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      Best two out of three?” Lucas Maddox asked when Shane Collins sank the 8-ball after running the pool table.

      “Sure. Rack ‘em up,” Shane replied.

      Only the clack of pool balls and the soft snuffling of their horses broke the stillness in the empty roadside bar.

      “I saw what you did.” Lucas fished the balls out of the pockets and arranged them for the next game. Four balls were missing, only one cue was worth using, and the table had warped from nearly four years without heat or air conditioning, but this was still going to be the best “night on the town” he and Shane had for a long time.

      “What I did?” Shane countered in mock objection. “And what was that?”

      “You shot from the right side of the table.” Lucas leaned over to eyeball the felt-covered surface, which was no longer level. “It’s flatter.”

      “I’m amazed the table’s in as good condition as it is, considering.” Shane walked over to the bar and poured himself another finger of whiskey.

      “Just our lucky day, I guess,” Lucas replied. “About time. We’ve been overdue.”

      “Overdue” was probably the understatement of the year.

      “It’s been a long while since we found a place in this good shape,” Shane said. Lucas joined him at the bar and refreshed his drink.

      “The owners boarded it up tight, and from the outside, it doesn’t look like much.” Lucas looked out over the empty bar. “And the name—Adler’s Filling Station—doesn’t scream ‘bar.’ Plus, we’re in the middle of nowhere. Doubt there’s been a lot of traffic through these parts since the Events.”

      “Can’t imagine there would be.”

      Four years ago, the world ended. Or at least, close enough that nothing would ever be the same again. Terrorists turned the nuclear countries’ own warheads against them in a simultaneous strike, taking out the capitals and governments with only a few minutes’ warning. That touched off earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. Chunks of the power grid failed. Financial markets and the supply chain collapsed.

      Major cities were either destroyed in the fires that followed or swamped by storm surges. Ash in the atmosphere altered the weather, bringing violent storms. Supplies grew scarce, impossible to replenish. Hunger and disease killed many who had avoided the blasts and radiation. People fled, eventually coming together in small fortified enclaves well inland from the coast.

      Anarchy and chaos did more damage than the bombs, but the military and law enforcement units that survived the initial strikes and the aftermath were stretched too thin to maintain the peace. Now what remained were mostly local sheriffs, park rangers, and for the tri-state, the last two US Marshals—Shane and Lucas.

      “Almost like old times,” Shane said wistfully.

      “Yeah. Almost.”

      Lucas rested his back against the bar, elbows behind him, and looked out over their home for the night. Adler’s hadn’t been a fancy place; it looked as hard used as the people who lived in this corner of West Virginia. The candles and kerosene lantern Shane and Lucas had brought with them did the interior a kindness with dim light that hid the dirt and wear. An old-fashioned jukebox sat against the wall, forever silenced. Framed photos showed off prize bucks or big fish, bowling tournament winners, and “grip and grin” pictures with local politicians.

      Anything close to larger cities had been looted by desperate survivors long ago. After those first, awful months, Shane and Lucas learned to stick to the back roads, where it was easier to find a store, warehouse, or abandoned home that hadn’t been picked clean.

      “The horses seem to like it here.” Shane nodded toward his roan gelding, Red, and Lucas’s black stallion, Shadow. They had fed and watered the horses before bringing them inside, safe from danger, and filled a beer cooler for them with water from a hand pump out back.

      “It’s got four walls and a roof that doesn’t leak—what’s not to like?” Lucas replied, savoring his drink. The cement block walls and small barred windows beneath plywood provided one level of protection against wild animals and roving gangs. The salt lines across the openings coupled with protective sigils chalked onto walls and doors repelled an entirely different sort of predator.

      They set their drinks aside and headed back to the pool table for the third round, joking and trash talking like the old days.

      “Good game,’ Shane said when Lucas won the round. “And you didn’t even cheat.”

      “Pretty sure the slant in the table cheated for me.” Lucas hung the cue back on the rack.

      Shane walked over to the wall and pulled darts from the dartboard, still in place from where they’d been thrown on the last night before everything changed. “It’s this or karaoke,” he joked.

      “We wouldn’t want to scare the horses.”

      “Pretty sure they’ve heard the worst we can do.”

      Going anywhere now took far longer on horseback, so to pass the time, Shane and Lucas recounted favorite books, TV shows, and movies, or sang songs as best they could remember. Long evenings passed with dice, worn decks of cards, or the few favorite novels and role-playing games they managed to carry with them.

      The Before was never coming back, but Shane and Lucas did their best to honor what they could hold onto with memories.

      “I could really go for some Buffalo wings and an order of nachos,” Lucas remarked.

      “Yeah, me too,” Shane agreed. “Beer nuts. Pizza. Fried pickles.”

      Talking about food from the old days was as close as they were likely to get to having it again.

      Lucas threw the darts in rapid succession. One hit the bullseye, and the other two sank into the next ring.

      “Nice throwing.” Shane retrieved the darts and sent them flying with a few flicks of his wrist, scoring two bullseyes.

      “Not too shabby yourself,” Lucas replied.

      “I figure we were lucky that the owner cleaned out the perishables before leaving.” Lucas left the darts in place and headed back to the bar. “Place wouldn’t be nearly as nice to stay in if they’d been rotting this whole time.”

      “He didn’t take the alcohol,” Shane pointed out, pouring them another drink. Having the safety to relax, even a little, was a rare luxury.

      “Bottles are heavy and bulky,” Lucas observed. “His loss, our gain.” He avoided looking at the personal photos near the register or anything else that made the owners and customers real in his mind.

      “We can’t carry all of it—even if we had a pack mule,” Shane observed.

      “Don’t need to,” Lucas said with a shrug. “Take a few bottles, board everything up like it was, and stop through the next time we come this way. Our own personal stash.”

      “Sounds good to me. One of the perks of the job.” Shane’s chuckle had a bitter edge.

      They sipped their whiskey in comfortable silence, each looking out over the empty bar alone with their thoughts and memories. After all these years, Lucas didn’t need to talk to have a good idea what was going on inside Shane’s head.

      They’d grown up together, then gone into the Army, and after a couple of tours of duty in various locations, left the military and joined the US Marshals. Now they were the only family either of them had left.

      The whiskey loosened muscles tight from riding and warmed Lucas in a way that was far too elusive nowadays. Even with precautions, they didn’t dare drink too much—the dangers they faced Before paled in comparison to the threats that had crawled from the shadows after the Events.

      “I’ll take the first watch.” Lucas knocked back the rest of his drink. “You need your beauty sleep,” he added with a smirk.

      Shane had a blond, blue-eyed All-American cowboy “aw shucks” appearance that worked great for questioning witnesses. Lucas’s dark hair and eyes gave him a bad boy vibe that made it easy to play “bad cop.” They were both the same height—nearly six-foot-two—but whether they were an exact match had been a matter of debate between them since they hit their last growth spurt.

      “Fuck you,” Shane replied without heat. “See if Rocky plays as good pool as I do.”

      Shane made a last check on the horses before grabbing his bedroll and a jacket for a pillow and stretching out on the pool table.

      Lucas walked the perimeter to assure himself that the locks were set and the salt line remained unbroken, then headed to the small kitchen to look for any remaining staples that might still be useful. He emerged triumphant a short while later with a sealed pack of coffee beans, a new bar of soap, and two cans of tuna, all of which had been overlooked in the back of a cupboard.

      You are happy tonight. The ancient, immortal elemental spirit that rode shotgun inside Lucas’s mind made itself known for the first time that evening.

      Hiya, Rocky. You’re late to the party, Lucas replied silently.

      Something about this place affects your mood. You are pleased and sad at the same time. Mostly pleased.

      When a feral robot electrocuted Lucas during a job gone wrong, he would have died if Shane’s desperate plea for help had not brought the help of a curious genius loci. Nicknamed “Rocky” for the nearby state park, the spirit agreed to coexist with Lucas and keep him alive with its primal energy. Lucas and Shane had grown used to the curious entity.

      It’s nice to get a taste of how things used to be. But that makes it sadder to realize those times are gone.

      My mountain changed very little over a long time, Rocky replied.

      Some changes can be good. The Events weren’t. Lucas cleared his throat, ready to move on to a new subject. Can you sense anything going on outside we should be worried about?

      Rocky was silent for several minutes. Lucas still didn’t understand how his copilot functioned, although he was grateful to be alive and thankful for the abilities Rocky brought to their dangerous job.

      No one expected two US Marshals to rid their territory of evil. Instead, they got called in on problems too big and potentially catastrophic for what remained of local law enforcement to handle. Increasingly, those cases involved the supernatural, since after the Events, ancient beings re-emerged from the shadows to lay claim to what remained.

      I thought I sensed something earlier, but if so, it has gone, Rocky said.

      Good to know. Lucas had told himself that he wouldn’t look at the personal items behind the bar, but without a way to brew the coffee he had found, moving around seemed to be the best way to keep from drifting off.

      He winced at the family pictures—kids, parents, and dogs, snapshots of vacations and summer days. Given how deserted the surrounding area had been when he and Shane rode in, those people were long gone. One faded black and white photo of an old clapboard church caught his attention.

      Someone had taped a caption beneath the picture, “How far we’ve fallen!” Lucas realized that the concrete foundation and cellar beneath the church looked exactly like what had been repurposed as the bar.

      What happened? Fire? Tornado? Something destroyed the wooden structure, and the locals made good use of the remaining basement. Lucas grinned.

      Wait until I tell Shane we’re probably on consecrated ground. And a good bartender hears his share of confessions. No wonder we both felt safer than usual here.

      Lucas turned back toward the main area and froze. The air suddenly turned colder, and he saw the gray figure of a man perched on one of the barstools, nursing a drink. He looked like he was probably a regular, and Lucas wondered why the spirit lingered here of all places.

      Did he get mugged in the parking lot? Have a heart attack in the men’s room? Something about the expression on the man’s face suggested another alternative. Maybe he belonged here, with his people.

      The spirit didn’t acknowledge him, and Lucas saw no cause for alarm. He felt an odd kinship with the ghost. Given the constant travel that went with the responsibilities of a US Marshal, life hadn’t left time for a family, and the ever-present danger precluded forming friendships. Without Shane as a best friend and partner, Lucas didn’t have to use much imagination to see himself in the ghost’s place.

      Shane’s sudden cry of alarm had Lucas sprinting across the room to where the other man jolted upright, eyes wide. For a few seconds, Shane looked panicked and disoriented, then seemed to recognize his surroundings.

      “Dream or vision?” Lucas fetched a canteen from his pack and handed it to Shane, who took a long gulp to steady himself.

      “Vision, pretty sure of it.” Shane took a long gulp from the canteen before giving it back with a shaking hand. “I saw two men in the woods dressed like hunters. No one I recognized. Something big and pale chased them—I couldn’t get a good look through the trees at night. From the screaming, I think it caught them.”

      “Did you see anything to identify where it happened?” Lucas pressed.

      Shane closed his eyes, and Lucas guessed he was reviewing what he had seen. “Nothing unusual about the landscape. But the mountain’s song sounded like a woman wailing.”

      Shane’s ability to hear the song of genius loci was a talent that had grown stronger since the Events, as had Lucas’s talent for seeing ghosts. It had taken Shane a while to figure out what he was hearing and how to use his ability to navigate toward safe places, and away from areas where the elemental spirit was hostile or twisted. That gift had enabled Shane to reach out to Rocky and save Lucas’s life, so while Lucas didn’t completely understand how it worked, he was grateful for the advantage.

      “Rocky? Does that sound familiar to you?” Usually Lucas carried on a silent conversation with the elemental, but speaking aloud also worked, and kept Shane included in the conversation.

      I have not encountered that song. But now I will listen for it.

      “He’s got bupkis,” Lucas relayed. “But now that you two know what to watch out for, maybe it’ll mean something when we find it.”

      Shane slid off the pool table and stretched. “I’m not going to fall back to sleep any time soon. How about letting me take watch for a while?” He walked over to the bar and poured another finger of whiskey into his glass.

      “It’s a pity that stuff doesn’t work on either of us like it used to.” Lucas crawled up on the pool table and settled in. “Sometimes I wish it would.”

      Rocky’s energy kept Lucas alive since his injuries had been too severe to fully heal. The elemental also altered his body in ways they were still discovering, including making it nearly impossible to get drunk. Shane’s heightened metabolism after surviving a shifter attack gave him an equally high tolerance.

      Figures now that booze is hard to get, neither of us are cheap drunks, Lucas thought as he drifted into a fitful sleep.
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      Don’t run off, Quentin, or I’ll get you a leash!” Lucas called after the large wolf as it loped ahead on the road.

      The cool fall breeze ruffled his fur, and the smell of nature—so muted to human senses—made the wolf’s sensitive nose twitch. Quentin, Shane’s name for his wolf side, happily ignored Lucas’s shout but was careful to remain in view.

      It had only been a few months since a fight that went sideways changed Shane’s existence permanently. Without a cure for a genetically-engineered shifter’s bite, he had been ready to die. Lucas had argued for another option—hunting together using Quentin’s enhanced senses. Rocky had promised to help Shane keep control of his new wolfiness, tapping into Shane’s innate ability to sense the song of the elemental spirits called daemon or genius loci.

      So far, the shift in perspective had worked out better than anyone had dared hope.

      Shane still had a lot to learn about his new wolf nature. The hybrid shifter that bit him was a weaponized creature created by a secret government project. Since the hybrids had been designed as ultra-soldiers, they retained their human consciousness even in wolf form, although they gained the senses of an apex predator, which always lurked at the back of his mind.

      Shane had nicknamed his wolf form “Quentin.” When he shifted, he could run faster, move silently, and fight with tooth and claw. Sight, hearing, and smell were enhanced beyond human capabilities. Shane had already discovered the benefit in being able to hunt for their dinner without using scarce ammunition.

      He could shift at will, without the influence of the moon cycle, and he gained strength and endurance. He was still learning the extent of the changes, but the support and acceptance from Lucas and Rocky made a life-or-death difference.

      He cocked his head, listening for the strange song he had heard in his vision. Elemental spirits could be attached to any natural feature. Most were passive and not particularly strong. Rocky had been an exception, as had a few other daemon they had found.

      After a while, Quentin padded back to Lucas and the horses. Lucas stopped and tossed a bundle with Shane’s clothing to the wolf, who caught it in his teeth and walked into the bushes. Shane emerged a few minutes later in human form.

      “Anything?” Lucas asked as Shane swung into his saddle.

      “Lots of rabbits—we won’t go hungry.”

      “Good to know. Pick up any weeping-woman elementals?”

      “Not yet. We’ve still got a while to ride before we get to the Greenbrier,” Shane pointed out.

      “Rocky thought something was following us for a while, but it’s gone now. So keep your eyes open,” Lucas said. “How’s Quentin holding up? I’m sure we’ll find more Frisbees somewhere.”

      Shane rolled his eyes. “He’s doing fine. And a ball will do if you can’t find a Frisbee.”

      He knew what Lucas was really asking—whether Shane was finding it easier to maintain the balance between his human self and the wolf-soldier instincts that tried to come to the fore during times of stress or danger.

      His shifted form wasn’t a separate entity since he kept his memories, human reasoning, and sense of self. At the same time, the changes affected his body in a fundamental way, and forced an adjustment in his thinking to reconcile the new abilities and carefully control the primal urge to settle matters with force. Naming his wolf-side had started as a joke, but it helped Shane wrap his mind around the huge and permanent alteration that had been made to his mind and body without his permission.

      I remember hearing that some rock stars with stage fright created and named a persona version of themselves they could “become” when they went on stage. Quentin is a “side” of me, but still me.

      Silly as it might seem, burning off extra energy by hunting their dinner or loping alongside the horses—or chasing a Frisbee—helped Shane stay in charge of his new wolfiness. And since diversions were scarce, finding something new was a plus.

      Lucas looked out over the empty road and then into the distance across the West Virginia mountains. “I always wanted to go to the Greenbrier—Before. I’d read so much about the not-so-secret bunker from the Cold War underneath such a fancy resort. I guess better late than never, right?”

      Shane heard the wistfulness in his partner’s voice. “I suspect the food was probably better then. If we had a way to not let the meat go to waste, Quentin could bring down a deer to have venison steaks. Cows are harder to come by.”

      “Do you think there’ll be any requests for us?” Lucas kept his gaze on the mountains, a sure tell that he felt conflicted about taking on a new assignment.

      “Probably. Shit isn’t going to get any less fucked up as time goes on. And we’re the only ones on call.”

      Two Marshals couldn’t be everywhere. Requests for their help reached the larger forts and enclaves through the spotty internet and shortwave radio connections that had survived. The decision about which—if any—of the requests to accept was entirely up to Shane and Lucas.
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      “It’s not too late to go looking for a nice cabin,” Lucas said. “Something on a lake with fish in it, and woods all around. Let someone else handle the aftermath of the apocalypse.”

      “You’d get bored,” Shane replied, used to the familiar debate.

      “Not if the fish were biting.”

      “We took time off before the gig with the creepy hotel in Ansted,” Shane reminded him. “That was our getting-to-know-the-new-wolf vacation.”

      “They say it’s a good idea to have downtime when you get a new pet.”

      “Quentin’s not a pet.” Shane sighed and shook his head, used to Lucas’s humor.

      Banter had always been a way he and Lucas talked around difficult issues, going all the way back to being kids together. When necessary, they were both capable of addressing problems directly, but teasing served as a check-in and response without becoming too serious. Shane knew that Lucas was still adjusting to having a partner who could turn himself into a wolf, and that it would take a while to get used to, despite Lucas’s whole-hearted support.

      “There isn’t a guide to our kind of weird,” Lucas said. “I think we get to make up the rules on the fly. And besides, we take downtime after most jobs.”

      “To heal. Not exactly a vacation,” Shane pointed out.

      “It’s more time off than we used to get, unless one of us was in the hospital.”

      “Yeah, well. We had hospitals back then. Push too hard, too fast now, and there’s nobody to pick up the pieces,” Shane answered.

      “On the other hand, we don’t break as easily. We heal faster. Werewolves—or hybrids, or whatever—live longer than regular people, and with Rocky on board, I might be sorta immortal,” Lucas mused. “So we’re probably the best people for the job.”

      “If we’re not entirely human, I’m not sure we count as ‘people.’ And we sure as hell aren’t completely sane.”

      “Both of those things might count as upgrades.”

      “Hadn’t thought of it that way,” Shane admitted.

      This part of the road passed through a thick forest. Shane usually enjoyed riding through wooded areas, but today he fidgeted. The darkness beneath the tree branches added to his unease, reminding him that they needed to find a place to stay for the night soon.

      Lucas spotted an abandoned house near the road—one-floor, brick, 1950s design with small windows and an attached garage. They let the horses graze and drink from a nearby stream, and then Shane led them into the garage while Lucas made a sweep of the house.

      “All clear.” Lucas stuck his head through the doorway between the garage and house. “Just don’t open the fridge,” he added, wrinkling his nose.

      By this time, anything still in the refrigerator had probably mummified, but Shane took the warning to heart. “I’ll get water,” he replied, grabbing their bucket. “You can figure out what we have left to eat.”

