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To the ones who wish there was just a little bit more magic in the world, and to the one who helped me find mine.





PROLOGUE

His backpack beat a bruising rhythm against his spine in time with his footfalls. His joints burned with every step, but fear kept him moving. Pain was nothing—so long as the beast didn’t catch him.

His heartbeat thundered in his ears, matched only by the bone-shaking pace of the beast crashing through the forest behind him. Its strides were steady, relentless, shredding the thicket, unencumbered by ivy or the thorny branches scoring its skin.

Dense clouds dulled the moon’s pale glow, but just enough light slipped through to catch a glimmer of water between the trees. Mill Creek cut across the path ahead, and he tumbled in, ankle-deep, the cold soaking his shoes. On the far bank, he hauled himself up the muddy incline, breath ragged.

He looked back.

The beast loomed at the water’s edge, moonlight glinting off sharp, ivory bone and black, hollow eyes. He scrambled back, losing his footing. Panic seized him, choking the air from his lungs. An arm reached out—moss and bone and decaying flesh.

He screamed, and only the forest answered.








CHAPTER 1
Entity Headquarters, South Carolina




Entity: A beacon of light in the dark. Specializing in the understanding, classification, conservation and management of supernatural or paranormal creatures and entities.




When the phone rang for the fifth time in as many minutes, Alexys considered throwing it through the window.

She had been trying for the last three hours to clear her inbox of pending cases, barely even pausing to eat lunch at her desk, but the phone was unrelenting. Alexys snatched the receiver from its cradle and modulated her voice in her friendliest tone: “Thank you for calling Entity, this is Alexys in Human Resources. What can I do for you?”

Her inbox chimed at that precise moment, and her right eye twitched.

“Bad time?” It was her colleague Natalie, fellow HR caseworker and confidante. Her shoulders relaxed.

“Just a little,” Alexys groaned. “If I don’t get through the backlog of cases before the leadership meeting, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Cutting it close, I see,” Natalie said with a careless laugh. “You know they care more about completion numbers than pending cases anyway, right?”

They being the corporate overlords that governed their lives.

Alexys cursed under her breath. “Do you need something, or are you just calling to complain?”

“I’m doing you a favor actually,” Natalie chided. “I’m tying up your line.” Alexys rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips.

Small blessings.

“You’re wasting my most precious pre-meeting time where I quietly wallow in self-pity.”

“Fair enough,” Natalie said. “But in all seriousness, the infield evaluations are on the agenda. It’ll be a long one.”

Alexys took a deep breath, eyed the keyboard, and seriously considered introducing it to her forehead. Her email pinged again.

“I hear that sound in my sleep, I swear,” she groaned.

Natalie snorted. “Just keep your eyes on the prize, yeah? Free coffee at the meeting.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Yeah, yeah, see you soon.”

Alexys put the phone down and uttered a silent prayer it wouldn’t ring again.

Entity’s move to an online booking system was meant to reduce calls, but even the best-laid plans had flaws. By the time cases reached Alexys’s desk, they hit like a hurricane. Nothing could ever wait, but Alexys appreciated that ghouls, cryptids and other assorted nightmare-makers rarely took a day off. And for some reason, Alexys just so happened to be in charge of one of the busiest Districts in the country.

To Entity, the U.S. wasn’t a nation but a grid: 20 Districts, carved into smaller, numbered Quadrants. Each District had a human resources manager, and every Quadrant a Warden. Wardens were Entity’s eyes on the ground: the salesmen and the investigators. Alexys was in charge of District 13 and its four Wardens, handling every case that survived the system’s pre-set filters for Kentucky, Virginia and West Virginia (with the occasional jurisdictional squabble over Tennessee). It was Alexys’s job to determine which cases warranted investigations, and which requests could be filtered into the proverbial trash can. Compelling cases were passed off to one of her Wardens, who took point on the investigation from there. But truthfully, as soon as monsters entered the equation, that was when Alexys’s work truly began.

