the cold stone floor of the ruins. Every dream was punctuated by a full moon that hung ominously in the sky.

I woke up with a start, and my heart was pounding like I’d just run a marathon. The nightmares had felt way too real, right down to the cold stone of the ruins and the twisted faces of my team. I could still feel the phantom ache of fear in my chest, but regardless, the fatigue that had filled my body last night had eased.

As I shifted in bed, I noticed the quiet hum of a laptop. I turned my head and saw Lucy was slumped in an awkward position at the small desk by the window. Her head rested on her arm, and her laptop screen still displayed one of the CIA documents that Agent Keller had sent over.

Across the room, Veronica lay on her bed with her notebook open and pressed against her pillow. A pen dangled precariously from her fingers as though she’d been mid-thought before sleep claimed her.

I smiled faintly. They’d worked themselves to exhaustion trying to piece together our plan while I had been recovering. The sight filled me with a strange mix of gratitude and guilt. They deserved to rest, and more than that, they needed it.

Quietly, I swung my legs out of bed and padded across the floor then slipped into the bathroom.

The shower was scalding as it washed away the grime of yesterday’s fight and eased the lingering tension in my muscles. As I stood under the steady stream, I let the warm water revive me. Today was going to be unlike anything I’d faced before, and somehow, I felt ready.

Once I was clean and dressed, I returned to the room. Lucy and Veronica were still fast asleep with their soft breathing the only sound. I gathered the laptop and the notebook then slipped out of the room to let them rest.

Downstairs, the inn was quiet. Dawn had barely broken, but I was going to make the most of every second of peace to prepare myself.

I placed Lucy’s laptop and Veronica’s notebook on the small wooden table before me and took a seat in the leather chair. The sharp cold of the leather sent a shiver through my body, and I glanced up at the hearth. Last night’s fire had long gone out, and the harsh draft that whistled under the front door must have pulled out the last of the remaining heat.

I rubbed my hands together for warmth as the chill seeped into my bones. The inn was quiet, and the faint creak of wood from above was the only sound in the otherwise still morning. I doubted that anyone would be around for a while, since even Margaret wouldn’t be up this early, so I stood and moved toward the fireplace.

I knelt down onto the cold, rough stones of the hearth, and my hands brushed against the dusty surface as I gathered a pile of dry kindling. The scent of fresh pine and damp earth filled my nostrils as I carefully placed each piece onto the grate. I took my time to arrange them like a puzzle to ensure a steady burn before I struck a match and held it to the base of the wood. The small pieces of kindling soon glowed red and then burst into flames with a satisfying snap and crackle.

The cold air, though still sharp, seemed to recede as the flames filled the room with warmth. But I knew the real heat was coming from the task before me, so I collapsed back into my seat and basked in the glow and crackle of the fire for a moment before I turned my attention back to the table, where Lucy’s laptop and Veronica’s notebook were waiting for me.

I reached for the laptop first. I flipped it open and checked the report that Lucy had been looking at before she passed out in exhaustion. It was a CIA dossier on the Lupe Alpha. Me. Why had she been looking at this?

Agent Keller hadn’t sent this over, so I assumed that Lucy must have gone snooping through their files. I frowned as I ran my eyes over the text, and my heart rate increased as I read what the agency knew. The CIA, of course, had no idea that I was the Lupe Alpha. But I didn’t exactly have all of the answers, either. But this report made it clear that there was more they had uncovered about the legend of the Lupe Alpha than I had known about myself.

I skimmed through the details. It wasn’t the kind of report I was used to. There was no field data or direct intel. Instead, it consisted of folklore that detailed ancient rituals, mythic figures, and the powers attributed to the Alpha.

The Lupe Alpha is not just any werewolf. It is a being capable of extraordinary strength and regenerative abilities. Unlike regular werewolves, whose transformations were merely heightened during the full moon, the Lupe Alpha’s power seemed to reach its peak at this time.

I leaned in closer as I read about the rare abilities that the Lupe Alpha supposedly possessed. One of them, the report mentioned, was the ability to heal quickly. This was what had allowed them to survive ancient battles. That, and their decreased reactivity to silver which can be fatal for their werewolf subordinates.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized just how little I knew about the transformation I was undergoing. The report referred to the Lupe Alpha’s ability to heal rapidly, which I had certainly felt in the past. There were moments when I’d been injured, and the pain would subside as quickly as it came, almost as if my body was resetting itself. But I’d never given it much thought before, perhaps because I didn’t fully understand what was happening to me.

The report mentioned how the Lupe Alpha was resistant to silver in a way that other werewolves were not, but it didn’t go into detail about how this worked. Was it simply a matter of strength, or was there something in my biology that made me less susceptible to silver? Either way, it explained why the effects of the silver nitrate powder wore off so quickly. For a normal werewolf, that could have been fatal.

I rubbed my face and leaned back in my chair. This whole situation was starting to feel more like a puzzle than a mystery. The report had a wealth of information, but it was all theoretical, and dare I say, speculative. It hinted at things that might be true but didn’t offer any concrete answers.

And what about the full moon? The report implied that my power peaked during this time, but how did that affect me? Did the moon itself somehow catalyze this regeneration?

The idea that I was the Lupe Alpha was still a heavy weight in my mind. I hadn’t even begun to fully comprehend what that meant for me. From what I’d read, my abilities went far beyond anything I’d imagined, but how could I control them? How could I harness them to stop Martha and the ritual she was trying to complete? My thoughts kept drifting back to the full moon. What if I couldn’t control this power when it reached its peak? What if, in the middle of stopping the ritual, I lost myself?

I ran a hand through my hair as frustration began building once again. It was one thing to learn that I was something extraordinary, but it was another entirely to figure out how to use that to my advantage. I had no training, no knowledge of what was happening to me, and no idea how I was supposed to control it.

Fuck, if only I knew more about who I was.

A shift in the air caught my attention, and I turned to see Lucy standing at the top of the stairs. Her eyes were still heavy with sleep but sharp as ever.

“Everything okay?” she asked, her voice soft but with an undercurrent of concern.

“Yeah, just thinking,” I nodded, not entirely sure what to say.

She descended the stairs slowly and crossed the reception to join me at the table. Her gaze flickered to the laptop before settling on me.

“You’ve read the report,” she said.

I nodded but didn’t know what to say.

“I was just curious,” she said after a moment. “I was so worried yesterday when Martha used that stuff to stop you… I wondered if there was anything we could do to protect you, so I did a bit of snooping.”

I raised an eyebrow but didn’t interrupt. Her curiosity about the report made sense. She’d seen what I was capable of, or at least what I had the potential to do, and perhaps it was no surprise she’d try to dig deeper.

“I know there’s not a lot,” she added quickly. “And it’s all speculation, but perhaps it’s still useful for you. You know, to know what you are.”

“I appreciate it, Luce,” I sighed. “I’m still trying to get a handle on it all.”

Her eyes lingered on me for a moment longer before she nodded and leaned forward in her chair.

She placed her hand on my thigh and looked into my eyes with a ferocious intensity that set me alight.

“You’re not alone in this, you know,” she said quietly as her grip firmed on my leg. “You don’t have to figure it out all on your own.”

“I know, Luce,” I smiled.

She rose from her chair and moved around the table. She stopped directly in front of me and leaned down so that her hair tickled my face. Without hesitation, she pressed her lips against mine, deepening the kiss with every movement. As I sat in my chair, she straddled her legs over mine, our bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces. Our embrace intensified, and our tongues danced in a passionate rhythm.

The worn leather of the chair creaked under our combined weight as she pressed herself closer to me, her fingers digging into my shoulders. The scent of her, a warm mix of lavender and vanilla, filled my senses.

I felt a stir in my jeans as she pulled herself close.

“Careful,” I smirked. “You’re starting something, and we don’t want to get caught.”

“We won’t get caught,” Lucy winked.

I could feel the rough fabric of my jeans straining against the growing pressure, and it took a considerable effort to keep my voice steady.

I felt a surge of raw desire sweep through me, a primal need that was impossible to resist.

Her hands traveled down to my waist, nimble fingers finding their way under my shirt, tracing patterns on my heated skin. My breath hitched as she drew circles around my navel with a casual intimacy that sent sparks rocketing through my veins.

Tendrils of desire coursed through me, radiating from where her fingers ghosted over my skin and setting every nerve ending aflame. It was an unspoken challenge, a tantalizing tease. And god, did it make me want her even more.

Her lips trailed down to the hollow of my throat, placing soft kisses that were both sweet and tormenting. The sensation was too much and not enough all at once. I needed more. I craved more.

The rustle of fabric against skin filled the room as she pulled me free of my denim prison and then herself from her own bottoms until she stood only in panties and a shirt.

She knelt over me once more, her eyes dancing with a playful yet powerful desire. Her fingers played with the hem of my shirt, inching it up my torso and revealing more of my skin for her attentive gaze. The room seemed to shrink, the only thing in focus being the woman that straddled me again.

Her hips rotated gently as she gently played with my growing member.

As the sensation shot through me, I let out a low growl and my hands instinctively moved to her hips to steady myself. Her eyes twinkled with mischief as she bit her lower lip and a coy smile graced her lips.

My fingers brushed lightly at the edge of her panties. With a nod of approval from her, I inched them to one side to reveal a landscape my hands were all too eager to explore. The anticipation was palpable, and my heart pounded against my ribcage like a wild beast ready to break free.

She leaned forward until our foreheads were almost touching, her breath warm against my lips. Her hands moved from my chest to my shoulders as she lowered herself onto me, a moan escaping from her lips as we joined. I closed my eyes, lost in the sensation of her enveloping me, every fibrous muscle pulling me in deeper.

Her movements started out slow, almost teasingly as she rocked gently against me. Each stroke sent waves of pleasure coursing through us both, binding us together in an intoxicating rhythm that echoed the beat of our hearts.

As Lucy quickened her pace, I could feel an electric charge pulsing through every nerve ending. The walls around us seemed to blur as we lost ourselves in each other’s touch, our bodies syncopating in a dance as old as time.

A rivulet of sweat trickled down between her breasts, and I couldn’t resist tasting the salty sweetness there. My tongue traced the path down her collarbone and between her breasts while my hands roamed freely across her bare back.

With each shared breath and throbbing pulse beneath our heated skin, we climbed higher toward a precipice we both craved to leap off. Every gasp and moan from her lips pushed us closer to the edge, every clench of her muscles around me bringing me closer to my own release.

Suddenly, Lucy threw her head back in a silent scream, her body tensing and trembling as she crested the peak. The sight of her, lost so completely in ecstasy, was all it took for me to surrender. As my climax crashed over me, I gripped her even tighter, holding her close as we rode the waves of pleasure together.

Lucy collapsed onto me, and I wrapped my arms around her. As we lay there intertwined, bathed in the afterglow of our passion and lost in the silence of pure satisfaction.

“Anyway, as I was saying…” she panted. “You’ve got this. We’ve got this. Let’s focus on stopping Martha first.”

“Nice pillow talk,” I teased and planted a kiss on her forehead. “Now, put some clothes on before Margaret comes down and you give the poor woman a coronary.”


Chapter 16

The storm clouds churned above as we prepared ourselves for the night ahead. Every second felt like a ticking clock as the weight of our mission pressed on our shoulders with every movement. We only had one shot at this, and there was no room for error.

Not only had Martha taken a baby, but she was also on the verge of summoning something far worse than any of the creatures we’d encountered so far. She was about to bring forth a demon that would unleash chaos on everything in its path. More importantly, it was a demon that could very well give Martha the ability to overpower anything we had at our disposal.

“We need to get there early,” Lucy said, her voice steady despite the tension in the room. “We can’t afford to be caught off guard, and that way, we can make sure we strike before she has a chance to complete the ritual.”

The soft amber light of the morning sun crept through the outdated curtains and cast long, warm rays across the room. I woke before the others, feeling the lingering ache of yesterday’s events settle into my muscles. After a quick shower and some basic prep, I joined Lucy and Veronica in the main room.

“We could also do with more ammo,” Veronica said, checking through our gear.