      Shane went around the corner of the house, heading for the woods. Weeds stood hip-high in the yard. A swing-set and other plastic toys peeked from the tall grass, faded and forgotten. The stream lay at the bottom of a small hill, just inside the tree line.

      At the edge of the forest, Shane froze, and his wolf senses howled a warning in his mind. That song, he thought, hearing the faint but clear sound of a weeping woman from the daemon of the forest.

      He saw a flash of white, and then something big, powerful, and putrid tackled him, taking them both to the ground. Shane bashed his attacker with the bucket, twisting to keep its sharp-toothed maw away from his neck.

      The creature reared back, bleeding above one ear where the bucket had cut into the sensitive skin.

      A shot rang out, passing through the attacker’s rib cage, splattering Shane with blood and gobbets of flesh. The creature listed to one side and fell to the ground beside him.

      “Shane!” Lucas came running, shotgun in hand.

      Shane pushed himself up and tried to scrape the worst of the gore from his face and clothing.

      “Did it bite you?”

      Since Shane was covered in the thing’s blood, he figured Lucas had a right to be worried.

      “No. But it sure wanted to. What was it?”

      Lucas walked carefully around the carcass, keeping his shotgun trained on it, although half the chest was missing. “My guess? A rougarou.”

      “I thought they were only in Canada.”

      “Newsflash—no one’s on border patrol anymore,” Lucas replied. “Some of the legends say it’s a curse on a human who becomes a cannibal. Desperate times, man.”

      Shane suppressed a shudder. “You want to stand watch while I clean up in the stream? ‘Cos otherwise you’re going to be smelling rougarou funk all evening.”

      “Go. My eyes are watering from the stench.”

      Shane took the dented bucket with him, careful to scoop water for them to drink before he started to clean himself off. He sluiced off the worst of the blood from his skin and hair, then used a stick to scrape the bigger chunks off his jacket. He pulled a rag out of his pocket, soaked it in the water, and did his best to scrub away the bloody mess.

      When he headed back up the hill, he was shivering from the cold water and the cool breeze, but at least he could stand to smell himself.

      Lucas eyed him skeptically. “You’re still staying downwind,” he said, although the concern in his voice took the sting out of his words.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Shane grew serious. “Thanks. You saved my bacon. I’m not sure the bucket would have held him off much longer.”

      “It was Rocky’s idea,” Lucas snarked. “He wanted you to stick around so we could teach Quentin new tricks.”

      Jokes aside, Shane knew that playing games when he was in his wolf form helped him get used to moving in his fur and learning his new abilities—and limitations. That Lucas enjoyed it as well was a bonus. “Ha, ha. You’re so funny,” he replied dryly because he knew Lucas expected a retort.

      They walked back to the house, and Shane gave himself credit for remembering to bring the bucket of water with them.

      “Rocky thinks that’s what was following us,” Lucas said. “Must have caught our scent and waited for a chance.”

      “I’m still stuck on ‘cannibal’—and a little nauseated too.” He paused. “If it bit me, would that have had an effect?”

      “I don’t want to find out,” Lucas replied. “Maybe not, since you’re not ‘factory-installed’ human anymore, but I wouldn’t want to risk it. Even the lore isn’t consistent.”

      They headed back into the house. Lucas locked the door, and Shane double-checked all the windows and the back door, then laid down a line of salt.

      “I guess it makes sense,” Shane said. “Hard times. People go hungry. Eventually, someone snaps. I’m a little fuzzy on how the curse hits them. Last I heard, all of the Donner Party stayed human.”

      Lucas shrugged. “As far as we know.”

      “You’ve got a point.”
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      Two days later, they arrived at their destination. The Greenbrier Hotel in White Sulphur Springs was legendary for luxury, which made it a favorite of the Washington D.C. upper-crust. During the Cold War, a huge secret bunker was built beneath the hotel with the intent of being a fallback for the government in case of a nuclear attack. Although the bunker was never used, it remained untouched over the decades until a reporter eventually disclosed its existence to the public. After that, the Greenbrier made it a tourist attraction.

      Then the Events happened. No one in Washington had a chance to flee for safety. When the scope of the catastrophe became clear, the hotel declared itself to be an independent enclave, giving sanctuary to its workers, local residents, and students at nearby colleges who had nowhere else to go. They erected a fence, planted crops on the lawn, and finally put the bunker to the use for which it had been built.

      “Personally, I’m looking forward to staying in a hotel that still has running water,” Lucas said. They reached the gatehouse in front of a high stockade fence that enclosed the hotel and its grounds. Armed guards stepped out to accost them.

      “US Marshals Maddox and Collins.” Lucas flashed his badge. Shane did the same, although the government that legitimized their authority was long gone.

      “We’ve been expecting you,” one of the guards said. “Ride up to the entrance, and someone will see to your horses.”

      Shane and Lucas rode abreast up the wide driveway toward the Greenbriar’s grand main entrance. Shane had seen photographs of the resort back in its heyday, before hard times replaced the flower beds with vegetable gardens, and fenced livestock pens enclosed parts of the golf course.

      The building looked as solid as ever, though in need of paint. The columns and arches of the six-story white central section evoked the style of antebellum Southern mansions. Its sprawling side wings and additional buildings made for a huge complex capable of housing thousands of people. Its generators, furnaces, wells, and mechanical systems made it possible for the enclave to function when the world beyond its fence had come to a stop.

      “It’s a step up from our usual digs,” Lucas observed.

      Shane thought back on all the abandoned houses and mold-ridden ruined buildings where they had taken shelter for the night. “Just a little,” he said, deadpan.

      Back in the day, Shane figured that the Greenbrier valets all probably wore fancy uniforms. Now, two boys in jeans and t-shirts who didn’t look older than high school age stepped forward when they reached the front of the building.

      “We can take your horses to the stables,” the taller one offered. “We’ll make sure they’re fed, watered, and curried, and store your tack.”

      Lucas’s eyes narrowed. “Where are the stables?”

      “Over yonder,” the shorter boy said, pointing toward a large barn in the distance. “They’ll be safe and plenty comfortable. Someone’s on duty 24/7 too.”

      “No one rides them but us,” Lucas specified, reminding Shane of how particular his partner used to be entrusting the keys to their SUV to parking attendants.

      “Absolutely,” the taller valet replied. “We’ll take good care of them.”

      Lucas and Shane removed their saddlebags and weapons, then handed over the reins after giving their mounts a reassuring pat and murmuring promises of treats later. Lucas watched the valets as they led the horses off toward the barn, and the set of his jaw made it clear that he didn’t like entrusting Shadow to anyone.

      “We’ll go down after dinner and check on them.” Shane bumped Lucas’s shoulder to nudge him from his mood. “Maybe we can find apples or carrots. They get a chance for a little luxury too.”

      Reluctantly, Lucas grabbed his gear and the two men entered through the main arched doorway. Inside, more changes became apparent. Desks and work areas filled what had been shops and a grand foyer. Shane guessed this was the hub of the resort’s security operation.

      A man in what appeared to be a bellman’s uniform repurposed for a military appearance came away from the office area to greet them.

      “Marshals. Welcome. I’m Captain Landers, senior security team. We heard you were in West Virginia, and we hoped you would stop here before moving on.”

      “Even after the apocalypse, word gets around,” Lucas said. “I’m guessing that means you’ve got requests for us?”

      Landers nodded. “I do. But before we get to that, let me give you a quick tour on the way to your room.”

      “I’ve got to ask,” Lucas interrupted. “Do you still have a casino? What about the big indoor swimming pool and bowling alley?”

      Shane sighed and shook his head, wondering how long ago Lucas had considered a visit.

      Landers chuckled. “I see our reputation precedes us,” he replied as they began to climb the steps. “The casino was repurposed for additional housing. The swimming pool has been retooled as a cistern for drinking water. We did keep the bowling alley, the basketball court, and an outdoor pool, plus hiking trails and a few other amenities because people need elbow room and a way to blow off a little steam.”

      Shane looked around as they walked. The dining rooms were now set up more like college cafeterias with long tables to serve a large, permanent population efficiently. Large areas of the opulent gathering areas and lounges had been partitioned off for other uses.

      “We’ve finally put the bunker to good use,” Landers said. “It’s our Command Central, where the operating team runs the whole complex.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a great setup here,” Shane said, appreciating the building’s architecture and what remained of its faded glory.

      “We were lucky,” Landers confessed. “I was part of hotel security back Before. Because of the bunker, we had a plan in place for dealing with an attack—even if it didn’t end up being the sort they expected. We were built to be self-sufficient for power, water, sewage, and extra capacity was put in when the bunker was built. Thanks to all that, we’re the largest enclave in West Virginia still functioning outside Charleston and Wheeling.”

      Landers stopped in front of a door and used his key, then swung it open for them and stepped back. “We keep a couple of rooms open for official visitors—mostly the IT Priests or messengers from Fort Getty. Not much other travel going on. Most folks got where they were going and stayed there, if they were smart.”

      Other than being a little more hard-used than in its glory days, the room was unchanged, offering two queen-sized beds with clean linens, a small sitting area, and its own bathroom. The electric lights worked and might still power the TV although there were no channels left to watch.

      “This is fantastic,” Shane said. “Thank you.”

      Landers smiled. “It’s a small ‘thank you’ for all that you’ve done, but we’re happy to provide it. Once you’ve had a chance to rest and get cleaned up, I’ve set up a private dinner to brief you on the requests we’ve received, and such news as there is. A couple of our senior people will be there with us, as well as two IT Priests who arrived a couple of days ago to work on our system.”

      Lucas thanked him and pulled the door shut. Shane hesitantly flicked the light switch and watched the overhead light turn on. What had been commonplace not that long ago now seemed miraculous.

      “Hot water,” Lucas said with a grin like he had won the lottery. He toed off his boots, slung his jacket over a chair, and pulled a shirt from his saddlebag. “I wonder if they have a laundry room? Our stuff stinks as bad as we do.”

      “Even soap and a bathtub would be a step up from what we usually have for washing clothes,” Shane pointed out. Staying clean on the road given the conditions of the aftermath was a challenge. “They’re still pretty civilized here. Wouldn’t want to be the barbarians at the feast.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Lucas said, grinning. “Barbarians usually have all the fun.”

      Lucas disappeared into the bathroom, and Shane eyed the beds, trying to remember the last time they had stayed somewhere with a real mattress that hadn’t been left to the elements. He sat in a chair rather than risk dirtying the comforter, since his jeans were streaked with dust from the road.

      Most of the time, they shoved the memories from Before down and locked them away. Even after four years, there was too much loss, too much gone forever. Sometimes, like last night in the old bar, they let some of the best things slip back out, to be cherished and protected so that the past didn’t fade away entirely.

      Right now, in a room that looked like nothing had changed, Shane felt overwhelmed, like the dam of memories might break and drown him in the floodwaters.

      He knew that taking a run in his fur would help dispel his mood, but Shane didn’t want to risk anyone finding out his secret or taking a shot at him. In the months since he had been bitten, Shane had come a long way toward accepting the change.

      Lucas and Rocky had given him unconditional acceptance, and Shane’s ability to hear genius loci had also made it possible for Rocky to lend him silent reassurance. Because they believed in him, Shane was doing better about not thinking of himself as a danger, something to be hunted. He’d never looked askance at Lucas after his symbiosis with Rocky, and he appreciated them returning the same stalwart belief.

      Might as well enjoy what we’ve got here while we can, Shane thought.

      Lucas emerged wearing a clean shirt and his other pair of jeans, with his short hair spiked with water and face freshly scrubbed. “There’s plenty of soap, so I washed my clothes while I was wearing them, and then did it over again, just me. Seemed to be the most efficient way.”

      “If something works, don’t knock it.” Shane grabbed his stuff and closed the bathroom door, reveling in how entirely normal a steam-filled bathroom used to be. He and Lucas had shared plenty of hotel rooms babysitting witnesses, although never in a place as nice as the Greenbrier.

      He followed Lucas’s advice and hung his wet clothing over the shower rod when he finished, surprised at how good it felt to be clean by the standards of old-normal.

      When Shane came out, Lucas was toying with the TV. “I figured it couldn’t hurt to try,” he said with a shrug. “No signal. I imagine it would be too much of a drain on their generator if people were watching old videos.”

      “Easier to use a projector in a ballroom and do a movie night, if they’ve got the DVDs. Use less power, boost morale,” Shane replied, although he couldn’t help a pang of disappointment. Watching anything on TV would be a welcome reminder of days long past.

      “Better get moving if we don’t want to be late for dinner,” Lucas said. “They might serve us real food along with the briefing.”

      Shane grinned. “I think Quentin is offended. I’m pretty sure the rabbits I bring back when I’m in my fur count as real.”

      “And I’m grateful for them,” Lucas answered. “But it’s nice to eat something now and again that isn’t roasted on a stick over a fire.”

      Shane chuckled. “It’s a little unnerving that the whole cooking thing doesn’t seem nearly as important when I’m a wolf.”

      The guest room floors showed little outward change, although Shane suspected that entire families now lived in those rooms. The shift in the resort’s purpose showed most in the common areas, but despite it all, the Greenbrier still retained an aura of faded glamor.

      Signage directed them to the main office, where Landers was waiting for them. “Everything work okay in your room?” he asked.

      Both Lucas and Shane laughed. “Way better than okay,” Shane assured him.

      Landers smiled. “Glad to offer a small respite. Now if you’ll come with me, dinner should be ready—and I know our team is eager to talk with you.”

      They followed Landers through a ballroom and stared at the once-secret door that had been concealed behind a section of the wall. Shane couldn’t help the shiver of excitement he felt.

      “I’ve always heard about the bunker here, but I never had a chance to see it,” Shane said, and a glance at his partner told him that Lucas shared his interest.

      “Once the bunker was no longer secret, it became one of our best attractions,” Landers said, leading them into the underground warren. “It really is an engineering marvel, and thanks to what they installed all those years ago, we've been able to protect a lot of people.”

      Shane wasn’t embarrassed to play tourist, looking from one side to the other to take in the Cold War-era architecture. “They tried to think of everything,” he murmured.

      “It might not have been luxurious by politicians’ standards, but now that we’ve actually had the end of the world, I’d say it’s pretty cozy,” Lucas observed.

      “They were more optimistic than they realized,” Landers replied. “There was a whole TV studio, so they assumed that most people would be able to tune in.”

      He led them to a dining room where four other people were waiting. “Marshals Maddox and Collins, I’d like you to meet Patricia Higgins and Donovan Eckart. They’re our two most senior operations folks.” Shane and Lucas shook hands and exchanged greetings, then turned to the other guests.

      The two men looked to be in their late twenties, both wearing academic robes and each with a necklace of Mardi Gras beads. A battered action figure of Iron Man dangled from the taller man’s necklace, while a similarly scuffed figure of Captain America hung from the other man’s beads.

      The whole IT Priest thing had started as a joke, a comment on how since programming and engineering students didn’t have time for fun and supposedly didn’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 those same students found that their majors had become their livelihood. Now, they rode a circuit visiting the places that housed and protected the remaining internet servers to maintain what was left for as long as possible.

      “Let me guess,” Lucas said. “Tony and Steve?” They had met IT Priests before who chose their good-luck avatars to match their names.

      The taller man laughed. “No. I’m Conrad and that’s Jim. We just liked the characters.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Shane replied, as Landers gestured for them all to have a seat.

      Bowls of baked potatoes and carrots sat in the center of the table, along with a platter of what Shane thought smelled like venison, roasted with plenty of onions. A loaf of bread and a container of butter sat to one side, along with what looked like an apple crumble. Compared to their usual meals, it was a feast.

      “Thank you,” Shane said. “This all looks so good.”

      “The compound is self-sufficient,” Landers said. “We do well with our crops and livestock, and there’s plenty of game in the forest, plus a lake that’s full of fish. There are a lot of mouths to feed, so every resource helps.”

      They dug in while the food was hot, and Shane bit back a moan of utter bliss at the taste. The Greenbrier’s chefs might not cook for presidents and celebrities anymore, but their skill showed even in such simple but satisfying dishes.

      When they finished, fresh coffee provided the perfect match to the apple crumble. Shane and Lucas had grown tolerant of grounds boiled over a fire, the best they could do when they were lucky enough to happen upon a supply. Now, as he savored the mellow flavor of a properly brewed cup, Shane realized he had almost forgotten what it was supposed to taste like.

      When they finally pushed their empty plates to the side, Shane grinned. “Thank you. That’s a meal to remember.”

      Landers grinned. “Never let it be said that the Greenbrier disappointed.”

      Lucas leaned forward, and rested his elbows on the table. “What news have you heard? And what messages do you have for us?”

      Patricia pulled a folder from her beside her place setting and opened it. “Several reports of bandits waylaying travelers, two requests for help hunting creatures that shouldn’t exist, and a petition from an enclave near a nuclear plant outside of Pittsburgh that says something unnatural is making people disappear.”

      Shane and Lucas exchanged a glance, and Shane didn’t have to ask to know they agreed. “The nuclear plant,” he said. “The others can be handled by local authorities.”

      Patricia nodded. “I figured that’s what you’d say.” She slid the folder toward Shane and Lucas. “Here’s what they were able to email.”

      Thanks to the universities and the IT Priests, the internet still worked—some of the time. Outages were common and the infrastructure was fragile, but tireless jury-rigging kept the system going.

      Shane and Lucas reviewed the printout. “Penn State Beaver?” Lucas said, glancing up at the others. “There were two nuclear plants near there.”

      Conrad nodded. “The Shippingport plant shut down before the Events, and the Beaver Valley plant nearly did a Three Mile Island when the power grid went down.” He shrugged. “I was a nuclear engineering student.”

      “So—what do you make of the request?” Lucas asked Conrad. “What are we walking into?”

      Conrad and Jim exchanged a glance that Shane recognized contained an entire conversation. “Conrad’s the engineer. I grew up in Hookstown, so I heard all the scuttlebutt about the plants,” Jim said. “My dad owned a bar where the guys from the plants would stop for a Boilermaker or two after they got done with their shifts. Back then, I didn’t believe half of it. Now, I’m not so sure.”

      Shane held his coffee cup between his hands, savoring every sip. “What’s not to believe?”

      “Some of the stories are more far-fetched than others,” Conrad warned. “Any time there’s a big plant like that, there’s a lot of dangerous waste to get rid of. That stuff was expensive and difficult to dispose of, which was a big incentive to cut corners.”

      Shane and Lucas had come upon plenty of illicit waste dumps in the years since the Events. They were one more nasty surprise and deadly hazard in a hostile landscape. “What kind of scale are we talking about?” Shane asked.

      “Depends on who was telling the story,” Jim answered. “One of the regulars at the bar swore that train cars full of waste had been sealed over with concrete and pushed into abandoned coal mines. That area had problems with sinkholes and mine subsidence before everything went to hell. I can’t imagine that all the earthquakes since then made the situation any better.”

      Conrad took up the story. “When the Events happened, the Beaver plant went on emergency generator power to circulate the water in the cooling ponds for the core rods. Once the stash of diesel fuel ran out and there wasn’t more to be found, the electricity went off and the pools overheated, which started a meltdown.

      “They sent in a shutdown crew to do whatever they could to contain the radiation. It was a suicide mission, and the men who volunteered knew that. They brought in truckloads of cement and covered everything they could before they died. They never came out. People say that their ghosts stand watch over the plant.”