She was, after all, in Human Resource Management, emphasis on manage the humans. That included those they employed, and those who technically employed them, by keeping everyone alive. Alexys was fairly certain that no company on Earth required more human wrangling than Entity. The clients were bad enough, but the Wardens? Not much better. Monster hunting was never an easy gig, Alexys knew. And still, all things considered, Alexys genuinely loved her job. But the days leading up to the monthly leadership meeting never seemed to go her way, and it left her resenting the case filing system, her phone, and her desk chair for being far too wobbly. It was a good day if the only thing she had to do was assign cases, and it was a downright miracle if her inbox ever emptied. Add in the incident reports, and the complaints, and the follow-ups, and …

The phone rang. She felt her blood pressure spike.

“Thank you for calling Entity, you’ve reached Alexys in Human Resources.”

Static. “Alexys …” More static. “It’s Hank …”

Alexys bit her tongue to keep a groan at bay. “Hank, the week just started.”

Hank cleared his throat. “I know, but that Bigfoot case you’ve just assigned me, well—we both know it’s going to be bogus.” His words rattled her brain.

“It’s not bogus. It’s your job.” Alexys pinched the bridge of her nose. “Bigfoot is a common case for you. Over 70 percent result in real sightings. You have to investigate them.”

“Right, right, and I absolutely will.” They both knew that was entirely dependent on how the rest of their conversation went. “But before I do, I caught wind of another case in Tennessee. I’m already buddies with the guy reporting it, so I just figured …” Alexys set the phone down. She knew it was easier to let Hank get it out of his system.

He would try to convince her regardless, and she had a better shot at reasoning with him once he’s worn himself out.

Hank was Alexys’s longest standing Warden. He operated in her Fourth Quadrant in western Kentucky, where the majority of the cases were either Bigfoot related or dead-end Gravedigger investigations. She knew he was growing increasingly frustrated, and he could have put in for a transfer years ago, but he was still hung up on some Lizard Man story that Alexys was fairly certain was an actual myth. But secretly, Alexys liked to think Hank stuck around because he enjoyed working with her, and because she had a reputation for being fairly lenient with her Wardens. Unless, of course, she had a leadership meeting and evaluations breathing down her neck.

“I think it’s worth pursuing …” Hank’s voice droned on in the background. Alexys pulled up her afternoon schedule and skimmed through it as he talked. She only had until 4 p.m. to get through her backlog before the meeting, and she didn’t have time to talk Hank off another investigatory ledge.

“No, Hank,” she interrupted him just as he was about to reach the I’m going to break the rules anyway part of his speech. “We talked about this. Heather doesn’t want you in her District.”

“But the Banshee, Alexys—” he pleaded.

“Hank, I’m serious.” Alexys tried to sound as stern as possible. “Heather has already filed two complaints this quarter. If you get another one, we’re going to have to put you on a mandatory leave of absence.”

Hank started shouting on the other end of the line. Not at Alexys, of course, but at the universe and the general injustice of it all. Alexys sighed.

Hank and Heather mixed like oil and water. He’d stepped on her toes on more than one occasion—all in pursuit of “cool” cases—and he was becoming something of a liability. The more Hank pushed, the more Alexys knew that the only thing standing between him and unemployment was Entity’s desire to reduce turnover.

Sometimes, Alexys imagined she worked for a normal company with normal employees. She imagined the average office worker was easier to deal with than Wardens. Retail, for instance, rarely involved mortal peril. Their incident reports were probably for things like papercuts.

If only.

The month before, she’d had to file one such report for Adam’s broken arm after a run-in with one very angry Black Dog.

“Yes, I under … Hank, listen to me …” Alexys leaned back in her chair.

Why, why, why did District 13 have to be so full of trouble-making overachievers?

“Hank,” Alexys finally snapped. “I know Banshees are ‘cool as shit,’ but that doesn’t mean we can ignore the rules. You are required to send the information to Heather and let her handle it. If she asks for your help, then you are more than welcome to assist her. Otherwise, professionally, butt out.”

