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      Faster!” Lucas Maddox shouted into the wind, hoping his partner, Shane Collins, was right behind him. The hoofbeats from his horse sounded loud and furious on the deserted stretch of asphalt.

      Can a horse outrun a wolf? How about a werewolf? He didn’t know, and he sure didn’t want to find out the hard way. Lucas bent forward, urging his horse on, gambling that a smidge less wind resistance might help him stay a leap ahead of their pursuer’s sharp teeth.

      Even before the Events this stretch of highway had been dark at night. Now, without the distant glimmer of cities on the horizon or the pale glow of headlights, the darkness felt smothering. He’d have given a lot for an SUV and a full tank of gas, or at least a well-lit rest stop he could barricade against their pursuer. But neither of those things existed anymore.

      Werewolves did.

      Shots fired behind him, followed by cursing. “Don’t slow down to shoot!” Lucas yelled. “If you slow down, you die.”

      He thought he remembered reading, long ago, that horses had more endurance than wolves, and that a predator would save its energy for weaker prey that required less effort. Unfortunately, that article hadn’t talked about werewolves, either natural or government-enhanced. As with everything these days, this new post-cataclysm reality didn’t come with instructions.

      “Fire in the hole!” Shane yelled, seconds before a brilliant flare lit up the night, and an explosion echoed through the valley. Lucas heard a yip of surprise or pain, followed by a bone-chilling howl of frustration. Seconds later, Shane rode up alongside him, a gray blur in the moonlight.

      “I don’t know whether I got him with the grenade, but he’s not chasing us anymore,” Shane said, with an anxious glance over his shoulder.

      “Not much farther.” Lucas knew their horses couldn’t keep up this pace for long, but when it came to outrunning a werewolf, their mounts were as much at risk of becoming dog chow as they were. Skin in the game, so to speak.

      “There!” Shane pointed to the turn, easy to miss without the glare of overhead lights or the reflection of headlights. They thundered down the off-ramp, slowing at the bottom, not for fear of traffic but to get their bearings. The stretch of abandoned hotels, convenience stores, and service plazas hunched eerily silent in the darkness.

      Lucas squinted and picked out a squat, cement-block auto body shop that looked like it had served travelers since the 1950s.

      “I hope that’s it. The horses need to drink and cool off.”

      “Look.”

      Lucas followed Shane’s gesture and saw a battered red college pennant hanging from the shattered plate glass front window. “They’re here.”

      They rode up to the service bay doors, with Shane on watch as Lucas swung down from his saddle to knock on the heavy panels. The metal creaked as the door slowly rose until the opening was large enough for them to lead their horses inside.

      “Thanks.” Lucas led Shadow, his black stallion, into the bay, warily eyeing the plywood that had been put down over the lift pits.

      “Any water?” Shane asked, coaxing his roan gelding, Red, to come into the darkened building. Two candles could not dispel the gloom.

      “Yeah. There’s a hand pump out back that still works,” one of the men replied. “We filled some buckets before it got dark—just in case.”

      Lucas was glad they had let their horses graze during daylight. Too many predators—human and otherwise—roamed in the dark. “So the werewolves you wanted us to look in to? No need to convince us. We outran one on the way here. Barely.”

      “Come into the office once you get your horses settled, and we can talk,” the second man said.

      Lucas and Shane took care of their mounts and headed toward the faint glow of candles in what had once been the shop office. The cinderblock auto body shop was solid and defensible and in pretty good shape, all things considered. The shop was located near Gambrill State Park, on the opposite side of the forest from Fort Detrick. It still smelled of grease and gasoline, stale coffee and cigarettes, although the cars and the mechanics were long gone. Shattered windows left the reception area and lobby a wreck. The service bay, however, seemed undamaged, and the office, with a row of glass brick at the top of one wall, was also intact.

      Two men in their mid-twenties waited for them inside. They wore academic robes, with Mardi Gras beads around their necks. One had an action figure of Deadpool dangling from the necklace, while Spidey hung from the other set of beads as if he’d gone on a NOLA bender.

      “I’m Wade. He’s Peter,” Wade, the shorter, darker-haired man said, with a nod toward his tall, skinny blond partner.

      “Of course you are.”

      “No, really. The names are real,” Peter said earnestly. “That’s how we picked our avatars.”

      “Marshals Lucas Maddox and Shane Collins,” Lucas replied, returning the introduction. “Nice to meet you.”

      The whole IT Priests thing had started as a joke, a comment on how since programming and engineering students didn’t have time for fun and supposedly couldn’t get laid—and would be poor forever thanks to student loans—they might as well join the priesthood. Then the world fell apart, and students suddenly found their course of study was now their vocation.

      Lucas couldn’t help thinking that the two IT Priests looked a bit like his and Shane’s younger, less world-weary selves. Shane’s short blond hair and easy manner together with his rangy build gave him what Lucas had always termed an All-American cowboy look. Lucas had dark hair and dark eyes, with a more muscular build and a bad-boy vibe that had come in handy. Their heights were a half-inch apart, a point of joking contention for years.

      Lucas picked up a faded magazine from the cluttered desk. “I used to love reading new car comparisons.” He thumbed through the dusty magazine, three years out of date, and tossed it aside. “Back when you could buy one. When they still made them.”

      Reading a magazine became a painful rite of recollection, just like the faded billboards that still framed the empty highways, another reminder that the world they knew was gone, and it wouldn’t be coming back.

      “Tell us what you’ve heard.” Shane looked as antsy to hear details as Lucas felt.

      “We move around a lot,” Wade said. “Most of the time, the enclaves or farms are happy to put us up for the night. We make the circuit from one college and server farm to another every few months. Twice now, we’ve gone back to places that had put us up for the night before and found everyone dead. Wild animal attack. But there aren’t many animals that could do that sort of damage.”

      “We thought maybe bobcats or feral dogs,” Peter chimed in. “Then we got talking to folks at the next couple of enclaves. People saw huge wolves—too big to be anything normal. A couple of them said they’d seen the wolf change into a person. We didn’t believe them—”

      “But we kept hearing the same stories, and then someone killed one of the creatures, and it changed back to a naked man in front of a dozen witnesses,” Wade finished.

      “Killed how?” Shane leaned forward, intent on the story.

      “Cut off the head. It took a shit ton of bullets and kept on coming,” Peter replied, with a wide-eyed expression that made him look even younger.

      “Good to know,” Lucas muttered. “Did you try silver?”

      “Yeah. Someone looted a few abandoned jewelry stores and melted down the silver, then cast bullets. That didn’t stop them. Not like on TV,” Wade said.

      “We think there might be an outpost of hunters around,” Peter added. “People who hunt supernatural creatures, not deer. They’ve taken care of some monster problems and left the carcasses behind.”

      “Personally, I’m happy for anyone who can keep the roads passable, whether they get rid of monsters or robbers,” Wade chimed in.

      Lucas didn’t envy the wandering programmers their jobs. He and Shane were ex-military, trained to fight and survive under difficult conditions. Wade and Peter went to college expecting to work in a cube farm and ended up living in The Walking Dead.

      “How big are these werewolves?” Lucas asked.

      “The size of a full-grown man on all fours,” Peter replied. “A big man, not a skinny one. So maybe close to two hundred pounds and over six feet long if they stretched out.”

      Lucas and Shane had received a tip that the biological warfare unit at Fort Detrick had been trying to bio-engineer soldier-werewolves right before the bombs dropped and the world ended. Wade and Peter, with access to what remained of the internet as IT Priests, had gotten a message to the commander at Fort Getty asking for the Marshals’ help.

      “Have you talked to anyone who used to work at Fort Detrick?” Shane asked. “Someone who might know what they actually did there?”

      Both men shook their heads. “We haven’t run into anyone who made it out of that whole area from Baltimore to the other side of Gambrill Park,” Wade said, “based on where the bombs hit. Closer in, the radiation killed pretty much everyone. The professors say the levels are better now, but no one’s going to move back to that area any time soon.”

      Lucas hoped a visit to Fort Detrick itself wouldn’t be necessary. “If the werewolves have a higher resistance, they could hide in places people aren’t inclined to go looking for them and come out to hunt. That would make them hard to track.”

      “Do you have any idea of how many there are?” Shane looked from one of the men to the other.

      “No, just hearsay. More than a couple, less than a lot. If there were too many, there wouldn’t be anyone left. But there’ve been enough deaths that there’s got to be more than just one or two. We’ve had kills reported from here over to South Mountain State Park,” Wade told them. “The rangers can’t say for sure whether or not the werewolves are in the parks.”

      “Do we need to hunt during a full moon?” Lucas didn’t want to hang around for a month if they missed the cycle.

      Peter shook his head. “No. That’s the weird thing, if these are real werewolves, the attacks don’t come at a certain time of day or particular days of the month. I’m gonna be bummed if all those movies were wrong.”

      Lucas didn’t have the heart to tell him that the movies were wrong about most things. “I guess it would be inconvenient to spend all that effort on a super soldier that can only Hulk out three days each month.”

      “The thing is, we think there’s something else going on, besides werewolves,” Peter spoke up, with a glance at Wade, who nodded. “There are people who’ve gone missing, but no one’s found bodies. It doesn’t look like the people intended to leave. They left all their things behind. Clothing, weapons, tools. No one does that—not anymore, when you can’t buy new.”

      “And the last IT Priests who came this way haven’t been seen since,” Wade added.

      “Where did the people go missing?” Shane asked.

      Wade grabbed a pen off the desk and pulled a map of the area from a rack behind them. He unfolded it and spread the map out, adding dots to mark locations, then connected them in a circle. “These are farms where people vanished. They’re all mostly located in the corridor between Gambrill State Park and Zittlestown.” He added more dots to the map. “And this is where we’ve heard there were possible werewolf kills. They’re mostly farther north.” Wade connected those dots as well, in a second circle. “It’s only ten miles from here to Zittlestown, and maybe fifteen to the farthest of the kills. Not a big area.”

      “Two different centers, with some overlap,” Lucas said. “Maybe two different causes.”

      “Or rival packs of werewolves,” Shane warned.

      “Always the optimist.” Lucas rolled his eyes.

      Shane’s fingers drummed on the arm of his chair as he thought. “All this makes me wonder if the biowarfare guys might not have baked some extra immunity into their designer-DNA werewolves. I mean, if you’re trying to build a better monster, why not go all the way?”

      “Unsettling, but possible.” Lucas picked at a rough spot on the old plastic chair, scraping away bits. “How did the experimental furry super-soldiers get out?”

      “If the EMP from the explosion took out enough power lines, substations, and generating plants, it wouldn’t have had to hit the base itself to have the same effect,” Shane theorized. “I’m sure the base had generators, but was anyone around to tend them? If the power went down and stayed down, the wolfmen might have been able to tear their way out.”

      International terrorists had turned countries’ own nukes against them. A simultaneous strike took out Washington, DC and the world’s key capital cities and financial centers. It didn’t take long for chaos to spiral. The army and law enforcement had tried to maintain the fiction of a government-in-hiding to reassure civilians, but the truth was dire. Most senior government officials died in a blast that occurred with only seconds of warning. Any attempt at piecing together a crisis administration foundered and failed as the hits kept coming—power grid failures, tidal waves, and earthquakes, disease, and anarchy.

      The military and civilian law enforcement did their best, and most of them died with their boots on. To Lucas’s knowledge, he and Shane were the last two US Marshals left in the area. Park rangers and small-town cops worked hard to help out, but there was too much territory and not enough badges.

      “We don’t know how many the government made, or whether they can breed naturally,” Peter said.

      “Or why the werewolves stayed in the area,” Wade added.

      Lucas thought for a moment. “Maybe there are still enough people and animals in the surrounding area to eat. Once you get a distance outside the big cities, where they didn’t get hit with the fire, concussion, or radiation, people stayed, regrouped, dug in, tried to make the best of it. That might be plenty to keep the werewolves satisfied—at least for now.”

      “What I want to know is—are there twenty of these GMO-wolves, or two hundred?” Shane asked.

      “I think it would have been hard to keep two-hundred weaponized werewolves a secret,” Lucas replied. “So a lower number is more likely. Too big of a group would be hard to feed.”

      “Even twenty would be a lot for just the two of us to fight,” Shane warned.

      Lucas shrugged. “That’s why this is a reconnaissance trip, not necessarily a strike force. We get in, assess the threat, and figure out what we need to deal with it. The general at Fort Getty promised us soldiers if we needed them. Wade and Peter just said there are local monster hunters in the area, too. After all, werewolves aren’t the only things that came out of the shadows once the lights went out.”

      Not too very long ago, Lucas had thought that cartels, mobsters, and human traffickers were the biggest monsters. But as technology failed and the lights and protections of modern civilization dimmed, older threats emerged from where they’d been hiding, ready to stake a claim as apex predator.

      Nightmare creatures like vampires and shifters emerged, along with other things long thought to be mere legend. Magic strengthened, and so did entities like the place-daemons—genius loci—that Shane could hear. Some were helpful, or at least neutral. Others definitely weren’t.

      “You know, I’d give a lot for some drone footage or a satellite image,” Shane replied. “Or a cell phone that worked consistently. Hell, I’d be thrilled for a telegraph.”

      “The satellites are still up there,” Wade said, looking wistfully at the ceiling as if he could see the night sky. “We just can’t connect to them anymore.”

      “We’ve been lucky to hold onto as much of the internet as we have,” Peter added. “Some parts of Europe—especially Russia—never came back online. And others that were still there right after everything happened have gone dark. So all things considered, we’re just thrilled that any of it still works.”

      The only way the fragile internet survived the Events was courtesy of university networks dependent on now-untended substations and what remained of corporate server farms. So the itinerant IT Priests, like Wade and Peter, rode their circuit of locations to do maintenance and used their access to the internet to pass along messages and get updates from their counterparts and from the librarians and museum staffers who stuck to their posts.

      Shane stood. “It’s getting cold in here. I’m going to go see what I can do for some heat.”

      “I’ll help you,” Lucas volunteered. He looked to Wade and Peter. “Why don’t you guys see what we can scrape together for stuff to burn? We’ve got enough chairs that everyone can sleep, but it probably won’t be the most comfortable night you’ve ever spent.”

      Even before sunset, it had gotten much colder than usual for this time of year. The nuclear blasts had hurled huge debris clouds into the atmosphere; the volcanic eruptions triggered by those blasts had made it worse. Temperatures dropped noticeably, making it unseasonably cool.

      Shane found a 55-gallon drum, and Lucas cleared papers off desks to burn. They rigged up one of the bay’s old exhaust hoses to vent the fire and hoped it would take the chill off, even if it didn’t warm the entire area.

      “I can’t believe we’re hunting fuckin’ werewolves,” Lucas said, gathering more paper.

      “Government-issue werewolves. They’re more Wolverine than Teen Wolf.”

      Before the Events, Shane and Lucas babysat high-level witnesses in headline-grabbing trials, captured ruthless fugitives, transported badass prisoners, and served federal warrants on people who didn’t want to cooperate. Then the world fell apart, the cities turned into ghost towns, and most of the grid went down. Now, Shane and Lucas found themselves cleaning up the messes the government left behind.

      Lucas returned with another armful of paper and added some manuals and technical booklets to the pile. “Back when we were kids, I wanted us to join the army, and you wanted us to run off with the circus. Man, I shoulda let you win.”

      Shane smirked and tossed him a three-years out of date candy bar he had liberated from the vending machine in the body shop’s back room. “Maybe.”

      Best friends since childhood, Shane and Lucas had joined the army together, risen through the ranks, done a couple of tours of duty in Iraq, then got out and joined the US Marshals. The dangerous, all-consuming work and travel hadn’t left time for relationships. Now their families were dead, and so were nearly all their old friends. That just left the two of them, and a brotherhood forged from spilled blood and shared nightmares.

      “So…government-engineered werewolves,” Lucas said. “I’m still getting over the idea that werewolves are real, let alone ‘roided up with some Dr. Moreau-style juju juice.”

      “You see ghosts. I hear genius loci. Hell, you’ve got an ancient spirit riding shotgun inside your head, and you’re freaking out about werewolves? Dude, they might be the most normal thing we’ve seen in months.”

      Lucas grimaced. “Maybe. Every time I think this gig can’t get any weirder—”

      “I don’t think there’s a bottom to the weirdness anymore.” Shane bit off a piece of stale candy and had to work to pull it from the bar. “You know, this tastes pretty good, all things considered.”

      Shane glanced toward the office and the two IT Priests, making sure they were out of earshot. “Did Rocky have anything to say about the thing that chased us?”

      When a freak accident electrocuted Lucas, his body was damaged beyond repair. Shane had begged any entity that was listening for help, and a daemon—a nature spirit—from nearby High Rock Park had answered his plea. The daemon couldn’t heal Lucas, but it could possess him and sustain his life. Lucas had agreed to the deal, and named his co-pilot daemon “Rocky,” after the park he came from.

      Lucas stared straight ahead, silently communicating with his inner hitchhiker. Most of the time, Lucas was in the driver’s seat, and Rocky stayed in the background. But if needed, Rocky could take control. After a moment, he shook his head.

      “He says that the creature’s energy felt unnatural. Now that he knows what it is, he’ll let us know if he senses it again,” Lucas replied. “What did you take from what Wade and Peter said?” he asked with a jerk of his head toward the office.

      “People are scared. Who isn’t? They didn’t survive a nuclear blast just to get eaten. And if these werewolves are that hard to kill, then civilians aren’t going to be able to handle it,” Shane recapped.

      “Yeah. That’s what I got, too. So tomorrow, we do some recon—for the wolfmen and that mysterious hunter camp. I’ll be very happy if we don’t have to go anywhere near Fort Detrick itself.” Lucas shuddered. He tried to hide his reaction, but Shane knew him well enough to call his bluff.

      “The ghosts?”

      Lucas nodded. “Yeah. Fort Detrick might not have been Ground Zero, but it was close enough. Most of those people never got off the base alive. It’s bad enough knowing that. I don’t want to see it up close.”

      “After Iraq? You don’t owe the dead anything, Lucas. Certainly not your sanity.”

      He’d always been able to see ghosts, but for a long time, Lucas ignored those glimpses, and only Shane had known his secret. In Iraq, it had been bad enough to see mangled bodies on the battlefield without seeing their bloodied ghosts adrift amidst the carnage. Then the Events happened, and the same energy shift that brought supernatural creatures out of hiding seemed to boost both his ghost sight and Shane’s connection to the genius loci.

      “Maybe not,” Lucas admitted. “But what if we visited the places Wade and Peter said the farmers vanished? If the people are dead, I might find out something from their ghosts.”

      “Do you think werewolves leave spirits behind when they die violently?”

      “No idea. You want me to go have a chat with Fenrir’s ghost?”

      Shane shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “You do remember that not all spooks are chatty, right? Some of them don’t talk at all. And others…don’t like being disturbed.”

      “Yeah, I remember.” Shane paused. “Is Rocky picking up anything from the parks around here?” The worried look in Shane’s eyes suggested the reason for his sudden change of subject. “Because I’m getting weird vibes, but I’m not sure from where.”

      Lucas closed his eyes and let himself “float” in his thoughts as the daemon who shared his body worked out its reply. “Something is unsettled,” Rocky spoke through Lucas. “I will listen to the songs of the other daemons, and see what I can learn.” Lucas blinked rapidly, coming back to himself. “Was that what you needed?”

      Shane frowned. “I pick up on the genius loci as singing. Peaceful places are calm. Bad places sound jangly.”

      “And you think there’s a bad place nearby, or one that’s gotten stronger?”

      “Maybe. More like the kind of music that puts a shiver down your spine in a scary movie. Twisted.”

      “Oh, that doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Lucas said, rolling his eyes. They’d watched a lot of late-night horror movies, holed up at third-rate hotels babysitting WITSEC informants. He and Shane had always joked that if the characters in the movies could hear the background music, they’d know when the monster was coming.

      When Lucas and Shane headed back to the office, the other two men had found a few more chairs to push together into improvised beds. They ate trail rations, washed down with water from a canteen and moonshine from a flask. In the bay, the horses nickered and snuffled. The wind outside picked up and whistled through the broken windows in the lobby.

      Conversation turned to favorite movies and TV shows, keeping the memories alive, trading quotes and recounting iconic scenes. With power scarce and the internet fragile, they were unlikely to get to watch most of those programs again.

      Lucas pulled his chair up to the desk and broke out a deck of cards. “Since there’s no cable and the Wi-Fi sucks, how about a game of poker?” Wade and Peter eagerly joined in, despite Shane’s warning not to bet anything except the paperclips they found in the desk drawer.

      Shane and Lucas couldn’t carry much with them on the road, but some pieces of their former lives were too precious to leave behind. Playing cards, favorite paperbacks, well-used tabletop RPGs, and dice helped while away the hours and reminded them of better days.

      Finally, Wade and Peter conceded defeat, Lucas folded, and Shane pretended to count his non-existent winnings. “Get some sleep,” Lucas told them. “I’ll take the first watch. I’m too jittery to rest. But I’d like to get an early start tomorrow. If we’re going werewolf hunting, I’d like to do it in broad daylight.”

      The army had taught Shane and Lucas to sleep anywhere and any time they had the chance. Shane leaned forward, laying his head on his folded arms, and was snoring in minutes. Wade and Peter didn’t look like their positions in the chairs could possibly be comfortable, but they, too, were soon asleep. Lucas got up after a while to check the lobby, secure the doors, stoke the fire, and look in on the horses.