      “Even before everything went to hell, there were stories about strange creatures in the woods near the plants,” Jim said. “Some of them were bogus, but I heard too many first-hand accounts from people I trusted to dismiss all of them. The old timers called them ‘hellhounds’ or the ‘dogs of war.’”

      Shane would be willing to bet money Lucas’s thoughts had gone to the same place his did. Dogs of war. Genetically-manipulated werewolf hybrids? Maybe adding some radiation to the drugs?

      “There were military installations not far from there, right?” Lucas asked.

      Conrad nodded. “Not a full base, but a training facility that also housed missile silos and a World War II-era bunker. They’d been abandoned for quite a while before the Events. The scouts from the Beaver campus say that there’s a prepper enclave that took over, and they’re blockading access to the nuclear plants. No one’s been able to figure out whether they’re keeping people out to hide something or steering them away because it’s dangerous.”

      Shane finished the last of his now-cold coffee. He thought about how he and Lucas could go through pots of java while guarding a witness, something that now seemed like an extravagance.

      “Preppers,” he said with a sigh.

      The word Lucas muttered under his breath was decidedly less polite.

      “We’ve run into folks like that more than once,” Lucas said. “It doesn’t usually go well.”

      Long before the sequential catastrophes that broke the world, groups had worried about an impending cataclysm and tried to prepare for it. Most hadn’t been friendly to outsiders even before shortages became dramatic and permanent. The groups tended to be well-armed, suspicious, and hostile.

      At best they kept to themselves and refused to work with others. At worst, they became small cartels trafficking scarce supplies and robbing travelers. Lucas and Shane’s encounters with preppers up to now had always ended bloody.

      “Everything we heard about the enclave was rumor. We didn’t know anyone who had actually met the group, so there’s no telling what’s true,” Conrad said. “But we figured you’d want to know they’re out there.”

      “What do the people at the Beaver campus enclave think we can do about the situation?” Shane asked. “Hunt the hellhounds? Because taking on a prepper fortress or sealing up a leaking nuclear plant is a bit much to ask from two Marshals.”

      Conrad cleared his throat. “Actually? None of that. There were whispers that some of the hard-core types who worked at the facility were part of a secret government agency that wanted to create super-soldiers.” He colored with embarrassment. “I know that sounds like the plot of a dozen action movies, but it wasn’t entirely fictional.”

      No it isn’t, Shane thought. And the things they created killed Lucas and changed me.

      “This hush-hush agency have a name?” Lucas asked.

      Both of the IT Priests shook their heads. “Not that I ever heard,” Jim said. “And apparently, some sort of crazy cult took over a campground and might be up to no good. People are going missing. Sounds like the kind of thing people might call the Marshals about.”

      Shane looked to Lucas. “What do you think?”

      “Worth checking out,” Lucas replied. “Tell them we’ll come—but if the situation isn’t something we can fix, we aren’t going to stick around.”

      “Fair enough,” Landers replied, and the Greenbrier operations folks who had been listening in silent concentration nodded their agreement.

      “The Greenbrier’s bunker isn’t the only government secret that eventually came to light,” Patricia said. “We’ve heard tell of a number of classified projects that didn’t stay hidden once everything changed.”

      “We’ve run into a few of those ourselves,” Lucas said, and Shane knew his partner was thinking about the feral artificial intelligence robots at Raven Rock and the souped-up werewolves at Fort Detrick.

      “We’ll relay your message,” Conrad said. “And before you leave, we’ll also make sure you’ve got the latest information on the route that we can find. The team at the Beaver campus enclave says they have more intel for you and a place for you to stay, so head there first and then strategize next steps.”

      With the big issue sorted, conversation turned to lighter topics until the antique grandfather clock struck ten. They thanked their hosts and retreated to the room, as Shane went over the discussion in his mind.

      “You know, I feel like I should take two or three more showers, just because I can,” Lucas joked.

      “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. Although once I hit that mattress with real sheets, it could be hard to get me out of it in the morning,” Shane replied, eying the bed on the left that he had claimed.

      “Too bad we can’t take them with us. But I imagine the horses would complain.”

      Shane chuckled at the mental image of Red and Shadow carrying the mattresses like they’d been strapped to the top of a car. “Probably not a good idea.” He unlaced his boots and sprawled in an armchair. “So what do you think of the new ‘assignment’?”

      Lucas sat on the end of his bed and let himself fall back, arms splayed wide. “I think it sounds like a mess. Devil dogs, crazy cultists, batshit preppers, and guardian ghosts. Why do we always get the nut jobs?”

      “Because we’re the last Marshals standing—and we’re not completely human.”

      “There is that,” Lucas allowed. “I don’t want to go anywhere near the nuclear plant without seeing what Rocky picks up from the local daemons. I have the feeling we only know half the story—and what they really want our help with is even worse than the part they told us about.”

      “Isn’t that the way it always is?” Shane wondered whether the minibar was stocked and then remembered that it wouldn’t do him much good anyhow. “But I agree—whether the folks at the campus know it or not, my gut says there’s something bigger going on.”

      “Jokes aside, we’ve got more protections than regular people,” Lucas said. “Between Rocky and Quentin, we’ve also got abilities that could come in handy. So I guess we’re the best ones to send.”

      Shane could hear the weariness in his partner’s voice and understood what he didn’t say. We’re the only ones who can do it. But I wish we weren’t.
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      Rocky says that the closer we get to the nuclear plant, the stranger the other daemons are,” Lucas said as they rode along the empty highway. They avoided the main interstates whenever possible, feeling less exposed and closer to resources on the smaller state routes.

      “Strange, how?”

      “Our lives are weird when the fact that we can sense elementals isn’t bizarre enough,” Lucas replied. He was grateful for everything Rocky had done for him and for the times he had helped to save both Lucas and Shane. To be honest, he had come to enjoy Rocky’s company, and having him along for the ride made the wilderness less lonely.

      “Do you remember the twisted daemon we ran into at South Mountain Battlefield? The others elementals aren’t as bad as that one, but Rocky says the ones near here are tainted, and if the stain takes hold they could become more dangerous,” Lucas added.

      “Can I just say that even as Quentin, I’m not thrilled about the prospect of hellhounds and devil dogs?” Shane said. “Not a family reunion I’m looking forward to.”

      “Do you think it’s the radiation affecting the daemons or something else?”

      Shane shrugged. “I think there’s more going on here than we know yet. Nuclear plants had problems all along the seaboard, but we haven’t heard tales of the same kinds of things.”

      “It could have happened, and we didn’t hear about it,” Lucas said. “Not like we can watch the six o’clock news.”

      “Maybe. But the IT Priests hear from everyone. You know they talk to their counterparts anywhere they can get a signal. I think we’d have heard something if it was widespread,” Shane argued.

      “What is Quentin picking up?”

      Shane spent part of his time each day as his wolf while they traveled to the campus enclave. He had told Lucas that physical exertion helped to burn off the wolf-side’s twitchiness and penchant for violence, making it easier for Shane’s human mind to remain firmly in charge.

      “Besides squirrels and rabbits? There are supernatural creatures in the woods. But not hybrids or werewolves—I’d know. I think whatever I’m sensing might be more of those paranormal beings that used to bother hiding.” Shane nudged his mount to keep up, and Lucas was glad that the horses had finally gotten used to sensing Shane’s wolfie side.

      “Is this something we can fight?” Lucas asked. “Maybe this is end-stage evolution. I mean, humans got our shot as top-of-the-food-chain, and we fucked it up. The changes to the genius loci and the creatures—are they doing something that’s actually wrong, or adapting to the new ‘normal’ after the Events?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person. That’s way above my pay grade,” Shane replied.

      They broke up the long ride rehashing old movies and recounting the plots of books they had read. When they lapsed into silence, Lucas tuned in to what Rocky had to say about the area around them and anything he might pick up from the nearby elementals.

      They gave the horses a rest in the shade near a stream, and Shane went wolf for a walkabout. By the time the horses had time to eat, drink and cool down, Quentin was back with the carcasses of two sizable rabbits dangling from his mouth. He dropped them at Lucas’s feet, then spat out something else—a stained tennis ball.

      “Seriously?” Lucas said with a laugh, but Quentin managed to have puppy eyes despite being a larger-than-normal wolf. Lucas threw the ball, and Quentin bounded off, coming back with his tail wagging.

      “Don’t swallow it,” Lucas warned. “I’d have to Heimlich you and that wouldn’t be pleasant—for either of us.”

      They played fetch until Quentin finally called an end to the game by refusing to give up the ball. Lucas gave him Shane’s clothing and then took the ball and put it in his saddlebag for safekeeping. When Shane emerged, a sheen of sweat and the flush to his skin remained from the exertion.

      “Thanks for that,” Shane said. “Since I got bit, I have trouble with the extra energy. In my wolf form, running it off is fun.” He swung into the saddle.

      “I didn’t sense anything worrisome,” he continued. “But there were territory markings that didn’t smell normal and some paw prints that weren’t anything I could match with animals that should be in these parts.”

      Lucas looked out over the wooded hills and valleys. “Meaning what?”

      Shane shrugged. “Don’t know. There have always been stories about strange creatures in the area, long before the Events. I mean, look around. There’s a whole lot of woods and not many people. It wouldn’t be a stretch to think there were cryptids out there in places even the deer hunters didn’t go.”

      “I can believe that,” Lucas said. “We never really had a reason to spend much time outside cities with the Marshals, so I don’t think I realized just how much…nothing…there is between places.”

      “Turned out to be a good thing in the long run,” Shane replied. “The ‘nothing’ fared better than the cities.”

      The state route wended through valleys and ran alongside streams, then climbed steeply and offered a twisting ribbon of asphalt in the switchback descent. The views were breathtaking, but the nip in the air and the hint of fall color in the trees at the highest peaks warned that winter would soon follow. The sheer drop on one side, steep road, and exposure to the wind wouldn’t be fun—or safe—once bad weather started, and the temperature fell.

      Back roads offered more places to hole up for the night, another reason Shane and Lucas stuck to the byways. Defensibility overruled comfort. Tonight they found a mom-and-pop convenience store with barred, narrow windows and concrete-block walls. Gray-white paint peeled from the cement, and a windstorm had torn the sign on the roof nearly in two.

      Lucas picked the lock on the door while Shane kept watch. The little market probably had made more money selling cigarettes and lottery tickets than it had food. The shelves were stripped bare and so were the coolers, but it didn’t look looted. Maybe the owners provisioned their neighbors when everyone moved out. Not everyone’s a selfish asshole.

      He and Shane rearranged the empty shelving to make a corral for the horses, which left half the store for them. Once their mounts were cared for, Shane and Lucas headed outside with the spoils of Quentin’s hunt. A small, overgrown park to one side of the building had a warped picnic table, a rusted grill pit, and an ancient hand pump that brought up clear water after some vigorous pumping.

      Lucas went looking for firewood while Shane skinned and gutted the rabbits and filled their bucket with water to boil over the fire. Once the fire blazed, they roasted the meat on sticks. Lucas tried not to compare the gamey, tough meat to the memory of their dinner at the Greenbrier.

      “We should be to Beaver Falls tomorrow,” Shane said over a mouthful. “We’ve been in Pittsburgh several times.” He paused, frowning. “What do you think the people at the campus aren’t telling us?”

      Lucas shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out. But they have plenty of nuclear experts, so they don’t need us for that. If the preppers are too big of a problem for the enclave’s security team, I don’t know what they think the two of us can do. So it’s got to be something supernatural.”

      “I don’t like going in blind.” Shane finished the last of his rabbit and picked the stringy bits from between his teeth.

      “We either find out the whole scoop, or we walk away,” Lucas said. “I’ve got no desire to test how indestructible we are. Just because Rocky and Quentin can help pull our nuts out of the fire doesn’t mean we should put them at risk for no good reason.”

      Shane nodded. “Good. We’re on the same page.”

      They reached the fortified campus just before sundown. The buildings had been repurposed to hold a larger population and the grounds adapted for farming and livestock. Since larger schools had their own power plants and water supply, they were logical choices for enclaves.

      Most of the students had nowhere to go after the Events, so they stayed on, and their majors suddenly became their professions. Athletes were recruited to augment campus security, and the school administrators worked with the town leaders to bring the two communities together for safety. Townspeople who didn’t flee the area found shelter and a role helping to keep the enclave running smoothly.

      “The Greenbrier said you were coming. Glad to see you got here safely,” Dr. Damon Bauers said when he greeted them at the main gate. He vouched for them with the guards and then led them toward a barn erected on what had once been a grassy park.

      Stablehands took Red and Shadow. The rare treat of apples meant the two horses didn’t spare a backward glance for their riders, much to Shane’s amusement.

      “Don’t worry—our folks will take good care of them,” Bauers assured them. “You had a long trip.”

      “Feels longer on horseback than it did in a car.” Lucas turned to get a look at the grounds in the fading light. “Looks like you’ve made a go of things here.”

      “We’re not white-knuckling it every day like in the beginning, so I guess that’s progress,” Bauers said. “After they accepted that the Events were permanent, people…adapted.”

      Lucas knew what the man wasn’t putting into words, that no one really “got over” the cataclysm, but with time they either resigned themselves to the new normal or self-destructed.

      “It’s not as fancy as the Greenbrier, but everyone’s got clothing and shelter, and no one goes hungry.”

      “That’s as good as it gets these days,” Shane agreed.

      Bauers led them to the administration building that now housed all the functions of enclave government and headed down the stairs into the basement.

      “Thank you for coming. I know your help is in demand. As you’ve probably guessed, our email left out some important details best shared in person,” Bauers said.

      “Two IT Priests at the Greenbrier were from this area,” Lucas said. “So they gave us some background. But since we’re not nuclear experts, I don’t think you wanted our help with illegal waste storage.”

      Bauers sighed. “No. You’re right. Our people are monitoring the nuclear plants. But the real threat is something that we don’t know how to handle.”

      “Tell us.” Shane gave a sharp look that Lucas knew meant Bauer had better make a convincing case for their services.

      “I think it will be easier if I show you.”

      Bauers led them to a section of the lower level that had been converted to a jail. The guards nodded as they passed, and the duty officer walked with them to an interrogation room, then headed back to retrieve the prisoner.

      “Let me take the lead on this,” Bauers cautioned them. “Stand back and listen. We’ve had Paul Campbell in custody for a month, and the problem isn’t getting him to talk—it’s knowing what to make of what he says. Let me wind him up, and you’ll get an earful.”

      Shane and Lucas hung back at the far wall as the officer brought in a handcuffed man in his mid-thirties. He had short hair and a defiant set to his jaw, and his blue eyes blazed with anger.

      “Why are you bothering me?” the prisoner said. “I’ve told you the truth, and you won’t listen. What’s different now?”

      Bauer inclined his head toward Lucas and Shane. “They’re new. Don’t you want to tell them what you told me? Maybe they’ll listen better.”

      Campbell tilted his head with a crafty gleam in his eyes. “You brought out the crazy monkey to dance for your guests.”

      “I guess you’re a fraud like we always said you were,” Bauer said with a shrug.

      Campbell surged forward, jerked to a halt by the shackles around his ankles. “Don’t say that! They can hear you. They hear everything!” He looked wildly around the room. “Forgive me for being in the company of the faithless. I believe! I believe!”

      “You believe in fairytales,” Bauers replied, cold and mocking. “Delusions.”

      Campbell stilled and fixed Bauers with a frighteningly focused glare. “It’s all real. Faeries—that’s just what we called them. Their language—so beautiful, nothing like ours. They name themselves something our tongues can’t pronounce. But I’ve seen them,” he said, eyes fervent. “They sing in my dreams.”

      “What good are your imaginary friends?” Bauer taunted, and Lucas knew the man was provoking the prisoner to get a reaction.

      “They’re not imaginary! They live beyond the rift, and when we’re ready, they’ll take us through,” Campbell argued with a rapturous expression.

      “And are there unicorns there too?”

      “Don’t you get it?” Campbell jumped to his feet, chains clattering. “They can take us back. Before the skies burned. Before everything changed. And once we’re there, we can warn everyone. We can stop this, make it like it never happened.”

      Lucas edged closer. “Faeries? Real faeries?”

      Campbell gave Lucas a shrewd look, as if he was trying to figure out whether he was being mocked. “That’s what we call them, not what they call themselves. No wings. Not tiny. They’re powerful, beautiful, filled with light. Pure.”

      Lucas doubted that any alien life form was “pure”—whatever that meant. He also distrusted unknown creatures offering to do favors, because there was always fine print that went bad.

      “They offered to send you back?” Lucas’s mind reeled at the possibility. Could something actually do that? And if people could be sent to the past, could they possibly change the future and stop the Events from happening?

      “Preacher said they can. He’s the one they talk to, but we saw a glimpse of them, and they are so beautiful,” Campbell replied, enraptured at the memory.

      “Preacher?” Shane nudged.

      “Ed Johnson,” Bauer answered. “He was one of the senior operators at the plant. Then he got religion and started his own little End Times cult.”

      “Liar!” Campbell rounded on Bauer like he would have swung a punch if his hands had been free. “He sees the truth beyond.”

      “Let’s just take it easy,” Shane said, raising both hands in accommodation. Lucas immediately recognized the “good cop” tone in his partner’s voice, something that had always worked well for them over the years. “I want to hear more.”

      Shane smiled and moved a little closer. “Ignore him,” he told Campbell, with a nod of his head toward Bauers. “Talk to me. Who’s Ed, and why is he special?”

      Relief showed in Campbell’s face. “Finally, someone who’ll listen.” He glared at Bauer and then at Lucas, who kept his face neutral, allowing Shane to take the lead.

      “Ed’s a good guy. The best. We all worked together before the Events—long shifts, late hours, had some close calls,” Campbell said.

      “Ed’s the reason our team got out alive before the meltdown. He knew something was wrong before the alarms went off, and he evacuated us. He could have been fired for that if he’d been wrong, and he did it anyhow to save us. The guys who waited to verify—they didn’t make it out.”

      Shane nodded, never taking his eyes off Campbell. “So you trust him. And he’s got good hunches. He protected you. When did he become ‘Preacher’?”

      While Shane worked the suspect, Lucas turned inward to Rocky. Can you pick up anything weird? Like a rift through time?

      I have never encountered such a thing. I wouldn’t know what it felt like. But I don’t sense anything especially powerful. Except—

      What?

      There is a large area where the land is very sick. Poisoned. It is uncomfortable to sense.

      Lucas nodded. That’s the nuclear plant. Plenty of radiation contaminating the whole area.

      There is also something…irregular. A strange energy vibration. It comes and goes.

      Like a nexus? Lucas asked, worried. They had encountered a particularly strong “well” of energy, and closing it had nearly gotten them killed.

      Not the same. Not a genius loci. Not entirely natural.

      That got Lucas’s attention. If it’s not natural, then how did it get there?

      I do not know. But we should find out.

      Lucas tuned back in to Shane’s conversation with Campbell. The prisoner was more than willing to talk now that he had an attentive audience.

      “—thing like that happens, you do some soul-searching. Ed’s a smart guy, and he’s deep. Thinks about stuff real hard,” Campbell was saying. “At first, he just got our heads out of our asses when the whole world was fucked. We found an old church camp and fixed it up, lived there since then.”