“We brought plenty of the special rounds from Langley,” I reminded her, gesturing to the bag holding the custom-issued magazines. “Silver-infused and iron-core. Perfect for whatever we’re about to face.”

Lucy nodded as she loaded a spare magazine into her pistol. “CIA R&D really outdid themselves with these. Iron-core rounds for vamps, silver for the shifters.”

Veronica finished loading her own sidearm and gave a satisfied nod.

“Ve should each take a few extra mags,” she said. “If the night goes long, ve do not vant to run dry.”

I passed her a pouch of ammo, then glanced at the clock.

“If we’re going to be out late, we’ll need some coffee,” I said. “There’s a general store not far from here. They’ll probably have a pot brewing.”

Lucy stretched and grabbed her coat.

“Perfect,” she said. “Let’s grab some caffeine and keep moving. The sooner we’re out in the field, the better.”

The town square was quiet as we walked through it, the chill of the morning air biting at our faces. Small clusters of locals went about their routines, and the storm from the night before had left behind puddles and scattered debris.

The general store was nestled at the corner of the square with its faded sign advertising groceries, sundries, and supplies. Inside, the air was warm and smelled of fresh coffee and old wood. A modest coffee station sat near the register, and a man in his late fifties with a gray beard and kind eyes greeted us as we entered.

“Morning, folks,” he said in a friendly tone as he glanced at us. “Coffee’s fresh if you’re interested.”

“Perfect,” Lucy said and headed straight for the counter.

As she poured, Veronica and I wandered the aisles. The store was small but well-stocked, with shelves lined with canned goods, tools, and other essentials. It had the comforting, homey feel of a place that had served the town for decades.

I grabbed a couple of granola bars and joined Lucy at the counter while Veronica inspected a display of maps.

“That’ll be $4.50,” the man said as I handed him a small bill. As he made change, he glanced at the three of us with a curious expression. “You folks passing through?”

“Something like that,” I said casually.

“Careful out there,” he said as he handed me the change. “This town’s seen its fair share of strange happenings.”

I raised an eyebrow, but before I could ask, his demeanor shifted. His friendly smile vanished, and his eyes darkened, as though something ancient and menacing had stirred within him.

“Leave this place,” he growled, his voice low and distorted. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourselves into. Leave.”

The sudden change froze us in place. The air in the room seemed heavier, colder.

“Sir?” Lucy asked cautiously as her hand hovered near her concealed weapon.

The man’s lips curled into a twisted grin, and for a brief moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something dark and inhuman behind his eyes. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the moment passed. His face softened, and the oppressive atmosphere lifted.

“Sorry,” he said with a nervous chuckle. “Guess I zoned out there for a second. Happens sometimes.”

“You said ve don’t know vat ve’re getting into. Vat did you mean by zat?” Veronica’s eyes narrowed.

“Oh, right, uh,” the man stammered, scratching the back of his head. “I just meant, you know, out here near the woods, it can be dangerous. Bears, big predators, that sort of thing. Always good to be careful.”

We exchanged uneasy glances, but his demeanor had returned to normal, and there was no indication he even remembered the strange shift. Had it been a warning? A threat? Or had we imagined the whole thing?

Lucy offered him a tight smile as she grabbed her coffee.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” she said. “We’ll be careful.”

“Good luck out there,” he said, his tone once again pleasant.

As we left the store, the bell above the door jingled softly. The chill outside felt sharper now, though I wasn’t sure if it was the weather or the unsettling encounter still clinging to my nerves.

“What the hell was that?” Lucy muttered, taking a sip of her coffee.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, glancing back at the store. “But whatever it was, it wasn’t normal.”

“Yes,” Veronica agreed quickly. “Really weird.”

“Let’s just get back to the inn,” I said. “We’ll grab our things and head out to the woods. Get there early.”

The air felt heavier as we made our way back to the inn, and each of us was lost in our own thoughts. I kept glancing over my shoulder as I half-expected to see something watching us from the corners of the streets, but the town appeared as calm as it had been when we’d first arrived. Still, that sense of unease had crept in after the strange encounter at the general store, which made every passing moment feel like a countdown.

It was a relief when we reached the inn, and we made our way up to our rooms so we could begin the slow process of readying ourselves for the night ahead. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched, and from the way the girls jumped at every sound, I wasn’t the only one who was feeling a little freaked by that moment in the store, either.

What had that shopkeeper meant? Was it a warning or something more sinister? And why had he suddenly returned to normal, as though nothing had happened? I didn’t like it, and I wondered if Martha was experimenting with her powers already.

We spent the next hour preparing ourselves as we meticulously checked over our weapons and packed everything we’d need to face anything we might encounter in the woods. It felt like a long, drawn-out process, but there was no room for error. We knew that tonight could be our only chance to stop Martha and whatever she planned to summon, and we couldn’t afford to make a mistake this late in the operation.

I double-checked my sidearm and made sure the iron and silver mags were in place. The silver-infused rounds seemed like overkill for dealing with a demon, but I had no idea what worked on a demon or what didn’t, so I wasn’t taking any chances. If Martha had indeed uncovered some ancient power, then we needed every advantage we could get.

Lucy checked her knives and tested their balance as Veronica inspected her own pistol and blade. The blonde’s eyes darted between the weapons she had, almost as though she were expecting to face something far worse than what we had prepared for.

When we were ready, we moved down the stairs and toward the front door, but the inn felt eerily quiet. There was no sound of laughter or conversation from the common room like there usually was. It felt as though the place was holding its breath and waiting for something to happen. As we passed the reception area, Margaret stepped out from behind the desk. She looked up as if she had been expecting us, and her warm smile spread wide across her face.

“Heading back out so soon?” she asked.

Her voice was as pleasant as ever, but there was an odd quality to it. I noticed a hollow ring, as if the words were meant for someone else, not us.

Lucy stopped in her tracks, and her eyes narrowed as she studied the innkeeper.

“We’re headed out,” she said. “We don’t have time to stay.”

Margaret’s gaze locked onto Lucy, and for a moment, I thought I saw something flicker in her eyes. It was as though the smile had stretched too far and it no longer belonged to her.

“Such a shame,” Margaret murmured in a low voice that had a growl to it. “You’re not ready for what lies ahead. But it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and the air was suddenly thick with something that made my skin crawl like it had in the general store. This wasn’t the Margaret I knew. Her presence felt wrong, like this was just an afterimage of the real woman.

“You don’t understand what you’re walking into,” she insisted. “The ritual is already in motion, and you can’t stop it. The forest will claim you, just as it claims everyone who dares to defy it.”

Lucy’s hand went instinctively to her weapon, but she didn’t draw it. Instead, she stepped forward with her eyes fixed on Margaret.

“Margaret?” she said. “Can you hear me?”

Margaret’s smile faltered, but for just a split second. Her eyes glowed faintly in the dim light, and her voice dropped to an almost whisper.

“You have no idea what you’re facing,” she whispered. “You’ll never make it back. You’ll never survive. Not even you… wolf.”

The innkeeper turned to me and stared at me hard. I wanted to speak, to demand answers, but the words felt lodged in my throat. For a brief moment, I felt a sense of dread that was almost paralyzing, like the ground beneath us was shifting more quickly than we could adapt.

Before I could respond, Margaret’s eyes softened, and the strange distortion in her voice vanished, replaced by her usual warmth.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t see you there,” she said as her voice returned to its normal, gentle tone. “Are you three okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I felt the tension in the room snap like a taut wire. We exchanged uneasy glances as we tried to make sense of what had just happened.

“Uh, we’re fine, thank you,” I said. “Are… are you okay? You look a little… off.”

“I must admit, I feel a bit weary today,” the older woman sighed. “But this place won’t run itself. Rooms to clean, dinner to cook. So, I’ll see you later?”

“Um, of course,” I agreed.

“I’ll have to make something special for dinner tonight…” the innkeeper hummed.

With that, Margaret turned and disappeared through a door into the kitchen.

“What the fuck?” Lucy whispered.

“Let’s get out of here,” Veronica insisted.

The bell jingled as we stepped outside, and for a moment, the cold air outside seemed to clear my mind.

“Do you think it’s Martha?” I asked. “Speaking to us through the townspeople?”

“I mean, maybe,” Veronica nodded. “Fucking creepy, though. And I’ve seen some creepy shit.”

“Let’s just get this over with,” Lucy groaned.

The town felt off-kilter, like something was subtly shifting beneath the surface. It wasn’t just the strange encounter with Margaret that unsettled me, it was everything. The weight of the storm clouds above, the odd silence in the streets, and the strange looks from the few people we passed. It all felt wrong.

As we made our way toward the edge of town, the unease only grew. The town seemed to press in on us as though it didn’t want us to leave. We passed several buildings with unusually darkened storefronts, but it was the alley we passed that stopped me in my tracks.

For just a split second, I could have sworn I saw a figure standing at the far end of the alley. It was a shadowy silhouette with an arm outstretched in our direction. It was too far to make out any details, but it was enough to send a chill down my spine. I stopped with my eyes fixed on the alleyway, but when I blinked, the figure was gone.

“Did you see that?” I asked in a low voice.

Lucy glanced in the same direction, but she didn’t seem as rattled as I was.

“No,” she said, though her voice was edged with suspicion. “But we need to keep moving.”

We started moving again, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching us. And the further we walked, the more the strange occurrences seemed to follow us.

We turned the corner toward the outskirts of the town, where the path to the woods lay. The streets were completely empty now, without a single casual pedestrian to be seen. There were a few dim streetlights casting long, ghostly shadows across the sidewalks, but even that felt off somehow, like they were powered by something other than electricity. It felt as though the town itself was trying to push us away, like the entire place was holding its breath as it waited for us to leave.

“Something’s definitely going on,” Lucy murmured.

The brunette’s voice was barely a whisper as if she was afraid the air around us might hear. Her eyes darted from one darkened corner to the next as she searched for anything out of place.

“I know,” I replied. “It’s like the whole town’s in on it.”

We passed a narrow street where an old woman was sweeping the front porch of her home. She looked up as we walked past, and her gaze lingered on us for just a moment too long. There was something unsettling about her eyes, an emptiness that made my stomach churn.

As we passed by, she pointed at us with a shaky hand and spoke in a grainy voice.

“It’s too late for you,” she said.

We quickened our pace without stopping to look back. The road out of town stretched ahead of us, and with each step, I felt the tension in my chest grow. We were getting closer to the woods, to the ritual site, and with every passing moment, the air seemed to grow quieter, more oppressive.

“Did you hear that?” Veronica asked suddenly in alarm.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Lucy said as she paused and listened intently.

It was quiet again. The only thing we could hear now was our own breathing, the faint sound of our footsteps in the fall leaves, and the low creak of branches above. Yet I was certain there was someone else in the woods with us, even if I couldn’t see or smell them.

For the first time since I’d learned my true heritage, I wasn’t sure if I could trust my own senses. The hairs on my neck stood up, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being followed, yet there was nothing there.

“Let’s hurry,” I said, my voice tight with unease. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

But as soon as I said it, the quiet was shattered by the sound of something heavy crashing against the ground behind us. We spun around in unison, weapons drawn, but again, there was nothing there. There was no giant bear, no sign of movement, and no indication that anything had been there just a second before. All we saw was the cold, empty street.

“What the hell was that?” Lucy whispered as her eyes widened.

“I don’t know,” I replied as I felt my pulse quicken. “But we need to keep moving.”

We picked up the pace, but with every step, the odd occurrences piled up. A distant light flickered on, but when we turned to look, it was gone. The leaves beneath our feet seemed to shift unnaturally, like the ground itself was trying to swallow us whole.

Veronica stopped suddenly, and her head tilted as though she was listening for something just out of reach.

“Did anyone feel that?” the blonde whispered

Before I could respond, the wind howled, and with it came an unearthly howl of something far too human-sounding. Dread washed over me, and even the wolf in me was unsettled by the noise.

“That didn’t sound like any animal,” Veronica said as her voice trembled for the first time.

“No,” Lucy agreed. “It sounded like a far-away scream. But I’d swear someone was calling us.”