      “Hey there, fella,” Lucas soothed Shadow. Both horses seemed skittish, a change from earlier in the evening.

      A howl sounded from outside, muffled by the cement block walls, but too close for comfort. Lucas wondered if their pursuer had followed them, or if this was a different werewolf—or just a feral dog. He checked all the doors once more, assuring himself everything was securely locked.

      “Don’t worry,” he told the horses. “I think we’re okay in here.” Just in case, Lucas resolved to sit out the rest of his watch with a gun in his hand.

      Shane’s shout echoed from the concrete walls, startling the horses. Lucas came running back and found Shane sitting upright, pale and wide-eyed. Wade and Peter slept on, snoring loudly.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      Shane shook his head, fighting his way clear of the nightmare. “I was dreaming about that kiddie park we took your niece, Emma, to visit. The one with the fairytale village?”

      Lucas nodded, trying to ignore the pang that came with remembering that Emma, his brother, and everyone in his family were all dead now. “Yeah. She got scared at the Hansel and Gretel house.”

      “And then I picked her up, and we ran down the path to get away.” Shane’s voice shook. “But in my dream, everything got dark, and the house looked real—not just painted concrete. The rest of the park went away, and we were deep in the woods. I couldn’t run. And something dark and evil ripped Emma out of my arms and pulled her inside. I tried, but I couldn’t get to her.”

      “It’s okay.” Lucas laid a hand on Shane’s shoulder.

      “No.” Shane shook his head. “No, it’s not. Because I think there really might be something evil in the woods.”
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      Evil in the woods?” Lucas asked the next morning and gave Shane a worried look. “Can you get a little more specific?”

      Is he worried about what’s in the woods, or that I’ve lost my mind? Shane wondered.

      Wade and Peter had left at daybreak, thanking the Marshals for their help. That left Lucas and Shane—and Rocky—alone again.

      Shane shook his head. “Sorry. But if you see a candy house, don’t go in.” He tried to make light of the dream, but the final images were horror, not fantasy, and far too realistic for comfort.

      “If it’s got Twix or Butterfingers, I can’t promise. I’d take on a wicked witch for either of those, just sayin’.” Lucas had a thoughtful expression, and relief flooded through Shane, knowing that his partner took him seriously.

      “I’ve got your back, but save the Gummi Bears for me. All the ones we’ve found lately are too hard to chew.”

      “Good thing, then, that they dissolve in moonshine, isn’t it?”

      Shane just rolled his eyes.

      “Was it a dream, or a vision?” Lucas sat back in his chair, frowning. “You said that for you, the genius loci use pictures instead of words. That jangled song you’re picking up from somewhere—do you think this is related?”

      Shane shrugged. “Maybe? We know there are natural monsters out there, and magic seems to have come back strong. So why not witches? I’m not expecting a real gingerbread house, but maybe something else appealing? An attractive trap?”

      Lucas nodded. “That makes sense. Rocky’s not chiming in, so I don’t have anything to add.”

      Shane reached for the map Wade marked up. “The missing people vanished between the two state parks, and that’s also where the verified kills are.” He pointed to a strip of land in the middle of the marks. “So let’s start here. Two circles, two centers. One for the witch, and one for the wolves?”

      “Maybe. But if we can figure it out, why haven’t the other compounds? Shouldn’t they have shown up with torches and pitchforks already?”

      Shane stared at the map. “Would civilians think like that? And do they know about all the incidents? Yeah, the Baltimore-Washington corridor had a ton of military, but most of them didn’t make it out. So it’s not like these are people trained to assess a target. They’re just the ones who got lucky and didn’t die. And I imagine that not dying takes up all of their bandwidth. I doubt they have the time to play detective.”

      “All right. We’ll head out as soon as we’re packed.” Lucas checked his wind-up watch. Shane had to smile, thinking of how, once upon a time, good watches had been a passion for Lucas. Now, a Timex was the watch of choice, since it lived up to its famous slogan.

      “Quit staring at my watch,” Lucas grumbled as if he guessed Shane’s thoughts. “It works. There’s no one left to impress.”

      “I’m wounded.” Shane’s dramatic tone made Lucas smile. “When did you stop trying to impress me?”

      “Maybe in sixth grade, when I climbed all the way to the top of Mrs. Connolly’s maple tree and got a busted arm for my trouble.”

      “I was duly impressed,” Shane replied. “They gave you a bright red cast so that you could be a cautionary tale for the rest of us.”

      “Screw you.”

      Shane went to get water for the horses and take a leak. Lucas muttered something about needing a few more minutes of sleep since the sun had barely risen.

      Lucas was sound asleep when Shane returned to the office, leaning back in his chair, legs splayed in front of him, hands folded on his belly.

      “He is more worried than he wants to show.”

      Shane startled at the comment, shooting a puzzled look at Lucas’s sleeping form before realization kicked in. “Rocky?”

      “Your friend is sleeping. I do not require rest. Our conversation will not disturb him.” Rocky’s voice was Lucas’s, but the inflection was all wrong. Then again, daemons didn’t usually use language, so considering he’d only been possessing Lucas for a few months, Rocky was doing pretty well.

      “Something on your mind? Is Lucas okay?” Shane settled into the other chair, where he could watch the door to the lobby.

      “He is fine and will be so long as I accompany him,” Rocky replied. “He worries about being among others—especially those who know about hidden things.”

      “You mean, like the werewolves and witches? He’s afraid they’ll find out about you?”

      “He fears the reaction would not be good. He worries that they might hurt you and seize him, to study.”

      Shane couldn’t deny that the thought had crossed his mind. If the biowarfare people at Fort Detrick had been creating souped-up werewolves, they’d probably love to dissect a daemon-powered US Marshal. Shane had no intention of letting that happen.

      “There have been a lot of people who wanted to get a piece of us,” Shane replied. “We’ve been good at not letting that happen.”

      “That would be best. I have become…fond…of both of you.”

      “How’s Lucas dealing with…everything? Dying, coming back, you.”

      “I did not know him before you called to me. He is strong-willed, and he wishes to stay alive. To do the work. To keep you safe. He was afraid that if he left, you would go, too.”

      Lucas’s instincts were good, and he knew Shane better than anyone. They were the only family the other had left. Their friendship and professional partnership defined their lives. Shane had lost too much already. He had bet everything on a desperate cry for help, a plea that Rocky answered.

      “He’s probably right,” Shane admitted. “Do the two of you get along?” Does he resent me for trapping him with an ancient, incorporeal being inside his own body who can never leave?

      “We are compatible. I show him wonders, and he tells me jokes. I do not usually understand, but it pleases him, and…I like the company.”

      People had built relationships on a lot less. Shane took it for a win. “I had a dream—”

      “A vision. I felt the ripples.”

      Well, that settled that. “A vision,” Shane amended. “Was it true? Who sent it?”

      Lucas’s features were relaxed in sleep, heightening the oddness of hearing him speak Rocky’s thoughts. “The essence may be true, if not the details. It did not come from Gambrill Park.”

      “South Mountain, then? I felt something dark—evil.”

      “I sense the wrongness, but not yet its source.”

      Shane nodded. “All right. Thank you—for everything. I feel a little better with you on our side.”

      With that, Rocky fell silent, leaving Shane to his thoughts.
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      If you squint, it’s almost like nothing happened.” Lucas and Shane rode side by side, looking out over the rolling hills dotted with barns and silos.

      “Except for us riding horses down an empty highway, and the fact that there’s no one in sight. We’ve been this way, Before. It was never empty, not even at three in the morning.”

      They had decided to start with the kills that were the farthest north and work their way down. “Three of the bodies were behind that barn.” Shane pointed toward the first farm on their list. Wade and Peter had provided the best location information they could for the mauled bodies and the missing farm families. Shane just hoped that visiting the sites would clue them in on what was going on and how to stop it.

      As they rode toward the farm, Shane watched for someone to emerge from the house or barn, or to catch a glimpse of cows in the field or horses at pasture. Even the birds were few and quiet.

      Up close, it was easier to see that no one had been home for a long time. Grass grew in the middle of the lane. A garden had gone untended for more than one season, more weeds now than flowers or vegetables. Shutters and drain spouts hung askew.

      Shane read Lucas’s hand signals out of long practice. Check the perimeter, then the house, then the barn. They moved silently, with Lucas in the front and Shane watching his back. The tall grass bent in the wind, but no creatures stirred. Making a circle around the house and barn provided more vantage points from which to see the decay, but no insight into what had happened to the owners.

      They approached the house warily, still expecting an ambush. Lucas went to the front door while Shane circled around to the back and kicked their way inside nearly at the same second. Weapons ready, they waited for gunfire, or perhaps the screams of survivors. The silence felt desolate.

      Shane took in the modest furnishings. “Whoever lived here didn’t bother to take much with them.”

      “No blood,” Lucas pointed out. “If a wild animal killed them—let alone a werewolf—there should be signs of a fight. Broken furniture, bloody streaks, ripped cushions…something. It just looks like they went for a walk and didn’t come back.”

      “Let’s check the rest of the house and see what we find.” Shane tried to shake off the eeriness of the deserted farmhouse, but it sank into his bones, casting a pall over his mood.

      In the kitchen, a single plate with the dried, moldering remains of food sat in front of a chair. The living room was cozy, with a sofa and two armchairs. A book lay on the seat of one of the chairs next to an empty mug on the end table, while a second book lay on the couch. Upstairs, three bedrooms appeared to have been in use, with bedclothes left rumpled and belongings still looking as if the owners would return at any moment.

      “I don’t get it,” Lucas said when he and Shane went back to the kitchen.

      “It’s like they just wandered away.” Shane’s gaze drifted back to the solitary place-setting in the kitchen.

      “But why? I doubt the Pied Piper came through and lured them off.”

      “Remember what I said about an attractive trap? Maybe it’s something like that,” Shane mused.

      “Were they gone before the werewolf made its kill behind the barn? Or were they the victims?”

      “No idea. Are you seeing any ghosts?”

      Lucas stood still, listening and watching. Finally, he shook his head. “No. Not even a wisp. Let’s go look at the barn. Something’s fishy.”

      The barn proved to be as empty as the house, filled with equipment and supplies to care for horses, cows, and sheep—none of which were anywhere to be found. “No animals—but from the stalls and the corral, they were here not too long ago. No blood inside, so what happened to them?” Shane asked.

      Outside, at the back of the barn, they found a pile of bones, what was left of three bodies. The bones showed scoring from sharp claws, and some had been gnawed on, suggesting that the dead had all been savagely mauled.

      “Definitely killed and eaten,” Shane said, squatting to get a closer look at the remains. “Look at those teeth marks on the bones.”

      “There aren’t too many wild animals that can do that to an adult,” Lucas observed. “A bear or a cougar could, maybe a pack of regular wolves—or feral dogs.”

      “A werewolf certainly could,” Shane added. “I wish we knew more about exactly what kinds of biowarfare creatures they were trying to develop at Fort Detrick. For all we know, they had a whole homicidal menagerie.”

      He frowned and went looking for a stick, then returned and poked at the grisly pile. “Lucas—this wasn’t just a kill.” He used the stick to show the bloodied rope still tied around wrist bones. “This was a sacrifice.”

      Lucas had a faraway look in his eyes as he searched for ghosts. “I think I’ve got something.” He fell silent, standing completely still, as Shane waited impatiently for news. Finally, Lucas roused from his trance and shook himself awake.

      “I saw three people—a woman, a teenager, and an older child. They were tied with rope and left here. The creature came for them.”

      “Did you see what killed them?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No, but I saw how they looked afterward.” He paled. “They were shredded, with bite marks and places flesh had been torn away.”

      “Looks like the werewolf theory was right.”

      “But who lured them out of the house and then left them as…what? An offering? Bait?” He stared back at the old house as if he could will it to reveal its secrets. “We’re missing something important.”

      “Do you think someone is helping the werewolves?”

      Lucas shrugged. “These people didn’t tie themselves up. But if someone is feeding the werewolves, do they think they’re going to be safe by serving everyone else up?”

      “Maybe they struck a deal. If people know there are weres in these parts, they’d be cautious. Having a minion to find the prey and sucker them into coming outside might make it easier for the weres,” Lucas mused aloud.

      “Great. Now the werewolves have a Renfield.”

      “Back to your question about Fort Detrick working with other kinds of monsters… If you’re going to build a super soldier, something partly human would be easier to control—theoretically—than a bunch of hungry creatures,” Lucas suggested. “Werewolves or vampires would be at the top of the list.”

      “Legend has it that the Nazis were interested in werewolves—and magic,” Shane replied. “Remember Raiders of the Lost Ark? Maybe they weren’t the only ones. I mean, if you’re hard-core enough to think that biological warfare is a good idea—plague, anthrax, Ebola—is it that much crazier to see if you actually could do magic? Or at least, X-Men type psychic stuff?”

      “Maybe not so crazy,” Lucas agreed. “But before the Events, magic and the old creatures were hidden. With the grid down and the technology gone, all that stuff has come back at full strength. What if the Fort Detrick crew experimented with things that didn’t work then—but do work, or work better, now?”

      “The more we think about this stuff, the scarier it gets.”

      Lucas and Shane headed back toward where they had left their horses, tethered in a shady grove where they could graze.

      “What now?” Shane asked. “We could go visit the other places people have disappeared. But it might look just like this.”

      “And I doubt I’ll get more from the other kill sites,” Lucas agreed. “So what do you say we go looking for whoever’s left? If they’re alive and all their neighbors are dead, we’ve probably found the Renfield.”

      Lucas and Shane studied Wade’s map of the werewolf kills. “So are the missing people and the werewolf kills one and the same? Maybe two different Renfields, same approach?” Shane asked. “Or two different problems?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No way to know until we go poking around. What say we ride for the center of the top circle?” He pointed to a spot on the map. “If I were the guy using my neighbors for bait, I wouldn’t want to lure the werewolves too close to my own place. The locations of the kills are probably as far as he can go and get back easily.”

      They rode in silence for a while. “Does Rocky have anything to say about all this? Can he pick up on anything?”

      Shane did his best to sound off-handed about his partner having a daemon riding shotgun in his head. He knew Lucas had been worried about his reaction, and whether he’d be able to accept that Lucas wasn’t entirely human anymore. Shane did his best to let Lucas know he didn’t give a damn. Rocky had brought Lucas back from the dead, and the daemon’s continued presence kept Lucas alive, maybe even immortal. It might not be normal, but it beat the alternative.

      Lucas got that far-away look he wore when he was listening to Rocky’s inner voice. “He says that he never needed to tell one kind of creature apart from another. They were all part of nature. So he’s trying to figure out what ‘werewolf’ energy feels like so he can know when it’s nearby.”

      “I guess that makes sense. It’s not like there would have been many of the natural ones around, and they couldn’t have hurt him when he was just a place-daemon.”

      “He says that they can’t hurt him now, but he knows we are fragile.” Lucas rolled his eyes. “Way to stroke a guy’s ego,” he muttered. “See what a freak I’ve become?”

      “I’ll tell you what I said back at Fort Ritchie. I’d rather have you alive and kicking with a daemon co-pilot than do this gig by myself.” Even in the first days, when Lucas tried to come to terms with being “possessed” and doubted his humanity, Shane’s support remained solid.

      “That’s because I’m fun to travel with,” Lucas quipped, and Shane recognized deflection when he saw it.

      “If by ‘fun’ you mean you burped and farted a lot in the car, and your breath always smelled like onions, then sure…let’s go with ‘fun.’” Those car rides were as long gone as their black SUV and their favorite burger joints.

      The melancholy that tinged Shane’s memories brought him back to the problem at hand. Seeing the bound victims had been difficult and dredged up far too many memories from his time in the war. He and Lucas dug a shallow grave and salted the bones to set the ghosts free, but that seemed like so little compared to the injustice of their deaths.

      “I just can’t imagine selling out your neighbors like that,” Shane said when the silence became too much.

      Lucas gave him a look out of the side of his eye. “That’s why you’re in law enforcement, instead of being a criminal.”

      Shane made a face. “Not exactly what I meant.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not true. Think about it. You wouldn’t steal from your neighbor, either. Or frame them to take the fall for something you did. There are plenty of ways to sell someone out. Murdering them to save your own skin is just one of the possibilities.”

      “I guess we’ve seen all of that.” They were both proud of their service, but neither of them considered their time in the army to be their “glory days,” and as an adventure, being shot at seriously sucked. It was a toss-up, Shane thought, on whether they’d seen more disturbing things far away, in a war zone, or closer to home, going up against cartels, the Mob, and stone-cold white-collar criminals.

      “We saw whole families killed when a spy ratted them out,” Lucas replied. “Friends betrayed by friends. Lovers who turned out to be informants. People willing to kill for money. Some people will do a lot of awful things to stay alive.”

      “I never figured out how they lived with themselves,” Shane said, shuddering.

      “The same way Mob hitmen do, or serial killers who let someone else take the rap. I guess it’s easy without a conscience.”

      They passed abandoned farms and empty hamlets as they headed toward the center of the circle. A quick check showed them to be long-vacated, but Lucas only picked up on ghosts at a few of the places. Those they searched more thoroughly, finding older bones and a clear pattern of victims offered for the kill. Among those had been two bodies whose clothing and Mardi Gras necklaces made clear the fate of the missing IT Priests.

      “Maybe we had it backward,” Shane mused. “Since the older kills are more toward the center. Maybe the son of a bitch started with his near-by neighbors and had to go further afield as he ran out of people to sacrifice.”

      “Makes sense,” Lucas agreed. “Because most of the homes don’t have ghosts, and they don’t look like people just vanished in the middle of dinner. Those folks probably just packed up and left when it got too hard to survive without Walmart. Can’t say I blame them.”

      “The last bones we found looked pretty weathered. A lot more than the first set. That might mean we’re getting close to the source.”

      “Then whoever is doing this won’t be able to pass up a couple of fresh sacrifices, if pickings are getting scarce,” Lucas said with a feral gleam in his eyes. “Easier for us if he makes a move—then we know for sure we’ve got the right guy.”

      When they finally spotted a house with candlelight shining from the windows, Lucas and Shane had their plan ready. They tied their horses to trees close to the porch, with enough slack to allow the animals to graze. Both men carried long knives and guns, not unusual for those who dared to travel between settlements. They also each carried a silver dagger, just in case.

      Shane wore his most winning smile when he knocked on the farmhouse door. It opened to reveal a man in his early forties with gray eyes and dark blond hair. Shane didn’t overlook the shotgun held in the man’s hand, pointed at the floor for the moment.

      “We’re traveling, and this is the first place with people we’ve seen in a long while,” Shane said, stepping away from his badass Marshals persona and doing his best to look unsure and vulnerable…a perfect victim. “Sorry to bother you, but can we please draw some water for our horses and our canteens? It’s still a long way to Boonesboro.”

      The man looked Shane over, assessing. Shane kept his smile friendly and, he hoped, suitably clueless. No one would ever take Lucas for an easy mark, but he’d managed to soften his usual edge to look pissy rather than dangerous.

      “Of course you can draw from our well,” the man said, with a welcoming smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “In fact, we’re just about to have dinner, and it’ll stretch for two more. I’ve got a barn out back where you and your horses can stay,” he added with a nod toward their mounts. “Sun’ll be down soon. You don’t want to be out after dark.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” Shane tried to sound relieved and a tad needy.

      “No trouble at all. We do our best to welcome travelers. Don’t get many these days.” The man paused. “I’m Ed,” he added, extending his hand.

      “Shane.” Shane shook Ed’s hand, as did Lucas. Ed’s gaze was calculating, perhaps wondering how hard it would be to overpower them. Either his prior victims had been extremely poor judges of character, or Ed no longer bothered to put on much of an act.

      “The pump is around back. There’s some lye soap next to it, so you can wash up before dinner. Just knock when you’re ready. We’ll be looking forward to hearing your news. We don’t get out much.”

      Despite Ed’s folksy manner, Shane’s intuition went on high alert. He had survived his time in the army and as a Marshal by trusting his gut, and right now, he felt sure they had found their Renfield.

      “Much obliged,” Shane replied, and Lucas mumbled his thanks. “We’ll be right in.”

      A glance between them confirmed without words that Lucas was on the same page. They headed to get the water for their horses, wary that it might be a trap, but found a bucket and an old handpump behind what was probably the kitchen. Through the window, Shane could make out a woman’s silhouette and saw two smaller figures, probably children.

      “There’s a family,” he murmured under his breath, too quiet to be overheard.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lucas returned. “It has to stop.”

      Maybe they’re in on it, Shane thought. His time in law enforcement had shown him just how twisted people could become growing up with parents who were psychopaths. But what choice do they have, if they do know? Ed doesn’t seem like the kind to take a vote.

      At their knock, Ed welcomed them into the house like old friends. Shane smelled onions and cabbage, along with some sort of meat. The interior looked worn, but the house was clean and tidy, as comfortable as a farmer’s income could manage before the Events.

      “Lucas and Shane, this is my wife, Jenny, and our two children, Taylor and Rand.”

      Jenny’s wan smile didn’t present an enthusiastic invitation. She and the children stood just far enough away from Ed to be out of reach, at least on a first swing. The fear in Jenny’s eyes when she glanced between her husband and the newcomers told Shane their suspicions were well-founded. Neither of the children looked up when they dutifully spoke their parts. Maybe they knew what happened to previous guests, or perhaps they just wanted to avoid doing anything to raise their father’s ire.