      “Was he Preacher back then?” Shane’s patience amazed Lucas, how he just kept on, slow and steady, until he’d gotten what he wanted, like reeling in a fish.

      Campbell shook his head, looking surprisingly relaxed for a guy in handcuffs and ankle shackles. “No. The first years, we just tried to stay alive. Then last winter, Ed started having weird dreams.”

      “Of the rift and the creatures?” Shane asked, sounding sincerely fascinated with Campbell’s account.

      “Yeah, but he didn’t know what it was then. It took a while to figure out. You know, like in those Bible stories? Where God spoke to the prophets but they were all like, ‘you talkin’ to me’?”

      Shane chuckled at the reference. “You think it was God?”

      Lucas and Shane had grown up together, shared the same suburban memories, including Sunday mornings in the pews at a middle-of-the-road Methodist church where the minister told people to be honest, work hard, and spread kindness.

      Given what they both witnessed in the army and later as US Marshals, Lucas had come to deeply doubt his beliefs. Then the Events happened, leaving no room to call any entity “good” that could have saved the world and didn’t.

      The few times he and Shane had talked about such things, he knew that Shane’s disillusionment ran as deeply as his own, but it seemed to weigh heavier on Shane, perhaps because he had believed harder in the beginning.

      “Not God,” Campbell said in such an earnest voice that Lucas didn’t doubt the man fully believed what he was saying. “Something else…old, wise, powerful. Beautiful.”

      “What did it want?”

      “It wants to give us paradise,” Campbell replied.

      “What do you have to do to get it?” Shane pressed.

      “We have to be patient,” Campbell told him, pitching Shane like a prospective convert. Beside Lucas in the back of the room, Bauer looked like he was chewing nails. “It isn’t strong enough to rescue us yet, but Ed—Preacher—has seen the rift in his dreams. It will open, and we can step through it and leave all this behind.”

      “You said something about going back in time, before the Events. Did the faeries tell Ed they could do that?”

      “Ed says that he got a look through the rift, and it was everything we could want. What do we want most? To go back, before everything happened. With our families. Maybe stop it from happening,” Campbell told him, tears glistening in his eyes.

      “Does Ed know when the rift will open? Or how?”

      Campbell shook his head. “Not yet. The time isn’t right. But soon. And then we can all go home.”

      Part of Lucas wanted to smack some sense into Campbell for falling for whatever con the “faeries” were running. Another part understood the bone-deep grief for the “old normal” that would never exist again, and the people lost with it. Desperate people have always been easy marks.

      “Thank you for telling me,” Shane said with an understanding smile. He stepped back, signaling an end to the interview.

      “You could join us.” Campbell leaned forward, hitting the end of his restraints like a dog on a chain. “We take in new people if they’re the right type. Willing to work. Open minded. I’d vouch for you.”

      Just for an instant, Lucas saw emotion flicker across Shane’s face before his expression closed off into a cop’s expressionless mask.

      “Thanks, but I’ve got a job here,” Shane replied.

      Bauer signaled to the guard who came in and grabbed Campbell by the arm. “Time to go,” he told the prisoner.

      “Think about it,” Campbell said as he passed by Shane before the guard hustled him out of the room.

      Bauer led them back to his office and motioned for them to sit down. “Well? What do you think—now that you’ve seen the crazy up close.”

      “I think Preacher Ed’s being manipulated by some kind of entity that definitely isn’t going to send them to find their heart’s desire,” Lucas said. “So the real question is—what does the entity want?”

      Shane chewed on his lip for a few seconds, a sure tell that he was thinking. “I agree that the entity is real…and maybe so is the rift. But I don’t think crossing through it is going to work out the way Campbell expects.”

      Bauer gave a crisp nod. “That’s what I think too. But you did a much better job of drawing him out than I did. Guess that’s why you’re a Marshal.”

      Shane just chuckled. “Years of practice balancing out Lucas’s more ‘direct’ approach.”

      Lucas looked to Bauer. “Do you have any intel on this ‘church camp’ where Preacher Ed and his Waco wackos are holed up in?”

      Bauer nodded. “Yeah. Camp Calvin used to be a Presbyterian family camp. It’s been around since the 1950s and was on its last legs—people didn’t do that kind of thing anymore. The Events just sped up the inevitable.”

      He reached for a folder on his desk and handed it over. Lucas opened it and held it so Shane could see. Inside were color brochures for the camp, along with a map of the grounds.

      “I heard about places like this when I was a kid, but we never went.” Lucas looked at the pictures of smiling families.

      “Apparently the ‘camping’ part wasn’t too strenuous,” Shane observed. “There’s a dormitory, an auditorium, dining hall, swimming pool. Not exactly a tent revival.”

      “We interviewed folks who grew up around here and remembered the camp,” Bauer said. “So we have a pretty good idea of the stuff that isn’t on the brochure, like the mechanical systems. It was never a big place—probably could hold one hundred people max counting staff and guests.”

      “How big a group does Preacher Ed have?” Lucas was already running scenarios in his mind. “I don’t know what the light-up creatures are, but I’ve got a gut feeling that letting Crazy Eddie and his band of merry men go through that rift is a bad idea.”

      “From what we could tell, best guess is no more than thirty,” Bauer replied. “Campbell wouldn’t confirm.”

      “Armed?” Shane questioned.

      “Not that we ever saw. We had them on drone surveillance for a while and didn’t see any weapons or drills.”

      “You’ve got a drone?” Lucas looked up, impressed.

      “Had,” Bauer said. “Before the preppers shot it down.”

      “The preppers and the cultists—” Shane started.

      “No,” Bauer corrected. “They’re not working together. I don’t think there’s any love lost there.”

      “How did you capture Campbell?” Shane asked.

      “He was proselytizing outside the main gate.” Bauer wrinkled his nose. “Can you believe it? Just like those annoying street preachers.”

      Lucas started to laugh. Shane and Bauer just stared at him, which made Lucas laugh harder.

      “Sorry,” he managed in a strangled voice, wiping the tears from his eyes. “It’s just—those assholes were always going on about how the end was near because the world was so evil. So now that we’ve actually had the fucking end, their recruiting pitch is to go back to the old evil world because it was so much better?”

      Shane and Bauer chuckled at that. “You’ve got a point,” Bauer conceded.

      “Where does the nuclear plant come into this?” Shane asked.

      Bauer shook his head. “We don’t know. After the meltdown, the shutdown crew entombed it as best they could. It’s more Three Mile Island than Chernobyl, if that’s any comfort. It can’t function, and it’s deadly to go past the perimeter.”

      “But all that waste is still inside—and hidden in those mine tunnels, right?” Lucas mused. “So there’s energy there, just not easy to access.”

      Bauer frowned. “I guess…although for the plant itself, I’d say that wouldn’t be humanly possible.”

      “Not everything is human,” Shane remarked.

      The look Bauer gave him confirmed Lucas’s suspicion that the administrator knew that the real problem was supernatural.

      “Theoretically, is there any way the plant or the stored waste could explode?” Lucas asked.

      Bauer leaned back in his chair. “A number of our people worked at the plant. We’ve run plenty of scenarios and simulations. It would take a one-in-a-million lineup of all the right things at the wrong time.”

      Lucas met Bauer’s gaze. “One-in-a-million odds is pretty much how the Events happened. So that doesn’t mean ‘impossible.’”

      Bauer grimaced. “Point taken. But the fact remains—people couldn’t set off what’s left.”

      “I don’t think that what Campbell sees on the other side of the rift is ‘people,’” Shane said.

      “What about the preppers?” Lucas asked. “Have any of your team approached them?”

      “They’re not exactly the trusting sort. We’ve made overtures. They shut us down every time.”

      “Maybe your people didn’t ask the right questions—or offer the right incentives,” Lucas said, as the beginnings of a plan formed.

      Bauer leaned forward with his elbows on his desk. “We’ve worked damn hard for the last four years to build this enclave and save as many as we could. I’ve heard that you two deal with things that can’t be explained. I’d like to have you meet with Claire Palmer, the head of our coven-in-residence.”

      Lucas nodded. “We’ve worked with covens before. I’d like to hear their take on this whole ‘faerie’ thing.”

      “Claire’s group has real power—but even they wanted to call in back-up. I’ll let her share the details,” Bauer replied. “I don’t claim to understand. Just…protect my people.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucas and Shane shared a dorm room originally meant for two students. The cramped space was much better than many of the ruins they had squatted in, even if it fell far short of the Greenbrier’s luxury. Still, the beds were clean, and the shared bathroom at the end of the hall had plenty of hot water.

      “Look at the bright side—at least it’s not bunk beds,” Shane snarked as he sat on the edge of his twin mattress.

      “I’m grateful for small favors,” Lucas replied. “And hot showers.” Shane gave him a look Lucas recognized from long years together. “What?”

      “You’ve got a plan.”

      “Not much of one,” Lucas admitted. “I want to talk to the witches. If they sense Rocky and Quentin, they may tell us more than they’ve shared with Bauer. Then I want to see the preppers. As a hostage, if that’s what it takes.”

      Shane shook his head and sighed. “Why did I figure you’d say that?”

      “Because you’ve known me since the third grade.”

      “Fair enough.” Shane cleared his throat. “I’m pretty certain that Campbell will get me into the cult camp if we can persuade Bauer to let him go. If he thinks he’s converting me, maybe they’ll tell me what they’re up to, and then Quentin can get me out of there.”

      Lucas stilled. “Are you sure?”

      Shane frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It sounds good, doesn’t it? To go back, before. Would you?” Lucas knew Shane heard everything he didn’t say.

      “Not without you, asshole. Who’s going to be my best friend if I left you here?” Shane rolled his eyes as Lucas sat down across from him.

      “Seriously? Go back to Before, knowing how it ends? Counting down every day to annihilation while everyone around me goes about their business? Knowing that even if I tried to warn the Pentagon, the White House—no one would believe me? Living through the Events again—and the last four years? How is that any kind of paradise?” Shane’s voice rose with each challenge.

      Lucas reached over to clap him on the shoulder. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just—the whole idea has me a little crazy.”

      “Believe me, I get it.” Shane paused and looked down. “I’m not wild about the thought of you walking into the prepper camp and giving yourself up.”

      “Says the guy who’ll be pretending to join a doomsday cult.”

      “The cultists aren’t heavily armed, and they won’t be expecting me to leave as a wolf if it comes down to that,” Shane pointed out. “How are you going to get the preppers to let you go?”

      “My charm and good looks?” Lucas snarked, since he hadn’t figured that part out.

      “Then you’re totally screwed,” Shane joked, then sobered. “Seriously—what’s the plan?”

      Lucas grimaced. “I don’t have one. Get in, find out what they’re about, see what Rocky picks up in the area. Create a diversion; play it as it goes.”

      “That’s not a plan.”

      “It’s the best I’ve got at the moment.”

      “I hope I don’t have to save your ass,” Shane relayed.

      “Rocky hopes no one pushes you through a rift.”

      “I guess that makes us even,” Shane said with a sigh. “Alright—time to figure out the nitty-gritty details.”
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        * * *

      

      Bauer arranged the meeting with the coven. Shane and Lucas had worked with witches before, and they had also fought people who misused their “extra” abilities.

      Lucas didn’t know what to expect. The woman who entered the meeting room with Bauer looked remarkably ordinary.

      “Marshals.” Claire Palmer looked like every minivan mom Lucas had ever met. She wore a band t-shirt and jeans, but Lucas recognized the protective metals and gemstones in her jewelry. Even more to the point, Rocky acknowledged the power he felt from the stranger.

      “Nice to meet you,” Lucas replied, taking her measure.

      “Likewise.” Claire’s faint smirk as she regarded Lucas, and puzzled frown when she turned her attention to Shane, made him wonder what she saw in them. She might recognize Rocky’s daemon energy, even if she hadn’t considered the possibility of one “possessing” a human. But the hybrid shifter/werewolf whose bite transformed Shane wasn’t a naturally occurring species, which might be more difficult for her to recognize.

      They sat at the table in the conference room. Shane and Lucas took their seats, and aside from Claire, Bauer was the other one present.

      “We understand that you’re the one who requested us,” Shane said.

      Claire nodded. “One of my coven had a vision. In it we were warned that we can’t win the coming battle without the two of you.”

      Shane fought to keep his expression neutral. “Coming battle?”

      Claire spread her hands, palm up. “We don’t know the details yet. But it has something to do with the nuclear plant, the people who have taken up residence in the old army base, and the cultists at the old campground.”

      “You’ve talked with the guy they’ve got locked up?” Lucas asked.

      “Yes. Both directly and through dream-walking,” Claire replied. “What my coven sister was able to read from his dreams was far more frightening than what he told us.”

      “Faeries?” Shane sounded skeptical.

      She shook her head. “Energy bleeding through from…somewhere else. Maybe sentient, maybe not—but still dangerous. It would be bad enough if people were pulled in against their will, but the cultists have created their own myth about the energy, which makes them its willing helpers. People have done many horrible things in service to a powerful force they thought could give them their hearts’ desire.”

      Lucas didn’t like the sound of that at all, but he needed to know more before he was ready to commit. “Tell us about your magic.”

      Claire sat back in her chair. “Have you ever heard of cannel coal?”

      They shook their heads, and she smiled. “That’s okay—a lot of people haven’t. Everyone knows about anthracite and bituminous coal—at least, people in these parts do. Cannel coal is a very special sort that isn’t nearly as plentiful. Our magic connects to the cannel coal, and that weaves our power through the mountains.”

      “Coal magic?”

      “Cannelmancy,” Claire replied. “As old and true in these parts as granny witches. For generations, our men have gone down into the bones of the Earth, and the women worked magic and sang spells to bring them back from the underworld.”

      Shane raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. Any relationship to geomancy?”

      Claire nodded. “A related sub-specialty. Coal as a mineral is associated with increasing one’s powers and reversing negatives. We draw on the seams of cannel coal like ley lines.”

      “You’re worried about the nuclear plant. Where does your magic come in?” Shane asked.

      “Seams of cannel coal run all through the rock beneath the two plants,” Claire replied. “We have drawn on that to contain the radiation and keep the condition of the facilities from getting worse. Some of us have the ability to scry—see things across a distance. That lets us see into places where it wouldn’t be safe to go, to help keep an eye on things.”

      “We use the coal in our rituals,” Claire continued. “It strengthens the spells. We have witches who can read patterns in the dust for divination, and the smoke is used for scrying.”

      “Are you connecting with the coal—or with the daemons of the land where the coal exists?” Lucas asked.

      Claire smiled, and the glint in her eyes told Lucas that she had either figured out their secrets or had strong suspicions. “A very good question. I believe it’s both. When we are in physical contact with cannel coal, our magic is more focused, and our power is amplified. Some of us have sensed the daemons, and we do what we can to help their energy heal where the radiation has sickened the land. That’s a process that will require generations of witches.”

      Lucas noticed the polished black pendant that hung from a braided cord around Claire’s neck. A sigil he didn’t recognize was carved into the stone’s smooth surface.

      “Yes, it’s made from cannel coal.” Claire answered his unspoken question. “Everyone in our coven wears one for protection. Having it next to skin and close to the heart helps us to anchor our magic, and the sigil is one miners have used for centuries.”

      “What do you think is going on?” Shane asked.

      “There’s a threat to the nuclear plants, but it’s not completely human,” Claire replied. “And there are creatures drawn to this place that are friend and foe. My coven knows the lore and can work powerful magic, but we aren’t warriors. Whatever this is, we can’t fight it alone.”

      Shane could practically see the wheels turning in his partner’s head.

      “How did you figure we could help?” Lucas replied. “And why do you think we count as warriors?”

      Claire gave them a considered look. “You have both gained new abilities that make you better able to stand against a threat like this. The enclave has a security team, but they don’t understand magic or the entities involved. If they get sent to deal with this, they will die, and the result could be catastrophic.”

      “You’re afraid something intends to sabotage the nuclear plants?” Shane asked.

      Claire nodded. “We don’t have all the details yet—and we’re hoping you can help us with that—but yes, we think the plants are at risk. And if that happens, it will kill everyone in the contamination zone, and release a cloud of radioactive particles that will destroy thousands more.”

      She looked to Shane and then to Lucas. “Please help us. There’s no one else we can ask.”
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      What are you doing?” Paul Campbell hissed when Shane unlocked his cell in the middle of the night.

      “Busting you out.” Shane gestured for Campbell to follow him, and they crept down the deserted corridor. Shane had arranged the “jailbreak” with Bauer, but Campbell didn’t need to know that.

      “Where are the guards?” Campbell whispered. Shane handed him a jacket.

      “I paid them off. Hurry.” Shane had memorized the quickest way out of the building and the most direct route to leave the compound.

      Once they were outside the wall, Shane turned to Campbell. “I thought about what you said—being able to go back before the Events. I want that. I’m ready to join.”

      Campbell smiled. “I knew you were different from the others. I could tell that you hadn’t hardened your heart against the truth.”

      “Do you think Ed—Preacher—will be okay with me?” Shane did his best to seem nervous.

      Campbell nodded. “We’re always happy to have new additions. Come with me. It’s not far.”

      Keeping a brisk pace warmed them in the cool autumn air. A full moon lit their path. Shane had a gun tucked into his waistband in case they ran into trouble. He listened to the night sounds, straining to hear the songs of nearby genius loci, both to mark his route and to gauge the condition of the land around him.

      The faint music that caught his attention sounded oddly out of tune. That was worrisome but not as clearly dangerous as some of the more twisted and malicious elementals they had encountered.

      “Not far” was several miles. Shane noted landmarks. Even when he wasn’t in wolf form, the enhanced awareness lingered at the back of Shane’s mind, and he felt certain he would be able to get back to the campus.

      “What made you change your mind?” Campbell asked after they had walked for a while. “Your partner seems like a real hard ass.”

      Shane chuckled. “He can be. Lucas is a good guy, a good Marshal. He’s made his peace with everything that happened. Me….I miss how it used to be.” His words held just enough of a hint of truth to sound believable. Campbell seemed to accept the explanation without qualms.

      They turned off the road into a gravel drive that led back into the woods. Overhanging branches had been cleared so that moonlight lit their way. The forest around them was dark but never silent. Shane tensed with apprehension and Quentin’s awareness of prey and predators nearby.

      “We’re here.” Campbell stopped in front of large chain-link gates. A dinner bell on a post stood beside the entrance. He yanked on the rope, setting up a clatter that echoed through the night.

      “Paul? We didn’t think you were ever coming back!” A bearded man in a stained canvas jacket held up a lantern on the other side of the fence, leaning closer to confirm Campbell’s identity.

      “I wasn’t sure I’d get the chance, but he helped me get out.” Campbell jerked his head toward Shane, who stood a couple of paces behind him. “He wants to join up. How about letting us in?”

      The clank and scrape of the chain sounded too loud in the stillness of the forest. Campbell led the way, and Shane followed, then the other man locked up behind them.

      “I’m Brian,” the bearded man said. Shane shook his hand and introduced himself.

      “Do I still have my room, or did you give me up for dead? And can you find Shane somewhere to crash for the rest of the night? We can talk to Ed in the morning.” Campbell asked.