I took a deep breath and tried to steady myself. Whatever was happening here, I wasn’t going to let it stop us. Martha’s ritual had already begun, and if we didn’t get to her tonight, there was no telling what kind of demon she was about to unleash.

The woods were just ahead, and we could see the edge of the treeline. Long, bare limbs stretched up into the sky like skeletal fingers, though the wind made them move like they were about to grab us if we got too close.

Then, out of nowhere, figures appeared from the shadows. At first, I thought it was just more of the town’s residents going about their business, but as they drew closer, I realized this was no normal gathering. The townspeople emerged in clusters from alleyways, doorways, and darkened street corners. Their movements were slow and almost mechanical.

They were all wearing the same glazed look in their eyes. Their expressions were vacant as if their minds had been completely wiped clean. Each of them was carrying some random object. One had a broomstick, one a metal pipe, another a broken chair leg, and one man held a rusted shovel. They moved with purpose, though I doubted any of them knew what that purpose was.

I froze, and my blood ran cold as I recognized what was happening.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “They’re all possessed.”

“Oh, my God,” Lucy moaned.

“Martha,” Veronica said. “She’s trying to delay us.”

“Shit,” Lucy whispered. “What the hell do we do now?”

“We don’t hurt them,” I said in a steady voice despite the rising panic in my chest. “But we need to fight our way out. We can’t stay here. We need to stop Martha.”

The mob was closing in and quickly surrounded us on all sides. There was no way we could just turn and run. The townspeople moved in perfect sync, and their heads swayed slightly as they advanced. Their eyes never blinked or even shifted to check what the others were doing, and no one made a sound, not even a murmur.

I recognized the barkeep that had helped us only yesterday as well as a few other familiar faces, like the woman from the coffee shop, a few stall owners, and even the man from the general store that we’d met that morning.

Before we could make any decisions on how to get out, one of the townspeople lunged at Veronica. She dodged and spun out of the man’s grasp with incredible speed, but the person wasn’t giving up. He swung his metal pipe wildly at her, and though his movements were jerky, he was still dangerous. Veronica sidestepped just in time to avoid a serious blow, and my arm shot out to grab the makeshift weapon midair.

The man holding it struggled against me for a moment without breaking his eye contact with Veronica. He tried to free the pipe from my grip, but I was too strong.

“Don’t hurt them!” I shouted as I pulled the pipe from his grip. “They don’t know what they’re doing.”

More of the mob advanced, and I could feel the cold sweat slick against my skin. There were so many of them. They came from every direction, like a creeping tide.

Fuck.


Chapter 17

The mob closed in with jerky movements and glassy stares, like something out of a low-budget zombie flick. Except these weren’t zombies. These were the same townsfolk who’d smiled at us yesterday, handed us steaming cups of coffee, and wished us a good day. Now? They looked like extras from a horror movie minus the fake blood, but that made them creepier somehow.

“Alright, this is officially my least favorite field trip,” I muttered as I gripped the metal pipe I’d wrestled from the barkeep.

The metal felt heavy in my hands, and though it was crude, it was also an effective tool I really didn’t want to use. Of course, we had our own weapons, but they were far more dangerous and more likely to be fatal, and that’s what we wanted to avoid.

Veronica ducked and wove through the advancing crowd like a dancer who hated her partner. A man swung a rusty hammer at her, but she sidestepped with almost insulting ease, then swept his legs out from under him. He hit the ground with a dull thud, but before he could even roll over, another townie took his place.

“Zere’s too many of them!” Veronica growled as she blocked a wild swing from someone brandishing what looked like a chair leg. “Zis must be ze whole Goddamn town! Any bright ideas?”

Lucy was a blur of motion as her knife flashed in the dim light. She wasn’t going for lethal moves, thank God, but her strikes were precise. There was a jab to disarm, a kick to unbalance, and finally, rinse and repeat.

“I have one,” she snapped as she deflected a broom handle aimed at her head. “We leave. Like, right now.”

“Fantastic idea,” I shot back as I forced a woman to drop her makeshift weapon with a twist of her wrist. “Except for the part where we’re surrounded!”

The mob’s circle tightened, and their blank faces remained eerily calm despite that battle that they were now involved in. It was like fighting mannequins possessed by very determined ghosts.

“Over there!” Veronica shouted as she pointed to a narrow space between two buildings. It was barely wide enough for one person, but it was better than our current situation. “We can funnel them!”

“Go!” I barked as I shoved Lucy in that direction.

The brunette gave me a sharp glare, but she didn’t argue as she ducked under a baseball bat. When the weapon had cleared her head by several inches, she knocked the wielder on his butt and then darted toward the opening like a gazelle fleeing a lion.

Veronica was next as she grabbed an overturned trash can and hurled it behind her as she ran, and I brought up the rear. I swung my pipe in wide arcs to keep the mob at bay as I moved. My arms burned with each strike, but it gave us a few precious seconds.

The alley funneled the crowd into a single line, which slowed them down but didn’t stop them. Their relentless shuffling echoed off the brick walls, and the uniformity of the sound was chilling.

“They’re like ants,” Lucy growled as she glanced back. “Creepy, homicidal ants.”

“I’m open to better metaphors,” I panted as I shoved a stack of old crates into the path behind us.

The makeshift barrier held for all of three seconds before the mob began climbing over it like it wasn’t even there.

“Vot now?” Veronica asked as she looked around for anything else we could shove into the mob’s path.

“There!” I said as I pointed to a rusted fire escape hanging low on one side of the alley. “If we climb up and pull the ladder up behind us, they’ll have to find another way around.”

Lucy didn’t need to be told twice. She leaped up, and her hands caught the rusty metal rungs with a harsh clang.

“This thing better hold!” she growled as she hauled herself upward.

Veronica was right behind her, though her lips pressed into a tight line as the metal groaned ominously under their combined weight. The silver-blonde held on as the ladder shook, but once it steadied, she was on the move again.

I waited at the base and kept the townspeople at bay with the pipe for as long as I could. A man with a disjointed gait stumbled toward me with outstretched hands like he intended to strangle me. I slammed the pipe against his shin, and he crumpled to the ground with a moan. I had just enough time to take a single breath before two more came to take his place.

“Come on, Nathan!” Lucy shouted from the first landing.

I dropped the pipe and jumped for the bottom rung. I grabbed the ladder just as the mob reached me, and I felt their fingers claw at my boots as they tried to pull me back down. I jerked my feet free and kicked at the hands that were still trying to latch on.

But I managed to pull myself out of their reach, even though the rungs were slick with rust and grit which bit into the palms of my hands and nearly threatened to drop me back onto the ground. I could feel the ladder shaking under my weight, and a low growl escaped my lips when one of the locals managed to grab the bottom rung.

I hauled myself up onto the fire escape platform then quickly spun around to pull the ladders up. I had to jerk it out of the hands of the one zombie that seemed to have any basic thinking skills, and then I released the catch as Lucy and Veronica yanked it upwards and out of reach of the possessed townspeople below.

“What now?” Lucy asked. “How are we supposed to get down?”

“We need to get to the roof,” I said as I glanced up. “From there, we can jump to the next building.”

“Jump?” Veronica repeated in an incredulous tone. “Did you just say jump?”

“Don’t think about it, just move,” I instructed as I started up the rickety steps to the next floor.

Once we reached the next landing, I lifted the girls up until they could pull themselves over the edge of the roof, and then I used my claws to climb the side of the building. It was a lot harder than I thought it would be, and I vowed to do more arm work next time I was in the gym.

When I finally sat up, I looked around and saw the roof we were on was a patchwork of cracked asphalt and tarpaper, and a voice in the back of my head worried that it wasn’t strong enough to hold our weight, but I pushed that thought to one side. It would be fine. It had to be fine.

The building next to us was slightly shorter, and we were separated by a gap that looked just wide enough to break an ankle, or worse, if we misjudged the landing.

There was only one way to do this, so I sprinted toward the edge and launched myself across, then landed in a crouch on the other side. Lucy followed, although she muttered a stream of steady curses under her breath as she did. She landed with a thud, then rolled to soften the impact.

“Come on, Veronica!” I encouraged. “You can do it!”

But the blonde Romanian stood at the edge of the roof with her eyes fixed on the gap as if the chasm had suddenly widened into an unbridgeable canyon. Her usual unshakable confidence wavered as her hands clenched and unclenched by her sides.

“Veronica, move!” Lucy yelled as she glanced nervously at the roof behind us. “We don’t have much time.”

“I--” Veronica started and then shook her head. “I can’t.”

“You can,” I said as I stepped closer to the edge of the roof. “Look at me. Don’t look down, don’t look at them. Just focus on me.”

Her eyes flicked up to meet mine, and I saw the fear in them. There was a raw, vulnerable expression on her face that reminded me of the first time I’d met her, back when she’d been enslaved by Ravenov and fearful for her mortal life.

“It’s not far,” I urged. “You can do it. Just a few steps, then jump. You’ve been through worse. I’ll catch you if you need it.”

Veronica took a shaky breath and nodded. She stepped back, and her boots scraped against the cracked asphalt before she sprinted forward. She leaped as her arms flailed wildly for balance, and for a brief moment, it seemed like she’d made it.

Her boots hit the edge of our roof, and she teetered there for a moment before gravity started to pull her backward. She stumbled, and her arms windmilled as her heels teetered on the lip of the building.

“Veronica!” I lunged forward and grabbed her wrist just as she started to fall.

The Romanian’s weight dragged me toward the edge, but I dug my heels in and gritted my teeth as I pulled her back. Her free hand found the edge of the roof, and somehow, she managed to pull herself over the side while I held on. She collapsed beside me, and I could hear her panicked, ragged breaths.

“Dracu,” she said quietly in her mother tongue. “Thank you, Nate.”

“Anytime,” I said as I stood and helped her to her feet. “We’re not out of this yet.”

“You’re right, we need to keep moving,” Lucy said in a tense voice as she paced along the roof’s edge. “They’re not going to stop until we’re cornered or dead.”

“Cornered and then dead,” I corrected grimly as I peered over the side.

We made our way across the rooftop to the building’s fire escape. This one descended into an overgrown yard, where a narrow single-track road wound its way toward the trees. It was a straight shot to the forest from there, but the mob wasn’t far behind, and I could see them beginning to flank the building.

I lowered the girls to the fire escape, and Lucy was the first down the ladder with Veronica hot on her heels. I brought up the rear again and gripped the rungs tightly as the ladder groaned under my weight.

The moment my feet hit the ground, I spotted the problem. A small group of townsfolk had reached the far side of the yard. We might make it to where we were going, but in this possessed state, the townspeople weren’t going to stop. We couldn’t keep them safe if they followed us to the ritual site. God only knew what Martha would order them to do to stop us, and then we’d have the blood of innocents on our hands as well.

“We need to barricade them,” I said as my eye swept the side of the single track for ideas.

That was when I noticed a pile of hay bales that had been waiting to be dropped in the cattle field across the way, and something from the CIA logs echoed in my mind. Iron, silver and fire can disrupt a witch’s influence, and while wet hay wouldn’t be of much use to us, someone had covered the stacks with a tarp to protect them from the downpour.

“How?” Lucy asked.

“Those hay bales,” I said. “Pull them across the track. V, have you still got that lighter?”

“I do,” she replied as she pulled an engraved silver lighter from her pocket. “You know I always have it.”

“Even though she doesn’t smoke,” Lucy said with a snort.

“Correct,” Veronica agreed. “But it is a handy device.”

“It certainly is today,” I said and motioned for the others to start grabbing bales of hay.

The mob had finally figured out where we were, and they were closing in now. I could hear the sound of their shuffling feet behind us, and it was growing steadily louder as they closed in on us.

“Move faster!” I yelled in a hoarse voice. “We need to make sure they can’t follow us!”

Lucy didn’t need to be told twice. She grabbed another bale and gritted her teeth as she rolled it with all her strength. Veronica quickly joined her and pushed the next bale into position, while I grabbed the last one. Soon, we had a tight line of hay bales across the narrow road, and it was the only thing between us and the mob.