      Ed led them to a dining room with a table and sideboard of an age that suggested they were either bought second-hand or passed down. A mismatched collection of china cups and decorative plates adorned the shelves, along with kitschy angel figurines.

      “Come in. Sit down. Make yourselves at home,” Ed urged. The children went to the kitchen to carry out bowls of stew for Lucas and Shane, then for their parents and themselves. Jenny was the last to come to the table, looking flustered. She did not meet their eyes.

      “We say grace with our meals,” Ed announced. The children looked down. Jenny kept her face averted. Shane and Lucas bowed their heads but did not shut their eyes.

      “Thanks be for the bounty provided, and for the deliverance it brings. Amen.”

      Lucas’s foot shifted beneath the table, pressing down on Shane’s toes, hard. If Shane hadn’t already known better than to eat the stew, he was certain of a trick now, especially since the bowls had been prepared individually, out of sight in the kitchen, and served to them by the children.

      “We’re eager to hear your stories,” Ed said, taking a piece of homemade bread and passing the plate on to Lucas. “Tell us what you’ve seen in your travels.”

      Lucas took a slice of bread but set it next to his bowl, as did Shane. The children kept their eyes on their food as they ate—not so fast as to earn reproof, but quickly enough Shane had the distinct impression they dearly wanted to be elsewhere. Jenny ate slowly as if she had to force herself to take each bite. She might be Ed’s accomplice, but Shane would have bet she didn’t help willingly. A glimpse of an old bruise just below her sleeve suggested that Ed didn’t deal well with not getting his way.

      Lucas turned on the charm, launching into one tale after another—most of them largely fabricated. Ed seemed pleased, laughing at Lucas’s jokes and asking questions about how familiar places fared. Before long, both children had finished their portions, and after their empty bowls earned Ed’s approval, they were dismissed, fleeing the room as if they’d seen a ghost.

      Speaking of which…Shane hadn’t missed the momentary hitch in Lucas’s voice or the way his gaze flickered to a spot just behind Ed’s shoulder, or to a corner on the far side of the room. Lucas seeing ghosts was just one more nail in Ed’s coffin, confirming his guilt.

      Jenny finished shortly after the children and murmured something about needing to clean up in the kitchen as she gathered up the dirty dishes. She glanced briefly in Shane’s direction and for a second, made eye contact. He saw everything in her eyes that she could not say—fear, guilt, and a warning.

      “I fear I’ve enjoyed your company too much. You haven’t had a chance to eat,” Ed said when the others were gone. “You don’t want to pass up my Jenny’s stew. Her cooking was always a favorite at the covered dish dinners.”

      “I haven’t been able to keep much down today,” Lucas replied. Shane knew that truer words were never spoken. The remains they had found at all the different kill sites had ruined their appetites. “Although it does smell very good.”

      “Since you take in travelers, I was wondering if you’d seen some friends of ours,” Shane said. “Two of The IT Priests—the wandering computer experts? You probably wouldn’t remember their names, but one of them had a Captain American medallion hanging from his necklace, and the other had Ironman’s heart reactor.” They had found the jewelry with the young men’s bones, which made the atrocity of all the killings feel very personal.

      “Sorry, but I don’t. There’ve been so many over the years.”

      Outside, a wolf howled, and then another. Ed paled but recovered quickly. “You’ve picked a good night to find shelter.”

      Lucas raised his gun and pointed it right at Ed. “It sounds like your wolves are hungry. I’m guessing you haven’t been able to feed them for a while.”

      “I welcome you into my home, offer you food, and you repay me like this?” Ed’s outrage might have been more persuasive if there hadn’t been the second’s hesitation that told Shane it was all an act.

      “What did you make Jenny put in our bowls, Ed?” Lucas asked, keeping the gun pointed at Ed’s heart. “Did you raid the neighbors’ medicine cabinets for their sleeping pills and painkillers? We found the bodies. What I really want to know is, how did you make your deal with the werewolves?”

      Ed’s friendliness vanished, leaving him surly and cold. “I knew there was no way we could fight those things. Sooner or later, if I left it up to chance, they’d come for me and mine. So I made them an offer. They were going to kill those people anyhow—I made their passing more merciful. They never saw it coming.”

      “That’s not how their ghosts tell it.” Lucas’s finger tightened on the trigger.

      “You ran out of travelers, didn’t you?” Shane could see the hint of desperation in Ed’s expression, hidden behind his rage. “So the wolves were coming for you. I bet you couldn’t believe your luck when we turned up on your doorstep.”

      The wolves howled once more, closer now.

      “Are you going to shoot me?” Ed mocked. “Not very sporting.”

      Lucas shrugged. “We’re US Marshals, the only law in this territory. Judge, jury, and executioner. But I think in this case, you need to go renegotiate your deal.”

      “They’ll kill me and come for Jenny and the kids.”

      “We’ll protect your wife and children, and get them to a safe place,” Shane said. “Safe from the wolves and safe from you.”

      Ed made a move for the shotgun by his chair. Lucas fired, hitting him in the shoulder. Shane heard sobbing from the back of the house where the children had fled. In the kitchen, Jenny prayed for deliverance in a trembling voice.

      “Leave the gun where it is,” Lucas ordered. “Get up and walk out that door. You made this mess. You’re going to pay for it.”

      “You don’t understand,” Ed countered, fear clear in his face. “Anyone in my position would have done the same.”

      “Get moving, or I’ll put another bullet in you and throw you out the door myself.”

      Ed gripped his wounded arm and stumbled toward the door. Jenny did not turn, rocking back and forth and praying loudly enough to keep her from hearing.

      “You can’t do this! I have rights. I just did what I had to do—”

      Lucas sighted his gun once more. “Move.”

      If Ed expected Jenny and the children to rush to his defense, he had miscalculated. For a second, Shane thought Ed might rush Lucas, forcing him to shoot to avoid facing the werewolves outside.

      “Fuck you. Fuck all of you,” Ed muttered, then swung the door open hard enough to make it slam into the wall and walked out. Jenny flinched but did not turn.

      Yellow wolf eyes glowed in the darkness a second before Ed screamed as he reached the bottom of the steps. Lucas braced the door, and Shane ran to the window armed with his own weapon and Ed’s shotgun. In the moonlight, he could barely make out a large, hunched shape dragging off Ed’s body. They waited, tensed and ready for a fight, but the werewolf did not return.

      “Is it…is he…gone?” Jenny stood in the kitchen doorway with her hands clutching her apron.

      Lucas nodded. “I’m sorry you and your children had to see that. By our count, we believe he murdered at least twenty people.”

      Jenny shook her head. “More. There were more. I didn’t know how to make him stop. And I was afraid that he’d use the children.” Her head dropped. “I was too afraid to kill him. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Pack your things,” Shane said. “Tomorrow, we’ll get you to the settlement near Myersville. You’ll be safe there.”

      She stared at Shane with the same look he’d seen on civilians caught in the crossfire during his army days. “Why would they take us in, after what we’ve done?”

      “They don’t have to know.”
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      Shane and Lucas rode in silence on the way back from escorting Jenny and her children to the Myersville enclave. As Shane had expected, the compound took them in without question. The Marshals had coached the traumatized family to say nothing of Ed’s actions and to stay out of trouble.

      “Do you think they’ll be all right?” Shane asked, breaking the silence.

      Lucas snorted. “Define ‘all right.’ You mean by the standards Before, or now?”

      “By the standards from Before, none of us are all right.”

      “That’s my point. They’re functioning, they’re together, and they’re in a safe place where they can have a second chance. That’s really all we could give them—aside from getting rid of that murdering SOB.”

      “Yeah, that’s kinda what I figured, too.”

      Lucas looked out over the rolling hills. “I thought we ought to go back to their house, see if we can track the werewolf. If Ed was at the center of the victim sites, then the werewolves have to be nearby, too. They’re probably passing for human when they’re not furry.”

      “Why kill people? Why not settle for deer? I mean, since the Events and so many people left, there are deer everywhere.”

      “If these are the Fort Detrick werewolves, maybe they were optimized for aggression,” Lucas theorized. “Natural weres have had to blend in to survive. They probably just kept doing what they’d been doing all along. The government werewolves were meant to be weapons. They don’t have a ‘normal.’”

      When they left that morning, Lucas and Shane had been careful to lead Jenny and the children out along a path where they would not glimpse Ed’s chewed and mangled body. By the time the Marshals returned, the flies and vultures had made a feast of whatever the werewolf left behind.

      “Looks like the werewolf came in from this direction,” Lucas said when they had tethered their horses and scouted the perimeter of the farmhouse and barn. He had grown up going deer hunting with his father and had sharpened those tracking skills in the army and after the Events.

      “Was he watching when we got the family out?” Shane’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the horizon. “After he got over being hangry, do you think the were was mad we made him kill his pimp?”

      “That might depend on how much human is left and how much wolf.”

      A noise to their right made Lucas and Shane freeze. They drew their guns and unsheathed the machetes that they wore strapped at their sides.

      “There!” Shane nodded toward a movement in the tall grass and the dark ridge of coarse fur that peeked over the top. A second growl sounded to their left, and Lucas swiveled to face it.

      “I think we’ve found them,” Shane muttered.

      “Not exactly how I wanted this to go down,” Lucas replied.

      Two werewolves rushed toward them, huge, powerful, and terrifying. Coarse, gray fur covered their heavily muscled bodies, and they moved fast for their size. Once the creatures broke above the weeds, Shane could see their faces. Yellow eyes glowed with an inner fire, above a wolf’s muzzle filled with sharp teeth. Yet there was cunning in those eyes that went beyond animal instinct, an uncanny melding of human and wolf.

      “Shit,” Shane muttered.

      Lucas and Shane fired as the wolves barreled toward them. The bullets struck the creatures in the shoulders and sides but barely slowed them down. With a howl, the wolf closest to Shane lunged, closing the distance between them frighteningly fast.

      Shane fought the urge to run. He didn’t have silver bullets—which didn’t seem to work well anyhow, but a high caliber round could still do plenty of damage close up.

      “Shane, get out of the way!” Lucas yelled as he dodged his attacker.

      Shane held steady, staring down the beast closing in on him. If I’m wrong, even Rocky won’t be able to put me back together again.

      He fired. The armor-piercing 45-caliber round hit the werewolf in the eye and took the back of its skull with it. Momentum carried the creature forward one more step before it collapsed in a bloody heap.

      “Headshot!” Shane shouted.

      A third werewolf had hung back from the initial assault, but now the creature howled in fury and headed for Shane with an all-too-human glint in its eye.

      Lucas fired again, and the bullet grazed the wolf’s ear, opening a bloody furrow.

      Shane didn’t dare take his eyes off the big wolf that stalked him, staying low to keep from presenting itself as an easy target. Almost like the wolf understands range and trajectory, the way a soldier might.

      Shane’s attacker ran a zig-zag course through the tall grass, alternating an all-out run with a belly-crawl that hid him from view and made it impossible for Shane to get him in his sights. Lucas’s wolf came at him fast and high, presenting his chest and belly while keeping his head back as if it knew only a headshot could kill it.

      Lucas and the wolf went down together, tumbling in the dirt. Shane heard Lucas swearing and the snap of sharp teeth, but he couldn’t afford the distraction with the third wolf eager for vengeance. That was exactly what he had glimpsed in the werewolf’s eyes—a hunger for revenge.

      Shane’s next bullet missed, but the second sank deep into the wolf’s chest. The monster howled in pain, but the shot didn’t slow him down, and Shane knew the creature would be on him in a few more seconds.

      Another gunshot boomed from where Lucas had gone down, and Shane hoped to hell his partner had made it count. Shane’s wolf lunged out of the grass, too close for him to get a clear shot at its skull. He fired for center mass, sending a burst of rounds that splintered bone and tore through flesh. That might not kill the were, but it sure wasn’t going to feel good.

      The creature dropped, and Shane tensed, afraid to believe he had stopped it. Then like a horror movie jump scare, the werewolf sprang from where it had fallen, blood-soaked and mad with fury. Shane raised his gun and fired. His trigger clicked on an empty magazine.

      Could the damn wolf count bullets?

      The blade of a machete sang through the air, separating the werewolf’s head from his body. Lucas stood over the body, spattered with gore.

      “Thanks,” Shane gasped, as his heart felt like it would pound out of his chest.

      “Any time.”

      Lucas’s jacket had been clawed open at the shoulder, and while the leather might have provided some protection, Shane knew that some of the blood belonged to Lucas.

      “Did you get bitten?” Lucas asked, taking in Shane’s blood-spattered appearance.

      “No. You?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No. Claws were bad enough,” he admitted, wincing.

      “Fuck. Here come two more,” Shane said, as two dark, muscular wolves stalked toward them from behind a rise. Shane knew they’d never make it to their mounts before the weres were on them.

      “I’m out of ammo,” he told Lucas.

      “Me, too. So this is going to be interesting.”

      Shane and Lucas stood back to back, machetes in hand. The two new werewolves closed the distance fast.

      “Fuck,” Lucas muttered. “This is not how I want to go out.”

      A weird, piercing whistle seemed to come from all directions, followed by the unmistakable twang of crossbows, and then the furious, pained howl of the werewolves. The whistle sounded again, loud and sharp enough that Shane and Lucas covered their ears. The wolves howled once more, then pelted into the forest.

      “Not sure whether we got rescued or just landed in bigger trouble,” Shane murmured. “We’ve got company.”

      There was no use running. Shane and Lucas couldn’t reach their horses before the newcomers were on them. They took up their defensive stance once more, staring down this new threat, unwilling to go down without a fight.

      “What the fuck?” Shane said, eyeing the men warily.

      Five newcomers strode across the field, and Shane thought perhaps that he was seeing things. They wore a mix of modern tactical gear and homemade leather armor, with cloth tabards like knights from the Middle Ages—or a Renaissance festival. One by one, the men removed the visored motorcycle helmets that hid their faces. They carried themselves like soldiers, strong and self-assured, and Shane bet that none of them were over thirty.

      “Thanks for the assist,” Shane said, trying to get off on the right foot. “We’re US Mar—”

      “Come with us.” The men in front drew military-issue handguns and leveled them at Shane and Lucas.

      “Hey, hold on,” Lucas said in his most amenable voice. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      “There definitely has been,” the leader replied. “We’ll sort it out. After you come with us.” He smirked. “We already have your horses, so you might as well come along. And you’re out of ammo, or you would have been shooting at the weres. But we’re not.” He motioned with the muzzle of his gun. “Don’t make this worse.”

      Lucas swore under his breath and leveled a deadly glare at the men. Shane had no desire to be captured, but something about the situation struck him as odd.

      “Who are you?” he asked, struggling and failing to make a mental connection, something to do with the tabards.

      “We are the Chevaliers du Lapin Ensanglante,” the leader replied.

      Shane struggled to remember his long-ago high school French. Lucas looked to him, waiting for Shane to make sense of what was happening, even as their captors relieved them of their weapons, bound their hands, and herded them toward the forest.

      “The knights…of the rabbit? The bloody rabbit?” Shane looked at them incredulously. “Seriously? Like Monty Python?”

      The leader glowered at him. “Shut up. Keep walking.”

      Lucas, apparently, couldn’t resist poking the bear. “At least they’re not the Knights who say Ni.”

      “I said, shut the fuck up!”

      Shane met Lucas’s gaze with a warning glare. Whatever the newcomers were, riling them wasn’t going to help.

      The five “knights” took up a formation with their prisoners in the center. At least they didn’t put us out in front, like bait. One man led the Marshals’ horses. When they reached where the knights had left their own mounts, they forced Shane and Lucas to saddle up, though two of the knights led the horses.

      Lucas looked ready to fight, tension clear in every line of his body. Shane certainly wasn’t pleased about being taken prisoner at gunpoint, but their captors had saved their lives, and standing around in a field waiting for the werewolves to return with reinforcements wouldn’t have been the best place to hash out their differences.

      If they wanted to kill us, they could have done it back there, or just let the werewolves do it. Maybe we can talk our way out of this, Shane thought.

      The woods opened onto a clearing, with a stockade made of sharpened logs and reinforced with scavenged sheet metal. A red and white flag flew from the tower. The knights herded Lucas and Shane into the small fort, bringing their horses behind them.

      “Nice place,” Shane said. Lucas shot him the stink eye, and Shane returned an impatient grimace. Lucas had always been more likely to swat flies than try to attract them with honey, even before the Events. The end of the world hadn’t improved his partner’s ability to play well with others.

      His comment earned a grunt from the leader, but Shane didn’t miss the pleased look in the man’s eyes. A small barn, corral, and coop held goats, chickens, pigs, and rabbits. The large building likely served as a bunkhouse, while Shane guessed that smaller ones provided for storage space, a forge, and a kitchen.

      Lucas’s gaze followed their horses, which were led to a corral with a water trough and hay. “We’ll be wanting our horses back when we’re done here.”

      “After we talk.”

      They followed the head of the knights into the bunkhouse, to a large open room on the first floor with tables, chairs, and a fireplace. Shelves held board games and the worn boxes of tabletop RPGs, as well as well-thumbed paperbacks, jigsaw puzzles, and other salvaged diversions.

      “Is there a dungeon?” Lucas asked. “Or are you going to untie us before you feed us to the dragon?”

      Shane sighed. Lucas had a lot of good qualities. He was a loyal friend, an excellent strategist, and the guy you wanted to have at your back in a fight. But his mouth sometimes got the best of him.

      The knights’ leader rounded on Lucas, and Shane expected him to swing a punch.

      One of the others laid a hand on the leader’s shoulder. “Easy, Geoff.”

      Geoff shook off the restraining hand and took a step back. Lucas held his ground. Now that Shane got a good look at their rescuers, he saw that they were even younger than he first thought, perhaps mid-twenties at the most, at least ten years younger than he and Lucas. Their muscular builds and high-and-tight haircuts screamed military.

      Geoff might have been the oldest of the bunch, or the previously highest ranking; maybe both. Not that rank counted for squat now. Street smarts, fighting ability, and no small bit of luck were all that mattered. Shane guessed Geoff had probably been a high school football star before the army. He sized up the others. Shane figured the nervous, wiry guy was probably tech ops. The other three were only slightly less bulked-up than Geoff, but it was clear in their expressions and posture that they looked to him for direction.

      The five of them reminded Shane of newly deployed privates when he and Lucas had already earned their captain’s bars. Earnest, hot-tempered, eager to make their mark, hungry for the chance to prove themselves.

      “Thompson—stay here and guard them while the rest of us change.” Geoff looked Lucas up and down. “We’ll see about letting you loose when we get back.”

      Geoff and the others left the room. Lucas plopped down onto a bench without asking permission. Shane remained standing. He didn’t really expect that they’d need to jump the knights, but he wanted to keep his options open if it came to that.

      “You know, my buddy and I were captains in the army before we became US Marshals,” Lucas said. His tone sounded conversational, but the angry glint in his eyes served as a warning. “Pretty sure that means we outrank all of you. Thought I’d mention it since we didn’t do introductions.”

      Their guard tried hard to hide his discomfort at being put in an awkward situation by his commander. Any reply he might make would just dig him in deeper, so he grunted, waved the muzzle between Shane and Lucas, and stayed well back as if he expected them to attack.

      Geoff and the others returned in worn fatigues. Shane caught the glimpse of dog tags. Old habits die hard. As soon as Thompson was dismissed to change, he took off like his tail was on fire.

      Geoff leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. The other men took up positions in the four corners. Shane considered it a backhanded compliment that he and Lucas looked dangerous enough to warrant the precautions.

      “Who are you, and what were you doing prowling around out there?” Geoff sounded like he’d cooled off, or maybe his second-in-command had talked him down.

      “We’re US Marshals Lucas Maddox and Shane Collins, formerly Captains Maddox and Collins, US Army,” Lucas snapped. “We’re what remains of the official law in these parts, and we got asked to look into some disappearances and check into werewolf attacks.”

      “Who sent you?”

      Lucas didn’t blink. “The commander at Fort Getty. Now are we gonna screw around all day, or are you going to untie us and tell us what the fuck is going on?”

      After a tense moment when Shane bit back suggesting that Geoff and Lucas should just get out a ruler and measure their dicks, Geoff nodded to the blond man next to him. As the knight cut through their bonds, Shane almost swore the man looked apologetic. Shane flexed his fingers and shook his hands to get the blood flowing again.

      Geoff looked at Lucas’s bloody shoulder. “Did he bite you?”

      “No.”

      “Check him,” Geoff snapped, and one of the other men pulled the clawed jacket and torn shirt away to examine the wound beneath. “Then get the kit and take care of it.”

      The soldier returned with a medic kit and treated the wound with practiced efficiency. Lucas put up with the treatment in silence, but Shane saw the tic in his partner’s jaw muscles from clenching.

      “Thanks for the assist, but who are you guys?” Shane cut through the bullshit. He gave Lucas a look that warned his partner to back off.

      Shane’s acknowledgment seemed to mollify Geoff, who lost some of his bluster. “We were stationed at Fort Detrick. When the bombs hit, we were underground, on duty. Our CO told us to stay put.”

      “Zeke, here, was a nuclear specialist,” he said, indicating a blond soldier to his right, the one Shane figured was second-in-command. “From the little bit of intel we got before all the channels went dark, he figured out how bad it was topside, and when it would be safe to go out again.”