      “Sure thing,” Brian agreed. “I’ll let the night shift know you’re back with a friend.”

      The dormitory looked weather-beaten even in the dark. Brian stopped at a table just inside the door to light a candle for a second lantern, which he handed off to Campbell.

      “Your room is just like you left it. We can drag a bed in there for Shane if you want, or there are open rooms on the second floor, toward the end of the hall. If they’re not occupied, the door isn’t latched. Help yourselves. Bring Shane to breakfast, and Ed will send someone over for you. Good to have you back.” Brian clapped a hand on Shane’s shoulder.

      The old building held the cold and smelled musty. Shane was glad for his warm coat as he wondered how—or if—the “campers” heated the dormitory in the winter.

      “I can’t remember how I left my room, so let’s go up to the second floor. Then tomorrow you can have the room all to yourself, unless—”

      “That’s fine. I’m used to splitting a room with Lucas. Thanks.”

      Worn wooden stairs creaked under their weight. Shane followed Campbell until he stopped at an open door. “There are bunk beds in each room—we keep several made up in case we get new people. Pick which one you want. I don’t care.”

      Shit. Sneaking out to have a look around is going to be harder if we’re sharing a room. Shane took the bottom bed and stretched out fully clothed except for his boots. The wool blankets were scratchy but warm, probably Army surplus. He put his gun under his pillow and drifted into a light sleep.

      Sunlight streamed through the dirty glass window, catching on dust motes in the air. Shane had a moment’s disorientation until he remembered the middle-of-the-night trek and his reconnaissance mission.

      Campbell was already up, looking entirely too chipper without coffee. “Come on,” he urged. “I’ll show you around on the way to breakfast.”

      Shane followed, managing to slip his gun into his jacket pocket without being noticed. Just in case.

      Time had not been kind to the campground, which was a sad shadow of the idyllic family getaway pictured in the old brochure. Neglect and the harsher weather since the Events had damaged the buildings, and weeds had long ago taken over the flower beds. A faded and tattered flag still fluttered from a rusted post in the center of the courtyard between the main buildings.

      “We’ve got chicken coops, so plenty of eggs,” Campbell told him as they walked. “Got sheep and goats for milk and a couple of pigs. The camp had some apple trees, and we put in a garden, so that means oats and wheat, plus fresh vegetables in the summer and fall. Plenty of deer in the woods and fish in the creek, so we don’t go hungry much.”

      Much.

      When they reached the dining hall, everyone seated at the long tables looked up as they entered. Campbell waved. “Hey, everyone! I’m back. This is Shane. I’m glad to be home.”

      Mumbled greetings welcomed them, although no one looked up from their food for long. Shane followed Campbell to where a man in an apron stood beside two big cauldrons. He grunted at Campbell in what Shane guessed passed for “hello,” and ladled a portion of scrambled eggs and something that looked like thick gruel onto plates for them.

      They picked up forks at the end of the table, and Campbell gestured toward an urn with cups next to it.

      “Help yourself to what passes for coffee. It’s made from grain, but it warms you up, which is what counts. You get used to the taste.”

      In their travels as Marshals, Shane and Lucas had visited many different enclaves. Those built around Amish farms, living history museums, or college campuses were able to make the transition and provide both necessities and a bit of comfort to their residents.

      He had never seen an enclave quite this hard-scrabble. Shane assessed the others in the room while trying not to stare. No one looked emaciated, but they all were a bit too thin. They wore patched and stained clothing, but everyone was adequately dressed for the weather. Something about the tables of men bent over their plates reminded him of old photographs of coal miners from a century prior, tired workers in dangerous conditions.

      Still, despite the privations, Shane did not pick up a sense of despair. Quiet conversations resumed, and the two dozen or so residents seemed at ease.

      “Is this everyone?”

      Campbell looked up from where he was already half finished with his eggs and glanced at the other tables. “Mostly. Some are on kitchen duty or out in the barn or on patrol. We’re a few less than when we started—been some hard years since then. But almost everyone here worked together at the plant back in the day. Got a couple of walk-ins. Clarence.” He nodded toward the big man who had served their food. “Brian at the gate was on his own and asked to join up. And now you.”

      “Why did you stay? The Beaver campus isn’t that far.” And it has a lot more resources, Shane thought.

      “At first, Ed thought we should be close enough to do something if things got worse at the plant. After that, I guess we just got used to being here,” Campbell answered. “We had worked together for so long it was hard to trust strangers.”

      The eggs were fresh, and the warm gruel filled his belly. Shane wrinkled his nose at the smell of the ersatz coffee, and Campbell chuckled.

      “It takes some getting used to.”

      Shane braced himself and took a sip. The bitter mixture didn’t taste like java, but it wasn’t as bad as some of the burned sludge Shane had forced down during long nights as a Marshal. “I’ve had worse.”

      As they finished, a man approached the table. “Paul, Ed’s ready to see you and your new friend. He’s waiting for you in his office.”

      The camp office building was a one-story, three-room cottage with faded paint and broken shutters. For the headquarters of a doomsday cult, shabby normality wasn’t what Shane had been expecting.

      Once inside, the illusion of “normal” ended.

      Crudely drawn art covered three walls like something out of a psychological thriller. Strange symbols looked unlike anything Shane had encountered in their work with the covens or that he had found in the lore books. Murals of strange, white beings reminded him of UFO movies. A jagged yellow line painted next to the aliens separated them from rolling green hills and familiar houses, and Shane guessed that was the pre-Events past Campbell and the others staked their hopes on.

      An altar of sorts was set up against the fourth wall. A roughly embroidered cloth covered the table, which was decked with half-burned candles, scavenged trinkets, and a bowl with the ashes of what smelled like sage. Above the offerings was another painting of the glowing rift, this time augmented with a mosaic made from broken glass, chipped pieces of yellow ceramics, and chunks of costume jewelry.

      A circle with symbols inside it was painted on the wooden floor. A similar circle with the placement of symbols reversed mirrored it on the ceiling.

      Is it a portal? A summoning circle?

      “Is this your…church?” Shane asked.

      Campbell shook his head. “Oh, no. This is where Preacher prepares to receive guidance from the faeries. Can’t you feel that it’s a sacred space?”

      Shane’s sense of the genius loci songs provided him with a comparison to the truly sacred. The discordant music seemed louder here, jangled and unpleasant. It would have been a place to avoid if he’d had a choice. Not necessarily evil, but different and powerful enough to cause trouble.

      “I can feel it,” Shane murmured, letting Campbell draw his own conclusions.

      A door opened, and a bald man in his early fifties emerged. Shane had been expecting someone in the flowing robes of a guru, or the black cassock of a priest. Instead, Ed looked very ordinary, except for the tangle of embroidered symbols stitched onto his canvas jacket.

      “Thank you for bringing Paul home,” Ed said. “You must be Shane.”

      “You’re welcome. Pleased to meet you.”

      Ed didn’t look crazy, and since they had brought Campbell back to familiar territory, he had lost the wild glint in his eyes as well.

      “I hear you want to join us. Why?” Ed gave Shane an assessing look.

      “I’ve been a soldier and a US Marshal. I’ve seen the worst both before the Events and after. I’m tired,” Shane replied, drawing from a version of the truth. “Paul said the beings who speak to you can take you back in time, to the way things were?”

      Ed nodded solemnly. “They are beautiful and powerful. Light and life. Ancient and wise. All my life, I went to church. I sat in the pews and listened to the scripture. None of it really made sense. And then when I saw the…faeries…suddenly everything fell into place.”

      Ed’s quiet, assured voice made him easy to trust. Shane didn’t sense any falsehood, an instinct honed from years dealing with professional criminals. Ed believed what he was saying. Whatever he had seen fit into the familiar narrative of miracles and wonders he had learned in Sunday School, making old faith alive in a new way.

      “You’re fortunate that they chose you,” Shane said. “I mean no disrespect, but do you know why?”

      Ed spread his hands, palms up, and shrugged. “I did nothing to deserve this favor. Maybe they knew that my people trust me to care for them, and our spirits are flagging here.”

      Dammit. I want to dislike him, out him as a fraud, but he’s a true believer. Whatever the “faeries” are, he’s bamboozled by them just like the rest of his followers.

      “When will it happen?”

      Ed shook his head. “I don’t know, but it will be soon. The visions come more often, and when I’m seized by one, everything feels real. I can see through the rift, and on the other side is everything that we lost. Just like it used to be—waiting for us to step through and reclaim it.”

      “Forgive my doubt, but having been in law enforcement—I was trained to be skeptical,” Shane replied. “How do you know that what you see is true?”

      He wouldn’t have been surprised if Ed had snapped at him or berated his lack of faith. Instead, the older man fixed Shane with a look of compassion that touched him unexpectedly.

      “You and I don’t have the history together that I do with my team,” Ed replied. “Brian is also a newcomer, much like you. It took time for him to accept the revelations, but he came to know the truth.”

      The truth is the truth because it’s true, Shane thought. I’m not going to get anywhere like this.

      “Why do the faeries want to help? What’s in it for them?” The words sounded sharp as he said them, and Ed winced at the tactless question.

      “Because they’ve taken pity on us? Who can know?” Ed shook his head. “As for what they gain—perhaps they’re not like us. Maybe for them, everything isn’t a transaction.”

      Ed said all the right things and clearly believed them. That meant he was as suckered in as the others.

      “I want to believe,” Shane said, meaning the words more than he intended.

      “Tonight, I will pray to them,” Ed said. “They have nothing to hide. I will call our people together and relay what they tell me.” He clapped a hand on Shane’s shoulder, fatherly and reassuring. “You will understand. You all will.”

      Shane and Campbell headed back toward the dormitory, taking the long way so Shane got a look at the rest of the campground. “It’s not what it used to be, but we do the best we can,” Campbell told him.

      “Who did you lose?”

      Campbell didn’t need Shane to explain the question. “Everyone except this team,” he said, looking away. “My wife, our children, my parents. Friends. Cousins. We all did. If Ed hadn’t brought us here, given us the challenge of making this place livable, I don’t know if I would have lasted very long. And I know I’m not the only one who felt like that.”

      In daylight, Shane could see that although the old buildings were hard-worn, essential repairs had been made. Campbell showed off the gardens, livestock pens, and farm field with obvious pride.

      “We trade with the farmers around here for what we can’t make,” Campbell told him. “Cheese. Beer. Corn whiskey. We worked together to make a mill to grind flour. Nothing big, but it’s enough.”

      The old campgrounds didn’t look as shabby to Shane now that he understood what had gone into bringing it back to life. Campbell and the others valued things differently, but although they had done what they needed to do to survive, they had never accepted the finality of the Events. Their true home was somewhere long gone.

      “You’ve put a lot of work into it,” Shane said.

      “We never could get the swimming pool to work right,” Campbell said wistfully. “But that’s okay, because we won’t be here much longer.”

      Shane spent the afternoon shadowing Campbell on his chores, lending a hand wherever he could. The work was hard, but it kept Shane from thinking too much about the encounter with Ed and the promises—or lies—the “faeries” had shown him.

      He felt Campbell watching him when they headed back to the dormitory to clean up for supper. “Are you okay? You’ve been quiet.”

      Shane walked over to the window and looked out across the forest. “When there’s no other option except to keep putting one foot in front of the other, that’s what you do. But the idea that it might be possible to go back to how it was before…that’s a whole different thing.”

      He hadn’t expected to feel conflicted. Shane thought he had made his peace with the way things were after the Events, as much as anyone could. The grief and trauma were never going to heal completely, but he’d learned to compartmentalize. He had Lucas for a partner, and they had a purpose, and it was enough.

      Shane didn’t believe that Ed’s “faeries” could make good on time travel, especially since it seemed that Ed had inferred that outcome more than gotten an actual promise. But the thought of being able to return to a version of the world before the cataclysm created a stronger pull on his emotions than Shane had been prepared to face.

      “You know what I think?” Campbell confided, dropping his voice although they were alone in their small room. “Maybe the faeries have been watching us, and they realized that we needed a reason to keep going.”

      His eyes were alight with the shared secret. “It’s been tough. We’ve talked about joining up with a bigger group like the one at the Beaver campus, but after being on our own, we weren’t sure we could fit in or do things their way. But staying here…well, we do the best we can. I think we were starting to wear thin; you know what I mean?”

      “And the possibility of going through the rift gives you hope?” Shane turned to look at his companion.

      “Yeah. Seeing the people we’ve lost, being back the way it used to be, maybe being able to save the world if we can stop the Events—what could be better? And if the rift dumps us out somewhere else…well, anywhere’s better than here,” Campbell replied.

      I’m not so sure about that.

      The group in the dining hall buzzed with excitement at the prospect of receiving word from the creatures beyond the rift. Shane ate his bowl of venison stew in silence, listening to the conversations around them.

      “—first thing I’m gonna do is go see my little girl.”

      “—gettin’ a pizza before I do anything.”

      “—gotta get back to my wife. We had a baby on the way.”

      Shane’s heart ached for the men who had pinned their hopes on Ed’s visions. He felt sure that everyone who had survived the Events had thought about what they would do with one more day before the end came. But these men believed that fantasy was almost within their grasp, and the cruelty of it made Shane clench his teeth.

      Whatever or whoever these “faeries” are, they’re either lying to Ed or he’s reading his own wishes into what he’s seeing.

      Shane and Lucas recently dealt with a hotel in Ansted that phased in and out of existence thanks to a badly damaged genius loci and some freaky demon magic. Even it hadn’t offered a gateway to a different destination in time, just a doorway to nothingness. If that hadn’t been a ride to the Before times, I don’t think there’s such a thing to be had.

      Shane thought about trying to talk Campbell out of staying, but he knew the man would be unlikely to return to an enclave that held him prisoner. Dammit! If they cross the rift, I’m pretty sure they’ll die. And if they don’t and the whole thing falls apart, will they have a reason to go on?

      Shane did his best to smile and match the party mood of his companions. His head hurt like a storm was coming, and his skin tingled as if lightning had struck nearby. Shane listened to the song of the nearby genius loci, worried that the discordant jangle seemed to be getting worse. His wolf-side’s enhanced senses were muted, but Shane still felt restless.

      The energy is shifting. I don’t know whether that’s good or bad, but it’s hella powerful.

      A bell rang, deeper in tone than the one at the front gate. Campbell grabbed his empty dishes and stood, beckoning for Shane to come with him.

      “Time to go. Ed’s ready for the ritual.”

      They walked across the campground, joined by more residents as they went, and Shane noticed several men he hadn’t seen before. Apparently, a vision was an all-hands event.

      When the group reached the camp office, candles flickered in a half-circle around the front. The windows glowed with lantern light, and the smell of sage and incense hung in the air.

      Ed came to the doorway after they assembled just beyond the candles. He wore the embroidered jacket, which Shane guessed was his version of holy vestments. “Welcome, friends. I will call to the faeries, and ask them your questions. We will learn more about the rift and how it can bring us home.”

      The sense of excitement and anticipation lit up the weary faces of the men around Shane. As skeptical as he was, he couldn’t help being caught up in the mood.

      What if Ed is right? What if it’s really possible?

      Ed left the door open so the others could see into the room with the murals and shrine. Candles lit the interior, with four more positioned at the quarters of the circle on the floor.

      Preacher Ed walked first to the altar, lit a dried leaf from a candle, raised it toward the markings on the ceiling, then poured wine from a pitcher into a chalice he carried into the circle.

      He knelt in the middle of the markings and lifted the chalice toward the sky. Shane couldn’t make out the words of Ed’s invocation, only the tone and cadence, but it conveyed reverence and hope. The look on Ed’s face mirrored the expressions of the men around Shane, all of them betting everything they had despite the long odds.

      The discordant song of the damaged genius loci grew painfully loud in his mind, shrill enough to make him wince. He wanted to howl. His wolf senses picked up an energy shift that made him uneasy.

      The men around Shane seemed unaffected by the song, while Ed appeared to be caught in rapturous bliss, eyes staring at the ceiling, mouth open, and body taut.

      White light flared inside the small building. The others shielded their eyes, but Shane forced himself not to look away. In that instant, before the room went dark again, Shane glimpsed something that wasn’t human and sure as hell wasn’t a faerie.

      The light blinked out, leaving a red imprint in Shane’s sight. The men outside had gone quiet, waiting for answers.

      Ed slumped forward, shoulders rounded, head down. Shane wondered what it took out of the man to call down a visitation from the beings that had answered. After a few moments, Ed straightened and stood, then turned toward the anxious crowd outside the door.

      “My friends, did you see? The faeries came. And very, very soon, they will open the way for us to travel to our heart’s desire.”

      The men burst into a cacophony of questions but stilled when Ed motioned for silence. “One at a time. I will tell you everything that I have learned.”

      “When can we make the crossing?” Campbell spoke up. The others murmured in support, and Shane guessed that was uppermost in their minds.

      “When the moon is right,” Ed replied. “At the Equinox. That is when the Veil is thinnest. We must wait and prepare. They will return for us and take us to the place we came from.”

      The others called out questions. Ed calmed their worries, repeated the hope for returning to the past, and encouraged them to be patient.

      Shane’s head throbbed, and his eyes stung from the bright light. He no longer felt the urge to howl, but he was still unsettled with a strong desire to shift and run. The song of the damaged elemental no longer shrilled as loudly, though it hadn’t faded altogether.

      I need to get out of here. I’ve learned all I can. Time to go back to Lucas and strategize.

      “What did you think?” Ed asked after most of the others drifted away, leaving only Campbell, Shane, and a handful of others.

      “I was impressed,” Shane replied, not exactly lying. “I want to bring my partner with us. We’ve been best friends all our lives. If he could see, he would believe.”

      Shane had no intention of bringing Lucas to the compound or returning without a plan and backup. But right now, he needed to play along.

      “I’m afraid that can’t be permitted,” Ed said gently. “After what happened to Paul—being kidnapped and held against his will—we can’t take the risk. You could miss when the rift opens, and once that happens, it won’t open again. Trust me. You’re safest here. Your partner made his choice.”

      Shane knew better than to argue. But he still had questions. “It’s going to take a lot of energy to carry us all through the rift. Are the faeries strong enough?”

      Ed looked away, past Shane toward where the old nuclear plant hunkered against the skyline. “If we need more energy, it’s there for the taking.”

      Shane’s breath caught as Ed confirmed his fears. “But that would mean an explosion, radiation—what about the people who would get hurt?”

      Ed placed a hand on his shoulder, a gesture full of comfort—and warning. “Those who are worthy will be permitted to return to the golden times. A remnant will be saved. The others could not cross because their minds are too narrow. I’m sorry about your partner. But the faeries have chosen.”

      Shane forced his expression to be neutral. He nodded but did not speak. Campbell guided back to the path to the dormitory.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in since you’re new,” Campbell said once they were away from the others. “But you came at the perfect time, which proves you are meant to be among the remnant. And once we’re home, it will all be worth it.”

      “Just trying to get my head around it all,” Shane replied, which was the truth but not how he knew Campbell would take it.

      “It’s big, right? I mean, faeries! A split in the sky that takes us to the past. Like something out of a movie,” Campbell said.

      “Maybe I just need to sleep on it,” Shane said. “Things always look clearer in the morning.”