As soon as the last bale was in place, I turned to Veronica, who had the lighter in her hand. I grabbed it from her and brought the flame to life with a flick of my wrist. The mob was getting closer, and a part of me hesitated. What if someone got seriously hurt?

But I couldn’t let that stop me. If Martha was able to carry out her ritual, this town would face a lot worse than a few burns.

I leaned forward and held the flickering lighter near the dry hay. The first strike of the lighter sent a spark into the night air, but it sputtered out before it even had a chance to catch. I cursed under my breath and tried again. The flame flickered weakly for a moment, then died again as the damp hay refused to catch. Despite the tarp, the outer layer of the hay had gotten soaked, and it was refusing to ignite.

“Shit,” I muttered as I tried again.

The lighter clicked open, and I held it close to the dry center of the hay bale. Even that attempt failed, and I ground my teeth as I told myself to be patient. I forced my hand to steady as I flicked the lighter again and again. The flame danced in the air, but the hay refused to catch fire. My heart pounded in my ears as the flame sputtered, just as the sound of the mob intensified. They were closing in, and I knew the whole crowd would soon be in the road.

“Come on,” I muttered as my frustration mounted. My thumb pressed down harder on the lighter as I tried to coax the flame into life, but the hay wasn’t having it. I was losing precious seconds.

“Anything?” Lucy called from behind me.

“Not yet!” I barked.

Come on. Come on.

Finally, the flame held. It was small, barely a flicker, but it was there, and it bit at the edges of the hay. I immediately leaned in closer and held the flame steady against the straw, but the wind, thankfully, seemed to push against it in just the right direction. The flames licked at the hay and finally caught.

“Got it!” I announced more to myself than anyone else.

But I didn’t have time to savor the victory. The fire spread slowly at first, where only a small patch of dry hay had caught, but it grew with each passing second. My pulse raced, and my heart pounded in my chest as the flames crept outward.

The first tendrils of flame ate at the straw, and then, like a starving animal, it devoured more and more. The harsh and acrid scent of burning grass hit my nose but the relief that followed was palpable.

The hay bales were beginning to smolder and catch, and more flames appeared deep inside the bales. The wind shifted slightly to feed more oxygen to the fire, and I felt a strange flicker of hope. Maybe this would work. Maybe we would get out of here after all.

That’s when I heard the first hesitant voice.

“Wh-what happened?” a man’s puzzled voice called out.

It came from the edge of the firelight, barely audible above the crackling of the flames.

“What’s going on?” a woman asked in a confused tone. “Why am I out here?”

“Where…” the first man said again as he looked around. “How did we get here?”

I felt a tightness in my chest loosen as the witch’s spell started to lose its hold. The townsfolk were waking up, and with each passing second, Martha lost another member of her army.

The fire crackled behind us, and the hay bales were now fully ablaze. The heat from the flames was reassuring, and I hoped it was a sign that our desperate effort might have actually bought us enough time to stop the ceremony. The mob began to slow down as their minds flickered back to some semblance of clarity, and a few murmurs rippled through the air as more confused voices pierced the heavy tension.

“What happened?” the first man to speak asked as he looked around. “Where are we?”

But we couldn’t afford to stick around and explain. We had to keep moving, because Martha, the puppet master, would likely be looking for new strings to pull.

“Come on, move!” I barked as I turned and ran for the tree line.

My boots barely touched the ground as I pushed my legs to move faster, and I felt the familiar adrenaline rush in my blood as the hunting instinct flared to life. As we sprinted into the woods, the dense canopy above provided a momentary shield from the rising chaos behind us.

“We can’t afford to waste any more time,” I said. “We need to get to those ruins.”

“We’re right behind you,” Lucy shouted.

I knew the girls would follow as quickly as they could, but we’d already lost too much time. I growled as I pushed myself harder, and then, suddenly, I felt a familiar hum of energy that wrapped itself around me. It was the call of the wolf, and I couldn’t hold it back anymore. The instinct rose like a tidal wave inside me, and my body trembled until I skidded to a halt and let go. The shift was almost instantaneous, and though there were a few painful seconds, the transformation felt both like an escape and a return to something primal.

Soon, I was no longer Nate. My legs stretched and grew, hands twisted into paws, fur sprouted across my skin, and my senses sharpened to an almost unbearable degree. My wolf form was powerful and instinctual as my heightened sense of smell flooded me with the scent of damp earth, the faint trace of the fire, and, far in the distance, the sharp, familiar scent of Martha.

I growled low in my throat, and my ears flicked to the side as I felt the pulse of the supernatural in the air.

“Let’s go,” Lucy rasped when she caught up to me for just a moment.

I looked over at her, and she didn’t flinch. She was used to my shifting now, and with her hand on her gun, she was ready to keep moving.

“Lead ze way, volf,” Veronica said in a voice that was laced with something both amused and affectionate.

If I could’ve grinned, I would’ve. Instead, I just gave a huff of air and pushed myself forward.

I took off without another word and bounded ahead through the trees. The earth beneath me was soft and familiar, and the trail I needed was clear in my mind now. My senses guided me unerringly toward the ruins.

I could hear every rustle in the leaves and smell every turn of the wind. Most importantly, I could smell Martha. And I didn’t like it one bit.

My wolf form tore through the trees, faster and faster, until the ground underfoot started to change. The dirt became softer, and the scent of moss and wet leaves faded to be replaced by something sharper and much darker. We were getting close to the ritual site, and even my wolf fur was standing on end.

Finally, we broke through the last stretch of forest and skidded to a halt.

We were right near the clearing where Martha planned her little show.

And the show? It had already started. Martha’s little diversion with the townspeople had worked, though she hadn’t had time to complete it yet.

Martha stood in the center of the ruins as the wind whipped through her tangled hair. She looked ragged, more like a homeless person than a fearsome witch, but she held the baby, Elias, in her arms. She cradled him close like a prize, though I knew she only had murderous intentions for the small boy.

But Martha wasn’t the scariest thing in the clearing. Next to her was the Nocturna Obsidian, and I didn’t need my werewolf instincts to know the thing was evil.

It was in the middle of a crude pentagram that had been etched into the dirt, and the jagged edges of the stone pulsated with dark energy. It looked like the cheesy artifact that was always stolen from the mummy’s tomb, but every cell in my body could feel the powerful vibrations that radiated from the Romanian rock. It felt like I was being sucked toward an abyss, and I had a bad feeling that’s exactly where we’d end up if we didn’t stop the ritual.

Next to the stone was a lump of bloodied meat that I assumed was Shaw Cross’ heart. The man we’d been sent to find was definitely long gone, but at least his disappearance had helped us uncover something much larger and more dangerous.

We had to stop Martha and take the Nocturna Obsidian because if she managed to succeed in her ritual, the clash between her and Petrescu would throw the world into a war it wasn’t prepared for. But how could we stop the ritual without destroying the town?

I shifted my weight as the wolf in me paced, ready to pounce, but a cool calmness settled over my human mind. The moment we stepped into the clearing, the air thickened with malevolent energy, and I could’ve sworn the Earth itself was holding its breath as it waited to see which way this would go.

Martha’s lips curled into a smile as she met my gaze, and I felt the dark energy that surrounded her pulse in response.

“Well, well, the wolf has come to play,” she said with mocking amusement. “Did you think you could stop this, Nate? Did you really think you could stop me?”

“You’re about to find out just how wrong you are, Martha,” I growled.

“Mmm,” she hummed and then laughed. “You’re too late, wolf. The stone and all its power will be mine.”

“Lucy,” I whispered, which wasn’t easy when my voice was a growl. “You need to get the baby. Veronica, take out the Nocturna Obsidian.”

Lucy’s eyes flickered to the baby in Martha’s arms, and then she moved toward the right, her knife already in hand. Veronica, silent and focused, gave me a quick nod before she started moving toward the left.

Martha’s smile turned into a scowl when she saw them move away from me.

“You think you can defeat me?” she sneered. “You think you can take my power?”

She lifted her hand, and the dark energy around her surged so that the air hummed with power. Her lips moved in a language I didn’t understand, but the sinister melody of her words sent chills down my spine.

A gust of wind rose from nowhere to blow through the ruins and whip my fur up. The baby whimpered in her arms, and Martha tightened her grip on him as her eyes gleamed with a desperate sort of madness.

A rumble sounded underneath our feet, and suddenly, the glowing pentagram burst to life beneath her. The burst of light illuminated her cruel face with a ghostly glow, and a low growl instinctively rose from the depths of my wolf form.

“You’re not going to win, Martha,” I said as I bared my teeth. “We’re done with your games.”

“You think you can stop me, Nate?” Her eyes gleamed with wicked glee as she focused on me. “I have the power of the Obsidian, and soon, the boy will be my vessel. Nothing you do will change that.”

With her attention on me, my team was already in motion. As I’d hoped, the witch saw me as the greater threat and wasn’t paying much attention to the two women. Lucy had slipped into the shadows, though her eyes never left Elias. Veronica, meantime, had edged closer to the Nocturna Obsidian. She was still inching closer, but each step became more difficult as Martha’s energy fought back.

The witch had started chanting again, and her power spiraled higher as she cradled Elias. The child’s tiny face was twisted in confusion and fear as his innocent cry broke through the clearing, but Martha just smiled, as though feeding off his discomfort.

Lucy raised her iron-loaded gun at the witch, but hesitated. One wrong shot, and she could kill the baby in the summoner’s arms. That hesitation made Martha smile, even though her eyes were still locked on me.

“I can hear your little footsteps, Lucy,” she sneered before she spun around with her hand outstretched.

Dark tendrils of energy shot from Martha’s fingertips and snaked toward Lucy like angry vipers. Lucy threw herself to the side and dodged the dark tendrils with a swift roll, but Martha was relentless. With a flick of her wrist, the tendrils curved back and aimed for Lucy’s throat.

“Not today,” Lucy muttered under her breath.

The brunette jumped out of the way and took cover behind one of the ruined walls. The witch was strong, but Lucy wasn’t about to give up just because of a little magic. When she peeked out from behind the stone, her hand tightened around her gun again.

But shooting Martha wasn’t an option because the witch was now holding Elias firmly against her chest. The gun wasn’t Lucy’s only weapon, though, and while Martha turned to glower at me again, Lucy drew a dagger coated in silver from her belt. It wouldn’t necessarily kill Martha, but it might sever her connection to the Obsidian, if Lucy could get close enough.

Meanwhile, Veronica continued her slow, deliberate advance toward the Nocturna Obsidian. The stone’s dark energy sent ripples of power into the air that I could actually see. Veronica was so close, and I even made a feint to the side to keep Martha’s eyes on me. It worked for a moment, but then the witch seemed to sense how close Veronica was to the stone.

“Stay away from that!” Martha shrieked.

The woman’s voice was a distorted scream that vibrated through the air like a razor blade. She whipped her hand toward Veronica without taking her eyes off me, and the energy in the clearing surged before turning the air into a heavy, suffocating weight.

Veronica stumbled back as an invisible force slammed into her chest and sent her skidding several feet across the clearing. She hit the ground so hard that it left her gasping for breath. Veronica was down, but she’d been in worse scrapes before, so I knew she’d get back up.

“Focus,” I heard the blonde whisper to herself. “Focus.”

I needed to keep Martha’s attention entirely on me, so I darted toward the witch and then dodged toward the side to avoid another blast of energy. The wolf within me was snarling, and more than ready to rip the witch apart. But I held it back for now. I needed to wait for the perfect opening, when Martha wouldn’t have time to stop me.

“You think you can stand against me, Nate?” she teased and then sneered. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

“I know exactly what I’m dealing with,” I said as I gritted my teeth.

I lunged again and closed the distance between us in one swift move. But Martha was ready, which I’d expected. It wasn’t like I’d tried to hide what I was going to do, and when she lifted her hands, the ground beneath me burst open and sent jagged stones flying toward me like a shower of daggers.

I threw myself to the side just in time and narrowly avoided a massive stone that would have impaled me. But Martha wasn’t finished. She raised her hands again, and the wind began to howl. It picked up speed and force as it twisted the trees around us like they were mere toys.