But—

“Hank Mitchell, your annual review is coming up. You missed getting a raise last year. If you want to revisit that conversation, you’re going to quit arguing with me and listen.”

Hank immediately stopped talking. She had him over a barrel.

After several quiet moments, he said, “I apologize, Alexys. You know how excited I get. Sometimes, I get a bit ahead of myself.”

“I know, Hank. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but there are rules in place for a reason. Let Heather deal with this, and I promise the next Banshee in our District will be yours, regardless of the Quadrant.”

“D’you really mean that?” he asked, the grin in his voice unmistakable. Alexys smiled too, despite herself, but she had a soft spot for Hank. In so many ways, he reminded Alexys of her dad—that is, had her dad been less professional and somehow even more chaotic. But their shared passion for the field, and for Entity, stirred something familiar in her. It made her protective, even when she was fully exasperated with him. She felt it was her responsibility to keep him safe, not only from the creatures he investigated, but from himself.

“Yes, Hank, I promise. Now, let me get back to work before you get us both in trouble.”

Hank bid Alexys a quick goodbye and hung up the phone. She should have felt relieved, but something nagged at her in the silence that followed.

Worry? Premonition?

A prickle of unease crept up her spine, but she didn’t have time to consider it. She silenced her office phone and opened the list of pending case files—20 in total, and the leadership meeting loomed. No way in hell was she walking in with this much work to do.

She took a sip of lukewarm coffee and started skimming: Bigfoot sighting in Kentucky; low priority. She shrugged apologetically before assigning it to Hank. She scrolled. Bigfoot, more Bigfoot, followed by a Werewolf sighting and another Bigfoot. She carried on, flicking through a series of banal cases.

That’s when she saw it.

‘Otherworldly’ night terrors.

Alexys bypassed the initial client information and clicked straight on the questionnaire. She refused to get her hopes up, but it didn’t stop the flutter in her chest as she read. The case involved a child in Virginia, a boy, experiencing recurrent and disruptive night terrors. The mother, one Rebecca Sims, was unable to wake him when he was in such a state. Alexys kept reading: No family history of sleep disorders, no abnormalities in the boy’s bloodwork, and no underlying neurological conditions that may be affecting his sleep. Parasomnias had also been ruled out.

Alexys swallowed.

Could it be?

Her gaze flicked to the faded Post-it note that she’d taped to her monitor. On it, the random combination of numbers and letters that entitled her to an employee discount. Its presence served as her daily reminder, the reason she worked as hard as she did. Alexys wrote it down nearly three years ago, but she hadn’t had the chance to use it. The discount was small, admittedly, but any reduction in price would help. As the industry leader, Entity charged enough per investigation to make even the hardiest demon wince.

But there was no one else who could help her. If, like this boy, her dreams were otherworldly, she didn’t have another choice. And maybe, just maybe, one of her very own Wardens could help figure it all out. There was no denying that the lack of sleep was taking a toll on her body and her caffeine addiction was barely tempering her exhaustion, but she still couldn’t bring herself to file an official report. Not yet. Not until she could afford the whole package.

Whatever was going on with her dreams, supernatural or otherwise, it’d just have to wait.







CHAPTER 2



“Collaboration is key to our success as a company, and every team member’s contribution is essential. Every team member is expected to work with the other departments to the best of their abilities.”

Entity Employee Handbook: R&C Edition




Alexys was the first one to arrive at the conference room, armed with a tin of cookies courtesy of Elliot Harman’s grandmother. She hadn’t known baking ran in the family when she hired him, much less that his grandmother might be the best baker this side of Tennessee, but she was more than happy to discover it.

She had just settled into her seat and begun arranging her notes, when the familiar click of Natalie’s heels echoed down the hall.

“Hi,” she said as she walked in. She plopped into the seat across from Alexys. “You have makeup under your eyes.”