      Campbell seemed satisfied by Shane’s reply, and they walked back to the room talking about what they wanted to do first when they got to the past.

      “I want a chili dog, with all the toppings, and a mound of French fries,” Campbell said. “And ice cream. After I see everyone. But still—can you imagine being able to order a pizza again? Or watch TV? I’ll never gripe about what’s playing at the theater again.”

      Shane and Lucas talked about such things often on their long rides, but with the acknowledgment that those cherished memories were gone forever. Campbell’s hope and his stalwart trust in Ed and the faeries broke Shane’s heart in places he thought it would never break again.

      “Yeah, I miss pizza,” he replied. “Cherry pie. Hamburgers with extra cheese and onions. A really good steak—from a cow, not a deer.”

      “Now you’re talkin’!” Campbell encouraged, slapping Shane on the back. “Ed says that the more we picture what we want, the easier it is for the faeries to bring us to the right moment in the past.”

      Shane didn’t know what the faeries were, but he hated them with a passion for abusing the trust of Campbell and the others.

      Back at the dormitory, Campbell hung his coat on a peg and put his boots by his bed. “Better get some shut-eye,” he recommended. “Going to have a lot of chores to do tomorrow.”

      Shane made a show of unlacing his boots, but he kept them on, as well as his jacket. “Gotta pee,” he said as he headed for the door.

      “Be quiet when you come back,” Campbell warned. “I’m going to be asleep as soon as I hit the pillow.”

      “Good night,” Shane replied, knowing he wasn’t returning. “Sleep tight.”

      The hallway was empty, although Shane could hear voices from behind closed doors. He moved quietly to the shared bathroom, relieved to find it empty. Shane had already scoped out the exits, including a window over the porch roof that made for an easier descent.

      He opened the window and went into a stall to strip down. Then he rolled his clothing into a bundle with his coat and tied the laces of his boots together. The boots were heavy and clunky, but there was no helping it—replacements were hard to get.

      Shane listened closely, but he didn’t hear or scent anyone nearby. He shifted, then took his clothing bundle and the laces of his boots in his mouth and loped to the window. Once he assured himself that no one would see a wolf bounding from the dormitory window, Shane leaped over the sill, landing as silently as he could on the porch roof before jumping to the ground.

      He kept to the shadows, easily avoiding the patrols. When Campbell had shown him around earlier, Shane had spotted where water had dug a swale beneath the fence. It didn’t take much for his wolf to make the hole large enough to fit through, even with the objects he carried in his mouth.

      Shane took a deep breath with a sigh of relief when he reached the other side. No one from the campground seemed to note his escape. Once the campground was out of sight, Shane stopped in the woods to shift and put on clothes.

      “US Marshal Shane Collins, returning from reconnaissance,” he told the guard at the Beaver campus gate. Shane didn’t care that it was well past midnight. He wanted a hot shower and a glass of whiskey, and assurance that Lucas’s mission had also been successful.

      When he reached their room, it was dark and empty. A note from Lucas lay on the desk.

      “Went to the prepper camp. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Might be a couple of days, especially if they make it hard to leave. Hang tight, and I’ll see you when I see you.”

      The note was dated two days ago, the same date Shane had gone to the campground.

      Lucas still hadn’t returned.

      Something had gone wrong.
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        Two days prior

      

      

      What are you hearing? Lucas asked Rocky as he walked along the road toward the prepper camp.

      You are nervous about meeting these people. They might be dangerous. And you worry about Shane.

      Lucas chuckled. Yes, all of that. But I meant—what are you hearing around us? The other genius loci? Spirits?

      The daemons here are sickly, not evil. They have been poisoned like the land. Until the poison wanes, they will not be right.

      Since the poison in question was radioactive, it could be ten thousand years before the land was clean again. The elementals didn’t die, so they could wait for purification, but people might be long gone.

      Anything that could be the “faeries” the cultists are raving about?

      The energy in this place is unstable. It attracts broken things.

      I think we’re all broken these days, Lucas replied. Or did you mean twisted?

      Yes. Dark damage. The vibrations around the poisoned place are all wrong. Perhaps humans mistake that for magic?

      Lucas knew what the stories said about faeries. He remembered that in the old tales, faeries weren’t nice. They were often petty, arrogant, territorial, and cruel. They stole children, switched babies, kidnapped people, and offered deals with a malicious twist.

      Never eat their food or drink their wine. Never owe them a debt. Don’t ask for favors, and stay away from their special places. Before he left the Beaver enclave, Bauers took him to the campus library, and Lucas gave himself a crash course in dealing with the fae.

      Iron was the best protection, so along with his gun and a steel knife, Lucas carried a short, sharpened piece of rebar. He considered that to be insurance, but Lucas didn’t believe the creature offering the cultists a free ride to the past was actually fae.

      Maybe Shane’s recon would give them a better idea of what they were up against and how to stop it. Lucas disliked splitting up—something proven to be a bad idea both on the job and in past D&D games—but he had to agree that they were more likely to infiltrate the cult and the preppers going solo rather than as a team. He just hoped they both got back safely.

      Up ahead, he saw the sign and gatehouse for the nuclear plant. Mindful of the warnings about the radiation levels, Lucas had no desire for a closer look. Movement caught his eye, and Lucas peered at the hazy figures of the ghosts that blocked the driveway.

      Are they the guardians? The spirits of the shutdown crew that died sealing off the plant?

      The revenants stood like sentries, shoulder to shoulder. Aside from the enclaves, there didn’t seem to be many people around to guard against, but Lucas figured that looters who didn’t understand the dangers might try their luck to find anything they could use or sell.

      Rocky yelped a warning, and Lucas pivoted just in time to see an unusually tall, wizened old man with a mane of white hair and a long scraggly beard standing close behind him. Before Lucas could draw his gun or either of the knives, the man’s arm shot forward with unnatural speed and a gnarled hand gripped his shoulder so hard that Lucas thought the fingers would pierce his skin.

      “What are you?” Lucas panted, finding himself unable to move.

      “Hmm…what are you?” the man asked, fixing Lucas with a stare that seemed to see down to his bones. Piercing blue eyes looked out from beneath shaggy gray brows, and for a heartbeat, Lucas thought the eyes swam full of stars.

      He is a forest spirit, ancient and very powerful, Rocky supplied. I have not seen his kind since the mountains were new.

      “A human with an elemental inside? Or an elemental, wearing a human? This is…interesting.”

      Lucas felt the creature’s power and froze, praying that its attention moved on.

      The air grew cold as the guardian spirits slipped away from their post to gather around them. Now that they were closer, Lucas saw them in detail—men in coveralls and hazmat suits, gray-faced and sober-eyed.

      Leave him alone. He is mine.

      Lucas couldn’t tell whether Rocky used his voice to speak aloud or if he only needed to mind-speak to draw the creature’s attention. It worked, because the forest spirit nodded and released his grip. Freed from its spell, Lucas barely managed to stay on his feet.

      “You do not come to cause harm. I see you are a guardian, like them,” the creature said with a look toward the ghosts. “I will not take you away.”

      With that, the shaggy-haired man-creature turned and walked off, disappearing into the forest as the ghosts drifted back to their sentry post.

      What the hell just happened? Lucas’s knees still felt wobbly after the confrontation and the way the strange being had gotten into his head.

      Forest spirit, remember? Very powerful.

      Stronger than you?

      Hard to say. Different…skills.

      Before Lucas had a chance to ask more questions, he heard the click of a gun’s safety.

      “Stay where you are. Put your hands up,” the stranger commanded. “Now turn around—slowly. And give me a reason not to shoot.”

      I guess I found the preppers.

      Lucas faced three men with guns, all of whom looked like they could put up a fight he might not win.

      “I’m US Marshal Lucas Maddox. I wanted to find the preppers in the old military enclave, ask them some questions.”

      “US Marshal? Didn’t think there were any left,” the man in front said.

      “Not many. Just my partner and me. We do what we can.”

      “And what brings one of the last two Marshals to our humble abode?” the leader asked.

      “Do we have to stand here freezing our nuts off? I talk better when I’m warm,” Lucas replied, hoping his snark covered how off-kilter he still felt from the confrontation with the forest spirit.

      “Suit yourself.” The leader gave a jerk of his head, and his team fell in around Lucas.

      They’re ex-military. Or cops. They’ve been together for a while, and they were professionals.

      “Where did you serve?” Lucas asked as they walked.

      The leader gave him a look. “Why do you care?”

      Lucas shrugged. “Takes one to know one.”

      “Hot spots, wherever they needed me,” the stranger said. “Special ops. You?”

      “Mostly Middle East. More action than I ever really wanted to see,” Lucas replied. “Before I went into the Marshals.”

      “And you’re still out there, doing your job? What can two men do against all that’s wrong in the world?” The leader had a weary tone that Lucas recognized too well.

      “More than you’d think.”

      The abandoned outpost still had the chain-link fence with warning signs and a small, crumbling guardhouse. They headed for the gate, and two sentries let them in while others hung back protectively.

      “This way.” The stranger led Lucas farther into the compound. The cement block buildings had peeling paint and faded roofs, but the yards were weeded, and while old, the structures had been maintained.

      “Is it true that you’ve got a missile silo and a bunker?” Lucas asked. “Because that’s pretty badass.”

      The stranger snickered. “Yeah. Both, actually. But the missiles are gone, and the bunker stinks.”

      When they reached a squat white building that looked like the base office, he stopped. “In here. Then it’s time to talk.”

      He lit a lantern, which barely illuminated the small room. “Sit.”

      Lucas sat in the only chair, hands clasped between his knees.

      One of the team stood near the door on watch. The second man took a position in the back corner, another line of protection. The leader sat behind an old army-issue desk that looked like it was from the 1950s.

      “Who are you?” the man asked.

      “Told you already. Who are you?” Lucas shot back.

      “Captain Chris Thomas. And the people here are what’s left of my command.”

      “How’d you become a bunch of preppers?” Lucas sat back in his chair, taking control. “Would have thought you’d have something better to do—like protect people instead of hiding.”

      The man in the corner started forward, but Thomas raised a hand, and he stopped immediately. “Who says we’re not protecting people?” Thomas challenged.

      “From what I hear, you blockade the road, run off travelers, maybe shake them down or make them disappear.” Lucas shrugged, performing to get a reaction. “And then hide behind your fences and your guns.”

      “Then you hear wrong,” the guy in the corner snapped before Thomas silenced him with a look.

      “What business is it of yours?” Thomas asked, staring at Lucas as if he was a puzzle to be solved.

      “The Beaver campus enclave requested my partner and me because they were worried about a threat to the nuclear plant,” Lucas replied, dropping the banter. “They weren’t sure who was more dangerous—the armed yahoos playing soldier of fortune or the crazy religious people who might drink their Kool-Aid with a side of radioactive waste.”

      “What did you plan to do about the threat?”

      “Shut it down.”

      Thomas stared at the ceiling for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. He settled forward, placing his elbows on the desk, and peered at Lucas. “We’re not the ones you need to worry about.”

      “Says the guy who’s holding me at gunpoint.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes, then nodded at his team, who holstered their weapons. “Better?” he snarked.

      “Yeah, actually. Thanks.” Lucas studied Thomas, trying to figure out his game. “Now you were saying that you’re the good guys?”

      “We’re not ‘preppers.’ At least, not in the way most people mean it. We didn’t hoard food, and we didn’t stockpile a bunch of weapons waiting for the end of the world. We’re military. We know how to scavenge and how to forage. But we didn’t do it before the Events. Only after, when there was nowhere else to go.”

      Thomas met Lucas’s gaze. “We didn’t try to set the record straight about not being crazy survivalists. Figured if that helped to keep people away, it made less work for us.”

      “Why here?” Despite everything, Lucas found himself liking Thomas. The man didn’t seem crazy. He had learned to trust his instincts, and his gut said Chris Thomas was telling the truth.

      “My dad worked at the Beaver Valley plant. My grandpa worked at Shippingport. When the Events happened, my team was stationed at Fort Letterkenny in Chambersburg. We were an air defense unit, but we still never saw the strikes coming,” Thomas said with a bitter note.

      “For the first while, we stayed with the base, tried to help. But there was no support, no direction from the top. We were cut off and everything we had trained for no longer mattered because we failed,” Thomas continued, the burden of guilt clear in his expression. “Little by little, people just…walked away.”

      “You didn’t fail,” Lucas said. “Or at least, you didn’t fail any more than we all did. No one saw it coming.”

      “I try to tell myself that. Haven’t listened yet.”

      “How did you get here?” Lucas asked.

      “Most of my team members had family in the areas that were hardest hit. They didn’t have anywhere to go. So I told them to come home with me,” Thomas replied. “When we got here, we found out that my family was gone. I still don’t know what happened to them. But we heard people talking about the nuclear plants and how they were afraid people would do something to them to make things worse.”

      Thomas paused and rubbed his temples. “We realized that no one was guarding the plant. This was something we could do. If the wrong people got access, they could do real harm. The guardian ghosts couldn’t protect the plant on their own.”

      Lucas believed Thomas, but he felt sure the other man hadn’t told him the whole story. “Does the phrase ‘dogs of war’ mean anything?”

      Thomas’s head snapped up. “What do you know?”

      Lucas considered the other man’s reaction and realized he’d hit a nerve. “Government experiments. Trying to create the perfect hybrid soldier. Werewolf, shifter, and human. We’ve run into them before. Got a tip that you might have seen them too.”

      Thomas looked at Lucas for a long moment, clearly deciding what and how much he wanted to say. “When we first came to the base, it was like something out of a horror movie. We found a dozen corpses, and even though they’d been dead for a while, there was plenty of evidence to suggest they had been clawed, bitten, and ripped apart by large, strong wild animals.”

      “I thought the base was abandoned.”

      “So did everyone. Apparently there was more going on here than just a skeleton crew maintaining the equipment,” Thomas replied. “Once we got a good look around, it was clear that some kind of scientific work was in progress when the Events occurred. We found lab and medical equipment that was much newer than the original base. A lot of it had been smashed, but nothing had been looted. And there were more bodies.”

      Lucas didn’t like where the story was heading. It sounded far too much like the experiments at Fort Hood and Dr. Richardson’s violent hybrids.

      “We were attacked. Man-sized wolves. Two of my people were killed.” Thomas passed a hand back through his hair, and his gaze was shadowed.

      “They were so fast, so strong. Nothing but a head shot stopped the creatures. We didn’t know what we were up against,” Thomas recalled. “Or maybe, we didn’t want to know. We killed one with a machete and watched the body turn human again.”

      He blew out a long breath. “After that, we had a new mission. We hunted those monsters.”

      “What about the creature that looks like a crazy old man?” Lucas asked, watching closely to see Thomas’s reaction. He mentally filed away their reaction to the hybrids so he could warn Shane.

      The man’s head snapped up. “You saw it?”

      “Pretty sure I have a bruise on my shoulder from the way he grabbed me,” Lucas replied. “What the fuck was he?”

      “We think he’s a Leshy. Slavic forest spirit. A lot of folks from Eastern Europe settled around here and brought their beliefs with them. Leshy have a reputation for being tricksters—and for eating people,” Thomas replied.

      “There were more of the werewolves—dogs of war, whatever you want to call them. We captured one and found out that they were Grade-A, government-issued monsters, like something out of a bad movie,” the captain added.

      “We needed help, but we were on our own. We couldn’t bring this down on the Beaver campus people. One night, we all prayed to whatever powers we believed in for help. The next night, the Leshy revealed itself.”

      “How did you tame it?”

      Thomas gave a harsh laugh. “Tame? You don’t ‘tame’ an ancient forest spirit. We made a deal with it. It doesn’t eat us, and we let it have the troublemakers that show up between the camp and the nuclear plant. Mutually beneficial.”

      “So that’s what he meant when he said he wouldn’t take me. Good to know it wasn’t my day to get eaten,” Lucas replied. “I’m guessing he took care of the rest of the hybrid war dogs.”

      Captain Thomas nodded.

      “He seemed to have an…understanding…with the guardian spirits at the plant entrance.”

      Thomas raised an eyebrow. “You’re full of surprises. You can see them?”

      Lucas shrugged. “People have come up with all kinds of surprising new talents since the Events. I caught glimpses of ghosts Before. Now I see them more often. No big deal.”

      “None of us got a visual on the ghosts, but any time we went near the entrance, we could feel that something wasn’t right.”

      “It was too cold, your skin got prickly, and you had a strong urge to leave?”

      Thomas nodded. “Yeah. It felt creepy, like we weren’t wanted.”

      “And you weren’t. The ghosts are the men who died in the meltdown and the shutdown crew that volunteered to seal things up afterward, knowing it was going to kill them,” Lucas replied. “They’re heroes—and they want to make sure no one comes along and fucks up what they died to fix.”

      “Anyone who goes past the fence around the plant isn’t going to live long to enjoy whatever they steal. One of our guys rigged up a Geiger counter from spare parts before we settled in—wanted to know we weren’t going to glow. We’re far enough away here to be okay. The driveway past the gate is a couple of miles long, but the meter starts pegging even before you’re close enough to see the plant,” Thomas replied.

      “What do you know about the crazy cultists in the church camp?” Lucas saw a flash of surprise in Thomas’s eyes at the shift in topic.

      “We leave them alone, and they don’t bother us. They’ve been there for quite a while. When we checked them out, they seemed nutty but harmless.”

      Lucas shifted in his chair. “I’m not too sure about that. Your folks didn’t freak out meeting a Leshy. Have you run into anything that might pass for the fae?”

      “Fae?”

      Lucas sighed. “Faeries. Like elves only meaner.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me, right?”

      “Wish to God I was. The Beaver campus people captured one of the cultists who was playing street preacher outside their gates, and we questioned him. Their leader has visions of creatures that promised to take them through a rift in the sky—back in time to before the Events. He called the beings ‘faeries.’”

      Thomas’s eyes widened. “Faeries. Time travel. A hole in the sky. Did they eat some funny mushrooms?”

      “It sounds nuts until you realize that they’re all nuclear plant workers camping a stone’s throw away from the biggest power source on this side of the state, in case that portal to the past needs a jumpstart.”

      All humor drained from Thomas’s face. “You think they’re a threat to the plant?”

      “My partner went to find out. Much as I’d like to write off their boss man’s visions as a bad trip, it doesn’t matter whether these ‘faeries’ are real or not. Plenty of people have done terrible things because the voices in their heads said so,” Lucas replied.

      “Shit. Could they actually sabotage the plant? I thought it was sealed.”

      “There are mine tunnels filled with radioactive waste not far from the plant that are unstable. Plus, the containment team didn’t stop the meltdown—they just smothered it in concrete. It’s still burning underneath all that. If anyone knows how to pop the cork, it’s the guys at the camp.”

      Lucas knew he was going out on a limb trusting Thomas, but he’d been silently checking in with Rocky all along, and his co-pilot was comfortable with the “preppers”—after they no longer held Lucas at gunpoint.

      “They’d need something powerful to kick off either of those things,” Thomas said, which reminded Lucas that the captain had family members who worked at the plants.

      “After the Events, all the natural disasters shifted the resonance of the land in places,” Lucas said. “It’s hard to explain. Where the energy is tainted, it can be dangerous—and used by people with bad intentions.”