I braced myself and leaned into the wind, and then I charged forward again. My claws extended as my muscles fought the wind, and my eyes locked on the witch.

But Martha was no fool. She met my charge with an explosion of dark energy, and I was finally thrown backward. I crashed into one of the ruined walls so hard my bones rattled from the impact, and for a split second, I lost my breath.

“You’re weak,” Martha spat as her eyes glowed with dark power. “You’ll never defeat me.”

I growled as I pushed myself up. I was anything but weak, but I needed a plan if I was going to get close enough to cause real damage. A head-on attack wasn’t going to be enough, even if all I was doing was distracting her from my teammates.

While I growled at the witch and even limped a little to make the witch smile smugly, Lucy slipped from her cover and darted toward the witch. The moment the agent saw an opening, she aimed her dagger at Martha, but my partner must’ve triggered something in the dark power that still filled the clearing, because the witch suddenly extended her hand, and the dagger was snatched from Lucy’s grasp. It flew through the air to land beside the Nocturna Obsidian.

“No,” Lucy muttered under her breath.

“You think that will work against me?” Martha taunted and then laughed, which was more like nails scraping against a chalkboard. “Your tricks are nothing.”

But Lucy wasn’t done. She shifted tactics and moved to circle Martha, always staying one step ahead of the dark tendrils that lashed out to strike her. She knew she couldn’t get too close, not yet, but every time Martha turned her attention to me, Lucy managed to sneak a few inches closer.

Meanwhile, Veronica had not given up on the Obsidian. Despite the witch’s furious attempts to push her back, Veronica had found her footing and was slowly creeping closer. Her movements were careful and deliberate as she moved toward the stone, and for a moment, it seemed like the witch had forgotten about the blonde.

I lunged another time, which drew Martha’s ire toward me, and both women managed to get a little closer. I had to dodge another round of flying rocks, and even the wolf in me cringed at the sound of stone pummeling what was left of the wall where I’d sought cover.

Once the sound faded, I peered around the wall again and saw Martha’s eyes flicker around the clearing as she tried to gauge where everyone was. Her gaze landed on Veronica, who was nearly to the stone.

“You’re persistent,” Martha spat. “But you’re wasting your time.”

But Veronica ignored the witch as she took another step forward.

Martha snarled as she gathered more of her dark power. Her fingers twitched as if to tear the air apart, and the air around us crackled and hummed with so much malicious energy, I could feel the vibrations deep in my chest. Every pulse felt like a threat to our very existence, but Veronica ignored the witch’s threats and surged forward one last time.

Her body weaved through the tumultuous energy that seemed to be fighting her every step, and every time Martha lashed out, Veronica somehow took another step forward. Her green eyes were almost unblinking as she focused entirely on the Obsidian, and though the witch was distracted by the blonde’s persistence, it was clear that Martha’s power was growing more dangerous by the second.

Lucy, who had been circling the witch, slid into a crouch as she ran closer to Martha. She’d made it about halfway across the clearing when the witch sensed her approach and twisted her hand. Dark tendrils shot from the ground, but Lucy was already leaping into the air. She barely avoided the blast, but she landed safely behind a nearby stone pillar.

Martha’s head snapped around to follow the agent, but it was too late. Lucy was already in motion, with her gun in hand, and she was heading straight for the witch.

“Now!” I roared as I charged from my spot. “Veronica!”

Veronica had been waiting for this moment. With Martha trying to decide who to blast first, the silver-blonde reached for the stone. Martha howled like a hyena and whipped around as she realized her mistake, but I gave in to the primal urge of the wolf and let it carry me the last few feet to the haggard woman.

With a final, desperate gesture, Martha screamed as she unleashed a wave of dark energy so powerful it made the ground shake. It ripped through the clearing, tore up trees, and sent debris flying in every direction.

Veronica was just fast enough to avoid the assault, and she dove to the side just as the wave came crashing toward her. She landed right in front of the Nocturna Obsidian, and she slammed her palms against the dark stone as she tried to pull it free of the pentagram.

The moment her hands made contact, a sharp, bone-rattling crack echoed through the air. The ground heaved and groaned, and Martha let out a shriek of agony as the Obsidian’s connection to her was severed. She stumbled back as her amplified powers weakened, and Lucy lunged forward to snatch the screeching baby from the woman’s arms.

Martha reached out to grab the kidnapped child, but her long nails scraped along the skin of his bare leg before she lost her grip. The baby’s screech amplified as blood trickled down the deep scratches and dripped onto the disturbed dirt, but Lucy quickly swaddled him and carried him away into the trees.

But the battle wasn’t over yet. The clearing was still filled with dark energy, and Martha was not done fighting. Her eyes glowed with the fury of a cornered animal as she glared at me.

“You think that will stop me?” she hissed. “You can never defeat me.”

I growled low in my throat and stepped forward with the weight of the wolf inside me.

“You’ve already lost, Martha,” I said. “The moment I stepped foot in this town, you’d lost.”


Chapter 18

Martha stood at the edge of the pentagram, though the self-assured witch was now trembling from the sudden loss of power. Her face was contorted with rage, and the dark power she still controlled was crackling in the air as she gathered what she could. The Obsidian was no longer at her command, but she wasn’t finished. She was still dangerous, just like any cornered animal.

“You think you’ve won, wolf?” she spat as her lips curled into a cruel smile. “You don’t understand the power you’re toying with.”

I narrowed my eyes, and my claws gleamed in the moonlight that now peeked through the cloud cover. The air seemed to tremble in anticipation as the winds howled like they were caught in the grip of something far greater than all of us.

I didn’t need to hear her words to know what was coming. She had already lost and the Nocturna Obsidian was no longer hers, but that didn’t mean she was done. The ritual had been disrupted, but not entirely.

The moon’s rays broke free of the clouds and cast a sickly light over the ruins. Martha’s eyes flickered up, and I saw a flash of humor in them. When she looked at me, she smirked like she knew a secret that none of us had heard.

She raised her arms as she started to chant again. It was a low, guttural sound, spoken in that same foreign language. It was a sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and my wolf sense screamed at me that something was wrong.

“You can kill me, wolf,” she gurgled. “But it won’t be enough.”

“As you wish,” I growled.

Then, with a roar that shook the earth itself, I lunged at the evil woman while my wolf instincts drank in the scent of blood. My claws slashed through the air, and I felt them slice through flesh as easily as a blade against paper. I felt each tendon snap, and her veins popped as my paw mowed through her body.

Her scream was a raw, guttural sound when I collided with her, and I felt her life force pulse beneath my touch. It was weak and fading fast, but I knew I had to finish her off if I wanted this thing to end.

“You--” She tried to speak, but the words died in her throat.

I didn’t give her the chance to say anything more. My claws twisted and tore through her body with a sickening snap while her body jerked violently as I pulled her to the ground. She tried to fight, but the strength had already drained from her as her blood spilled across the damp soil.

She let out one last, breathless gasp before her body fell limp and the life faded from her eyes. The cruel, twisted witch who had brought so much pain was finally still.

“Holy fuck…” Veronica muttered. “Zat was… fucked.”

“Yeah,” I agreed as I stepped back. “It was.”

“Here you go,” the blonde Romanian said as she held out the Nocturna Obsidian. “I think it best you have zis.”

But as she held it out to me, a vibration pulsed through my body that left me shaking like I was being electrocuted. The rock shimmered in Veronica’s outstretched hand, and its jagged edges glinted faintly in the sickly moonlight that was now peeking through the dissipating clouds. The air around it hummed with a low, insidious vibration that I could feel deep in my bones, and then my ears twitched involuntarily, and my heart skipped a beat as a magnetic pull tugged at my chest like it was trying to suck me in.

I dug my claws into the dirt and took another step back. I shook my head to clear the sudden haze that had clouded my thoughts, and then the Obsidian pulsed again as if it was trying to find me. The feeling of it sent a shiver up my spine that was subtle, but undeniable. It was like a whisper at the edge of my consciousness that was beckoning me closer to a void.

“Take it,” Veronica urged as she pushed it closer again. “You are ze strongest among us. You should be ze one to keep it.”

“No,” I growled, although my voice was rougher than I intended.

My eyes locked on the stone, and for a moment, I couldn’t tear my gaze away. It felt alive, and even though it was just a hunk of rock, I could’ve sworn it was staring back at me.

“Nate?” Veronica murmured in a puzzled voice, though she didn’t lower the stone.

“Keep it away from me,” I insisted.

Veronica blinked and shared a glance with a startled Lucy when she appeared from the trees with Elias in her arms.

“What? Why?” the brunette agent asked.

I tore my gaze from the Obsidian and focused on the infant instead as I tried to ignore the way the artifact’s pull lingered in the back of my mind like a siren’s call.

“That thing…” I paused as I struggled to find the words. “It’s dangerous.”

“I mean, we know that,” Lucy replied as she bounced the baby in her arms. “That’s why we went to all this trouble to get it and keep it out of Petrescu’s hands.”

“No, you don’t understand, it’s more than that,” I said. “You’ve seen what it did to Martha. What it did to Ravenov. I can feel it trying to get into my head as well. It wants to control me.”

Lucy’s brow furrowed, and she glanced down at the Obsidian in her blonde counterpart’s hand.

“It’s just a stone,” she said, but her tone was uncertain, as if she didn’t fully believe her own words.

“It’s not just a stone,” I said as I took another step back, and the wolf within me growled in protest. “That thing feeds on supernatural power. On control. And it doesn’t care who or what it destroys in the process. If I take it… I don’t know if I’ll be able to let it go.”

Veronica shifted uneasily. She had seen the hold that this artifact had had on the Ravenovs and how the vampiric lineage relied on its power. Although she wasn’t a supernatural herself, she understood what I was telling her.

The blonde hesitated as her lips pressed into a thin line.

“Zen vot do you vant to do vith it?” she asked.

“We can’t leave it out here, obviously,” I said firmly. “But I won’t be the one to carry it.”

I met her gaze and kept my voice steady despite the storm of unease that churned inside me.

“But…” the blonde began and then looked at the stone in her hands.

“You hold onto it, Veronica,” I continued. “You know better than anyone what this thing is capable of. You’ve been around it before, so you’re used to its presence. You’re better equipped to fight it.”

She stared at me like I’d just suggested she walk barefoot across broken glass.

“Me?” she scoffed, her Romanian accent thickening with her incredulity. “You’re ze big, bad wolf, and you vant me to keep zis cursed stone?”

“Yes,” I said sternly. “You’ve already faced more darkness than most people could handle, and you came out stronger. You’ll keep it safe.”

Veronica looked down at the Obsidian again, and I noticed her fingers tighten around it. The stone seemed to glow faintly, as if it was responding to her touch, and I saw her jaw clench as she forced herself to look away.

“Fine,” she said after a long pause. “But if it tries to crawl into my head, I’m smashing it to pieces.”

“Deal,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure if smashing it would do any good.

She slid the Obsidian into a small pouch at her belt, and the oppressive hum in the air eased slightly. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and rolled my shoulders like I was trying to shake off the lingering sense of unease.

“Is it really over?” Lucy asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The former FBI agent was rocking the baby gently as her eyes darted around the clearing like she expected something else to leap out of the shadows, but at least Elias seemed to have calmed down.

“I don’t know,” I said as I glanced at Martha’s body in the centre of the crudely-drawn pentagram. “When I killed her… there was a look in her eye. Like she knew something that we didn’t.”

Then, I glanced at the spatter of Elias’ blood beside her body, and the lump of graying meat that had once been Shaw Cross’ heart.

That was when the puzzle pieces all fell into place. We had saved the baby, but his blood had still been spilled in the pentagram. We had taken Ravenov’s stupid rock, but it had already connected with the corrupted heart. And now, the full moon was revealing itself.

As Martha’s blood stained the earth beneath her, the ground around her began to hum.

“Shit,” I muttered as I realized my worst suspicions had been right.

The ritual wasn’t truly over. The power the witch had tapped into was still lingering nearby, like a storm waiting to explode.

I stepped back and growled low in my throat as my fur bristled. My heart hammered in my chest as the air turned to soup around us, and I heard the two women gasp in surprise at the sudden weight that wrapped around us.