“I do?” Alexys tried to rub away whatever Natalie could see. When it seemed to linger, Natalie leaned across the table, tried to wipe it away with her thumb, and then tsked.

“Sorry, I don’t think it’s makeup.”

“Great, that’s just … great.” Alexys exhaled and took a sip of her coffee.

Natalie shrugged apologetically before kicking her feet up onto the conference table. Her dagger-point, red-bottomed heels narrowly missed Alexys’s meticulously organized paperwork.

“Trevor called again.”

“Trevor as in your First Quadrant Trevor?” Alexys batted at Natalie’s feet until she dropped them off the table. “That’s the third time this week, and it’s only Tuesday.”

Natalie nodded. “I know, but get this: he swears on his life it’s a Thunderbird this time.”

“A Thunderbird? In Maryland?” Alexys couldn’t help but laugh. The sheer absurdity of it!

Of course it was Trevor. It was always Trevor. He had a reputation for consistently misclassifying monsters in District 16, which made him a Research and Cataloging Department nightmare. The week before, he called Natalie to inform her that he’d spotted a beast in the Chesapeake Bay that looked exactly like the Loch Ness Monster. When told it was probably Chessie, he emphatically disagreed and actually tried to imply the Loch Ness Monster herself might be migratory and visiting Chessie.

“Nat, that’s ridiculous. Did you tell him it wasn’t even worth a call to R&C?”

“Of course.” Natalie scoffed and flicked one of her long braids over her shoulder. “But you know Trevor, he never listens. I promise you, his call transferred for all of twenty seconds before they sent him back to me. He’s livid.”

“Did you tell him to just submit the case to your inbox?”

“Of course I did. I told him in the meantime I’d talk with Caleb down in R&C myself and get back to him.”

Alexys frowned. “But there isn’t a Caleb in R&C.”

Natalie winked. “I know.”

“Morning, ladies.” Kristin, the world’s most cheerful boss, strode into the conference room wearing a cat-print sweater. “How are we doing on this fine Monday afternoon?”

“Kristin,” Alexys said with a grin, “it’s Tuesday.” Kristin’s smile vanished. “Don’t worry, I already asked your assistant to send out this week’s newsletter on conservation zoning.”

Kristin’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Ah, you’re a miracle worker. What would I do without you?”

“Die, probably,” Nat teased. Kristin rolled her eyes as she settled into her seat.

“It’s this new schedule they have us regional managers on. Working every other weekend has completely distorted my sense of time.”

Alexys propped her chin on her hand and smiled at Kristin. “Yes, because you had such a great sense of time to begin with.” Kristin’s brow shot up. Alexys grabbed the tin off the table and held it out to Kristin. “Cookie?”

Kristin’s eyes widened. “Are these from Harman’s grandmother?”

“Yes, I can’t get her to stop sending them to me.”

“And don’t you dare stop her,” Nat said, plucking a cookie with her perfectly manicured fingers. “The woman can bake better than anyone I’ve ever met.” At Kristin’s indignant scoff, she quickly amended, “Present company excluded, obviously.”

“Obviously.” Kristin snagged another cookie and checked her watch. “I need to get this meeting going. I’ve got to get back to my mountain of emails.”

Natalie winced sympathetically. “I don’t envy you that. I’ve got enough of a headache just dealing with my Wardens. I can’t imagine running a regional office.”

Alexys shrugged and, without thinking, said, “Hey, look on the bright side, there’s the notable lack of death-defying incident reports to file.”

Kristin took a bite of her cookie. “One of these days,” she said between chews, “you’re going to run this department. You’re probably more cut out for it than I am.”

Alexys’s heartbeat faltered. She tried to stay composed, but Alexys had been hoping for a promotion for the last nine months.

“Just say the word, boss,” Alexys said.

“She’d have the whole place running flawlessly,” Natalie chimed in.

“As opposed to …?” Kristin asked, narrowing her eyes.