      Thomas met Lucas’s gaze with a skeptical expression. “Sounds to me like you’re talking about magic.”

      “Magic, energy—two names for the same thing depending on who’s doing the explaining,” Lucas replied.

      “Are all Marshals as weird as you?”

      Lucas grinned. “Since there’s only me and my partner left, the answer is ‘yes.’”

      Thomas sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his nose. After a silent moment, he took a deep breath and looked at Lucas as if giving him one last chance to admit that this was all a joke.

      Lucas watched denial battle with the details Thomas knew to be right, and it was almost as if he could see the confusion clear as the pieces slotted into place in the other man’s mind.

      “This isn’t actually the craziest thing I’ve ever heard that turned out to be true,” Thomas said. “What was that quote about ‘three impossible things before breakfast’? So, Marshal Maddox—what were you expecting when you came here? Help storming the campground? Because it’s a bit overkill, don’t you think?”

      “If the cultists have some sort of…connection…to whatever it is they think are faeries, and the power is real, then we don’t know what they can do,” Lucas said. “My partner is putting his life in danger to infiltrate the camp and find out what we’re up against.”

      “You think it’s actually faeries?”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “No. But seriously—you can believe in a Leshy, but you choke on the idea that something might have been misinterpreted to inspire those stories about the fae?”

      “They didn’t exactly cover mythical creatures in Basic Training. That must have been at Camp Hogwarts.”

      “Shane should be at the Beaver campus when I get back. If he’s confirmed that the threat is real and has intel about whatever the ‘rift’ and ‘fae’ are, then we can make a plan.” Lucas tamped down his worry over Shane’s recon. “Even if their leader is a total nut job and dreamed the whole thing up, we can’t let the cultists breach the containment on the reactor. Because whether or not faeries are real, we’ll all be dead.”

      Thomas looked at Lucas for a few moments without saying anything. Finally, he gave a curt nod. “Okay. Let’s hear what your partner has to say. In the meantime, you can stay the night here. The chow won’t kill you, we all bathe regularly, and since the base was built for a much bigger crew, there are plenty of extra bunks.”

      Lucas gave him a wary look. “Just to be clear—am I a prisoner?”

      Thomas glared at him. “Do you want to head back alone in the dark? The Leshy isn’t the worst thing out there. You’re free to go.”

      “Then I’ll take you up on your offer,” Lucas said, with a grudging smile which Thomas returned.

      “Smart man.” Thomas looked to one of the guards by the door. “Liam, take Marshal Maddox to one of the open rooms and give him a kit so he can clean up.”

      He glanced back to Lucas. “You’ve got about an hour until dinner. Liam will come to get you—the base layout takes a while to get used to. You’re Army, so you’ll understand when I say that even though you’re not confined to quarters it’s not a good look to go wandering around unescorted.”

      “Message received,” Lucas replied, “and thanks for listening.”

      “We don’t get much excitement around here. You can earn your dinner with stories from the road.”
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      Lucas paid attention to the route as Liam led the way down corridors painted a sickly shade of industrial green. The dim glow from bare bulbs lit the way, and Lucas noted that many of the overhead fixtures were empty, presumably to save electricity from the base’s generators. When they reached his room, Lucas thanked his guide.

      “I’ll be back to get you in time for dinner. The bathroom is two doors back the way we came. The lights work in there—just turn them off when you leave. And the water pressure is good. Rest if you want to—I’ll pound hard enough to wake you up,” Liam promised with a smirk.

      “See you in a few,” Lucas replied.

      The room’s utilitarian accommodations had a mid-century Army surplus look. A metal bunk bed sat against one wall, the double desk with two chairs took up most of the floor space, and two small closets with built-in drawers flanked the door. The single bulb overhead illuminated a surprisingly clean, relatively dust-free space.

      Much as Lucas’s curiosity urged him to explore, he had no intention of getting on the wrong side of his host since he had a feeling they’d need Thomas’s help with the cultists. He found the dormitory-style bathroom, which had obviously been designed to take care of a crowd, and washed away the dirt and sweat from his journey. He felt reasonably safe here, but not enough to risk the vulnerability of taking a shower.

      Maybe if we survive, I can talk Captain Thomas into giving Shane and me a tour—I’d like to see the bunker and the missile silo. The place is in better shape than I expected. We’ll find out tomorrow if Thomas is telling the truth about letting me go, but so far, they’re not as nuts as I thought they might be.

      He knew that although Rocky had been mostly silent, the elemental was always present. Anything you notice that I ought to know? Lucas asked as he combed his fingers through his hair to look presentable.

      The energy here is better than with the last soldiers you met.

      Lucas grimaced at the memory. Because those assholes were trying to kill us. They were crazy—and dangerous.

      Did I not say that? Rocky replied.

      Lucas still wasn’t sure how much his unlikely co-pilot understood of humor, or whether his dry observations were unintentionally funny. I guess you did. Nice that these guys are different.

      Liam showed up on time and guided Lucas through the dimly-lit corridors to the dining hall. “What do you know about the base?” Lucas asked.

      “It basically babysat the missile silos and the bombs they stored in the bunker,” Liam said, “which was part of the Cold War plan to defend Pittsburgh and its manufacturing infrastructure. From what we could piece together, there were about thirty soldiers stationed here, so it was more of an outpost than a base.”

      “Kind of amazing the places you find now that everyone’s run off and left them,” Lucas mused.

      “The bombs and the missiles are long gone, so we’re not really sure what the soldiers did after that. Probably some kind of communications monitoring, given the equipment that’s left. Of course, until the Events, this was all still government property,” Liam replied.

      “Obviously some of the stuff still works.”

      Liam nodded. “The site was decommissioned but not abandoned. Mothballed, I guess. It got enough maintenance to keep everything in working order in case they ever needed it. Sometime after that, another group moved in, like Captain Thomas told you—medical experimentation, we figure. That was a mess to clean up, but it meant all the systems were upgraded and running. Lucky for us. The generator and the water treatment system both work and so does the heat. No AC. It’s enough to make the place livable.”

      Fifteen men and women in fatigues sat at a long table in the dining hall. They looked up when Lucas and Liam walked in, and Lucas figured guests were an unusual occurrence. After giving him the once-over, the former soldiers went back to their conversations, and Lucas followed his guide to line up at a pass-through at the kitchen. He could glimpse at least two people at work near the stove. As he and Liam reached the opening, the cook pushed filled plates across the shelf to them.

      Some kind of meat in a brown gravy accompanied boiled potatoes and carrots. It smelled good, and Lucas was hungry.

      “A couple of the guys have some real talent when it comes to making food that tastes great considering what we have to work with,” Liam said as Lucas followed him to join the others at the table. “We do the best we can, hunting and trapping. Plenty of game to hunt now that there aren’t as many people nearby. We put in a garden, and we barter with the farmers who are still around. It’s enough.”

      “So tell us about what you’ve seen, Marshal,” a female soldier with her dark hair pulled back in a bun asked after Liam and Lucas got settled. Lucas noticed that Thomas’s people still stayed close to regulation in their appearance, although four years had passed since there was anyone official to care.

      “Mostly, there’s a whole lot of nothing out there,” Lucas said. “People left where they were and went somewhere else. There’s hardly anyone outside the enclaves. Everyone liked to talk about being self-sufficient, but the Events made that a lot harder.”

      “Surely you’ve seen something interesting,” one of the others said. “Remember—we don’t have cable, and we’ve read all the books we could find.”

      Lucas came up with the best stories he could think of, leaving out anything about his near-death and Rocky or Shane’s new wolfiness. When he finished, Lucas looked at the others as an idea took shape.

      “You know, at the Beaver campus, there’s a whole university library,” Lucas said. “Maybe if there was a proper introduction so that they don’t think you’re crazy preppers, you could work out a lending arrangement.”

      He saw the excitement in the eyes of several of the soldiers and understood first-hand how tedious the boredom on a base could be. Lucas had a feeling that with better information, Bauers would change his mind about the outpost. Maybe the two groups could work out something that would help both parties.

      “So it’s just you and one other Marshal?” Liam asked.

      “Shane and I have been friends since we were kids. Went through the Army together, joined up with the Marshals afterward. We were on assignment when the world ended. Since then, we just kept on doing what we do,” Lucas replied with a shrug.

      “And you cover how large an area?” The soldier who asked about the books looked curious.

      “Western Pennsylvania, Eastern Ohio, and Northern West Virginia,” Lucas replied. “Give or take.”

      “At least you don’t have to go into New York. There’s a camp at Chautauqua that’s run like a frickin’ fortress,” the man across from Lucas said. “Everyone says the guy in charge is a real hard ass. People leave them alone.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Lucas replied. “Can’t imagine anything that would send us up that way, but then again, it’s not like we’d be infringing on another Marshal’s territory.”

      Lucas helped clean up after dinner and stuck around for a few friendly hands of cards afterward, mostly to observe what the group was like without Thomas present.

      They seem to get along just fine. I don’t get the feeling anyone is being kept here against their will.

      The energy among them is good—strong enough to overcome the vibrations of this place, Rocky replied.

      What’s wrong with the base?

      The stones remember. Fear, anger, destruction. Those are the reasons this exists. When it was empty, that faded. Now, they help it heal, Rocky added.

      So there’s a daemon here at the base?

      Not exactly. All places have energy. Not all energy is aware, Rocky answered.

      “Breakfast is at oh-six-hundred,” Liam’s voice broke Lucas from his thoughts.

      Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Dude. You know the end of the world happened, right? You don’t have to still get up that early.”

      Liam laughed. “Tell that to the boss. There are chickens to feed, eggs to gather, gardens to tend, and potatoes to peel. Captain Thomas believes that routines and purpose create resilience.”

      “You say that like it’s something you’ve heard before,” Lucas joked.

      “All the time—even before the Events. And…he’s right. Everyone here is still alive because of Captain Thomas,” Liam said. “He kept us from panicking, gave us focus, and created a family for a bunch of people who had no one else left. Like what you and your partner created for yourselves.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Liam gave Lucas a measured look. “What you offered, about the library—you didn’t have to do that. But, thank you. You have no idea how much that would mean to us. We go a little stir crazy. There’s only so much poker even I can play before I need a break.”

      “When we’re done stopping the crazy cultists, I’ll be glad to introduce Captain Thomas to the guy in charge at the campus. I think your two groups could work something out. Maybe in more ways than just books. But the library is a start.”

      They reached Lucas’s room, and Lucas grinned. “If you want me up at oh-dark-thirty, you better pound extra hard.”

      “Challenge accepted.”
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      Do you think it can work?” Shane asked Claire, looking up from the list of ingredients she handed him.

      The witch chuckled. “I think the odds of it working are better than those of it failing spectacularly, or I wouldn’t risk my coven.”

      “Fair enough.” Shane realized his leg was bouncing beneath the table and willed himself to stop. Moments later, his fingers started to drum as if his hand had a mind of its own.

      “You’re worried,” Claire said.

      “He should have been back by now.” Shane glanced toward the windows of the repurposed classroom building as if he could spot Lucas from here.

      “You both agreed to two days and nights before deciding a rescue was needed, right?”

      “Yeah, but I came back early—I was afraid that if I didn’t take my chance, I’d be stuck there,” Shane said.

      “Give him a while longer. I don’t sense danger around him.”

      Shane struggled to trust in the witch’s clairvoyance. He guessed it wasn’t too different from his own ability to hear the songs of the genius loci and gain warnings or help from them. But unfamiliar magic made Shane nervous, especially when Lucas’s safety was on the line.

      With a sigh, he forced himself to turn back to the task at hand. “What does your coven make of the cultists?”

      Claire met his gaze. “A few think that we shouldn’t get involved, but the rest realize that you need our help to succeed, whether we like this particular battle or not.”

      Shane got up to pace the length of the library conference room. “Believe me, if there were another way, I’d take it. I really thought the campground people weren’t that bad until Ed pulled a Hotel California on me.”

      “It’s very possible that the leader—Ed—has been deceived by whatever entity wants help to bring victims through the rift,” Claire said. “Maybe he was a decent guy before it got its hooks in him.”

      “I couldn’t tell whether he was so happy to be important that he’d sell off his folks for fodder or if he actually believed that the…faeries…could do everything he promised.”

      The door opened, and Lucas strode in, followed by Bauers. Shane crossed quickly to intercept his partner and gave him a head-to-toe scan, looking for injuries.

      “I’m okay,” Lucas said. “You?” He returned the assessing look, making sure Shane hadn’t been hurt.

      Shane nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. But I’ve got a hell of a story to tell you—and Claire’s worked out a lot of missing pieces.”

      “I want to hear what you found out—and I might be able to give you a run for your money on ‘strange.’” Lucas clapped a hand on Shane’s shoulder, a silent affirmation that they had both returned in one piece.

      Bauers and Lucas sat at the table. Now that Shane knew Lucas was back safely, he could sit without fidgeting, and the bristling feeling under his skin from his wolf side calmed.

      “How did you get away from the preppers?” Shane asked. “You don’t look like you fought your way out.”

      “Didn’t have to,” Lucas replied. “Turns out they were pretty normal—except for the deal they made with the Leshy to eat trespassers.”

      That got everyone’s attention. Shane and the others hung on every word as Lucas told them about his encounter with the creature and the guardian ghosts, his time inside the base, the secret project and dogs of war, and the request for access to the library.

      “My gut tells me Captain Thomas is a good guy, and his people seem solid,” Lucas finished. “I told them about the threat, and they’re willing to help.”

      “Interesting,” Claire replied. “That kind of backup will come in handy.”

      Everyone’s attention turned to Shane. “How did things go with the crazy campers?” Lucas asked.

      “Even crazier than I expected.”

      Lucas and the campus security chief listened intently as Shane recounted what had happened, culminating in Preacher Ed’s ritual. Claire had heard his story already, but she paid close attention, perhaps looking for details missed in the first telling.

      “I told Campbell that I wanted to go through the rift with them to make them trust me,” Shane said. “But at the end, when I said that I needed to come back for you, they told me I couldn’t leave. So I had to sneak out.” Shane knew that Lucas would know what the others didn’t—that shifting to his wolf form had been his ticket to freedom.

      “Go back to the freaky ritual.” Lucas leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. “He had a bunch of symbols and murals and an altar.” His eyes cut over to Claire. “I’m guessing you and Shane already went over whether the sigils were real or just nonsense?

      She nodded. “A few come from pagan sources, and they were used in a lot of TV shows and movies. The rest of the symbols come from Hollywood.”

      Lucas looked at her sharply. “So they’re fake?”

      Claire frowned. “Yes—and no. Most of them don’t come from real-world magical traditions. But magic is a combination of talent, belief, and intent. With enough belief and intention—and a smidge of talent—‘made-up’ sigils can channel real power. It’s one of those cases where if people believe hard enough, they can work a kind of magic that is focused on the symbols but doesn’t happen because of the marks—if you get what I mean.”

      “You think Preacher Ed has a little magic?” Bauers asked, clearly perplexed.

      “Charismatic leaders usually do, even if they don’t recognize it as such,” Claire replied. “For the most successful televangelists, con artists, and politicians—their ability to manipulate people isn’t entirely natural. So it wouldn’t be impossible for Ed to have a touch of magic if he’s held his group together through all this.”

      “Is a little magic like a little knowledge—a dangerous thing?” Bauers asked.

      “It can be,” Claire replied. “I suspect that Ed’s ability allowed him to ‘tune in’ to other energies.”

      Lucas turned his attention back to Shane. “Tell us again what you saw in the white light.”

      Shane rubbed his eyes, trying to remember. “It was only for a second. And the light was bright enough to hurt, so I was squinting. But in that instant, I thought I saw thin, pale shapes moving around.”

      “Did they have faces? Pointed ears?” Lucas prompted, and Shane made a face at him.

      “No—but I get how someone could see what they wanted to see in those shapes,” Shane replied.

      “I’ve heard that energy can be sentient without a body,” Lucas said offhandedly. Shane felt certain that Rocky was the source.

      Claire fixed Lucas with a suspicious look. “That’s true—but relatively rare. Still, it’s probably at the base of a lot of urban legends and ‘sightings.’”

      “I’m lost,” Bauers admitted. “What made the rift? Can the…things…inside it travel through time? And if they can’t, why did they lie to Ed?”

      Claire sat back and took a sip of her now-cold coffee. “I have a theory that I’m pretty sure is right, but….”

      “What does the coven say about it?” Shane asked.

      “They think it’s solid. But the thing is, we can’t know for sure until we confront the energy. So we need a Plan B, in case I’m wrong,” she replied.

      “Lay it out, and let us hear what you’ve got,” Lucas urged.

      “There are places where the fabric of reality is weak. Ghosts appear more easily, people see visions. Sometimes things slip across. The sites get known as holy spots and draw pilgrims, or people avoid them as evil. The land where the campground stands is one of those locations,” Claire said.

      “The native tribes considered that land to be ‘touched by spirits,’” she continued. “They didn’t build on it, but they did visit to seek guidance from the other side. Sometimes those visits involved intense meditation, dancing to exhaustion, and naturally-occurring psychotropic drugs.”

      “Sounds like one hell of a Saturday night,” Lucas said with a smirk.

      “Heaven, hell, the past—it’s all in the eye of the beholder,” Claire said, ignoring Lucas’s smart-ass remark. “When someone with a touch of talent and a lot of intent is in a place of power —especially on an auspicious date—a little bit of magic can cause a whole lot of trouble.”

      “Like the Fall equinox? That’s coming up, right?” Calendars no longer mattered as much as they once had, but Shane thought he remembered the date.

      “It’s considered to be a good date for magic,” Claire confirmed.

      “How does the radiation from the plant and the damaged natural energy play into it?” Lucas asked.

      Shane knew they were talking about a twisted daemon. He wondered if Claire knew it too and had figured out about Rocky and Quentin.

      “When someone trances, it alters how the brain works,” Claire continued. “If a thin place opens during that trance, the person can see the energy on the other side. But human brains don’t know what to make of that, so they ‘see’ familiar patterns. Angels. Demons—or faeries.”

      “What happens if someone actually goes through the thin place?” Shane asked.

      “Nothing good. They could be burned up in the energy flow. Or if the energy is sentient, consumed.”

      “Ed was willing to blow up the plant to level-up the rift enough to take them all to the past,” Shane said.

      Claire grimaced. “If they do that, we won’t be around to care anymore—and they won’t be either. Feeding the rift their life energy plus the explosion of the plant might be even worse than the meltdown itself. They won’t end up in the past—and they’ll kill a lot of people on their way out.”

      Shane turned to look at Claire. “How do we stop it?”

      “Bringing in Captain Thomas and his people takes care of one problem—rounding up the campers,” Lucas said. “That lets us focus on Crazy Eddie.”

      Claire slid two carved pendants toward Shane and Lucas. The cool, slick cannel coal was smooth to Lucas’s touch, and he felt Rocky startle at its resonance.

      “Please, wear these. Humor me,” she said with a knowing smile. “I carved them myself, with intention. Cannel coal has been used for centuries by shamans and mystics. It holds power. The amulets will offer some protection and allow you to better control your talents,” she said, with a look that said she suspected that Lucas and Shane were out of the ordinary.

      Can’t you feel it? The coal knows the witches’ power. Rocky was clearly impressed.