And then a chilling laugh broke the silence.

“Foolish wolf,” a disembodied voice whispered from nowhere.

At first, I thought it was Martha’s voice, but it wasn’t quite the same. It was twisted by whatever dark power had bound her, and now it sounded like someone had run her voice through a cheap distorter.

The ground suddenly cracked beneath my feet as the energy of the ritual lashed out like a whip. Then, as if summoned by the witch’s dying breath, a shape began to ooze out from the dead witch’s corpse. At first, it looked like shadows on fog, but as they twisted and writhed, they began to take on the form of something ancient and monstrous.

“Nate…” Lucy whispered.

“The ritual,” I growled. “We didn’t stop it in time.”

The shadows coiled like serpents in a feeding frenzy, and a maelstrom of chaos erupted from Martha’s lifeless body and tore through the air with a sound that was part shriek and part guttural moan. Her pale, sallow limbs began to tremble and jerk unnaturally, then contorted grotesquely. Bones cracked like dry twigs snapping underfoot, and each sound was sharper than the last. Flesh stretched and rippled as if some monstrous thing was forcing its way to the surface.

Her hollowed eyes flickered with an eerie, pale light as a final flash of malevolence was leveled at me even as her skull began to split. My stomach flipped at the sight, and all I could think of was that it was like watching the shell of a long-dead insect shatter beneath an unseen weight. Dark and viscous blood bubbled at the corners of her lips and spilled onto the ground where it stained the cracked lines of the pentagram with a sickly sheen.

A laugh began to echo through the clearing. It was low at first and filled the air with a faint, mocking rumble that could have been mistaken for the wind, but it grew louder as the shape began to form into something more solid. The sound reverberated through the space and climbed in pitch until it became a cacophony of twisted mirth that vibrated the very air like a string stretched too tight.

“Foolish wolf,” the voice hissed.

The voice slithered into my ears like an unwelcome whisper. This time it was more distinct, deeper, and dripping with malice that seemed to cling to my skin.

“Fuck,” Veronica muttered as she backed up.

“You think you’ve won?” the voice continued. “Well, you’re too late.”

Martha’s body convulsed again, and her spine arched sharply as if being dragged upward by invisible strings. Her broken fingers clawed at the air and twitched with an unnatural rhythm that made my stomach churn. Her mouth opened wide, far too wide for a normal human. Her jaw stretched down with a sickening pop like a python, and a gush of black bile spilled out. The liquid steamed as it splattered on the ground, and the stench was an unbearable mixture of sulfur, rot, and something else too foul to name.

As if that wasn’t disgusting enough, the witch’s body started to split apart with a sudden ripping sound that was like velcro being pulled apart too quickly. Skin and muscle were yanked from the skeleton as if she were nothing more than a fragile cocoon. The sound was wet, visceral, and horrifying, like the peeling of raw meat. Then, from within the ruins of her flesh, something began to emerge.

It was enormous, far too large to have ever fit within her frail human frame. The first thing I really noticed were the claws, which were long, razor-sharp, and blacker than the darkest night. They stretched outward and raked at the air as if tasting freedom for the first time in centuries. Then came the wings, which were leathery and grotesque as they unfolded with a sound like dry skin being unfolded. Each beat sent gusts of hot, foul-smelling wind rippling across the clearing and carried ash and charred leaves with it.

Finally, the head rose, and I wished I hadn’t looked. Its eyes burned with a hellish red light, like twin embers that had been dug from the heart of a dying fire. Jagged teeth jutted from its gaping maw and glinted with saliva that hissed and sizzled when it dripped to the ground. The creature’s form was a chaotic amalgamation of shadows and flesh. It constantly shifted and reformed as though it couldn’t decide what shape it wanted to take.

The earth trembled beneath my feet as the demon fully emerged until its hulking, malformed body towered over me. Every step it took left scorch marks on the ground, and the pentagram beneath its feet glowed with renewed life.

I swallowed hard, and my claws twitched instinctively as the wolf within me snarled its defiance. The creature tilted its head so that those burning eyes locked onto mine, and then it grinned. It was a hideous, mocking expression, though, that was filled with cruel intelligence and unrestrained malice.

“What the fuck is that?” Lucy whimpered as she stumbled backward.

“A demon,” I growled. “The one Martha was trying to summon. We were too late.”

“I am Rath’Karos,” the thing growled.

The name rolled off its forked tongue like a curse, and its voice was like grinding stone. Its mouth stretched unnaturally wide as it spoke to revealed rows upon rows of jagged teeth.

“A d-demon,” Lucy stuttered as she hugged Elias to her chest.

“Indeed,” the demon laughed. “The witch that summoned me may be gone, but her death has severed my chains. I am free. And now, this world will burn.”

The wind picked up again and howled through the ruins like the wail of a million tormented souls. Behind me, I could hear Lucy’s sharp intake of breath and Veronica’s muttered curse, but I couldn’t look away. The wolf inside me was roaring now. It clawed at the edges of my consciousness and demanded that I act.

“Run!” I barked in a voice that was sharp and commanding.

The howl that followed was low and guttural, and it filled the night air as my claws dug into the dirt. I took a step forward and positioned myself between the demon and the others.

“N-nate, we can’t--” Lucy started, although I could hear the tremble in her voice.

“Take Elias and go!” I snapped as I glanced back at her just long enough to let her see the resolve in my eyes. “Now! If you stay, you’ll die. I can only deal with this thing if you’re not here.”

Veronica grabbed Lucy’s arm and started to pull her toward the edge of the clearing.

“Come on,” the blonde urged. “We must keep the baby safe.”

Lucy hesitated for a moment as her eyes darted between me and the towering demon, and I could see the war of emotions playing out on her face. Fear, guilt, and the instinct to protect flashed through her eyes, but then Elias stirred in her arms, and she looked down.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said, and let my tone soften just a fraction. “Get him somewhere safe. Get him back to his mother. Please.”

Lucy nodded reluctantly and then turned to follow Veronica. I made sure that they had both disappeared into the shadows of the forest before I fully returned my attention to the thing in front of me.

The sound of their retreating footsteps was quickly drowned out by the growling storm of energy that surrounded the demon, though the hellspawn watched the retreating figures with what looked like amusement. It was hard to be sure, since the grotesque head made everything on its face look like a sneer, but then, the demon probably sneered at just about everything.

“Noble,” it said, although its voice was filled with a rumbling mockery. “You think you can stand against me, little wolf? You are nothing but flesh and fur. I will kill you, and then I’ll kill the women and the babe as well.”

“Flesh and fur,” I growled as the wolf inside me simmered with defiance. “And a whole lot of teeth.”

Just at that moment, the last veil of clouds finally dissolved, and the full moon revealed itself in all its luminous glory. Its light spilled over the clearing and bathed the grotesque remains of the witch’s body and the sinister pentagram in silver fire. The moment the moon’s rays touched my fur, I felt it. There was an unrelenting surge of power that roared through my veins like an avalanche.

It was as though every cell in my body had awakened to the moon’s call. My muscles burned with some newfound strength, my senses sharpened to a razor’s edge, and my vision exploded with clarity. I could see every crack in the demon’s form, every tremor in its shifting mass, and every spark of malice in its burning eyes.

The wolf inside me howled with triumph, and this time, I didn’t suppress it. My mind returned to the research that Lucy had been looking at about the Lupe Alpha, and I smirked to myself. Seems that the CIA wasn’t entirely off, after all, and this demon was about to learn what a Lupe Alpha could really do.

“Well, looks like the moon’s on my side tonight,” I snarled. “But hey, kudos for the effort.”

The demon’s eyes narrowed for a moment, and for the first time, it seemed to realize I wasn’t an ordinary werewolf. The vibration in the air shifted uncertainly for a moment, and then Rath’Karos lunged toward me.

The demon’s claws lashed out like whips that sliced through the air with a speed I wouldn’t have believed was possible for such a large, ungainly form. I ducked under the first swipe and rolled to the side, and as I did, I let my outstretched claws rake across its leg as I passed. The impact was like hitting a wall of molten steel, but the satisfying roar of pain that followed told me I had drawn blood, or whatever passed for it in this thing.

The demon retaliated with a backhanded swipe which caught me off guard and sent me flying into the trunk of a tree. The impact cracked the wood and knocked the air from my lungs, but I felt my body readjust itself almost instantly. That would be one of the benefits of being a Lupe Alpha, which I was glad to learn were true. The splintered bones melded themselves back together before I’d even hit the ground, and I was on my feet again in an instant.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” I growled.

The power of the moon coursed through me like liquid fire, and I felt an undeniable connection to something ancient and wild. My senses sharpened, and every nerve in my body hummed with energy. I bared my fangs at the demon as Rath’Karos roared and charged once more.

Its massive wings beat furiously as it closed the distance between us, and I darted to the side at the last moment with the enhanced speed the full moon had granted me. My claws glinted in the moonlight as I leaped onto the thing’s back before it could turn around, and I sank them into the shifting mass of shadow and flesh.

The demon roared, a sound that made the air vibrate with malevolent fury, and it writhed under me as I dug in deeper. My grip faltered as its form suddenly shifted violently, and I felt the flesh and shadow flow like liquid beneath my paws.

Rath’Karos twisted its massive torso so it could swipe at me with its own claws. One razor-sharp talon grazed my side and sliced through fur and flesh. The pain was sharp, and for a brief moment, it nearly left me paralyzed. But the moon’s energy quickly dulled it, and I dug in even deeper.

“You’re persistent, little wolf,” Rath’Karos growled as it twisted its grotesque head to glare at me. Its ember eyes burned brighter and seared into my soul. “But persistence alone won’t save you.”

I snarled as I leaped off its back just as it twisted violently again. I landed on the ground, and crouched low as my claws dug into the dirt as I prepared for its next move. The demon’s wings spread so wide that they blocked out the moonlight for a moment, and with a single, powerful beat, it launched itself into the air.

I didn’t have time to think before it came crashing down on me. Its claws slammed into the ground where I had been standing just a second ago, and though I’d managed to fall back to avoid the worst of the impact, the thing was still on top of me.

I countered with a swipe aimed at its side, and when the blow landed, the demon howled in rage. My satisfaction was short-lived, however, as Rath’Karos retaliated with a backhanded strike that sent me skidding across the clearing until my body slammed into the remnants of a broken stone wall.

Stars exploded in my vision, and my head spun despite the power of the moon that moved through my veins like quicksilver. Somehow, I forced myself to stand, and I let the moonlight wash over me again. It gave me the strength to push past the pain, and the momentary haziness started to lift.

The demon advanced again, and I could feel the heat that radiated from its body. It was like standing next to an open furnace, and if I’d been in my human form, I would’ve been sweating up a storm.

“You’re strong,” it admitted in a low rumble as it slowly circled me. “But strength means nothing without power.”

With that, it lunged again, even faster than before. This time, I wasn’t quick enough to dodge completely, and its claws raked across my chest and tore through muscle and bone. I bit back a cry of pain as I staggered backward with blood dripping from the deep gashes, and I shook my head as I forced the pain down.

“You talk too much,” I growled through gritted teeth. The demon’s claws glistened with my blood as it pulled back for another strike. My breath came in ragged gasps, and my body trembled from the wounds already inflicted, and I could almost feel the next blow drive through me even as the demon raised its arm. Rath’Karos grinned as I struggled to move, and the odd contortion of its lips revealed rows of jagged teeth.

“Is this all the mighty Lupe Alpha can muster?” It taunted, so clearly it had figured out what I was. “You’re nothing but a fleeting ember, about to be snuffed out.”

I tightened my grip on the dirt beneath me and forced myself to rise despite the searing pain that coursed through my chest. I could feel my body healing itself, but it was struggling to keep up with the demon’s blows.

At least the moonlight helped, and every second I could stall was another second my body could heal. For the moment, it dulled the edges of agony and replenished my strength.

But I wasn’t sure if it was enough. Rath’Karos wasn’t just powerful, it was relentless, and though I’d landed a few good blows, it didn’t look like I’d caused any real damage.