      A sad smile touched Geoff’s lips, making him look young. “We didn’t want to go against orders, but we had all heard about those Japanese soldiers in the Second World War who stayed in caves for forty years. Zeke figured we needed to stay down for two weeks. We gave it an extra week, just in case, but since we hadn’t heard anything over the walkie-talkies, we knew it had to be bad out there.”

      “How bad?” Lucas’s demeanor had shifted, now that they were getting real information.

      Geoff swallowed. “You’ve seen those apocalypse movies? Well, this was worse. Most of the base was destroyed. There were wildfires on the horizon. And the people—” His voice caught, and he looked away.

      “We’re sorry for your loss,” Shane said and meant it. “How much did you know about the biowarfare experiments at Fort Detrick?”

      Geoff’s eyes narrowed. “That’s classified.”

      Lucas gave him a look. “First off, we’ve got clearance. And second—there’s no government left to prosecute you, but there are werewolves. It would be nice to know what kind of bullshit mad scientist stuff was going on, so we can keep the man-made monsters from killing more people.”

      Geoff bit his lip and looked to Zeke, who gave the barest nod. “Okay. Brad and Thompson were more involved with the bioengineering part of things,” he said, indicating their original guard and the wiry guy. “Fortunately, that included enough pre-med classes that they’re now our medics. Darius and I handled communications and security.”

      “How did they create the werewolves?” Shane leaned forward, using everything he’d learned about winning over a hostile witness, and hoping Rocky would keep Lucas calm.

      “They didn’t exactly ‘create’ them. More like ‘enhanced,’” Geoff replied. “There’ve always been werewolves. Guess those old stories were right. There are also shifters. Werewolves don’t reproduce by making puppies—they share the infection through a bite.”

      “Infection?” Lucas asked, his tone sharp.

      “Yeah. All those movies call it a ‘curse’ or say it’s magic, but whatever originally caused it, there’s a genetic mutation that gets passed along in body fluids.”

      “You’re saying lycanthropy is an STD?” Shane responded, incredulous.

      “Pretty much. They tried to breed that out of the GMO weres with limited success. They aren’t supposed to be able to transmit the infection with a bite. Emphasis on ‘supposed to.’ In some it took; in others it didn’t,” Geoff said.

      “And the shifters?” Lucas asked.

      “Shifters…they’re natural. They can change shape at will, and they can also make babies. They can’t transform anyone with a bite—that’s only for natural weres and I guess, some of the GMO werewolves where the modification didn’t take hold,” Geoff continued.

      “The program started out trying to alter werewolves by adding shifter genetic material. They wanted to give the modified werewolves the ability to change at any time—not just the full moon—and breed out the ability to infect with a bite. As I said, that worked—some of the time. They also did the reverse, tried to bulk up shifters with werewolf DNA, since the shifters’ bites weren’t infectious. For the ones that got the right traits, the lab guys did more meddling for weight, height, strength, speed.”

      “Intelligence?” Lucas asked.

      “Not so much,” Geoff replied. “They wanted drones, not leaders who might get ideas.”

      “How did anyone think this was a good idea?” Lucas shook his head.

      Geoff shrugged. “It’s not like anyone asked us. You know how that goes.”

      “So they captured werewolves and shifters and experimented,” Shane summarized.

      Geoff shook his head. “No. The weres and shifters volunteered. The docs couldn’t afford to have creatures like that hate them. I don’t know how they got in touch with those hidden communities, but they were all volunteers. Pretty enthusiastic ones, too.”

      “Eugenics for monsters. How many enhanced werewolves did they make?” Shane asked.

      “They had about as much success bulking up shifters as they did trying to tame werewolves,” Brad replied. “They ended up with twenty-five—eight of the modified shifters and seventeen werewolves that were still a work in progress. They’d cracked the code on enabling the werewolves to shift at will, but they hadn’t neutralized the effect of their bites, so they could still transmit Lycanthropy. They also had more difficulty controlling their wolf.”

      “So that’s what you had in the lab when the grid failed. Minus the three we killed today. And whatever you’ve killed. So how many are left?” Lucas asked.

      “Ten,” Geoff replied. “At least, that’s our count. Three of the shifter-weres and seven of the original werewolves. We’ve been after them for over three years now, whittled the number down. Lost some good hunters in the process.”

      “Original?” Shane asked.

      Geoff nodded. “Since the modified werewolves could still infect with a bite, we don’t know if they made more. They’d really be a were-hybrid, assuming the modifications bred true.”

      “Because the world needed a brand-new species of were-creature,” Shane said, rolling his eyes.

      “Were there other experiments? Maybe on vampires or unicorns?” Lucas’s tone made his feelings on the matter clear.

      Thompson had the decency to blush. “They talked about moving on to vampires if the werewolf experiments worked out, but our unit hadn’t gotten that far before everything fell apart.”

      Shane had never felt so thankful for small favors.

      “What’s with the ‘knights’ get-ups?” Lucas asked.

      Geoff chuckled. “The five of us played a lot of role-playing games together. We didn’t get off the base much. When everything fell apart, we asked ourselves, what would our characters do? We couldn’t be soldiers anymore. Our families were dead. So we became knights, and we hunt werewolves. It’s a way to make amends, a bit, for what we helped create.”

      Shane didn’t doubt Geoff’s sincerity, and becoming werewolf fighters was as good an option as any. “Do you know anything about the people who’ve disappeared?”

      Geoff glanced at his men, who shook their heads. “What do you mean?”

      “People just wander off and vanish. Whole families, in some cases. The ones we’ve heard about are all located between Gambrill Park and Zittlestown,” Lucas replied. “We think there’s something in the forest, luring them away. We just don’t know who, or why, or what happens to them.”

      “You sure they didn’t get eaten?” Darius asked.

      “We’re not sure of anything,” Lucas said. “That’s why we came to investigate. Have you gone into the parks lately?”

      “Not since the Events.” Thompson looked uncomfortable. “Some of the guys from the base used to go hiking out there and said it was real nice. But since everything went to hell, we’ve heard stories about squatters and criminals hiding in there. People stay clear.”

      Interesting. “And that changed after the blast?” Shane pressed.

      Thompson barked a bitter laugh. “Didn’t everything?”

      Lucas leaned back, giving their captors an assessing look. “How about we call a truce?” he suggested. “We help you kill werewolves, and you help us figure out what the hell is going on with the missing people.”

      His proposal surprised Shane, but only momentarily. Lucas wasn’t one to waste resources, and they were going to need backup. Despite making a bad first impression, Shane got the impression that Geoff and his knights were okay. It would be good to have reinforcements, for once.

      Shane saw Geoff take a silent survey of his men, waiting for a signal. Each soldier nodded. “All right, we’re in,” he said. “You’re welcome to bunk here if you want. I won’t vouch for our cooking, but no one’s starved or died yet.”

      Lucas rose and extended his hand. Geoff shook it without hesitation. Shane let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Sounds good. Let’s make a plan and get rid of those sons of bitches,” he said.
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      Once Geoff’s knights decided to become allies, the tension faded, and by the time dinner was over, they had all begun to trade stories. It didn’t take too long to find common ground in the kind of military humor that required life in the ranks to understand.

      Lucas and Shane filled them in on what they had seen on the route they patrolled, and what they knew about other parts of the country, courtesy of the IT Priests and the universities that still had limited internet connections.

      “That’s good chili.” Shane leaned back from his empty bowl.

      Zeke grinned. “It’s easy to make and feeds a crowd. And we found a grocery store with a couple of pallets of tomato sauce and kidney beans in the back. So the price was right.”

      “Once we realized that we were the last ones left at the base, we foraged,” Geoff said, and his smile faded to a pensive expression. “We loaded everything we thought we could use into trucks and drove them until we were away from the worst effects of the blast. Thompson had grabbed some toppo maps and found us this location. We built this place.”

      “You’re the only ones who made it out?” Lucas didn’t try to hide how much that bothered him.

      “Of the people who were on base? Yeah. In three years, we haven’t found anyone else who claimed to be from Fort Detrick,” Geoff replied. The bombs that took out the Baltimore-Washington corridor didn’t leave much standing.

      “Were there people who might have been off base when the blast hit? Training, maneuvers, special assignment?” Shane asked.

      “I’d heard that four or five of our genetics people—the ones who did the real tampering to create the modified weres—were up at Fort Ritchie to talk to their artificial intelligence folks,” Geoff said. “Since we haven’t run into them, I figured they either stayed at Fort Ritchie or were on their way back to base and died like everyone else.”

      Lucas couldn’t help shuddering at the mention of Fort Ritchie and its ill-fated AI program. Then again, maybe it was only natural to dislike the place where he had died.

      “No survivors aboveground?” Shane pressed.

      Geoff shook his head. “The scene when we came up…it was bad. I’ve heard about what it’s like on a battlefield, seen pictures. But these people worked in offices. There were families, kids. And when the blast came, it fucking cooked them, and then blew out their lungs, and if that wasn’t enough, lit them up with enough radiation to glow.”

      “Weren’t there other people underground, like your team?” Shane asked. Talking about the carnage was hard for their new allies, but he and Lucas needed to know.

      Geoff shrugged. “Yeah, there were. But we got cut off from each other when the power went out and the fire doors came down. Maybe they didn’t know what was going on, or they were trying to get to their families. Zeke figured it out fast, and saved our lives, keeping us down there until the worst of the radiation wore off.”

      “Even so, we didn’t stay topside long, and we brought decontamination supplies with us,” Zeke added. “Silkwood showers are no fun.”

      “In case you’re wondering, the supplies we…liberated…were stored inside enough concrete they should be okay,” Darius said. “We took food, ammo, weapons, anything useful that wasn’t nailed down and probably wasn’t contaminated. I’m not a fan of MREs, but those suckers stay good forever.”

      “Any more armor-piercing rounds?” Lucas asked. “Those worked real well on the werewolves.”

      “Some. Not as many as I’d like,” Geoff replied. “And what we have won’t last forever. That’s why we came up with the crossbows.”

      “And the whistle we heard?” Shane asked.

      “I guess it hurts their ears,” Geoff replied. “We figured that out by accident. Drives them off. Sometimes, it’s better to retreat than fight a losing battle.”

      “I’m assuming regular shifters don’t attack.” Shane couldn’t help being curious.

      Thompson shook his head. “Regular shifters aren’t a problem. We take a live and let live approach with them if they don’t go feral. Same with regular weres that don’t cause trouble. Natural weres tend to live in small groups on the outskirts of human settlements, and they usually go deep into the forest when they’re furry. Most of them survive on deer and rats. They’d rather not fight humans. The ones who forget that, we hunt.”

      Zeke picked up from there. “The modified shifters and were-hybrids are more aggressive, more prone to attack people out of choice. They were selected for those traits.”

      “How can you tell a GMO were from a natural one?” Lucas asked.

      “The army went low tech,” Geoff replied. “They notched the ears of the modified shifters and put a metal band with a number in the earlobes of the were-hybrids—because they were more dangerous, what with being able to shift at will and infect with a bite. Both markings would show in both human and wolf form.”

      “I was hoping they’d picked something that didn’t require getting quite that close,” Lucas muttered.

      “And if the were-hybrids bit people and turned them, they wouldn’t be marked at all, just like natural weres,” Shane said.

      Geoff nodded.

      “Well, that sucks,” Shane muttered.

      “We think we know where those other modified shifters who came after you are holed up,” Geoff said. “Let’s get them put down, and then we can figure out where all the vanishing people have gone.”
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      They had just finished cleaning up the dishes when a loud clanging made everyone jump.

      “What was that?” Shane had already started to his feet, reaching for his knife.

      “Doorbell,” Geoff replied. At their perplexed looks, he just shook his head. “It’s a dinner bell on a rope because people can’t just knock, now can they?”

      Geoff grabbed a shotgun from his gear bag, and Lucas did the same. He tossed a shotgun to Shane and then held up a hand to stop Shane from coming with them.

      “Stay here. You’re backup,” Lucas said. Shane didn’t look pleased, but he nodded and didn’t argue.

      Lucas followed Geoff across the open space toward where an old farm bell hung atop a post. A narrow door—barely wide enough for a man to slip through—provided an alternative to opening up the main gates.

      “Can you see who it is?” Lucas asked.

      Geoff nodded and hauled himself up a few steps to look out of a protected viewing slit. He climbed back down. “It’s okay. She’s a friend.”

      He opened the door, and a dark-haired woman in a woolen cloak slipped inside. Lucas kept his shotgun ready, just in case.

      “Who’s he?” the newcomer demanded, giving Lucas the once-over.

      “US Marshal,” Geoff replied. “Lucas,” he said with a nod, “Elizabeth.”

      Lucas inclined his head in acknowledgment and lowered his weapon, but kept the shells chambered.

      “I figured you’d want to scry before we head out,” Elizabeth said.

      “And you’d be absolutely right,” Geoff said. He turned to Lucas. “Elizabeth is a witch. She’s quite a valuable ally because she has far-sight and can make that stronger with scrying. Without Google Earth or drones, it’s a big help.”

      Lucas looked at Elizabeth, curious and suspicious. “Far-sight?”

      She seemed to read his skepticism for what it was, without offense. “Exactly what it sounds like. The ability to ‘see’ things that are happening at a distance through magic or a psychic gift. Let’s go inside, and I’ll be glad to tell you what I know—which probably isn’t as much as you’d like to find out.”

      Shane looked up when they entered the barracks. Lucas gave him a shrug in reply to the unspoken question. The other knights greeted Elizabeth warmly as a respected friend. In better light, Lucas took her measure. She looked to be in her early forties, although it was hard to say these days since life had gone hard on everyone. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine her as a suburban soccer mom behind the wheel of a minivan, and Lucas wondered whether she had found her paranormal abilities before or after the Events.

      Elizabeth handed off her cloak to Zeke and gratefully accepted a cup of hot, boiled coffee from Darius. Geoff waved them all over to one of the tables, and they settled in.

      “You boys know about me,” Elizabeth said with a smile toward the knights. “But let me fill the newcomers in a bit.”

      “Can I ask…how did you end up being a witch?” Lucas gave his most winning smile. He felt fairly certain it didn’t work at all on Elizabeth.

      “Probably the same way you came to be in tune with nature,” she replied with a knowing look that told Lucas she sensed his bond with Rocky. Shane had a sudden coughing fit.

      “Before the Events, I had better-than-average luck knowing what might happen in advance. But since then, those abilities have grown, and I’ve gotten better at directing them, if not exactly controlling them,” Elizabeth said.

      “From the time I was a child, I’d get random flashes of something going on a distance away—usually with a friend or family member. Sometimes it was a good event, sometimes not. It wasn’t exactly a premonition. I didn’t know in advance. More like I saw it happening, in real-time, but in my head. Things I didn’t have any clue might be planned. And what I saw always turned out to be exactly what happened,” she continued. “Saying that it freaked out my mother would be the understatement of the century.”

      “You said you’ve learned to direct your ability?” Shane asked, curious, and Lucas suspected his partner was thinking of his own random visions.

      “More or less,” Elizabeth replied. “I learned to focus on where I wanted to see, and most of the time, I can. Not always, and I don’t know why. Still figuring it out,” she added with a wry smile.

      “How did you learn? Is there a coven nearby?” Lucas couldn’t help being intrigued.

      “If there is, they never introduced themselves,” Elizabeth said. “Fortunately, I was always interested in witchcraft and divination—so I had quite a few books on the subject. I dabbled with them before the Events, but afterward, when my abilities got stronger, I got serious about learning more and finding all the books on the subject that I could. I’m the best home-schooled witch you’re likely to meet.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Lucas turned his attention to Geoff. “And how did you know to show up tonight?” he asked Elizabeth.

      “Geoff put a green banner up the flagpole,” Elizabeth said with a shrug. “I can see the fort from where I live. That’s a signal for me to come visit.”

      “As for the plan,” Geoff replied, in a tone that put invisible quotation marks around that last word, “that’s what Elizabeth is here to help us figure out. We know there are at least ten more of the weres left—maybe more. While we have a couple of extra people to help fight, it seemed like a good time to try to take them out.”

      “I’ll focus my far-sight on finding those weres, and reading everything I can about their surroundings, to reduce surprises,” Elizabeth added, returning her attention to Lucas. “The boys here aren’t working with much of a margin, so even a small advantage makes a big difference.”

      “Elizabeth’s talents helped us the last time we took out a group. She was the reason we knew that the pack had natural werewolves as well as GMO weres and shifters. That helped us protect ourselves,” Geoff told him.

      “So, how does this work?” Lucas asked. After everything they had been through, a witch who could spy on enemies from a distance no longer seemed strange.

      “It’s easier if I show you.” Elizabeth gestured to Brad, who brought a large bowl filled with water and set it on the table in front of her. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths, then lightly gripped the bowl with both hands and stared at the still surface of the water.

      After a moment, Lucas glanced at Shane, whose perplexed expression suggested that he didn’t see anything, either. Elizabeth, however, focused intently on the contents of the bowl.

      “They have a cabin, not far inside the tree line,” she reported. “I can see four muscular men who might be weres—not close enough to see their ears. There’s another man, tall and skinny, late forties with dark hair graying at the temples.”

      “Richardson,” Thompson and Zeke said in unison.

      “Who?” Lucas asked, exchanging a look with Shane.

      “The biologist who headed up Fort Detrick’s GMO werewolf project,” Thompson replied. “The guy who thought Franken-wolves were a good idea. Though a couple of others on the team could also fit that description.”

      “What would he be doing there?” Geoff growled.

      “They’re talking, not fighting. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but whatever the tall skinny guy is selling them, they seem to be buying,” Elizabeth added.

      “How far away?” Lucas leaned forward, but the water held no visions for him. Can you see anything? he asked Rocky in his mind.

      Unfortunately not. But I do feel unrest from the daemons. They feel…unsettled…by these newcomers.

      Thompson slid a map across the table toward Elizabeth, and she brought her finger down on a spot. “There.”

      “That’s only maybe five or six miles from here?” Lucas said, glancing up at Geoff. “How have they been under your noses, and you didn’t know it?”

      Geoff glared at him. “Because that’s not their fixed base. The weres move around a lot, squat in abandoned houses, or kill the owners and make the place their own for as long as it suits. They don’t stick around.”

      “Can we get there by nightfall?” Shane asked. “If that really is Richardson, this could be our chance to find out what he’s up to, and whether he’s behind the disappearances.”

      “Or we could just use our grenade launcher to fire an incendiary through the window and fry them to a crunch,” Darius proposed.

      “Tempting.” Geoff stared at the map, then turned back to Elizabeth. “Can you see anything else? Sentries outside? Weapons? I’d hate to ride in there thinking we know what we’re up against and be wrong.”

      “My far-sight works best on a tight range,” Elizabeth replied. “So I can see the cabin. Get farther away, and the reading loses detail. Which means that if there are others out prowling in the forest a distance away, I won’t pick up on that.”

      “Still, it’s enough to plan an attack,” Geoff mused.

      “If that is Richardson, any weres connected to him are going to be bad news,” Lucas said. “If we can take them out and maybe get a line on what’s going on with the vanishing people, we’d come out ahead.”

      Geoff nodded. “And if we can find out what the story is with Richardson and what he’s doing that would be a bonus. All right. Everyone—suit up and grab your gear. Brad and Thompson—come with me to the armory. The rest of you—blades and armor-piercing bullets. Let’s move!”

      “I’m coming, too.” Elizabeth raised her head. “I’ll stay back from the fight—but I can lay distraction spells, keep them from hearing your approach, and fool the eye so they won’t notice you if they don’t look right at you.”

      “And if one of them comes after you?” Geoff challenged.

      “Then I shoot the SOB between the eyes,” Elizabeth replied.

      “That works,” Geoff said. “Let’s go, people! Meet at the gate in fifteen minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      They hiked in, unwilling to leave the horses unprotected. Geoff and Lucas took point, Elizabeth stayed in the center with Zeke and Thompson to better use her magic to distract anyone watching, while Shane, Brad, and Darius brought up the rear.

      Darius carried the grenade launcher that they had liberated from the armory at Fort Detrick when they fled, as well as a duffle with a variety of shells. Everyone had blades and handguns with as much ammo as they could reasonably manage, as well as crossbows. The knights wore their pieced-together armor, but did without the motorcycle helmets for easier communication.

      Geoff brought the group to a halt just before the cabin came into sight. Hand signals sent the team to their posts. Geoff went with Brad and circled around to the front. Darius moved toward the right side, where a window provided a target for the grenade. Zeke and Thompson moved around to the back of the cabin. Lucas, Shane, and Elizabeth were in charge of handling any of the men or werewolves outside.

      Two “men” stood guard on the front porch. That meant the man who might be Richardson and more of the werewolves should be inside the cabin. Which was exactly as Elizabeth saw it—except for the two large wolves that appeared from the forest who hadn’t been part of the count.

      “Shit. We’ve got trouble,” Lucas said.

      The grenade launcher boomed, glass shattered, and seconds later a flash-bang grenade exploded inside the cabin. The fight was on. Shane and Lucas lobbed fragmentation grenades at the men on the front porch. Shrapnel wouldn’t kill a were, but it sure could slow them down. The flash-bang in the cabin would have disoriented those inside, giving an advantage as Geoff’s team slammed in from the front and back.