      Does that mean something? Lucas couldn’t help being skeptical.

      Possibly. The coal connects you to the witches and the witches to what lies beneath.

      “Veins of cannel coal run all through the land beneath the camp,” Claire added. “It’s part of what makes that area special. My sisters and I draw magic—Cannelmancy—from that coal—and I’m willing to bet that the rift energy can’t. So…we ask the guardian ghosts and the Leshy to protect the plant. The preppers round up the cultists and keep them from interfering. My coven uses the cannel coal to strengthen our magic and contain the rift while the two of you stop Ed—or anyone else—from going through.”

      “Can’t the rift just open up at another time?” Lucas asked. “Because there have been stories for a long time about faeries taking people and animals across to their realm. So these rifts must be able to come and go without having someone on this side summoning it.”

      Shane recognized Lucas’s narrow-eyed glare. It was the face he made when he was thinking hard, trying to poke holes in the logic.

      “The natural energy of places—whether you call them daemons, elementals, or genius loci—vary in strength,” Claire said, with a look at Lucas and Shane that Bauers didn’t seem to catch. “Fortunately, they don’t all coincide with thin places, so rifts are fairly rare. When they do occur, it’s probably where our faerie legends originated. I think what we’ve got here is a ‘perfect storm’—all the worst-case factors in one place.”

      “That makes sense,” Shane replied, mulling over what he’d heard. “And don’t forget—since the Events, the supernatural things in the world have gotten bolder—and stronger. That might change how common these sorts of things are.”

      “Lucky us,” Lucas muttered.

      “If no one is summoning it, the rift can’t open far enough to be dangerous on a large scale by itself—or it would have done so long ago,” Claire replied. “If people are foolish enough to go near the thin places, the energy can reach them in their dreams or cause visions if they’ve got a bit of talent. So we deal with Ed and burn down the camp, put up a fence, and try to keep anyone else from doing the same thing.”

      Shane looked over to Lucas, wondering what Rocky made of all this. Shane had stopped pacing, and since he didn’t feel like howling, Shane figured his wolf-side senses hadn’t picked up on anything. “What do you think?” Shane asked.

      “I think we’re in way over our heads, as usual,” Lucas replied. “Unfortunately, I can’t come up with anything better. It’s an utterly batshit plan. But it just might work.”

      Shane turned back to Claire. “All right. We’re in. The equinox is only a couple of days away. If we’re going to do this, we’d better hurry.”
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      It’s go-time. Let’s show ‘em we’ve still got what counts,” Captain Thomas said to his team as they headed out from the rendezvous point. Their camouflage fatigues let them blend into the moonlit forest, while training and experience enabled them to silently close in on their target. They carried handguns and automatic rifles, but Thomas assured the Marshals and Claire that their goal was to subdue as many of the cultists as possible without firing a shot.

      Lucas silently doubted things would go that smoothly, given the camp residents’ whole-hearted faith in their leader and their desperation to return to the world as it used to be. Still, he admired Thomas’s desire to make this as bloodless as possible and hoped they would be able to make good on that goal.

      Lucas and Shane hung back, staying close enough to see what was going on and keeping enough distance to let the soldiers plow the road before they moved in on Ed and his bodyguards.

      “Looks like Captain Thomas and his team liked having a new mission,” Shane said as they waited in the darkness.

      “A mission—and a library,” Lucas replied. “They lit up like Christmas. He and Bauers hit it off, so I think they’ll figure out how to do more together. Too bad it took so long.”

      Claire and her coven sisters had been in position since dusk, hidden in the forest all around the base of the camp’s hilltop location. Shane and Lucas waited just inside the tree line on the back side of the compound, near the place Shane had dug his way out from under the fence.

      Lucas missed having an earpiece and a radio feed connecting the team and giving everyone real-time updates.

      I can sense the presence of the witches if that’s of concern.

      Then again, Lucas had his own personal elemental, which was even better. Good to know. Anything else?

      The ghosts are between the camp and the plant, instead of where they were before. And the creature roams the woods, Rocky replied.

      Then I guess the gang’s all here.

      Shots rang out.

      “That’s our cue,” Lucas muttered. He led the way up the hill, gun drawn, with Shane at his back.

      It felt like old times, moving in sync and running toward danger. Not that they had ever really stopped, but since the Events, charging in with regular weapons was the exception. Lucas had come to feel more comfortable with a knife in his hand or a spell book.

      Rocky—what are you picking up?

      The energy is gathering. The witches may not be able to hold it back for long.

      “Rocky says we’d better hurry, or the party will start without us.”

      “You sure you don’t need me in wolf form?”

      Lucas glanced over his shoulder. “So you can get shot by the soldiers? Nope.”

      Torches burned all around the camp, and what might have been festive under other circumstances now looked to Lucas like something out of a low-budget horror movie.

      Two soldiers stood outside the dining hall where Thomas’s unit corralled the rest of the camp residents. They waved Lucas and Shane on, indicating that everything had been swept except for the ritual space.

      “This way.” Shane moved in front, and Lucas fell in behind him as habit and training took over.

      Lucas briefly glimpsed the camp as they ran, but what he saw corroborated Shane’s story about the cultists and their rough existence. They could have gone to the Beaver campus and been much more comfortable. But they stayed here, with almost nothing, for a lie.

      Shane slowed and gestured for Lucas to stop at the side of a building within sight of Ed’s office. “I don’t know if he’ll have guards. I think that we need our ‘other sides’ here. I’ll shift and take out any sentries that the soldiers missed. You and Rocky go after Ed.”

      “We can just shoot the fuckers,” Lucas argued.

      “Ed would hear. He’ll be caught up in the moment. If I take down the guards quietly, you and Rocky can deal with Ed, and he might not realize you’re coming.”

      “We could just shoot Ed.”

      “Not without knowing how linked he is to the rift. We have no idea what would happen if he died while he was connected,” Shane argued. Lucas didn’t like it, but he understood the danger.

      “Fine. Just don’t get shot.”

      “Don’t get sucked through the rift.”

      Shane turned around and stripped quickly, then shifted in a process that never ceased to be miraculous to Lucas. Quentin looked up at him, wagged his tail, and then pressed a wet, slimy nose against the palm of Lucas’s hand.

      “You could have just said ‘good luck,’” Lucas muttered as the wolf bounded off.

      Dark shadows stretched between the torches, swallowing the light. Now that the soldiers had rounded up everyone except for those inside Ed’s office, the deserted grounds were eerily still. Training came back like muscle memory from his Army days as Lucas slipped between the camp buildings.

      The soldiers had steered clear of Ed’s office by design since neither Shane nor the coven could be sure what magical protections were in place. The witches had their hands full blocking as much of the summoned magic as they could, which left it up to Lucas and Shane.

      Quentin padded up to the office, staying several feet beyond the doorway. No sentries stood on the outside of the building, so he started barking and then let out a long, mournful howl to attract attention.

      “Drama wolf,” Lucas muttered.

      One man stepped outside to see what was going on. Quentin rushed him from the side, knocking him flat on his back and biting deep into his leg. Lucas was there in a heartbeat, cuffing the man and shoving a rag in his mouth. Quentin woofed and tossed his head, signaling that he would circle the building.

      Rocky, what’s going on inside?

      One man—and very unusual energy distortions.

      “Fuck,” Lucas growled. Shield me the best you can—I’m going in.

      As Lucas plunged through the doorway, he felt a frisson of energy that twisted his gut and raised bile in his throat. The power felt terribly wrong. That might have stopped him in his tracks without Rocky’s countering presence.

      Candles lit the inside of the office, and their flickering glow gave the murals a sinister appearance. Incense hung heavy in the air, along with the smell of ozone like after a lightning storm. Amid it all, Ed kneeled inside the warded circle with a large bowl in front of him and a sharp hunting knife on the floor beside it.

      “Ed—stop!” Lucas shouted, gun raised.

      Ed looked at him with a bemused expression. “Not now. We’re almost home.”

      “It’s a lie. Whatever you think you see through the rift, it’s not real.”

      “We’re going back, and you can’t stop me.” Ed’s utter confidence wasn’t shaken even when he was staring down the barrel of a gun.

      Lucas hesitated. He’s an unarmed civilian. But if he summons those creatures through the rift, he’s just as dangerous as a suicide bomber.

      The painful decision became clear, and Lucas knew it would haunt his dreams. I don’t have a choice.

      Lucas fired, braced to see the bullet tear through Ed’s skull. Instead, it vanished as it crossed over the warded circle.

      Ed favored him with a tolerant smile. “I know what you’re trying to do. I can feel other magics trying to hold the faeries at bay, but they won’t succeed. Today, we are going home.”

      Can you get me past that warding? Lucas silently asked Rocky, knowing that time was running out. Yes or no?

      Maybe.

      Good enough for me.

      Lucas surged forward as Ed dropped a match into the bowl. Green fire flared as a tremor rippled through the building. Sparks danced as the energy around them warped, and a small, glowing hole appeared in the charged air at the center of the warded circle.

      He felt the protections try to hold him back, but they were no match for an ancient elemental spirit. Heat and pressure didn’t deter him and neither did the sudden flash of blinding pain, and then Lucas was on the inside, and he pulled the trigger.

      Nothing stopped the bullet this time. It blew off the side of Ed’s skull, and Preacher fell forward, lifeblood pouring into the bowl.

      “Shit.” Lucas knew that mingling the blood with the ingredients in the bowl couldn’t be good. Even worse—he was still inside the circle as the working powered up.

      The hole in the air swelled, and Lucas backpedaled, but the protective barrier held firm even as the energy within the warded space felt like it would turn itself inside-out.

      Get me out of here, Rocky!

      Busy keeping you from getting sucked into the hole at the moment.

      Brilliant light filled the hole, and Lucas threw his arm up to shield his eyes. Peering through slitted eyes, he saw motion inside but couldn’t make out details. Lucas felt the pull of the rift and threw himself backward onto his ass, bracing his hands and the thick rubber waffle-tread of his boots to keep from being dragged away.

      The bowl wobbled and tipped, spilling out blood and ash, then skidded across the floor toward the light along with the candles. Ed’s corpse, caught in the undertow of energy, slid toward the rift, leaving a bloody streak across the floor.

      Every movie Lucas had seen about black holes flashed through his mind as he felt the drag of the energy, and he knew that he couldn’t hold out forever. He tried to scratch through the painted circle on the floor to break the warding, but it held fast.

      Rocky!

      Lucas thought his brain might melt between Rocky’s struggle to withstand the rift and the siren-song of the luminous energy that twined with the hill’s twisted daemon. In the distance, he thought he heard Quentin howl and an alien, answering shriek.

      The bowl and then the candles tumbled into the rift, followed by Ed’s body, pliant as a broken doll.

      I’m next.

      For a few seconds, the rift wobbled, and its hold on him waned. Lucas scrabbled away from the anomaly, pressing his back against the unyielding energy of the warding. The rip in the air grew larger, and the longer Lucas stared, the more his mind tried desperately to match the ever-shifting pulse to familiar images. Others might have thought they glimpsed faeries or home, but all Lucas saw was the deadly energy arc that had stopped his heart at Raven Rock before Rocky brought him back.

      The tug of the rift drew Lucas’s legs out straight, and he dug his heels in even as it yanked him onto his back. He flipped over, clawing at the floor, arms outstretched and toes braced.

      Lucas feared he and Rocky were losing their fight and wondered if the traction would rip him apart before it pulled him in. He slipped an inch, and then another, and closed his eyes, expecting to die.

      His eyes snapped open when the room began to shake. He heard a loud, deafening crack as the concrete beneath him split, creating a gap in the floor and breaking the circle. Long, bony fingers closed around his wrist with an iron grip, and the Leshy dragged Lucas to safety.

      As soon as the warding was broken, Lucas felt the combined power of the coven sweep past him like a storm front, with Rocky’s untrammeled energy joining in the surge. The force of it pressed down on him as if he were trapped beneath invisible waves, and Lucas struggled to breathe.

      The Leshy let go of Lucas’s hand and bellowed in rage, striding toward the rift. A freezing gust of wind followed the creature, and Lucas saw the ghosts of the doomed shutdown crew stream toward the rip in the air and then through it and into the light.

      Did they choose to go through to stop one last threat? If the energy beyond the rift feeds on life, what happens when dead souls pass across?

      The rift struggled to hold its shape as the light within waned and blinked.

      The Leshy planted himself in front of the rip and spread his bony arms wide. Lucas felt Rocky lend his energy to that of the witches, channeling power through the ancient forest spirit. The creature curled his fingers as if gripping something and drew his hands together, dragging the edges of the rift toward each other, and closing the hole as the energy within struggled against the influx of ghosts. Then the Leshy brought his gnarled hands together with a clap like thunder that shook the building and nearly deafened Lucas.

      The light vanished and with it, the rip in the air.

      Lucas still lay on the floor where the Leshy had dropped him, and he stared up at the creature as it matter-of-factly walked past him and out the door. He felt punch drunk from the wild currents of energy that had flowed around and through him, like a bad moonshine hangover.

      What the everlasting fuck just happened?

      “Lucas!” Shane’s voice broke through his torpor.

      The next thing Lucas knew, he was being hauled to his feet and manhandled out the door. Belatedly, it registered that at some point, Shane had shifted back to human form and dressed.

      “Need to get out of here. Thomas’s team is going to handle the camp demolition. They’re having entirely too much fun.”

      Lucas struggled to keep his feet under him. The throbbing in his head vied with his bruised wrist and wrenched shoulder from the Leshy dragging him to safety. He didn’t think he could form a sentence if his life depended on it, and the most coherent thought his muddied brain could manage was safe.
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      Lucas tried to talk, but all that came from his parched throat was a dry croak.

      “It’s okay.” Shane held out a glass of water and helped Lucas sit up in bed. The campus health center was now the enclave’s hospital, and Shane had strong-armed his stubborn partner into being held overnight for observation after their close call at the campground. “You got a little beat up, but nothing that Rocky and some pain meds won’t fix.”

      Lucas lay back against the pillow, and Shane read his puzzled expression. “How much do you remember?”

      “Not sure,” Lucas rasped. “It was pretty trippy.”

      Shane barked a laugh. “That’s an understatement.”

      Even though he had several hours to sort through his jumbled memories while Lucas slept off the meds, the whole incident felt too surreal to believe.

      “Tell me.”

      Shane cleared his throat. “I can tell you what I know, but the coven and the soldiers have their own pieces of it. After I left you at the front of the office building, I went around back and found a second guard. Then I heard a shot and didn’t want to waste time, so I bit his hamstring and came back for you.”

      He stared out the window, replaying the events in his mind. “By then, you were already inside the warding—what the fuck were you thinking? You shot Ed, and all hell broke loose. I wasn’t sure that Rocky and the coven could handle the rift on their own. Since I hadn’t shifted back yet, I went looking for help—the ghosts and the Leshy.”

      Shane looked back at his partner, and Lucas’s raised eyebrow made his silent question clear. “I guess wolves can get their point across to a forest spirit when the chips are down,” Shane replied.

      “He caused an earthquake that split the concrete floor and broke the warded circle, then stomped in there like a boss and dragged you out. The shutdown crew ghosts went through to drain the rift’s power. It needed to consume living souls to gain energy—at least that’s what I got out of what the coven said. I think Rocky and the witches channeled all their power through the Leshy, and he used his mojo to force the rift closed.”

      “And the ghosts?”

      Shane shook his head. “There’s no way for them to return. Whether they can go on to anywhere else…like an afterlife, if there is one…there’s no way to know. They sacrificed so much—again. Do you remember any of that? Claire said that being so close to all that power might have knocked you for a loop.”

      Shane had the doctor’s assurance that Lucas was not seriously injured, but he worried about damage that couldn’t be seen.

      “Yeah. Sorta.”

      Shane nodded. “Good enough—for now. The soldiers brought the cultists down to the road, and then Thomas and a couple of others went back and torched the place. The cult members are under house arrest here at the campus until Bauers’s security team and the enclave administration figure out what to do with them.”

      “Makes sense.” Lucas leaned up for another drink, swallowing gratefully.

      “You ended up with a badly wrenched shoulder—but it’s not dislocated. And your wrist isn’t broken, although it might feel like it. Leshies apparently don’t know their own strength.”

      “Saved my ass,” Lucas grated.

      “That was more of a group effort,” Shane replied with a humorless laugh.

      “Thanks.”

      Shane gave an exaggerated shrug. “It would be boring without you.” He paused. “How’s Rocky? The coven said he did a lot to hold off the rift.”

      “They know?” Lucas yelped in surprise.

      Shane nodded. “Yeah. About Rocky and my wolf side. Apparently, the coven picked up on it pretty soon after we got here, and they’re okay with it. I had to do some fast talking to Captain Thomas and his team to explain why I wasn’t like the ‘dogs of war’ they hunted.”

      Lucas looked concerned. “Are the soldiers a threat?” His expression darkened like he might drag himself out of bed to throw down.

      “Claire and the coven vouched for me—and so did the Leshy,” Shane replied. “Thomas and his team took a little persuading, but they agreed in the end. Might be a good idea to get a collar or something to make it clear that Quentin is me—just in case.”

      Lucas didn’t look reassured. “I’ll deal with them.” He sighed, still clearly not recovered yet. “Rocky’s alright. Maybe drained a bit, but still fixing me.”

      “Good.” Shane drummed his fingers for a moment. “Once you’re back in action, we’ve got an offer on the table. Bauers said we’re welcome to winter here—make this our base. We could do jobs wherever we’re requested, but we’d have a place to come back to that has heat and running water.”

      The first winter after the Events, with everything still in chaos, Shane and Lucas had holed up wherever they could find shelter. It had been cold and miserable, and Shane hoped they never had to live like that again.

      Since then, one enclave or another had offered them somewhere to stay for the winter.

      “You don’t have to make a decision now. But it’s something to think about. It would be nice to have a plan and not take what we can find at the last minute.”

      Lucas managed a tired grin. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      Shane flipped him off. “Can’t spell ‘fun’ without f-u.”

      “Get any new requests?”

      Having his usually talkative partner reduced to short answers was strange, but Shane figured Lucas would be feeling better before he had a chance to get used to the quiet.

      “Nothing urgent. All within a couple of day’s ride from here. By the way—Red and Shadow like the stables. They get apples.”

      “Bribes.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay—what?” Shane frowned, wanting to make sure he understood.

      “We stay.”

      Shane grinned. “Yeah?”

      Lucas tried to shrug and ended up wincing. “Food’s good. Why not?”

      “You forgot to mention showers and indoor plumbing,” Shane joked. He felt the last of his tension and worry slide free. “I’ll tell Bauers. I’m actually looking forward to us spending time with Claire and the coven. I think they can teach us a lot. Kinda nice to have people who know the truth and don’t run off screaming.”

      “Yet.” Lucas’s sarcasm was the best indicator that he was on the mend.

      Dangerous loose ends still remained. They probably hadn’t seen the last of the hybrid “dogs of war,” and one of their creators, Dr. Richardson, remained at large. He and Lucas were still discovering the possibilities—and limitations—that came with their newly altered state.

      On the other hand, they had survived another confrontation and gained new allies. They had a home—at least for the winter. And they had both survived without major damage.

      All in all, it was as good as it got, after the end of the world.
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