Natalie, foot permanently in her mouth, smiled brilliantly up at Kristin. “As opposed to the absolutely incredible, irreplaceable boss that you are, of course.”

“Of course.” Kristin turned her bemused smile to Alexys. “Well.” Kristin connected her computer to the screen on the back wall. “That day might come sooner than you think.”

A few other team leads filtered in, and Kristin was quickly drawn into conversation.

Natalie wiggled her brows at Alexys and gave her a wide, conspiratorial smile.

“Don’t,” Alexys whispered. “I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

“But you heard her,” Natalie said, shrugging. Alexys shook her head. “It wouldn’t be the first time she’s alluded to leaving.” Nat kept her voice quiet and plucked another cookie.

“Hey, save some for the others, will you?”

Natalie ignored her. “Just last week I overheard her talking about New Mexico.”

Alexys gave her a look.

“I mean it, I think she’s serious. There’s a position open in the Roswell office, you know.”

A smile tugged at Alexys’s lips. “Roswell? Isn’t that where her family lives?”

Natalie nodded. “And being near family is always nice. Well, some families.” She chuckled.

Alexys bit the inside of her cheek. There had been rumors about Kristin leaving before, but it’d been nothing more than office gossip. Alexys wouldn’t allow herself to get excited until the position was actually open. Prepared and qualified, sure, but not excited.

“I like Kristin,” Alexys said, her voice quiet. The room was filling up now and a few colleagues greeted her as they sat down. “She’s a great boss, and she’s good at what she does.”

“So are you.” Natalie gently tapped the toe of her shoe against Alexys’s leg under the table.

“Hello, everyone. Shall we get started?” Kristin clapped her hands as she opened the first slide on her presentation.

The meeting kicked off with the usual round robin of departmental updates, and by the time it was Alexys’s turn to speak about her District, she updated the group on Elliot, and how since joining, he’d been tackling the concerning increase in Jackalope cases. She barely got the last sentence out before she was interrupted.

“Sorry to jump in, but actually, we believe the increase in Jackalope populations to be an anomaly. We’re already looking into it.” The familiar, icy voice with the irritatingly charming English lilt shouldn’t have caught her off guard, but she instantly lost her train of thought.

Nic Dyre.

Entity’s pet encyclopedia and kiss-ass extraordinaire. Head of R&C and the absolute bane of her existence. He just couldn’t keep his mouth shut for more than ten minutes.

‘Actually.’

She despised the way he said it, as if he was doing her some sort of favor.

Alexys turned to fix her gaze on him. He sat, perfectly relaxed, in a sharp white button-up, round, wire-rimmed glasses and dark, tousled curls. The corner of his mouth quirked up.

Smug asshole!

“Thank you, Dyre. It’s good to know R&C is looking into it.”

Nic barely acknowledged her with a nod of his head. He dipped his eyes back to his laptop, where he started typing furiously.

Interrupting and interjecting was part of his nature. He resembled something more of a professor at an elite university, with his myriad sweater vests and houndstooth blazers. She imagined he would have lectured on classic literature, or something even more pompous like philosophy.

His gray eyes flicked up and caught hers, and she clenched her jaw. They were such a lovely shade of gray despite his intense stare. How irritating.

Pretty, rude, and pretty rude, if you asked her.

Working with him as the head of R&C came with its challenges, namely, his insufferable talent for lecturing. She tried, oh how she tried, not to let him get under her skin. But every time they worked on a case together, it was only a matter of time before his know-it-all commentary sparked yet another argument.

Her knee bounced under the table as she resisted the urge to make a snarky comment.

“Speaking of,” Kristin segued, choosing to ignore the storm cloud forming over Alexys’s head, “everyone needs to ensure they’ve scheduled time with Nic and his team in-person so they can sign-off an agreed Plan of Action for your evaluations.”

“What?” Alexys’s question slipped out before she could stop it. She whipped her head between Kristin and Nic, frowning.