      The forest weres came at a dead run. Lucas fired and hit one through the skull, dropping it in its tracks. Shane’s shot missed, ripping into the creature’s shoulder, barely breaking its stride. Elizabeth stepped forward and hurled a ball of fire. The were went up in flames, howling and snapping before it toppled to one side.

      “Nice,” Shane commented. Elizabeth swung her machete, taking off the were’s head, just in case.

      The sounds of fighting inside the cabin carried across the clearing. Men shouted, wolves howled, and shots interspersed with loud thumps, the sound of bodies being thrown against walls. Finally, when the noise quieted, Shane and Lucas went to deal with the weres on the porch. Lucas’s first thought was to check their ears. Not notched or tagged, he thought. If they’re natural werewolves, what are they doing here? But he took some measure of comfort that they hadn’t shifted, something the natural weres wouldn’t be able to do without a full moon.

      “We only need one alive to tell us what’s going on,” Lucas said as they closed on the injured werewolves. Shrapnel had torn into their bodies, ripping open bellies, stripping flesh to the bone, and covering the porch in blood. Regular human guards would have died from the injuries, but werewolves’ legendary healing meant the creatures were already beginning to push out the shrapnel and close the wounds.

      “Pick,” Shane replied.

      Lucas lunged forward, slamming a silver-coated machete into the shoulder of the werewolves nearest him, pinning him to the wooden porch.

      “That silver will stop the healing,” Lucas told the squirming werewolf. “We have a few questions for you.”

      “Fuck you,” the werewolf snarled.

      “You don’t have a band or notched ear. Are you a born shifter or did you get bitten?” Lucas pressed.

      “Bitten. What’s it to you?”

      Lucas pulled out a second silver-edged knife. “What’s Richardson up to?”

      Shane shot the other guard in the head.

      The pinned werewolf glowered at Lucas. “You’re going to kill me anyhow. Why should I tell you?”

      Lucas shrugged. “Because you can go fast, or you can go slow. Up to you.”

      The man-wolf licked his lips. “Richardson recruited more natural weres, like Frank and me. He brought us with him to try to convince the holdouts from Fort Detrick to join him.”

      “What’s he going to do with them?” Lucas asked. “His lab is gone.”

      “He’s got a witch who says he can do the same thing with magic that Richardson wanted to do in the lab—take away the moon cycle. We’d be a new, improved breed of weres, without that cursed moon controlling our lives.”

      “And the bite? Still infectious?”

      The downed werewolf managed a smirk that was more of a grimace. “Yes. Only way to increase our numbers.”

      “And did it work? Could the witch do it?” Lucas couldn’t help being intrigued.

      The injured were took a labored breath. “Not yet. But…there’s a well of power in the woods…if they can draw on that, then…maybe.”

      “How many are with Richardson?”

      “Four humans, scientists from the fort. The witch. And the other weres.”

      “Natural weres, shifters, or were-shifters?”

      The prisoner groaned. Without his special healing abilities, the blood loss was taking a toll. “Don’t know, think some shifters, altered werewolves, and some naturals.”

      “Special defenses?” Lucas couldn’t help worrying that perhaps Richardson had brought some of Fort Ritchie’s contraband technology back with him from his visit.

      “Regular weapons.”

      “Where’s the camp?”

      “Fox’s Gap,” the werewolf replied. His breathing had grown shallow, and Lucas knew he was running out of time.

      “Why are the natural weres joining up? I thought they kept to themselves?” Shane asked.

      “That was…Before. Better hunting if we could shift any time. Game’s gotten scarce. Tired of being hungry.”

      “Does that include hunting people?”

      The werewolf gave Shane a look. “A guy’s gotta eat.”

      “Is that why people keep disappearing?” Shane prodded.

      The prisoner gave a slight shake of his head. “Nah. That’s the witch. Needs sacrifices to prime the well.”

      “What else can you tell us?” Lucas stared down the barrel of his gun at the injured were.

      “Nothing.” He met Lucas’s gaze. “Do it.”

      Lucas pulled the trigger.

      “Hey, Marshals!” Geoff’s voice carried from inside the cabin. Lucas and Shane exchanged a look, and Lucas headed inside while Shane and Elizabeth kept watch for more sentries.

      Blood soaked the walls and floor of the cabin. Three dead men lay on the floor, bodies separate from the heads. Geoff and Zeke were down, with Brad and Darius doing their best to treat their wounds. Lucas saw at a glance that they would require more than field first aid and went to help. “Fuck,” he muttered. “What happened?”

      “The guy we thought might be Richardson was gone when we got here,” Brad replied, his tone clipped as he tried to stop the bleeding on the gash in Geoff’s leg. “There were three weres instead of two. One natural, a shifter, and a GMO were. And flash-bangs apparently don’t mess up natural weres as bad as we thought they would.”

      Lucas looked around the sparsely furnished cabin. He wondered whether the werewolves had actually lived there, or just used it as a shelter on their hunts. It lacked the bare essentials he figured even weres would want when in human form.

      Geoff had recovered enough to give orders. “Collins, Maddox—get Zeke on the table and off the floor. Brad, Darius—I hope to hell you’ve got supplies for this.” Shane came when he heard his name called, leaving Elizabeth standing watch on the porch, holding a distraction spell around the cabin to keep away any other, unwanted, visitors.

      Lucas scooped Zeke’s thin body up and laid him out on one of the rough tables. Darius dug through his gear bag and came up with a medical kit, then methodically laid out what they would need. Brad helped Geoff to a chair, disregarding the man’s protests.

      “What the fuck went wrong?” Lucas knew his anger was the adrenaline from the fight boiling over, but he couldn’t hold back.

      “Bad luck,” Geoff snapped. “Or somehow, they knew we were coming. You want to fight about it? We can do that—after I know my man is going to pull through.”

      Shane put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder, and he shrugged it off. Lucas knew he was being an asshole. The tangle of emotions in his gut was too complex to parse out quickly, and his survival instincts forced anger to the top.

      With lives in the balance, Brad took control. “Maddox—strip Zeke down so we can get to the damage. Collins, gonna need you to hold the light for us.”

      Lucas lost track of time as they hurried to do the medics’ bidding. The room fell silent, except for the medics’ curses and the low moans of the two injured men. Geoff’s face was a blank mask, but the tension in every line of his body made Lucas think the soldier was ready to explode. Shane kept his head down, doing whatever was asked of him, but Lucas knew his friend well enough to guess he had somehow found a way to blame himself for the clusterfuck.

      “Pulse is slowing,” Brad said in a cold voice that didn’t match the panic in his eyes. Zeke had taken the worst of the damage, nearly disemboweled by a slash of the GMO were’s claws.

      Is he dying? Can you help? Lucas asked Rocky.

      His lifeforce is fading. But he can’t see ghosts, like you, or hear my song, like Shane. I don’t know how to reach him. And even if I could, I cannot inhabit him without leaving you. You would die. I did not choose him. I chose you.

      Try. Please. Can you just, I don’t know—lend him some energy? Not to inhabit, just to …support?

      Perhaps…can you touch him?

      Brad and Darius were laboring to help Zeke, whose pallor and shallow breathing didn’t look hopeful. Lucas edged closer and laid a hand on Zeke’s ankle.

      “What are you doing?” Geoff’s sharp tone covered for the fear in his eyes.

      “Reiki,” Lucas blurted. Shane turned away, stifling his reaction.

      “You do Reiki?” Geoff’s skepticism was clear in his tone.

      “Yeah…my mother taught me.” Lucas hoped he still had his poker face.

      “We’ll take all the help we can get,” Brad said, looking up. He and Darius were covered in Zeke’s blood. Lucas knew how bad a gut wound could be, even with high-tech help. This was old-fashioned battlefield surgery, and the odds weren’t good.

      Lucas felt a tingle of warmth that radiated down his arm and through his palm. He didn’t know whether Rocky could help, but he figured it couldn’t hurt.

      “Jesus, he’s stabilizing,” Brad said.

      “He’s hanging in there,” Darius said, looking up to meet Geoff’s worried gaze. “Fuck, I thought we were going to lose him.”

      Geoff looked to Lucas. “Maybe there’s something to Reiki, after all.”

      Lucas kept his hand on Zeke’s ankle until he felt a nudge from Rocky. He stepped back and nearly stumbled. Shane ran to steady him and guided Lucas to a chair.

      “It’s okay,” Shane said. “He’s always like this after a session.” His expression was sober, but Lucas saw the twinkle in Shane’s eyes at the shared con.

      Thank you, Lucas told his daemon.

      I am as surprised as you are that it worked. But it is good that he will not die.

      We break easily.

      So I am learning. It is…poor design.

      Geoff stumbled as he moved away from the table that held Zeke. Brad caught him and looked down at the blood seeping through Geoff’s torn jeans. “You’re still bleeding.”

      “Not too much,” Geoff protested.

      “Bullshit.” Brad maneuvered Geoff to a bench. “Fuck. That went deeper than I thought.”

      Geoff tolerated the treatment, going pale. He clenched his jaw until Lucas wondered if the other man was going to break a tooth. Finally, Brad sat back after he had stopped the bleeding and re-wrapped the gash.

      “Stay off your feet, and it might be better in a few weeks,” he said. “Push yourself, and you could lose your leg.”

      Geoff muttered something Lucas didn’t catch, but he could guess the gist.

      “Yeah, well,” Brad replied, taking the grumbling in stride, “Zeke isn’t going anywhere for a while, either. So I guess we’ll just play a whole lot of poker.”

      Elizabeth had stayed on the porch, scanning for danger and making their presence less noticeable with her magic. She stood close enough to the door to have heard the conversation and finally poked her head in. “How’s it going?”

      “We did the best we could,” Brad told her. “Can you help?”

      Elizabeth didn’t answer. Instead, she crossed to the table and held the flat of her hand above Zeke’s chest, then moved it slowly down his torso. “He’s already received healing energy.”

      Geoff and the others looked to Lucas. “He did some Reiki.”

      Lucas managed his most innocent smile.

      “Reiki?” Elizabeth’s gaze told Lucas she wasn’t buying it.

      “I’m very in tune with nature.” Lucas tried to hide his fear that Elizabeth would call his bluff, but she merely nodded and went back to scanning Zeke.

      “He’ll live,” she pronounced. “Although it’s going to take time, and you’ll need to make sure those wounds don’t get infected.” Elizabeth glanced around at the rest of them. “Looks like you all took a beating.”

      Geoff shrugged. “Designer werewolves. We’re alive. They’re not. I’ll take it as a win.”

      “Reiki?” Shane teased, too quietly for anyone else to overhear.

      “More like Rocky.”

      “I figured. But…damn. I didn’t know he could do that.”

      “Neither did he.”

      Geoff glanced around the cabin. “Where the hell is Thompson?” He spotted the man in the far corner of the cabin. “If you don’t need the medics, go see if there’s a horse and a wagon around here. Walking home isn’t going to work,” Geoff ordered.

      Thompson stood apart from the others, blood-spattered, pale, and shaking. Lucas wondered whether the young man had ever seen real combat.

      “Thompson?” Geoff snapped. “Did you hear me?”

      “I tried to get out of the way.” Thompson sounded like he might be in shock. His wide eyes and the odd tone in his voice made Lucas worry that the close-quarters, brutal fight had been too much.

      “Out of the way?” Shane echoed. The darkness of the corner hid everything except Thompson’s frightened features.

      “I wasn’t fast enough…but I still took off his head.”

      Thompson’s disoriented recap made Lucas’s gut tighten with worry. When he moved out of the shadows, Lucas could see a raw bite through the torn remnants of Thompson’s shirt where his makeshift armor had been torn away.

      “I’m sorry.” Thompson’s voice barely carried across the room. He raised his gun and brought it to his temple.

      “Thompson!” Shane and Lucas called out at the same time, both taking a step toward the wounded knight.

      “Stay back. It’s got to be this way.”

      Lucas realized he never even knew the young man’s first name. While his head understood Thompson’s choice, his heart refused to stop looking for answers. Rocky? Is there anything you can do?

      He has no magic. He can’t hear my song or see spirits. If he was like you or Shane, there might be possibilities. I am sorry.

      Lucas wheeled on Geoff. “Why the fuck are you not telling your man to stand down?”

      Geoff’s world-weary expression spoke volumes. “Because Thompson’s right. I don’t want to have to hunt him. It’s better this way.”

      “Better?” Lucas took a step toward Geoff, fist clenching.

      “He’s right.” Thompson’s voice was flat, the look in his eyes resigned.

      “Maybe Elizabeth—” Shane started.

      Thompson shook his head. “She can’t. We’ve asked before when civilians got bitten. It always ends the same way.” His finger tightened on the trigger.

      “Thompson!” Shane lunged for the gun. Before he could close the gap between them, a shot fired, blood spattered the wall, and Thompson dropped to the floor.

      Lucas and Shane stared at the body in horror. Lucas started toward Geoff, ready for a fight. Brad and Darius stepped closer to their leader. Shane caught Lucas’s shoulder, a warning.

      “You just let your man kill himself. You didn’t even try to stop him.” Lucas barely recognized his own voice.

      “Can’t fight fate.” Geoff sounded exhausted, a pained look in his eyes. “You’ve been a soldier. Sometimes, you lose one of your own. So you keep fighting in their memory.”

      Lucas didn’t agree, and he knew from Shane’s stiff stance that his partner didn’t, either. Lucas shook off Shane’s hand and stalked toward Geoff.

      “I lost men in combat, men who depended on me, who reported to me. Never once did I let them go without fighting to save them,” Lucas snapped, trying to control his rage. “That boy had choices. You might as well have shot him yourself.”

      Even wounded, Geoff didn’t back down. “And I would have if he hadn’t done it. He’d have become a monster. We’d have had to take care of the problem.”

      “That’s enough.” Shane’s voice cut through the fog of Lucas’s rage. “You’re both right. But it was up to Thompson, and he made his choice. So either throw down and get it over with or figure out how we’re going to all get along until Lucas and I ride out. But stop the pissing contest. We don’t have time for it.”

      Lucas bit back a growl, but he stepped back. Geoff glanced at Brad and Darius, and they relaxed to an at-ease stance.

      “I thought I saw a horse out back,” Shane said. “Maybe there’s a wagon. We sure as hell can’t walk home.” He met Lucas’s gaze. “Come help me see what we can find.”

      Behind the cabin stood a small corral with a single cart horse, and nearby, a wagon. Lucas wondered if the horse had to be magicked to permit a werewolf near it, but the animal looked well treated.

      He didn’t care about the horse or the wagon. He just wanted to stop seeing Thompson pull the trigger.

      “What were you thinking in there?” Shane hissed. “Were you really going to fight Geoff?”

      “I was thinking that you don’t leave a soldier behind,” Lucas snapped. “I was thinking that we had a whole month to come up with other options. But fuckin’ Geoff practically ordered Thompson to do it.”

      Shane looked like he was reining in his own temper. “We’ve got gear back at their fort, stuff we can’t replace. And you made your opinion very clear. So let’s get the knights back to their fort, and we’ll leave in the morning. We’ve done what we came here for.”

      “Half of what we came for,” Lucas corrected, not quite ready yet to let go of his rage. He knew he would see Thompson’s eyes in his dreams forever. “We still don’t know about the disappearances.”

      “We know more than we did before, from what the werewolf told us,” Shane pointed out. “And I’m sure Geoff and the knights know more. So before we go after Richardson, we need more information. Don’t let your anger blot out your common sense.”

      “Fuck you,” Lucas muttered, but he knew Shane was right.

      They took turns washing up from a rain barrel in the yard, and while Lucas felt sure the lye soap they found next to it took off a layer of skin along with the blood and grime, he was grateful to remove the stink of the fight. He couldn’t wait to get back to the fort and change clothing. Now that the crisis had ended, Lucas felt every bruise and strained muscle. From the stiff way Shane moved, he guessed his friend was just as uncomfortable.

      A dousing in cold water and a break from the argument helped Lucas regain control. “Let’s get the horse hitched up. It beats trying to drag Zeke and Geoff back on foot.”

      “It’ll be dark by then. We’ll need to spend the night,” Shane warned.

      “I’ll play nice. But in the morning, we’re out of there,” Lucas replied.
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      The ride back to the fort felt longer than the hike to the cabin that morning. New tension simmered, even though Lucas did his best not to make the situation worse. Maybe Geoff felt remorse. Or perhaps he thought the pushback from Lucas and Shane had put him in a bad light in front of his surviving men. Once tonight was over, Lucas didn’t ever intend to cross paths with the knights again.

      Elizabeth accompanied them. She and Shane kept watch to the side and rear while Lucas drove. Brad and Darius had their hands full trying to keep Zeke and Geoff from being injured further on the bumpy ride. Zeke hadn’t regained consciousness. Geoff stayed silent, staring out at the horizon.

      When they reached the fort, Lucas took the horse and wagon to the barn while Shane helped get Geoff and Zeke settled. Darius stayed to sit with the injured men, and Brad rummaged through the kitchen to put a meal together. Lucas and Shane changed into clean clothes and rejoined the others when the smell of food lured them to the table.

      Geoff limped to a seat, with Brad and Darius on either side of him, as if he expected a challenge. Elizabeth sat across from Shane and Lucas. Strained conversation filled the moments when they weren’t eating. They all shoveled in food like they had been starved.

      When they finished, Shane leaned back in his chair. “We need to find out why people are wandering off and vanishing. The werewolf we interrogated said that Richardson is working with a witch, collecting natural werewolves and shifters for some new plot. We think there might be something ‘calling’ to them, something that wasn’t there or wasn’t as strong Before.”

      “I’ve heard rumors of a dark pool of energy,” Elizabeth replied guardedly. “Near the old battlefield. Nothing detailed, just that people are going out of their way to avoid it.”

      “Battlefield?” Shane’s head came up sharply.

      “Civil War,” Darius replied. “There were three battles, all early in the war. Everyone’s heard of Antietam, but South Mountain was just as important.”

      “How many casualties?” Lucas asked.

      “Five thousand or so,” Darius said. “The thing I remember most is the farmer who dumped sixty bodies down a dry well. That just didn’t sit right with me.”

      “You think someone is working dark magic?” Elizabeth looked first to Lucas and then to Shane.

      “Working it, or taking advantage of something that draws twisted energy to itself,” Lucas said cautiously. He had no intention of explaining how they knew quite so much about genius loci.

      “Why? What’s in it for them?” Geoff asked.

      “No idea, but we intend to find out,” Lucas replied.

      “I can’t say that I was too upset about Dr. Richardson being topside when all hell broke loose,” Brad said. Lucas and Shane looked at him quizzically, while Geoff just let out a long sigh. Presumably, the knights had heard Brad’s opinions before.

      “Why?” Shane turned to face the ex-soldier.

      Brad glanced at Geoff as if he was afraid he had spoken out of turn. Geoff shrugged. “Go on. You opened the can; you can dump out the worms.”

      “There were rumors about Dr. Richardson being a little too interested in the whole werewolf thing. Not the science—the magic,” Brad said. “He was the one pushing to get vampires into the program, too. I overheard him talking to one of the other researchers, and at first, I thought he was recapping some movie he saw. It turns out he had read a book about the Nazis trying to combine magic and eugenics back during the War, and what a shame it was that no one had carried it further.”

      “Christ,” Lucas muttered. “Did he ever try to follow up on that research himself?”

      Brad shrugged. “No idea. I don’t think our commander would have been in favor, but Richardson was the darling of some of the Pentagon brass. I never heard about any secret rituals being carried out at Fort Detrick.”

      “Maybe we got lucky and he was on his way back from Fort Ritchie when the blast hit,” Darius said. “That would have melted his face, without the Lost Ark.”

      “You don’t think he was at the cabin, with the weres we fought?” Shane asked.

      Darius shrugged. “We couldn’t get a really good look at the guy’s face.” He glanced at Elizabeth. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “So it kinda looked like Richardson…but he kinda looked like a lot of men his age,” Darius said.

      “As far as fighting goes, I’m afraid we’re sidelined for the moment.” Geoff looked chagrined. “I’m no good in a fight at the moment, Zeke is lucky to be alive, and we need Brad and Darius here to keep things going.”

      “Understood,” Lucas said, relieved not to have the knights accompany them. “We’ll do some recon, and figure out if we need to call in reinforcements. You’ve done plenty, getting rid of a lot of the GMO weres and shifters and patrolling the area. We’ll take it from here.”

      “I’d like to come with you.”

      Elizabeth’s declaration took Lucas by surprise. “Why?”

      “If there’s something going on with dark magic, maybe I can help undo it,” she said. “And my sister is one of the people who wandered away and was never seen again. There’s absolutely no way Victoria did that of her own free will. I don’t expect that we’ll be able to save her, but I damn sure want to stop it from happening again.”

      Lucas and Shane exchanged a look, enough to let Lucas know his partner was good with the extra help. “All right. You’re in.”

      Geoff sat back and tried not to wince when he jostled his wounded leg. “We might not be able to go with you, but we can still offer you some choice ammo,” he said, perhaps looking to make amends. “More of those armor-piercing rounds, and maybe some grenades and a launcher? Brad can let you look at the armory and see what you can use.”

      “Much obliged,” Lucas said. Extra firepower made him feel slightly more confident about the odds. “I think we’re going to need all the advantages we can get.”
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      The next day, Lucas, Shane, and Elizabeth saddled up their mounts and headed for South Mountain Battlefield. Geoff gave them a small cart for the munitions, which they fastened to Lucas’s mount. They parted on good terms with the knights, although Lucas knew he would never be able to completely forgive Geoff’s handling of Thompson.