Faint flickers of its unstable essence still burned in its chest, and I figured that was the best place to strike. I growled once and then threw myself at the embers, but Rath’Karos twisted to avoid the blow with that unnatural speed. The demon’s massive arm lashed out so quickly it caught me mid-air, and the impact sent me crashing to the ground, with the air knocked from my lungs.

“Your efforts amuse me,” it said as it stepped closer and sneered again.

Each movement caused the earth beneath its feet to smoke, and I was vaguely aware that everything living seemed to pull away from the demon. Even the vines had crept away from the creature.

“Glad I could entertain you,” I snarled as I tried to position myself so I was out of the demon’s shadow and in full moonlight.

“But you can’t defeat me,” the demon chided.

“Maybe not,” I grunted as I pulled myself onto all four paws. “But I’m not dead yet.”

My lupine howl echoed in my ears like a primal battle cry that filled me with defiance. I leaped forward, and I was moving faster than I’d thought possible. I ducked under Rath’Karos’ sweeping claws with ease, fueled by sheer willpower and the silver light of the moon. My claws and teeth finally sank into more solid skin and muscle, and each attack left more wounds that oozed black liquid. The ichor hissed and steamed as it touched the ground, and the soil shuddered with each drop that landed.

Yet, for every wound I caused, the demon delivered twice as many. It adapted to my speed, and its movements became sharper and more calculated as it became more comfortable in the mortal realm. My strength began to falter, and soon, Rath’Karos had me pinned again. One massive claw pressed down on my chest while the other hovered over my throat.

“You’ve fought well, little wolf,” it rumbled as it leaned in close. “But this ends now.”

“Nate!” Veronica shouted from the edge of the clearing.

My heart lurched as I turned my head in the direction of the voice. I saw the Romanian had her raised gun in one hand and the Nocturna Obsidian in the other. Despite the haze that lingered at the edge of my vision, I could see the jagged black crystal was still radiating a dark energy. At least Lucy and Elias were nowhere to be seen, so I hoped that meant they were at least safely back in the town.

“Veronica!” I rasped, although my voice was strained under the weight of Rath’Karos’ claw. “Give it to me!”

Her eyes widened in alarm as she glanced down at the rock in her hand.

“Vot? Nate, no!” she said. “You said it yourself, you don’t know vot it’ll do to you!”

“I don’t care!” I snapped as I struggled against the demon’s grip. “If I don’t stop this thing, it’ll destroy everything. Pumping it with bullets isn’t going to be enough. Even if the Obsidian consumes me, it’s worth it.”

Rath’Karos’ burning eyes flickered toward her, and its jagged grin widened.

“Ah, look, one of your bitches has come back to help you,” it scoffed. “Hand it over, child. You don’t want to see what happens if you resist.”

“Who are you calling bitch, you ugly lump of ash?” Veronica spat back.

“Feisty,” the demon growled. “Now, give it to me.”

Veronica’s grip tightened on the Obsidian until her knuckles turned white. Her gaze darted between me and the demon, torn between fear and determination.

“Veronica!” I shouted. “Trust me! Please!”

Veronica’s jaw tightened as she took a deep breath, and then she nodded. With her decision made, she hurled the crystal toward me. The Obsidian arced through the air, and its black glow left a trail like a comet. Rath’Karos’ eyes widened, and it snarled as it released a guttural roar. Its free hand shot out to intercept it, which was exactly what I expected the demon to do.

The movement gave me just enough wiggle room to dart from beneath the demon’s grasp, and in a move familiar to dog lovers everywhere, I leaped through the air to meet the arcing stone.

“No!” the demon hissed as it caught sight of me out of the corner of its eye.

As I jumped, my body transformed into my hulking hybrid form, and I saw my forepaw transform into an arm again. I reached out and wrapped my fingers around the jagged artifact before I crashed to the ground and landed on my two feet.

The Obsidian pulsed in my grip, and I could feel its energy sinking into me. It invaded every cell, every thought, every fiber of my being, until I wasn’t even sure who I was. It was chaos, pure, unrelenting chaos, and it threatened to consume me whole. My vision blurred, and the world around me seemed to tilt and shift. For a moment, I thought I was a goner.

But then I heard a voice, faint but steady. It was my own voice, or rather the wolf inside me, and it was howling against the storm of darkness. The moonlight that had been my ally throughout the night seemed to fuse with the Obsidian’s energy to create a fragile balance that tethered me to reality.

“You’re not winning this,” I growled. My voice sounded more human, but still retained the resonance of my lupine form as I clutched the Obsidian tighter. “I’m going to take you down.”

Rath’Karos roared in fury as it rose to its feet, and its burning eyes fixed on me. The demon’s form was fractured now, and cracks spread across its shadowy mass like a spiderweb that mapped where I had injured it. It could sense the shift in power, and for the first time, I saw something other than arrogance in its gaze. There was fear.

“Impossible,” it hissed. “No mortal can wield the Obsidian without succumbing.”

“Guess I’m not just any mortal,” I shrugged.

The power of the Obsidian surged through me and merged with the primal strength of the wolf and the moon’s radiant energy. My claws elongated from my fingertips again, only this time, they gleamed with an ethereal black and silver light. This power, combined with my hybrid form, made me unstoppable.

Rath’Karos’ claws tore through the air as it charged at me one more time. But I was faster now that I had the power of the Obsidian to call on as well. It was child’s play to move out of the way, and I was a blur that barely registered in the eyes of mortals as I darted to the side and then slashed at the demon’s side. My claws tore through its shadowy flesh like it was nothing, and the demon howled in rage and agony.

“You think you can defeat me?” it roared as its angry voice reverberated through the clearing. “I am eternal! I am chaos incarnate!”

“And I’m done listening to you talk,” I snarled.

The fight became a whirlwind of fury and animal noises. Rath’Karos lashed out with everything it had, but I met its attacks head-on as the Obsidian’s power drove me forward. My strikes were relentless by then, and each one carved through the demon’s form, past the skin and sinew to the embers underneath. The ground trembled beneath our feet as we jumped and rolled like wrestlers at a Friday night match, and I was only vaguely aware that we were still in a forest somewhere in Vermont.

I realized that the darkness of the stone was taking its toll. I could feel it creeping into my mind, and a sinister whisper sent me thoughts of death and bloodshed while it fed my rage. My vision blurred, and the edges became tinged with red as my thoughts became harder to focus. The wolf inside me howled in protest as it fought to keep me grounded, but it was a losing battle.

“Nate!” Veronica’s voice cut through the haze, sharp and desperate. “Don’t let it consume you!”

I snarled and shook my head as I focused on the demon in front of me. I could tell Rath’Karos was weakening as its form flickered and became less solid.

But it wasn’t done yet.

With a final, desperate roar, it unleashed a wave of dark energy that slammed into me like a tidal wave. The force sent all three hundred and fifty pounds of my hybrid form reeling ass over teakettle across the damp ground, and the Obsidian suddenly slipped from my grasp.

The demon staggered forward as its ember eyes fixed on the crystal.

“It’s mine,” it hissed as it reached for the powerful artifact.

“Not a chance,” I growled as I forced myself to my feet.

With a burst of speed, I lunged forward and grabbed the Nocturna Obsidian before Rath’Karos could reach it. The moment my hand touched the crystal, the dark energy surged through me again, stronger than before. My body trembled under the weight of its power, but I didn’t let go.

“I can give you all your heart desires, you know,” the demon snarled.

“So we’re bargaining now?” I teased, but it ignored my jest and continued.

“I can tell you all about who you are,” it said. “Who you really are. Your true heritage.”

I flinched as my grip tightened on the Obsidian, and the black stone pulsed with the demon’s words. The promise of knowledge rang in my ears, and for a brief moment, a seed of doubt began to take root.

“Your parents,” Rath’Karos hissed in a voice rich with malice.

I snarled and pushed back the panic that flared within me.

“Shut up, Rath’Karos,” I yelled. “I know exactly who I am.”

The demon’s laughter echoed in the clearing like the chill of the grave.

“Do you?” it mocked. “Do you truly understand who you are, Nate? Or are you just a puppet dancing on strings pulled by forces you don’t even know exist?”

It paused and let the silence stretch out between us.

“I don’t need this,” I muttered.

“Your parents,” it crooned as it took a step closer. “Your true parents, They were werewolves. Powerful ones. So why would they let you grow up alone?”

My breath caught in my throat. The words struck like a bolt of lightning, and my mind reeled as I tried to process what it was saying. Some part of me was still aware that I couldn’t trust a demon, but the knowledge it promised…

“I can tell you everything,” the demon hissed as it stepped closer. “How pathetic they were when they succumbed to Ravenov. They allowed themselves to be pets, no better than dogs really. And you… you’ve been a mere runaway slave.”

“I killed Ravenov,” I spat.

“And you think that was enough?” the demon laughed. “Give me the stone, Nate. Give it to me, and I will share my knowledge with you. All of it. You will understand everything. Just give me the Obsidian’s power.”

Rath’Karos wanted to use my confusion, my weakness, to break me down, but I wouldn’t, couldn’t, let that happen. It took every ounce of strength I had left, but I focused all my will, all my determination, on one thing.

I had to end this, and I knew exactly what I had to do.

“You want power?” I chuckled in a voice that was a mix of human and wolf. “Take it.”

Then, I drove the Obsidian into Rath’Karos’ chest. I plunged my fist through the unstable shadow and buried the powerful stone deep into the core of the creature’s unstable form. The demon’s roar of agony shook the very air as the crystal’s energy tore through it, while black and silver light erupted from its center and began to engulf the demon in a maelstrom of raw power.

Rath’Karos thrashed and writhed as its form disintegrated piece by piece.

“No!” it screamed. “This cannot be!”

“It’s over,” I said, although my voice was barely more than a whisper.

With a final, earth-shaking roar, Rath’Karos exploded into a cloud of black smoke. The smoke lingered for a moment before dissipating into the night, and then the only thing left behind was the silence.

I dropped to my knees, and the Obsidian slipped from my grasp. The dark energy faded away until it looked like nothing more than a rock. I felt hollow and drained, but at least the world was still here.

Veronica rushed to my side, and I could feel her hands trembling as she placed them on my shoulders.

“Nate, are you okay?” she asked. “Can you hear me?”

I looked up at her and, although it took all of my strength, my eyes met hers.

“It’s done,” I groaned. “The demon’s gone.”

The Obsidian lay on the ground between us, though there was nothing left to indicate the power it had once held. The moonlight bathed the rock and the rest of the clearing in a soft, silvery glow, and for the first time in what felt like an eternity, the world was quiet.


Chapter 19

The first light of dawn spread across the sky like a delicate brushstroke of pastel colors. The birds began to sing their early-morning song, and their melodies drifted through the clearing. It felt like hours as the world remained still, as though it was holding its breath just to be sure the demon was really gone, but as the night faded, the chaos had been replaced by an overwhelming calm, and life slowly returned to normal.

I could still feel the remnants of the Nocturna Obsidian’s power in my veins and the lingering pulse of its energy within me. My body felt hollow, but the worst of the darkness had receded. I’d defeated Rath’Karos, and the demon was nothing more than a faint memory now, one that had been swallowed up by the void.

Veronica sat beside me as her eyes scanned the ritual site. She had her knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped around them as she stared out over the ground where the final battle had taken place.

The ground was scorched in places, and the remnants of the fight were etched into the earth. There was a crater where Rath’Karos had fallen, and the air still held the faintest scent of sulfur and smoke. Yet, in the soft morning light, everything seemed deceptively peaceful and almost serene.

Lucy was pacing nearby, still visibly shaken but relieved. She hadn’t spoken much since the fight had ended, but I could see she was struggling to process everything that had just happened. Her fingers twitched as though she wanted to reach for something, but there was nothing to grasp. There were no more demons to fight and no more blood to spill.

I sighed as I ran a hand through my disheveled hair and then stared out into the trees. My mind still swirled with the words Rath’Karos had left behind. The demon had claimed so many things, and part of me wanted to believe it. It seemed to know so much about me, and more importantly, about my parents and their supposed connection to Ravenov.