      Shane and Elizabeth kept up a conversation as they rode. Lucas knew that neither side’s questions or comments were as spontaneous as they were made to appear. Shane was doing his best to learn more about Elizabeth’s magical studies and abilities, while Elizabeth kept circling around Lucas’s “Reiki” and Shane’s “intuition.”

      Rocky had been silent for most of the ride, but when they came within five miles of the old battlefield, he nudged Lucas for attention.

      The forest is sick.

      You mean the trees?

      No. The spirit of the forest. The land and its daemon. They are…wrong.

      Lucas considered that for a moment. Do you think it’s natural? Could it have been from the blast?

      I do not think so. We all felt what you call the “blast.” We have felt such things before, from wars and when rocks fell from the sky. They changed the surface of the land and killed the creatures that lived on it, but they did not change us.

      What about a battle, where thousands of people die? Does that affect the daemons? Lucas was glad that Rocky had gotten better with language, because trying to have this kind of conversation in pictures, the way Shane experienced the genius loci, would have been impossible.

      You have it backward. Battles happen in places where the energy is already dark. The darkness draws the fighting. The place chooses the people.

      Well, fuck. That turned everything Lucas knew about military history on its head. Everything he’d been taught or read in books praised the brilliant strategy of generals. If Rocky was right—and Lucas had every reason to think that an immortal spirit of nature probably knew what it was talking about—then every historic clash was the result of a twisted daemon luring combatants so the conflict could…what? Feed it? Entertain it?

      We don’t hunger, as you do. But for most of us, the life around us sustains us. We would not die without it, because we cannot die, but if the land were to be barren, we would slumber until it raised life again.

      So for a twisted daemon, attracting conflict or misfortune would energize it?

      That is likely. I have never traveled beyond my place before. But I have heard stories.

      Lucas’s brain hurt trying to imagine immortal place-spirits swapping tales among themselves to while away the eons.

      If there’s always been a dark daemon at the battlefield, how do we stop it from hurting more people?

      I don’t know.

      That wasn’t the answer Lucas wanted to hear. Something has changed about the battlefield because Before people liked to hike there and visitors didn’t go missing. Could people do something—like human sacrifice—that would make the dark daemon worse?

      Rocky didn’t respond right away. Lucas didn’t know if the daemon was searching its vast experience or tapping into the daemon psychic network to consult other genius loci. Finally, Rocky nudged his way into Lucas’s consciousness.

      Energy sustains energy. I am sustained by the plants and animals that are alive around me, the birds and the insects, the weather and the shifts in the rock deep below. It is possible that to a dark daemon, strife and death would sustain their energy. Without it, they would become quiet.

      He and Shane had talked about daemons being the energy of creation or chaos. Rocky’s somewhat stilted explanation supported Shane’s ideas. And the longer Lucas talked to Rocky, the more he had a bad feeling about the fate of the people who vanished.

      “Hold up!” Lucas’s shout made Shane and Elizabeth rein in their horses, and Lucas quickly caught up. “I’ve got a theory about what’s going on at the battlefield, and we need to talk about it before we get there.”

      At Lucas’s suggestions, they took a break at a dilapidated rest stop. The facilities had long ago stopped working, and the vending machines were empty, but the picnic shelters remained in reasonable condition.

      “I figured we might as well eat while we talk, so we can hit the ground running when we get to the battlefield,” Lucas said as they pooled their trail rations.

      “Let’s hear more about your ‘theory,’” Shane said. Shane’s knowing look told Lucas his partner suspected Rocky’s input. Elizabeth just watched him with narrowed eyes, as if she knew they hadn’t told her the whole truth.

      “Some natural places make you feel good, and some give you the willies, right?” Lucas said for Elizabeth’s benefit. “What if bad things like battles don’t make a place have dark energy—the bad things happen because the place already has dark energy?”

      “That makes sense,” Shane replied.

      “What if a group of people wanted to make that dark energy stronger? Because maybe they were interested in the occult…like Nazi magic, maybe? They might lure people into the dark place and make sacrifices to feed the beast.”

      A daemon is not a beast.

      It’s a figure of speech.

      It is incorrect. We are immortal spirits of nature.

      I know. Just…bear with me.

      You are not a bear. Neither am I.

      “Lucas?” Shane’s voice pulled Lucas out of his internal dialog with Rocky.

      “Sorry, just got lost in my thoughts. Anyhow, what if those creepy scientists who went to Fort Ritchie didn’t get caught in the blast? What if they were attracted by the dark energy at the battlefield and tried to tie it in with their crazy Nazi magic?”

      “That’s a whole lot of ‘maybe,’” Elizabeth said. “But…go on.”

      “If the dark energy is part of the land, we can’t shut it down completely. Killing the crazy scientists could give it a temporary boost, depending on how the whole sacrifice thing works. But…once they’re gone, and there’s no one luring in new sacrifices, maybe the dark energy can go back to sleep.”

      “You think that’s what happened to the people who’ve gone missing—they’ve been sacrificed to feed the dark energy?” Elizabeth sounded skeptical.

      “So that would mean there was a Pied Piper…of sorts,” Shane remarked. “But what’s in it for the crazy scientists? The world burned. They’re not going to win an award or publish a paper in a journal.”

      “People will do a lot of crazy things to feel like they’re in control,” Lucas replied, meeting Shane’s gaze. “These guys thought it was a good idea to create super-weres and wanted to move on to vampires. Maybe they want an army of monsters to make themselves kings.”

      “I can tell you that—unless the Park Service was running a hell of a cover-up—there wasn’t a stream of missing persons disappearing at the battlefield before the Events,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve lived around here all my life, so I think I’d have heard about that. People said the battlefield was haunted—but find one that isn’t. I knew hikers who liked the north section of the park better than the section around the battlefield, but they never really said why.”

      “Intuition. Maybe they could sense something, even though the dark energy was dormant,” Lucas jumped in. “And then the chaos of the blast woke it up. If it found some wacko Dr. Moreau-wannabes for its high priests…”

      “It’s a crazy idea—but the world stopped making sense three years ago,” Shane replied. “So, yeah. I’d say it’s the best explanation we’ve come up with so far.”

      “Does that change the plan?” Elizabeth looked from one of them to the other, and Lucas decided that she had either figured out their secret or guessed something close enough.

      “No,” Lucas said. “Because we can’t just tie up the evil scientists and throw them in jail. We have to stop them, permanently.”

      “But maybe we can blow up their killing ground and stop them so no one else dies,” Shane recapped.

      “Anyone have a better idea?” Lucas sincerely wanted to know, because what they had was batshit. Shane and Elizabeth shook their heads.

      “Okay, then. On we go.”
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      When they reached the outskirts of the South Mountain Battlefield, just seven miles south of South Mountain State Park, they stopped to rest the horses at a small pond. Shane pulled Lucas aside.

      “The daemon’s song from this part of the park is screeching in my head like Death Metal,” he told Lucas. “I’m going to have a hell of a headache. What does Rocky say?”

      “He says it’s ‘twisted.’ If the song is making you uncomfortable, it’s probably even worse for him.” Lucas ran a hand back through his hair, staring at the park entrance like it was the DMZ. “We’ve got no way to know if the battlefield daemon knows we’re coming. Maybe it didn’t kill all the people it lured in—maybe it made some of them its Renfields to do things it can’t.”

      Shane nodded. “Elizabeth is going to scry and see if she can get an idea of how many people—if any—are in there. I’d like to know if we need reinforcements before it’s too late to turn back.”

      “The were we killed at the cabin said Richardson has a witch of his own. That’s a big unknown,” Lucas said. “No idea about what the witch can do, or how this ‘well’ works.”

      “We’ll deal with it.”

      Elizabeth had gone a short distance away to scry, still remaining in their sight. After a while, she returned. “What I can make out with my far-sight isn’t perfect, but it’s more than we had before. I’m picking up on a strong power nexus. It feels natural—as in, not man-made—but the energy is corrupt. ‘Unhealthy’ is about the best way to put it.”

      “A twisted genius loci,” Shane said. “The spirit of the place.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “That’s what I think. And the person you thought was a witch…I don’t think that’s quite right. He—I think it’s a he—is in tune with the power nexus. That probably makes it possible for him to draw on its energy, but he’s not a witch in the same way I am. I don’t sense the remnants of spellcasting or wardings. And to be honest, I can’t imagine that being connected to that dark, tangled up energy would be a good thing.”

      “Maybe Richardson thinks the witch is some kind of oracle,” Lucas speculated. “Is he separate from the nexus, or are they the same?”

      Once again, Elizabeth’s glance made Lucas wonder how much she had figured out about his situation. “Separate. Which is a good thing, because without real power of his own, I can probably handle him while you two go after the others.”

      “Can you see anything about how many people or werewolves are there?” Shane pressed.

      Elizabeth was quiet as if she were reviewing her memories of the scrying for details. “I saw six men, plus the witch. I couldn’t tell humans from werewolves.”

      Rocky?

      The corrupted daemon may become aware of me—and of us—if I probe too directly. But I believe she is correct. Several are not human, but I can’t tell more, at least not at this distance.

      If we destroy the bad daemon, how will that affect you—or Shane? That seemed to Lucas to be the plan’s danger, if damaging the twisted genius loci caused dangerous “feedback” that hurt Rocky or injured Shane through his connection.

      The daemon can’t be destroyed, only weakened. I suspect that will be unpleasant. I will be unchanged. Shane may be very uncomfortable.

      “Uncomfortable” like a bad headache, or like “seriously injured”?

      I cannot know for certain, but I do not think the effect would be harmful, just unpleasant.

      “If there’s a twisted daemon, my money is on that old well being the nexus,” Shane said. “Where they dumped the Confederate soldiers’ bodies.”

      “What you’re describing sounds an awful lot like a Hellmouth,” Elizabeth said. “A nexus of chaotic energy, even if there’s no Lucifer or literal Hell involved.”

      “I don’t care what we call it,” Lucas replied. “I just want to stop the disappearances. There’s been enough hell on earth these last few years—we don’t need more. Whatever Richardson is planning can’t be good. Also, from Geoff’s count, and what we took out at the cabin, we have seven shifters and modified weres remaining—and they’ve been biting humans to increase their numbers. The chances that the other seven besides Richardson are just normal men are pretty slim.”

      “Not good.” Shane paused. “Eight against three—and some, if not most, of them are weres. If anyone thinks we should wait for reinforcements, now’s the time to say so.”

      “I can handle the witch,” Elizabeth replied with a shrug.

      “We’ve got frag grenades for the others, I’ve got the launcher to put a concussion grenade down the old well, and you’ve got a sniper rifle,” Shane answered. “As long as we can find a good vantage point, I think we can do it.”

      Before the Events, getting reinforcements meant a phone call and some helicopters. With Geoff and his knights out of commission, the nearest source would be Fort Getty, which meant a long ride on horseback there and back. In the meantime, more people would go missing, and if their theory was right, the dark daemon would get stronger and harder to beat. That was the deciding point for Lucas.

      “All right. Let’s shut this fucker down.”

      They tethered their horses in a stand of trees, shouldered their weapons, and carried the bag of ammo and explosives the knights had given them. Lucas and Shane wore a variety of guns and knives, and even Elizabeth had a shotgun and salt rounds as well as a machete. Shane carried the grenade launcher and all the grenades Geoff had been able to supply.

      At the entrance to the battlefield, they stopped to study the trail map on a large sign that had survived the elements. That gave them a better idea of the terrain and the choice of paths leading to the area where the old well was located. Lucas figured Richardson’s camp wouldn’t be far away if the well was essential to his schemes.

      “How sure are you that you can deflect attention from us?” Lucas murmured as they took a trail that brought them in above and to the rear of the old well.

      “Pretty sure, as long as we’re quiet,” she whispered. “It’s not an invisibility spell. More of a ‘nothing to see here, look elsewhere’ kind of thing.”

      Any advice? Lucas asked Rocky.

      You can’t kill a daemon, but you might weaken it if it’s been made artificially strong. I will do my best to protect you and to avoid drawing attention. I do not like this place. It is…unhealthy.

      I’m all for leaving as fast as we can.

      One trail led uphill, providing an overlook. When they reached the high ground, Lucas belly-crawled toward the edge of a ridge and took in the sight below with a pair of binoculars while Shane loaded the grenade launcher and Elizabeth prepared to use her magic.

      What might once have been an old farm well had broadened into a sinkhole, which wasn’t unusual for this part of Maryland. The large, flat rock altar stained dark with blood was definitely something Lucas felt sure hadn’t been part of the original battlefield monument. Guttered candles, the remains of a now-cold bonfire, and bits of fabric and bone hung from the lowest limbs of trees. Once upon a time, before the world ended, Lucas would have dismissed the scene as a bad Halloween attraction or the secret hideout of an emo teenager. Now, the reality was far more frightening.

      Off to one side, Lucas could see two crude log cabins that didn’t look like they’d been built by the Park Service. On the other side of the sinkhole were sturdy cages made of wood. The cages were empty now, but together with the blood-stained altar and the sinkhole, Lucas didn’t need much imagination to confirm his theory.

      Lucas searched the area around the cabins. Two men conferred near the sinkhole. One of them fit Geoff’s description, an older, slender man with dark hair who might be Richardson, and the other oddly dressed man was likely the witch. A third man chopped wood a few yards away.

      Lucas shimmied back from the edge. “I saw three,” he whispered. “If there are more, I don’t think there are many. Those cabins aren’t big enough for more than six or eight men and it fits with Elizabeth’s scrying.”

      “Ready?” Shane asked. Elizabeth nodded.

      Lucas and Shane crawled back to the ridge and exchanged a look, then Lucas pulled the pins and lobbed three fragmentation grenades in quick succession toward the cabins. Shane angled the grenade launcher, braced it against his shoulder, and fired six incendiary rounds into the center of the sinkhole.

      The bang of the frag grenades echoed through the quiet forest, accompanied by the screams of those in the clearing who were hit with the shrapnel. A roar and whoosh accompanied the plume of fire that rushed upward from the sinkhole. The explosion rumbled deep in the belly of the old well, and the margins of the opening began to crumble.

      Shane fell back, gripping his head and groaning. Lucas reeled as the blast’s effect on the battlefield daemon disoriented Rocky.

      Elizabeth shouted a containment spell, raising her voice above the wind, focusing her power on the blast zone and using her magic to bind the twisted spirit inside the caved-in well and keep the witch from interfering.

      Lucas gritted his teeth and rose to a crouch. He could feel Rocky struggling to block out the chaos of the sinkhole. Elizabeth’s spell seemed to be helping.

      Men shouted and screamed in the aftermath of the frag grenades. Lucas grabbed his rifle and took up a sniper position at the edge to finish off what the shrapnel had started. Two more men appeared from inside the cabins, carrying weapons.

      This part of the operation, Lucas knew by heart. He’d always found the cold, logical, in-the-moment headspace of being a sniper to be calming, a deadly sort of Zen. All of the complexities of the world boiled down to one imperative. Find the target, take it out.

      Four shots. Four men went down, one of whom he thought was Richardson. Lucas couldn’t forego the surge of pride that he hadn’t lost his touch.

      Rocky?

      I can barely hear you over the screams of the daemon in the well. It’s taking all I have to help contain it.

      Elizabeth shook off her trance. “The spell is set. I won’t promise that it will last forever, but without new sacrifices, I don’t think that spirit will dig its way out anytime soon.”

      Four more dark shapes ran from the forest into the ruined camp.

      “We’ve got trouble!” Elizabeth hissed.

      Werewolves. Four fucking werewolves? Elizabeth’s scrying must have missed one.

      “Shane! Incoming!” Lucas managed to yell, hoping that Shane could clear his head before they found themselves under attack.

      Two of the creatures vaulted over the edge of the ridge, great bounding leaps that made it look like they could fly. Lucas’s bullet took the head off the were closest to him, but not before he noted that neither of the monsters’ ears were notched or banded.

      Elizabeth shouted a few words of power, sending the second werewolf stumbling back toward the edge, fur ablaze as fire streaked from her hand.

      Two howls came from behind them, and Lucas turned to see the other two werewolves stalking toward them. Shane was back on his feet with a shotgun in his hands, but he looked shaky, as if the blast in the well had hit him hard through his ability to hear daemon song. Still, he stood his ground and racked the gun to make sure the weres knew he meant business.

      The second two new werewolves came at a dead run. Elizabeth shouted in alarm as the burned werewolf appeared over the ridge, looking for vengeance.

      Lucas raised his rifle, but with the burned wolf bearing down on him, his shot missed, grazing the creature’s head. It lunged, and Lucas got off another shot, this time striking it in the right shoulder. That would have stopped a real wolf, but the werewolves were tougher, and the creature kept right on coming.

      One of the new werewolves headed for Elizabeth, while the other barreled into Shane, taking them over the edge.

      “Shane!”

      Shane’s gun fired again and again, and Lucas’s belly tightened with fear. He didn’t dare take his eyes off his attacker as the burned werewolf bared its teeth and moved in for the kill. Out of the corner of his eye Lucas glimpsed another streak of fire as Elizabeth held off her assailant, and heard her voice rise in a chant.

      The burned werewolf sprang forward, Lucas fired, and the bullet tore away the creature’s skull above the snout. Its heavy body dropped to the ground, twitching, and Lucas saw the notched ear of the wolf he’d just taken down.

      Elizabeth’s wolf attacker lay still, its head separated from its shoulders by the bloody machete she held in her hands. “No notch or band on that one,” she said, breathless from the fight.

      “Shane!” Lucas headed over the ridge, skidding down the slope, with Elizabeth right behind him.

      Lucas heard a werewolf’s growls, Shane’s shouts, and the sound of a scuffle long before he could see what was going on. Shane and the wolf struggled, rolling in the dirt. Shane’s gun lay a distance away, out of reach and useless.

      Lucas sighted his gun, but without a clear shot, he risked hitting Shane instead of the werewolf. Elizabeth shouted words that seemed too slippery for Lucas to hear, and for a few seconds, Shane and the werewolf froze.

      Lucas pulled the trigger, and the werewolf’s head exploded, bathing Shane in its blood. In the next second, the spell broke, and Shane threw the corpse off of him, scrambling to put distance between himself and the beast, wild-eyed and frightened.

      Lucas’s heart sank as he realized that the dead werewolf’s ears had a metal band. Were-hybrid, contagious bite, can shift anytime.

      “Shane? Hey buddy—the fight’s over.” Lucas lowered his gun and approached Shane cautiously, like a spooked animal. He couldn’t tell how much of the blood that soaked Shane’s shirt was his own, and how much came from his attacker. At least, thank God, Shane hadn’t been mauled.

      “Lucas?” Shane’s voice sounded unsure, one of the few times Lucas had seen his friend unnerved.

      “Yeah, I’m here. It’s done. The well caved in. Nice shot. You did good work. But now, we need to get out of here.”

      Shane seemed dazed and looked first at the dead creature. The powerful, thickly furred body grew indistinct and became a man’s naked corpse.

      “Come on,” Lucas coaxed. “Get your gear. We need to ride.” Something about the panic in Shane’s gaze sent an alarm thrumming through Lucas. He knew Shane Collins better than anyone, and Lucas knew that only one thing could have rattled his partner this much.

      Shane had been bitten by one of the modified werewolves.

      “Yeah. Okay.” Shane struggled to put words together. Lucas had fought beside this man on a battlefield and stood next to him as they watched reports roll in about the end of the world. He’d never seen Shane like this, and his suspicion grew to a certainty.

      “We’ve got to get Elizabeth somewhere safe,” Lucas said, keeping his voice level and calm. That seemed to reach Shane through his mental fog. The other man nodded and moved toward where his gun lay on the ground.

      “I’ve got it.” Lucas slipped in and scooped up the weapon with a smile, sure that right now, Shane should not have it. “C’mon. I’ll grab your stuff. Looks like we had it easy up on the ridge, while you were kicking ass down here.”

      Lucas looked up to meet Elizabeth’s worried stare. She didn’t say anything, but Lucas felt certain she had come to the same conclusion. Would a stranger feel the same conflict, the same grief, that he did? He remembered Geoff’s reaction when Thompson had been bitten, a split-second death sentence. Oh, hell, no. Protectiveness made Lucas step between Shane and Elizabeth as they walked, signaling that no matter what happened, the two of them would deal with it.

      They stopped long enough to ensure that everyone in the camp was dead. Lucas mentally counted the bodies.

      “Where’s the witch?” he asked, glancing around.

      “He threw himself into the sinkhole before it caved in,” Elizabeth replied. “I may have also given him a push.”

      Lucas scanned for Richardson among the dead and stopped to turn the man over. From the blood and gashes on his body, the researcher must have taken the worst of the shrapnel. Lucas confirmed that the scientist was dead, but he couldn’t help wishing that he’d had the chance to pry loose the man’s intentions before shooting him. He checked for identification and found nothing. That meant they had no way to confirm that this actually was the rogue scientist. Maybe we got him. Maybe we didn’t. Guess we won’t know unless he shows up to cause trouble.

      Now, his priority was keeping Shane alive until they could consider their options. He rose, addressing Elizabeth while he tried to get a read on Shane out of the corner of his eye. Shane looked pale and panicked, but he hadn’t tried to grab for his gun, which Lucas counted as a win.

      “Where can we escort you so you have somewhere safe to spend the night?” Lucas asked Elizabeth as they walked back to where the horses were tethered. He and Shane had planned to move on once they dealt with the threat of the damaged genius loci—and now they had more reason than ever not to want to go anywhere near Geoff and his knights.

      “There’s a small enclave near Boonesboro,” Elizabeth replied. “I’ve stayed there before.”

      “We can drop you off on our way,” Lucas replied, staying beside Shane to make sure he was steady enough to get up into the saddle. He paused just long enough to distribute the weapons—all that would fit—into his saddlebags and fastened the slimmed-down duffle bag next to his bedroll behind his saddle. They left the small wagon behind.

      “I know you’re eager to get moving,” Elizabeth said, and her gaze spoke volumes. “I can recommend somewhere safe where you can rest.”

      Lucas tried to read intent in the witch’s eyes. If she suspected that Shane had been bitten, would she try to kill him? Lucas hoped she was smarter than that. Instead, he saw concern.

      “Yeah? We don’t want to put anyone out.”

      She shook her head. “Mapleville. The town’s deserted, but still in pretty good shape. I figured you’d want someplace quiet for a little downtime.” Lucas hoped it wasn’t just his imagination, that her words were laced with double meanings. Shane seemed preoccupied, avoiding looking at either of them.

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Lucas replied, his gaze evaluating Shane before returning to Elizabeth. “A little peace and quiet could do the trick.”

      Shane didn’t say anything as they rode, and Lucas didn’t push him. Everything about the rigid way Shane sat his horse, how he favored his left forearm—the likely place for a defensive wound—and the clench of his jaw suggested that he was barely holding it together. Lucas needed to get them somewhere private, somewhere safe, and soon. Every instinct told him that he didn’t dare let Shane out of his sight.

      “Do you think what we did will hold?” Lucas asked Elizabeth as they rode the few miles toward Boonesboro.

      “No way to know, but the energy at the battlefield is better than it was,” she replied. Lucas liked that Elizabeth didn’t try to tell him what he wanted to hear. “Whatever magic they were playing at was dangerous and untrained. Probably cobbled together from ‘craft’ books that are one step above gaming manuals. They had no idea what they were toying with. It’s a miracle it hadn’t gone worse. Fucking amateurs.”

      “Maybe Richardson knew that they’d gone so far outside the boundaries they weren’t going to be welcome anywhere.”

      “Men like that want power. Richardson just didn’t realize the game was over before it began.”

      Lucas had never been so thankful for empty highways. Now that shock had worn off, Shane looked twitchy, and Lucas could only guess what might be going through his partner’s mind. All of his guesses were equally ominous. When they came to the deserted off-ramp to Boonesboro, Elizabeth smiled at him.

      “I can take it from here,” she assured him. “The enclave is a mile that way,” she pointed to the east, “and I am a big bad witch. I can take care of myself.”

      “Thank you,” Lucas replied. Gratitude shifted to outrage when Elizabeth reached out to tap Shane lightly on his right shoulder, and he slumped, unconscious but still upright.

      “What the hell—”

      “It’s temporary. Should only last a couple of hours—enough for you to get him to Mapleville. The fire department there has a single jail cell in the back, somewhere to hold rowdy drunks until the county sheriff’s office could send someone to pick them up. Get him in there, lock him up, and then you can decide what to do. You’ll both be safe. The place is small enough that looters probably didn’t bother with it, so you might even be able to find food enough to last a while.”

      “Why are you helping us?” Lucas didn’t mean to sound ungrateful, but experience made him wary.

      “You two have abilities most people don’t have. I don’t need to know what they are, but magic senses magic. That gives you both an advantage over regular folks,” Elizabeth said, locking gazes with Lucas. “I don’t believe in fate. You have options, if you’re willing to fight for them. This doesn’t have to end badly.”

      “Is there a cure?”

      “Not that I’ve ever heard, but with your abilities, you might be able to make it more of a chronic condition.”

      Lucas wanted to believe her with every fiber in his being, although he had no idea how to cheat the death sentence of a werewolf’s bite. “I hope you’re right. And I’m going to fight. Be careful. You saw that two of those weres were hybrids with no ear markings? That means there are still more of them out there.”

      She managed a wan smile. “Yeah. I saw—and I’ll be careful. Now, hit the road. The sooner you get there, the sooner you can figure this out.”

      Lucas took the reins to Shane’s horse, thanked Elizabeth once more, and watched her ride off with only a small pang of guilt over not seeing her to her sanctuary’s doorstep. Elizabeth would be all right. Shane…Lucas couldn’t think about that just yet.

      He listened for Rocky, but the place-spirit had gone silent. Lucas wondered what Rocky had experienced when the grenades hit and Elizabeth’s spell trapped the dark daemon in the old well. Whatever it was couldn’t have been good. And certainly Shane, with his ability to hear the song of the daemons, had to have felt some of the twisted spirit’s last, desperate struggle. Maybe that let the werewolves get the jump on him.

      Lucas was alone with his thoughts, and his worry. Even unconscious, Shane didn’t look truly at rest. Lucas wasn’t looking forward to the conversation once Shane came around, but it had to happen. He nudged his heels into his horse’s ribs, picking up the pace a bit, needing to get them to that jail cell soon.

      Mapleville was more a cluster of houses and a few other buildings than a real town. It didn’t look like anyone had been here in a long time, although its location spared it the worst of the damage from the Blast itself. Maybe its residents had tried to ride out the end of the world, only to discover that life without the benefits of modern civilization was harder than expected. Most people gave up roughing it pretty quickly, leaving in search of one of the small communities where they could pool their resources to survive.

      That meant it was just what Lucas and Shane needed. It didn’t take long to find the fire department. He picked the lock and raised the big bay doors to bring their horses inside. A quick search turned up the kitchen, a dormitory where the firefighters on duty slept, an office, and the single jail cell Elizabeth had promised.

      “Glory, hallelujah,” Lucas muttered. Concrete walls bounded the cell on three sides, with steel bars on the fourth. The key dangled from a peg on the wall, just like in every Western Lucas had ever watched.

      He opened the cell door, then manhandled Shane off his horse and dragged him inside, laying him gently on the metal ledge that served for a bed. Lucas hesitated, then checked Shane over. Dried blood stiffened Shane’s shirt and jacket. No gashes meant Shane had managed to avoid the creatures’ claws. But an unmistakable bite mark on Shane’s left forearm told the rest of the story.

      Shane would have seen the metal band on the creature he fought, would have known what that meant. And knowing Shane, he stoically accepted that he had to die.

      Fuck that. Lucas hadn’t been much for playing by the rules even before the world ended. Three years of chaos had only reinforced that trait. And he’d be damned if he stood by and let his best friend go down without a fight.

      “We’ll figure something out,” he promised, although he had no idea what that meant. Then he closed the cell door behind him and turned the key in the lock. The heavy bolt thunked into place, echoing in the empty building.

      “There’s got to be a way,” he told himself and tested that the door was locked. He didn’t know how long Shane would remain unconscious, and before he woke, Lucas needed to care for their horses, find water and food for them and their mounts, and scope out the hamlet to make sure they were as alone as it appeared.

      He’d think about how to help Shane later, once he had a hold on his emotions. Maybe by then, he’d have a plan. He sure as hell hoped so, for both their sakes.
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      Shane woke completely disoriented. His head throbbed, every muscle ached, and the rumbling from his stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten in far too long. Groggy and hurting, he forced himself to sit up and frowned at the unfamiliar surroundings.

      “What the hell?”

      Gray cinderblock walls and steel bars made it clear he was a prisoner. Memories filtered back slowly. He felt like he’d been roofied, and wondered how the fuck someone had managed to drug him. The last thing he remembered was the battlefield at Fox’s Gap, the loud report of the grenade launcher, the concussion of the explosion and the attack—

      “Shit.”

      Shane looked at his blood-soaked clothing, and then at his left arm, where the sleeve had been pushed up to reveal livid bruising around an unmistakable bite.

      The werewolf who jumped him had a banded ear. That meant—Shane was utterly fucked.

      “Lucas?” Shane didn’t call too loudly, in case somehow during the hours he couldn’t recall they had been snatched by some other group.

      His voice echoed, then silence.

      Shane tried to piece together the aftermath of the attack. He’d been momentarily incapacitated by the scream of the twisted daemon when the explosion hit. That left him shaky when the werewolf barreled into him and sent them over the edge. Even so, Shane had fought with all his might, against a creature that was taller and more powerful, barely keeping it from ripping out his throat.

      He looked ruefully at the bite on his arm, the price for keeping teeth and claws away from his neck. If he’d actually thought about it, letting the creature kill him might have been the kindest option.

      Shane couldn’t help remembering the look in Thompson’s eyes, and the resignation on his face. Geoff hadn’t hesitated in pronouncing his sentence. Lucas had argued against Geoff, but would he feel differently now, when he’d had time to think about it?

      He wouldn’t blame Lucas if he had changed his mind. Shane didn’t hold out hope for a cure.

      Now, he’d either have to talk Lucas into leaving him alone with a gun or shooting him. Neither option was likely to go over well.

      Unless…maybe they’d gotten jumped on the road after Shane had passed out. Bounty hunters were known to roam areas where there had been disturbances. If the IT Priests had heard about the werewolf attacks, surely others knew of them as well. Had Lucas been ambushed while Shane was unable to back him up? But if so, where was Lucas? He couldn’t imagine his partner giving up easily.

      A darker possibility occurred to him. Maybe Lucas had tried to fight off a bounty hunter—and lost.

      Or maybe he knew just how fucked you were and let the bounty hunter take you off his hands, a malicious little voice whispered in his mind.

      Lucas would never—Shane stopped cold. He and Lucas had been friends, almost brothers, nearly all their lives. So selling him out for money or even to save his own skin wouldn’t occur to Lucas. But if Lucas saw the bite—and Shane felt certain that was the case—then he had to know the situation was hopeless. Had to know that it only ended one way, with a bullet in Shane’s skull.

      Maybe that was one bridge too far, something Lucas couldn’t bring himself to do.

      But if that were the case, why was Shane still alive? No bounty hunter in his right mind would let a fledgling werewolf regain consciousness before capping him, not when he could double-tap the monster while he was asleep.

      Shane leaned forward, cradling his head in his hands, resting his elbows on his knees. His captor had left him his belt and shoelaces. In theory, he could hang himself. That might kill a human, but Shane wasn’t human anymore. To kill a werewolf required silver to the heart, a head shot, or taking off the head completely. Once again, he was screwed.

      A lifetime of memories flashed through Shane’s mind. Growing up in a world that no longer existed. His family, now dead. Friends who were, more than likely, also dead—if not in the Blast then in the aftermath. Boot camp, first deployment, firefights on battlefields in the Middle East. Joining the US Marshals. Close calls and near misses. And then, watching the world go up in flames until the TV signal fizzled and the screens went dark.

      Lucas had been beside him since they were kids, watching his back, teasing him out of bad moods, harassing him like a brother. So if it was Shane’s time to check out—and it was, it had to be—then he really only had one regret. He hated the idea of leaving Lucas to deal with this fucked up wreck of a world by himself.

      He’s not alone. He has Rocky.

      Maybe. But Shane remembered how he had felt when he’d watched a feral AI robot electrocute Lucas in front of him, watched his breath stutter and seen the light fade in his eyes. Shane had been gutted, desperate, and he’d called out to any entity that could hear him for help. Rocky had answered, and Lucas got off that cold bunker floor and walked away—amazingly, impossibly, alive.

      But Rocky couldn’t possess both of them, and they were still too close for Shane’s liking to the twisted genius loci to take a chance on the daemons of either nearby park. Which led right back to where Shane had started, the cold certainty that fate had a bullet with his name on it waiting for him.

      Shane had never been very religious, and he’d stopped praying to a silent god when the world around them went down in ashes. He’d tried to be an honorable man, to live a life of service, to keep his word and do right by those around him. Shane was well aware of all the times he’d fallen short, the questionable decisions in the heat of battle, the rough justice in a world gone mad. If anything existed after this life, he had no idea what lay in store for him.

      But he would not allow himself to become a monster.

      That decision mantled a sense of peace over him like the matter had been settled. He’d done the best he could—scored more wins than losses—and lived longer than all the people whose lives ended abruptly in the Events. He could do one more service, protect the survivors in one more way—by dying and sparing the world another dangerous creature.

      The scrape of a door opening roused him from his thoughts. Footsteps sounded, coming closer. Instinct told him to get as far away from the bars as he could. Shane didn’t move. The spartan room gave him nowhere to hide. If someone wanted to shoot him, it would be like hunting fish in a barrel. It made no sense to put up a fight, not when there was only one inevitable outcome. Might as well take it like a man.

      “Thank God you’re awake.” Lucas headed toward the cell carrying bottled water and protein bars. He put two bottles and bars inside the cell and kept two of each for himself. “You’re probably starving.”

      Lucas sounded like nothing was wrong, as if it wasn’t unusual for Shane to be locked in a cell waiting to go wolf. Or maybe he’s putting a good face on, giving you a last meal, that treacherous inner voice suggested.

      “Thanks.” Shane’s voice sounded rough to his own ears. He moved slowly to take what was offered, not wanting to scare Lucas. The protein bars were stale, but he was too hungry to care, and if the water tasted like plastic, it still soothed his raw throat. They ate quickly, and Shane tried to remember when they had previously eaten.

      This morning. When I was still human.

      “Where are we?” Shane took pride in not sounding as freaked out as he felt. Just another meal on the road…before one of us shoots me.

      “Mapleville. Elizabeth suggested it. Said it might be just what we needed. She was right.”

      What we needed? Any cemetery would do. Shane stared at his partner as if Lucas had lost his mind.

      “We need to talk.”

      That was the understatement of the year.

      “Lucas—”

      “The way I see it, we’ve got two choices.”

      Here it comes. Bullet or blade?

      “The first choice is, you bite me, and we go on doing what we’ve been doing, only with more fur.”

      Shane stared at him, slack-jawed.

      “The second choice is, you let Rocky and the daemon songs you hear help you learn to manage when and how you shift, so you control the wolf and not the other way around. And when you’re comfortable, we go on doing what we’ve been doing, with some added capabilities.” Lucas smirked. “I always did want a dog.”

      “Lucas, I’m dangerous. I could kill civilians. I could kill you. There are two choices. One of them is that you hand me a gun and walk away. The other is that I kneel in front of the bars, and you put a bullet in my skull.”

      Lucas lifted his head defiantly like he had anticipated Shane’s response and had already worked out a rebuttal. “See, that’s not going to happen, because I’d be one bullet behind you, and Rocky kind of likes the road trip we’re taking him on.”

      “You can’t be—”

      “You’re the only family I have left. My best friend. My partner. My brother. I’ve lost everything else in the world. But this,” he said, gesturing with a wave of his hand between them, “keeps me going. I can’t be a Marshal without a partner. We’re the last two left, so there’s no replacement out there. After the life we’ve led, I just can’t see myself becoming a farmer. This is all I know how to do, and I’m gonna do it until I die with my boots on. So it’s up to you—is that going to be now, or later?”

      Lucas always did know how to play dirty, even as a kid. He was also the most stubborn person Shane had ever met, and he’d had time to make up his mind. More than that, Shane didn’t doubt Lucas’s intent to follow him, if it came to that. Hell, he’d felt the same way when Lucas nearly died at Fort Ritchie, before Rocky intervened.

      “You’re insane.”

      Lucas shrugged. “Not the first time someone’s said that, probably won’t be the last.” He met Shane’s gaze. “I’m not human anymore. But that didn’t bother you. You didn’t let me die, and you didn’t leave me behind. So I’m sure as hell not giving up on you.”

      They stared at each other in silence for a moment, a stand-off neither one was willing to end. Finally, Shane sighed. “Does Rocky really think that could work?”

      Lucas nodded. “Elizabeth suggested it, actually. She didn’t know about Rocky or your ability to hear daemon-song, but she knew we had some kind of power, and she told me that it might be possible to manage your…condition.”

      “This isn’t herpes.”

      “Geoff did say lycanthropy was like an STD.”

      “Supernaturally Transmitted Disease?” Shane managed to smile. He saw a glimmer of relief in Lucas’s eyes.

      “Something like that,” Lucas said. “It was a modified werewolf that bit you. Saw the ear tag. So on the plus side, you may be able to control when you shift,” Lucas mused. “Hell of an advantage in a fight.”

      “You’re actually serious,” Shane replied. “Keeping me, like this.”

      “You’re not a stray. Pretty sure the army had us chipped.”

      Shane felt dizzy from the whipsaw of emotions. He’d been ready to die when Lucas walked in. But Lucas’s steadfast belief that they could find another way stirred a glimmer of hope.

      “All right,” Shane relented. “Let’s give it a try. But until we know for sure that I can control this, I stay in the cell.”

      “Works for me.”

      “And if I can’t control it, if Rocky’s wrong, then—”

      “La-la-la. I can’t hear you.” Lucas stuffed his fingers in his ears and shut his eyes.

      “Adult. Nice.”

      Lucas flashed a shit-eating grin. “I’ve got to live down to expectations.”

      Shane sat down on the metal bed with a sigh. “All right. What now?”

      “I don’t know. Are you feeling wolfie? Got an urge to catch a Frisbee with your teeth? Want a squeaky toy?”

      Shane rolled his eyes. “I have no idea what ‘wolfie’ feels like. New at this, remember?” He frowned. “The weres at Fox’s Gap—they shifted this morning, right?”

      Lucas paused, searching his memories. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I don’t know if that’s when they shifted, or if they had shifted before that.”

      “All the stories I’ve ever read made it sound like werewolves could only shift during the three days of a full moon. Geoff’s people said that was something Dr. Richardson wanted to ‘improve’ by adding the shifter DNA,” Shane mused. “And cross-breeding is the old-school way of doing that.”

      “The moon wasn’t full last night.” Lucas looked up. “I remember, because I had to go outside to take a piss, and I damn near tripped over something in the dark. It was a waning crescent, and mostly behind the clouds. But it also means those other wolves weren’t natural. And since they didn’t all have bands or notches, we’ve gotta assume that some were turned by one of the modified weres. So the biggest issue, I guess, is seeing if Rocky can help.”

      “How can Rocky help me control the wolf?”

      Lucas got the glazed look that meant he had turned his attention inward. “You can hear Rocky’s song, even if he can’t talk to you the same way he does to me,” he said finally. “He may be able to keep your wolf more connected to your human side. Not let you give in to the aggression.”

      Shane flushed. “He, um, can talk to me when you’re sleeping.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow. “And you two were going to tell me, when?”

      Shane shrugged. “It didn’t seem important.”

      Lucas thought for a moment. “I really don’t want to wait until I’m out of it for you to try to shift, in case you get stuck or something.”

      Shane snorted. “Stuck?”

      “Shut up.”

      “I imagine that strong emotions could trigger a shift, but I’d rather not have another near-death experience any time soon,” Shane said. “And since I didn’t shift when you drugged me—”

      “Not drugs. Magic. Elizabeth knocked you out so I could get you somewhere safe.”

      “Good to know. Anyhow, the only other thing I can think of is picturing what I want to happen and seeing if it does.”

      “You want to visualize yourself into a wolf?”

      “You got a better idea?”

      “Not really. Go for it.”

      “Um, any chance you could find some other clothes?” Shane asked. “I look like a serial killer, and wolfing out isn’t going to help. It’s getting cold outside for a loincloth.”

      Lucas grimaced. “Not to mention horsehair burns on the inner thighs would really hurt.”

      “Yeah, let’s not mention that.”

      “Okay, let me go loot and pillage and see what I find. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Funny.”

      Lucas left, and Shane was alone again. He blew out a long breath and closed his eyes, trying to sort through the jumble of emotions. Relief, that this wasn’t his day to die. Worry, that the shifting might not go as well as Lucas hoped. And amazement, that Lucas was crazy enough to take a chance on him, trusting that Shane would somehow figure out how to control his wolf.

      Shane had never been much for meditation. Their lives weren’t settled enough, and in the old days, Shane depended on a sweaty workout at the gym to deal with frustrations. But even back then, he’d heard about soldiers with PTSD getting their anger and reactions under control with Yoga. Taming their beasts, so to speak.

      He didn’t know Yoga from Yogi Bear, but deep breathing wasn’t much of a stretch. He could manage that. So while he waited for Lucas to return, he focused on slowing his breath, filling his lungs, holding for a second, and controlling his exhale. It felt good, actually. Then Shane rolled his head from one side to the other and shook out his shoulders, which were stiff from tension and sleeping on the metal bed. He did a few twists and stretches, just for good measure. By the time Lucas came back with an armful of clothing, Shane decided that, wolf or no wolf, there might be something to this meditation stuff.

      “Most of the people in this town were short,” Lucas said, tossing in a teal t-shirt and a pair of worn Levi’s. “And the rest were wide. This is the best I can do. Sorry about the colors. Maybe we’ll find a farmhouse where someone your height had better fashion sense.” The rest of the clothes Lucas carried looked like an equally odd mix. “While I was rooting around, I grabbed some for myself. Like they say about beggars and choices.”

      “Better than nothing,” Shane replied, scooping up the clothing and setting it on the bed. “You ready?”