I couldn’t shake the thought that the demon knew my parents. Were they really wolves like me? And powerful ones at that? How could they have let themselves be trapped by someone like Ravenov? And why hadn’t they been there for me when I needed them most? What had really happened back then?

A soft rustling broke my concentration as Veronica leaned in closer.

I nodded slowly, though I wasn’t sure if I was selling anyone on the idea that I was okay, least of all myself.

“Yeah, just… thinking,” I said.

She didn’t press, though she did place one hand on my shoulder in solace. Her gaze flickered to Lucy for a moment, who was still pacing nervously, and then she squeezed my shoulder. It felt comforting, though a part of me couldn’t help but wish for more answers.

Before I could say anything else, the sound of distant sirens shattered the momentary peace. I straightened up as my senses sharpened and I turned toward the sound. The last thing I needed right now was another problem, and I had a strong suspicion that the man who was about to appear wouldn’t be here to congratulate us on a job well done.

A few moments later, the sound of stomping boots disrupted the peaceful woods, and a line of men appeared through the foliage.

“Well, well, well,” Sheriff Adler said as his eyes locked onto Martha’s body. “Looks like the Marshals have gotten themselves into a little mess here.”

“What the fu--” one of the officers whispered under his breath as he took in the scene.

Admittedly, it must have looked like a maniac had run loose through the area. There was a dead body shredded to pieces, a pentagram that still glowed faintly, a human heart, and plenty of evidence of a crazy fight.

I stood up slowly as I brushed dirt from my pants, and despite the tired ache in my bones, I managed to keep a relaxed look on my face.

“I wouldn’t be so quick to point any fingers, Sheriff,” I replied.

“Don’t play coy with me,” Adler sneered as he crossed his arms over his chest. “This whole clearing looks like a damn warzone. People are dead. You killed those people, didn’t you?”

“People?” I repeated. “You mean the ones practicing dark magic and wreaking havoc on your town while you benefitted? Is that what you mean?”

The sheriff’s face darkened.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he spat. “You killed people. That’s what matters here, Marshal. And I’ll make sure you’re held accountable.”

“Oh, really?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. “And who exactly are you planning to arrest? Me, or your little buddies who’ve been keeping all this quiet?”

The sheriff’s eyes flickered nervously, but he stood his ground.

“I’m arresting you for murder,” he said. “Now step away from the body. All of you.”

Veronica stiffened beside me, and Lucy stopped pacing as her eyes darted between us and the officers. The ladies were clearly waiting for me to offer them directions, but I chuckled and shook my head.

“You’re going to arrest me for murder, Sheriff?” I asked. “Really?”

“Don’t push me, Marshal,”Adler said as his jaw tightened. “I’m not in the mood for games.”

“I wonder if now is a good time for me to admit that we aren’t US Marshals,” I sighed.

“What do you mea--” Adler began.

“We’re with the CIA,” Lucy interrupted as she flashed her badge.

The sheriff’s eyes flashed with something that looked like fear.

“I didn’t lie when I said we were here investigating a case tied to international terrorists,” I said. “And it turns out, you were involved as well, Sheriff.”

“Me?” the Sheriff said in disbelief and looked at his officers. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You were willing to overlook a lot of things in order to keep your job,” I said. “In fact, you were willing to sacrifice the people in your town to hang onto your job. I’d call that terrorism.”

“So would I,” Lucy agreed.

It was my turn to look at the officers who flanked Adler. They looked hesitant and less than eager to get involved. I could literally smell their tension building, and I realized that they probably shared the innkeeper’s questions about how Adler had even become Sheriff in the first place.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the sheriff said defensively. His eyes flickered, but he quickly recovered. “You’re the one standing next to… one of the bodies.”

The officers around us shifted uncomfortably, clearly unsure of where this was headed. I didn’t give them a chance to settle it among themselves.

“Sure you don’t,” I smirked as I stepped closer to Adler. “After all, you’ve turned it into a fine art, turning a blind eye to the source of all the chaos in this town. All those kidnappings. The strange disappearances. The murders. The possessions. You knew exactly what was going on, but you owed them for your position, so you ignored it all.”

The sheriff’s jaw clenched, and his face turned a dark shade of crimson.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he grunted. “I don’t owe anyone anything.”

“Really?” I pressed a little louder now. “I’m not the only one who’s been watching you. You didn’t think anyone would figure out what you’ve been up to, did you?”

There was a sudden rustling among the officers. One of them, a younger guy who I recognized from our visit to the sheriff’s office, shifted uncomfortably. He mumbled something under his breath that caught my attention.

“My sister went missing when we were teens,” Hayes muttered, although it was barely audible. “She was just… gone. No one ever found her.”

The silence that followed was thick with tension. Adler’s eyes widened, and his expression faltered for just a split second. But it was enough.

“Hayes,” Adler snapped. “That’s not--”

“I never believed it,” Hayes said as his voice grew louder and more forceful. “You kept telling us that she’d just run away, even though she hadn’t even packed a bag. But now… I think I understand. You knew what was happening, and you covered it up.”

The other officers exchanged uneasy glances, and the weight of what Hayes had said hung in the air like a death sentence.

“Now, look here,” Adler started to protest.

“Sheriff Adler,” Hayes continued in a firm voice. “You’ve been turning a blind eye to everything that’s been happening to this town. For years. This… agent is right. You’re the one who’s been letting all of this slide.”

The sheriff’s face twisted in rage.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You think you can just--” he sputtered.

“No, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hayes cut him off as more officers started to surround Adler. “I’m not letting you drag this town any further into the dirt. You’re done.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the rest of the officers, and Adler’s eyes shifted from Hayes to the rest of his men. It was like watching the walls crumble in slow motion. Adler finally took a step back with his fists clenched at his sides, but there was nowhere for him to go.

“You can’t do this,” Adler snarled. “I’m the sheriff. I’ll have you all--”

“I think you’ve done enough,” I snarled. “You’ve been playing both sides for way too long, and for what? So you could play Sheriff? You’ll never walk away from this.”

The other deputies were now looking at their leader with looks of suspicion and hatred. The whiff of treason hung in the air, and while a couple of the men looked like they didn’t want to believe it, most of the officers were finally willing to acknowledge what they’d long suspected. Hayes’ face was set in stone as he walked up to the sheriff and pulled out his handcuffs.

“Sheriff Adler,” Hayes said, his voice steady. “You’re under arrest. For conspiracy, bribery, and accessory to murder. You’re not above the law anymore.”

Adler froze, and his expression looked like a man who suddenly found himself in a foreign country where he couldn’t understand the language. His face was a mask of disbelief, and for a moment, he looked like he might lash out as his eyes latched onto the metal cuffs in Hayes’ hand. But Hayes’ handcuffs were around his wrists before he could make a move.

“Looks like you’re not the one calling the shots anymore, Sheriff,” I said.

The sheriff’s eyes burned with rage as the cuffs snapped shut. His body stiffened, and a vein throbbed in his neck as his eyes darted between the officers who had turned on him.

“You think this is over?” he snorted. “You’re making a mistake, all of you. You’ll regret this.”

I could hear the tremor in his voice as the desperation began to creep in now that his empire was crumbling around him. He’d thought he was untouchable, invincible even, in his small corner of the world. Now, he was nothing but a caged animal that clawed at the bars of his fate.

He twisted in Hayes’ grip when the deputy started to pull him back along the trail, but Hayes held fast. That’s when the sheriff did something I wasn’t expecting.

Adler’s face twisted into a sneer, and with a wild, frenzied motion, he spat at me. The thick saliva hit the front of my jacket, and the sound of it landing was louder than anything I’d heard that day.

I barely felt the disgust that surged through me. Instead, my eyes narrowed, and without thinking, I took a step forward. The sheriff’s grin faltered as he saw the look on my face. I had no intention of letting that insult slide, not after everything I’d been through. I was no longer in the mood to play Mr. Nice-Guy.

I reached out, grabbed him by the collar, and with a single swift motion, pulled his face close to mine. The stench of sweat, dirt, and fear was palpable in the air as I raised my fist.

“You fucked with the wrong guy, Adler,” I muttered, barely above a whisper.

And then I punched him square in the face.

The sound of bone cracking echoed through the clearing, followed by the sickening thud of the sheriff’s body stumbling backward. His nose exploded in a burst of crimson, and a yelp of pain left his lips. His knees buckled beneath him, and he fell to the ground with a grunt as his head snapped back from the force of the blow.

I stood over him and watched as his chest heaved and his nostrils flared. For a moment, I thought he might say something else. But the words never came. Instead, he grunted in pain as he tried to push himself up with shaky arms.

I crouched down and placed a hand on his shoulder to keep him there. I pressed my weight into him to remind him just how powerless he truly was.

“You’re done,” I said, the words cold and final. “You’re not in charge here anymore, Sheriff. This town is free of you.”

Hayes stepped forward, and he grabbed Adler’s cuffed wrists and pulled him to his feet. The sheriff staggered slightly as his breath came in ragged gasps, but he didn’t try to pull away from his one-time deputy.

“I think you’ve had enough, Adler,” Hayes said in a voice that dripped with disgust. “You’re coming with us. Now.”

Adler no longer looked like the smug asshole who had terrorized this town for years. His swagger was gone, and the broken nose made him look pitiful rather than tough. He tried to glare at Hayes, but it was clear the fight had gone out of him.

Hayes shoved him toward the other officers, who started leading him away. I could feel the tension in the air as the deputies came to the uncomfortable realization that their sheriff had been complicit in something far darker than any of them had imagined.

“You’re doing what’s right,” I said to Hayes. “That asshole has been running this town for too long, and yes, you’ve been part of it, but you have a chance to make it right. Don’t let him drag you down any further.”

The officer swallowed and nodded slowly, but I could see the burden of years of loyalty weighing on him. It wasn’t easy to see the truth, especially when it meant turning your back on everything you thought you knew. His gaze landed on the witch’s shredded body for a moment, and his eyes turned toward me.

“But what about--” he began.

“This woman and others were involved in something dark, just like you feared,” I explained. “But that’s over now. Your town will be safe if you’re willing to stand up to the darkness.”

“But… won’t there be questions?” he asked. “You came here looking for that man who disappeared.”

“The CIA will deal with the paperwork,” I assured him. “You just take care of the town, and we’ll deal with the rest of it.”

“Riiight,” Hayes drawled and then shook his head.

I watched as the officers disappeared into the woods with Adler in tow, and then my eyes scanned the remains of the ritual site for any signs of danger. The sun had fully risen now and gave everything a pleasant halo, but the wreckage of the night’s chaos wasn’t something that could be easily erased. There was too much left unanswered, too much that still felt unresolved, and I wasn’t sure where to go for the answers.

I glanced over at Veronica, who was still sitting cross-legged on the ground, and I noticed her eyes had a distant look like she was contemplating something. Lucy, on the other hand, was pacing again, and I saw her eyes were wild with a mixture of relief and fear. Whatever had happened here, whatever we had just survived, it didn’t feel like this was the end. The doubts the demon had planted were still inside us, and I could tell I wasn’t the only one who still had a thousand questions in my head.

Before I could say anything to reassure my partners, my phone rang and broke the uneasy silence. I glanced at the screen and saw Agent Keller’s name flash across the display.

I stepped away from the group and accepted the call.

“Agent Keller,” I said. “What’s the situation?”

There was a pause on the other end before Keller’s voice crackled through the phone. It was sharp and focused, which was reassuring after the long night we’d had.

“Nate, I need you to listen closely,” she said. “We’ve got a clean-up crew en route to your location, but there’s something you should know. You’re not out of the woods yet.”

“What do you mean?” I stiffened as my pulse picked up.

“Petrescu has landed in the United States,” she said with more urgency than she’d probably intended. “He’s already here. We don’t have full details on his location yet, but we’ve confirmed his arrival.”

I felt my stomach drop as Petrescu rolled through my mind. The name hit me like a punch to the gut, and my eyes dropped to the Nocturna Obsidian that was still on the ground nearby.

We might have survived one storm. But something told me that another one was coming.

End of Book 2
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