      “I’m just here to compare your performance to Teen Wolf. Rocky’s the one you need, and he’s ready when you are.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Shane shucked everything except his underwear, sat down on the bed, and planted his feet flat on the floor, knees wide for stability. He took a deep breath, and then another before closing his eyes and doing his best to find calm despite how hard his heart pounded. A few more breaths and his mind stilled enough for him to hear the familiar song that was Rocky, and a faint but reassuring melody coming from a park daemon Rocky had approved.

      The daemon songs steadied him, and Shane focused on the werewolf’s bite, the raw wound on his arm that throbbed in time with his heartbeat. He remembered the creature that bit him, recalling the elongated snout, the sharp fangs, and the powerful body that was simultaneously man and wolf.

      Shane felt a tingle spread through his body, growing more intense like an electric shock. He fought to hold the image of the werewolf in mind while also staying anchored in the daemon song. Pain blossomed along every nerve and muscle, worse than being Tasered, or being shot. He felt as if he were being ripped apart from inside as bones shifted and muscle stretched and reformed to fit a different body.

      Now that the change was upon him, Shane clung to the daemon song, knowing it was his only hope of not losing himself completely to the transformation. He heard a voice screaming and realized it was his own. Breath came in harsh pants, and blood spurted in his mouth as fangs broke through tender gums, forcing his teeth apart. Shane’s nose broke, then flattened and stretched as his cheekbones and jaw cracked and stretched into something far from human.

      He rode out the pain, holding fast to the ethereal music only he could hear. I’m Shane Collins. Shane Collins. Shane Collins, he repeated to himself, fearing that he would forget. The pounding of his heart filled his ears, throbbing through his veins. Shane fell forward onto the floor, and when he opened his eyes, the hands that held him up were no longer his own.

      Long fingers tipped with wicked claws stretched from paw-like palms. Fur the same color as his hair covered his arms and the backs of his hands. His briefs felt too tight, all wrong for this new body. A whiff of the air overwhelmed his senses, every scent sharp and strong. Shane’s stomach rumbled, filling him a visceral urge to hunt. He sniffed the air and smelled sweat and fear. Prey.

      “Shane?”

      The voice drew his attention to the creature he had scented. A man stood near the bars, watching him with wide, frightened eyes. Shane growled, low in his chest, and bared his teeth.

      “Listen to the songs, Shane. Listen and control your wolf.”

      The man was afraid, but something about the set of his shoulders told Shane he didn’t plan to run. “That’s it, Shane. Listen. Can you hear Rocky? Hang on to Rocky.”

      He’d almost lost the thread of the songs in the cacophony of snapping bones and his own tortured howls. The song resurfaced, strong and clear, wild and ancient. Shane saw the pictures the songs painted in his mind, eons flashing past, and he let the song fill him, raising his snout to howl with it.

      “Good. That’s good. You always did like to sing along,” the man said, forcing a laugh. “Can you let the songs bring you home? Shane, can you change back?”

      Shane. The name sounded strange and yet familiar. Not the language of wolves. He could not make his long muzzle twist to form the word, but he knew it belonged to him. How he was called, when he wore another skin.

      Now that the pain of shifting was gone, this new form felt strong, invincible, free. His ears pricked up at the faintest sounds, and even from this distance, he could hear the catch of the man’s breath and the rapid pulse of his heart. He knew this body was faster, more powerful, more resilient than that other, weaker, self.

      “Follow the songs, Shane. Come back. Come back, now.” The man’s voice held an edge of fear, for Shane but not of him. Shane sniffed the air again, and listened to the patient coaxing. Not prey. Pack.

      Shane breathed in, and the song grew louder, beckoning him to follow. For a terrifying moment, he couldn’t remember what he was supposed to do, where he meant to go, how to let the song lead him back to where he’d been. He howled again and let the song fill his mind, let it sustain him as his body folded and twisted, another painful transmogrification. Through it all, as limbs changed form and joints dislocated, the song carried him, anchored him.

      And when the daemon song finally faded, Shane lay on the cell floor, aching and exhausted, his entire tortured body aflame, human once more.

      “Shane?” Lucas’s hesitant voice pulled him out of the fog of pain and the bewildering change in his senses. With a lifetime in the military and law enforcement, Shane had always thought of himself as strong and fit, but compared to his wolf, he now felt weak and cut off from the heightened sounds and scents that had shown him the world in a whole new way.

      “Pack.”

      “What?”

      “My wolf knew you were pack. Family. Not…food.”

      “Well, thank fuck for that.” Lucas’s attempt at humor didn’t hide the relief in his tone. “How are you? It looked…bad.”

      “It wasn’t fun.” Shane had only held the werewolf form for a little while, but his shortened jaw and human teeth felt odd, wrong.

      “Rocky’s glad you’re back.”

      “I almost got stuck.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you think it will get easier?” Shane eased himself up to lean against the metal bed, still seated on the floor.

      “No idea,” Lucas replied. “But maybe it’s something you get used to, like twenty-mile hikes in the desert with full gear.”

      “Yeah. I never really did get used to those.”

      “Me neither.”

      Lucas pushed a jar of peanut butter with a spoon through the bars, along with two more bottles of water. “There’s no bread, but I figured the protein will do you good,” he said, sliding down the wall opposite the bars as if he’d felt the pain and exhaustion of Shane’s transformation vicariously. “Tomorrow, I’ll go see if there’s a well somewhere, even if I have to boil water. The bottles won’t last us forever.”

      “We don’t have to stay here forever,” Shane said, mustering the energy to drag himself up to the bed. “Just long enough for me to get a grip.”

      “I’ve found enough food to last us a while,” Lucas said. “I won’t promise variety, but we won’t starve.”

      “Maybe if I get good at this, we can go deer hunting.”

      Lucas chuckled. “That’s so not a fair fight.”

      “Like it was before? I don’t remember the deer packing heat.” Perhaps it was the newness of the transformation or the shock of the change, but those memories just a few years distant seemed faint and indistinct.

      “Maybe you’ve got a point,” Lucas allowed. “Why don’t you change into clean clothes, and I’ll bring you a bucket of water to wash off. I doubt the toilet in the cell flushes, but you can probably pour the wash water down when you’re done. I brought some bedding back with me when I went clothes ‘shopping.’ No reason we can’t be comfortable.”

      “The horses…”

      “They’re fine. Took care of them while you were still out of it. Although they spooked when you shifted. Must have smelled your wolf.”

      “Maybe they’ll get used to it.”

      “Just don’t eat them.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Lucas left, returning quickly with a pillow and blankets, plus a bucket of reasonably clean water. He stepped out of sight to give Shane privacy so he could clean up, but Shane knew his partner was never out of earshot. The sound of metal scraping on concrete made Shane grimace as his head pounded. He looked up to see Lucas maneuvering a bed from the firefighters’ dormitory into the wide hallway.

      “Figured we’d both sleep better this way,” he said with a shrug. “Get some rest. I’m on watch.”

      Normally, Shane would argue to do his share, but not tonight. Thanks to his wolf’s metabolism, the wounds from the fight at Fox’s Gap had healed, including the bite, but he still felt like he’d done a brutal workout. He stretched his sore body out on the metal cot, pulled the blanket over his shoulders, and sleep found him almost immediately, sound and dreamless.
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      Lucas was no stranger to bad dreams. Hell, for the last three years, even their waking moments seemed like one long nightmare. But this…was worse than usual.

      This didn’t need to be a nightmare. Memory was bad enough.

      He’d stood with his back flattened against the cement wall, watching, terrified, as Shane’s body tried to turn itself inside-out. Nothing in the monster movies came close to the horrifying reality. They couldn’t show the real thing, not without the audience puking their guts or passing out.

      Lucas feared he might do both.

      He’d seen landmines blow a man apart, just yards away when he stood. Seen bodies torn to shreds from IEDs and mortar shells, or hacked to bits by the enemy. Nothing compared to seeing Shane’s body break and reassemble, to hearing the crunch of bones and the pain in his feral howl.

      When the transformation was complete, the thing that stared back at him and bared its teeth made him wonder if Shane was gone forever, lost inside the beast. The yellow eyes held no recognition, no humanity. The only reminder of the man was the color of its fur, a match for Shane’s dark blond hair.

      Lucas’s stomach pitched, and his heart thudded as he clenched his fists hard enough to leave bloody half-moons in his palm, as if he could will Shane through the shift and back again.

      His voice shook as he tried to coax the monster—no, Shane—to remember, begging him to hang on to Rocky’s song, to let it guide him home. Bile rose in his throat as the wolf remained motionless, and he feared that Rocky had been wrong. Lucas hadn’t been joking about not wanting to continue the fight alone. He’d killed men in battle, and in the years since the Events, he hadn’t shied away from mercy kills. Shane was his last, frayed tether to the world they knew Before, and Lucas knew that if he had to be Shane’s executioner, it would be one shot he couldn’t take and then walk away from.

      That meant both their lives hung in the balance as Shane’s wolf struggled to find its way back to human form. Lucas could hear Rocky’s patient voice offering a lifeline, a daemon song trail of breadcrumbs to bring Shane back to himself. He clung to Rocky’s assurances as the transformation began again, painful and horrifying, leaving Shane pale and still on the cell floor.

      For a moment, Lucas feared the shock had been too much, until he saw the rise and fall of breath, and heard a moan of pain. Only then did he realize just how hard his own heart hammered, and how lightheaded he felt from holding his breath.

      Except in his dream, Shane didn’t rouse. He lay there, unmoving, as blood seeped from his nose and mouth, bones jutting out at unnatural angles, half-shifted. Dead.

      Lucas sat bolt upright with a gasp. His shirt clung, sweat-soaked, to his back. He took heaving breaths, trying to slow the thudding of his heart, struggling to remind himself that the end of the dream was a lie.

      “Not the first bad dream I’ve ever had,” he murmured and pushed a trembling hand through his hair. He’d had nightmares before, after every close call in the army, the Marshals, and since the Events. They never grew less vicious, but they did, thankfully, become less frequent. “And probably not the last.”

      Even so, he watched for several moments to assure himself that Shane was still alive before he shook off the last of the dream and went to tend the horses and put together breakfast from what he had been able to scrounge.

      By the time he came back, Shane sat upright on the edge of his bed, elbows on his knees, head bowed, hands dangling. He looked up, groggy and shamefaced when Lucas approached with an offering of jelly and boiled coffee.

      “I thought the jam might go with the peanut butter,” Lucas said, forcing a grin that probably didn’t hide the worry in his gaze as he swept an appraising glance over his partner, checking for injuries. “The coffee’s an experiment. I boiled water and grounds in a pan over the fire I lit in a metal drum and strained it as best I could. So it’s sort of a cross between java and chew,” he added, wrinkling his nose.

      “Thanks.” Shane’s voice, whiskey-rough from screaming, sounded like a stranger.

      “You okay?”

      Shane just raised an eyebrow with a look that said it all.

      “All things considered,” Lucas added. Shane looked away, and Lucas didn’t need conversation to know the other man was uncomfortable with what had occurred.

      “You’ve got nothing to feel weird about,” Lucas said. “I saw you puke up your first beer when we were twelve. Watched you puke up plenty more in the army. I haven’t forgotten that time our whole unit came down with the shits when we were out on maneuvers, either. So compared to all that, seeing you shift was fucking awesome.”

      “I wasn’t strong enough to control it.” Shane’s gravelly whisper barely reached Lucas. “It almost won.”

      “But you were, and it didn’t.” Lucas pushed the coffee and jelly jar through the bars. “You can’t let ‘what-ifs’ get in your head. You and Rocky won, and with practice, it’ll get easier.”

      Shane didn’t quite hide a shiver, which Lucas figured had to do with repeating the transformation. “What if it doesn’t?”

      “It’s your call,” Lucas said, sobering. “I’ll back whatever you decide. But I meant what I said. The choice goes for both of us.”

      Shane scrubbed a hand over his face. “So not helping.”

      “I’m not gonna lie. You say fight, I’ll fight. You decide to surrender, and I’ll go with.”

      What Lucas said, he meant. But more than that, he’d known Shane Collins nearly their whole lives, long enough to be certain that Shane never fought harder than when the stakes were high. Alone, Shane’s fear of hurting someone, of not being in control of his wolf, might lead him to choose to prevent the problem. But knowing that his choice affected them both? Lucas gambled that Shane’s rebellious streak would carry them through.

      “Fuck that,” Shane growled. “Maybe I’ll stick around just for spite, and shed all over your stuff.”

      Lucas hid a smile. “Just remember to lift your leg against the wall, like a good dog.”

      Shane flipped him the bird.

      “Back atcha. I’m going to make some more coffee-sludge. Let me know when you’re ready to wolf-out again. Practice makes perfect.”

      He didn’t need to hear what Shane mumbled to know the intent, loud and clear. Just to be annoying, Lucas whistled while he walked away.
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      I wish we could have stayed longer.” Shane glanced over his shoulder as they rode out of Mapleville, heading north.

      “We were running low on food,” Lucas replied. “I’d already used everything that hadn’t gone rancid, buggy, or bulged. It would suck to live through the apocalypse and get killed by botulism.”

      “Still…” Shane’s expression held a mix of uncertainty and worry.

      “I brought a few of the last cans with us. Vegetables are hard to forage.”

      “Hope you remembered a can opener.”

      “Nah. I thought you’d pry it open with your fangs.” Lucas rolled his eyes. “Of course I did, dumbass.”

      “Just checking.”

      “I figured we’d head up into West Virginia from here.” Lucas hoped he sounded off-handed, like nothing—more than usual—was amiss. “Check out that place the coven in Bedford mentioned, the one that the scholar-monks want to use to safeguard recorded knowledge.”

      Shane snorted. “The one in the old Spiritualist resort that the stories say phases in and out of time? Hard to forget. I’m not sure how that’s a job for us. If they want to hoard books in a mansion that thinks it’s a TARDIS, it’s not really our business. Might not be the smartest thing, but it’s not a crime.”

      “No, but harassing the monks is. That’s what the coven leader mentioned when she asked if we could check on them when we headed north again.”

      When Shane didn’t answer, Lucas knew he had to sell the idea a little harder. “West Virginia’s almost all forest. Plenty of daemon songs.”

      “Lots of ghosts of dead coal miners.”

      “As you’ve pointed out, there are dead folks everywhere nowadays. I was just thinking that it wouldn’t hurt to ride up through the mountains, maybe do a little hunting or fishing, find a cabin for a few days, let your wolf run,” Lucas added that last bit as an aside.

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt. We haven’t been up that way in quite a while.”

      Lucas fought the urge to fist-pump. “It’s real pretty territory. And not a lot of people. So if it takes us a few more weeks to get to Pittsburgh, that gives you more time to train Fenrir.”

      “His name isn’t Fenrir.”

      “Lupin?”

      “No.”

      “Fangface?”

      “Definitely not. It’s Quentin.”

      “Quentin?”

      “Shut up. You got to name your daemon. I get to name my wolf.”

      Lucas raised his hands in joking surrender. “Sure. Does that shorten to ‘Quent’ or ‘Tin’?”

      “Neither, asshole.”

      Lucas shrugged. “Asshole it is. Easy to remember. I’ve been calling you that for years.”

      Shane huffed in annoyance, but Lucas took their banter as a win. Staying clear of other people for a while longer wouldn’t hurt, giving Shane more time to feel confident with the wolf that had shacked up inside his skin, and more time to work with Rocky and other helpful genius loci who might be able to make the process easier.

      Lucas didn’t mind avoiding enclaves and hunters for as long as possible. Now that neither of them were fully human, someone might get the notion to hunt them, badges notwithstanding. As US Marshals, he and Shane had always felt like outsiders, moving from place to place, assisting local law enforcement but never being part of the team. That feeling wasn’t likely to get better with their new abilities.

      Flickering images in the road made Lucas pull up on his reins. Shane acted in the same instant, still just as much in sync as ever.

      “Ghost?” Shane asked.

      Lucas nodded. “Yeah. There are about twenty of them. Pretty recent. All ages.” He tried to relax and open his apocalypse-sharpened abilities to sense why the ghosts had made the effort to appear.

      After a moment, he turned to Shane. “They couldn’t speak, but they showed me what happened. Kidnappers. From the ones they didn’t take, I’m guessing slavers, up ahead.”

      Lucas and Shane knew that two US Marshals couldn’t hold back all the evil in their territory, but it didn’t stop them from trying. When everything fell apart, human “monsters” seized the opportunity to benefit, supplying renegade compounds with slaves. He and Shane would probably never shut down all the trafficking operations, but Lucas was going to do his damnedest to try.

      “What’s the play?”

      Lucas shot him a wily smile. “Let’s try something new.”
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        * * *

      

      Just before nightfall, four strangers rode up to the lean-to where a lone traveler with two horses crouched next to a campfire. He looked up when they stopped at the side of the road.

      “Looking for someone?” he asked.

      “I think we found what we’re looking for,” the man in the lead said. He raised a shotgun from where it lay across his lap. “You look like you know how to do a day’s work. That’ll bring a good price.”

      Lucas dove to one side, kicking the fire with his boot to send up a cloud of smoke and sparks. He rolled and came up firing. His first bullet caught the leader in the chest before the man could get Lucas in his sights, toppling the slaver from his saddle. His next shot hit the second man in the forehead.

      A spine-chilling howl sounded just before wicked claws swatted the third man from his mount, sending him crashing to the ground. His horse panicked and bolted as the beast sprang at the fourth slaver. They fell together, rolling in the dirt, but the man was dead, throat torn open by sharp claws before he’d ever had a chance to pull his sidearm.

      When the dust settled, Lucas held the reins of three skittish horses. Four bloody corpses lay in the road. The wolf-beast prowled up and down the road, yellow eyes glinting.

      I hope he remembers the part about “pack,” not “prey,” Lucas thought.

      “Nice work, Shane.” Lucas tugged the horses’ reins, hoping training kept them from trying to break loose, which was only likely to make Shane’s wolf want to chase.

      A growl answered him, and the beast—Quentin—padded a few steps toward Lucas, then sat down and wagged its tail.

      “Okay, the tail is just weird,” Lucas said. “No biting?”

      Even in wolf form, Shane could give him the stink eye.

      “All right then. How about I get your clothes and a towel to clean up with, and you shift. I need to tether the horses and deal with the bodies.”

      Lucas found that leaving the heads of brigands and slavers mounted on pikes next to the road served as a deterrent. Messy work, but worth it to send a message. Especially when the headless bodies were left propped against the pikes for the birds and scavengers. It also gave Lucas a quiet assurance that they wouldn’t be turning into werewolves from Shane’s bite.

      Shane/Quentin just sat, watching him with an uncanny stare.

      I think he wants a treat, Rocky said.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      Lucas walked back to the campfire and dug in his bag for the pack of peanut butter crackers he’d found in Mapleville. They were long past their expiration date, but given the list of chemicals in the ingredients, Lucas doubted they’d gone bad.

      “Catch.” He tossed a cracker to the werewolf, who lunged to snap it out of the air. The effect seemed much more frightening than when Lucas’s black Labrador had done the same thing.

      “One more, and then you shift,” Lucas said, holding up a second cracker. “Unless you want to learn ‘shake,’ ‘roll over,’ and ‘play dead.’”

      Werewolves’ fingers were long enough that Shane could flip him off, even in his furry form.

      He threw the cracker underhanded, an easy catch. Shane padded off, looking satisfied. Lucas braced himself for the crunch of bones and the muffled yelp that went with a shift. Before long, Shane returned, dressed and having wiped off most of the blood.

      “How was it?” Lucas asked, without turning to face his partner. This was Shane’s first fight with his new abilities, his first kill. Lucas had worried that Quentin might be harder to control once the blood flowed.

      Shane looked like he was considering his reply. “Different—but not as much as I thought it might be. Do you remember, in the thick of a battle, how once the adrenaline got going, everything else fell away, and there was a terrible beauty to doing what you were trained to do?”

      Lucas nodded. He’d never known what to do with that feeling. It was heady and terrifying, and Lucas understood in those moments how some men lost themselves to it and never entirely returned.

      “That’s…the closest thing I can think of. What Quentin can do is amazing. So much strength. The wolf doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t feel that flash of guilt, even when you know the person deserves what they’re getting.” Shane drew in a ragged breath. “Which is why Quentin needs to be kept on a short leash, so to speak, until we work out a few things.”

      He pushed back a lock of hair that had fallen into his eyes. “On the bright side, the shift wasn’t nearly as rough, coming or going.” Shane grinned and held out two somewhat mangled rabbits. “Oh, and I caught these. Before the slavers came. Practice.”

      Lucas took the bloodied carcasses, which were nearly skinned from the force of the sharp claws. “I’ll clean them,” he said, not willing to turn down a good meal, even if eating a werewolf kill was going to take some getting used to.

      “I can have a look through the slavers’ saddlebags, see if there’s anything useful,” Shane volunteered.

      Lucas nodded. “Go ahead. I figured we’d drop off the extra horses at the next park ranger station we passed. Shouldn’t be too far.”

      Shane hesitated and looked back at him. In the light of the fire, Lucas could see the emotions warring in his eyes—pride in the successful mission, and fear that Lucas would see him as a monster.

      “We’re going to make this work,” Lucas assured him. “Whatever you’re worried about, we’ll figure it out. You were pretty damn impressive, and a lot quieter than a gun. That’s going to come in handy. Just think—we’re the only K-9 Marshals in the area.”

      “Just so you know, I’m not going to do tricks.”

      “What if I found a Frisbee?”

      Shane only had to think about it for a moment. “You’re on.”

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED…
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