Nic, of course, didn’t bother looking up.

“You need to collaborate with Nic’s researchers,” Kristin explained. When Alexys didn’t reply, she continued, “You know, so you’re fully equipped with the case information before going into the field, to avoid repeating last year’s incident. Alexys, I thought you knew this.”

Alexys shrank into her seat, cheeks flushing. This was news to her. Previous years’ evaluations didn’t require sign-off, exactly. It was more a courtesy, hey, we’re planning this for our Wardens. She had heard about the incident. Everyone had. But why did everyone have to suffer as a result of one territorial Sea Serpent?

“I did … I do.” She cleared her throat. “Wouldn’t an email suffice?”

“No,” Nic said simply. He finally lifted his head to look at her, icy gray eyes amused. “Emails are so impersonal, don’t you think?” He was mocking her.

“I find them quite efficient,” Alexys insisted. “Phone calls are much more time-consuming.”

“I have to approve test cases to ensure everyone’s safety in addition to my team preparing research, all before signing anything off,” Nic drawled. “It’s how we’ll manage all evaluations from now on.” Alexys wanted to protest, but Kristin nodded in agreement.

“That’s right, each HR team lead is required to present a vetted case to their Wardens to ensure protocols are being followed. We’ve been given very clear instructions from upper management,” Kristin added somewhat apologetically.

“Yes, the safety of our staff is of the utmost importance. We have standards to uphold,” Nic remarked wryly. “No customer is safe unless our Wardens too are safe. Section four, page eight.”

She glared at him. “You’ve memorized the employee handbook?”

“Indeed. It’s all up here.” He tapped his head and smiled.

Alexys looked helplessly at Kristin, as if she might somehow make him disappear

“Schedule your meetings, if you haven’t already,” Kristin said, pursing her lips. “You’re expected to have your first round of in-person evaluations completed by the end of next month.” There were groans of acknowledgment from her peers. Alexys shut her laptop and gathered her papers with a bit more force than was necessary. She shot Natalie a knowing look and waved Kristin off.

Nic waited by the door expectantly, absently twirling a pen in his left hand. He was fully aware she needed to catch him, much to her own annoyance, since she was clearly one of the few team leads who hadn’t pinned him down yet.

At the sight of her, he tucked the pen behind his left ear, pressing down a thick curl.

Stupid pen. Stupid curl.

“Keane,” he said politely, reminding her that no one was worthy of being on a first name basis with him.

“Dyre,” she spat. “When are you free?”

He smiled, tilting his head down to meet her face. As his gray eyes wandered over her features, she fought the incredibly irritating urge to make sure her auburn hair was still in a tidy bun.

“Hmm.” He checked his watch. “Tomorrow morning. Say, nine o’clock?”

“Fine,” Alexys snapped before brushing past him.

“Oh, and Keane?” he called after her. She resisted the urge to ignore him and spun on her heel, fists balled.

“Yes?”

“You have a bit of cookie on your chin.”







CHAPTER 3



“We understand the necessity of, and encourage the fostering of, a healthy work-life balance. Respect for scheduled work hours and healthy work boundaries are crucial for developing a positive work environment. When our employees thrive, our company thrives.”

Entity Employee Handbook: HR Edition




Research and Cataloging was located in Entity’s basement, two floors beneath Human Resources. Half of the offices were filled with filing cabinets, each one chock-full of the company’s extensive research on monsters, ghouls, and everything in-between. Alexys stopped to breathe it in: old paper and something vaguely medicinal. No one ever seemed to be down there, and yet, she knew there were dozens of researchers tucked away in dark corners, and hunched over desks, writing their reports and reading their books.

The company of paperwork was a silent one.

Alexys had originally wanted to work in R&C when she first applied for a job at Entity, but it was a notoriously difficult department to break into—with impressively low turnover. HR had been her second choice, and it was still a decent enough job, but she always felt a pinprick of jealousy every time she stepped out of the elevator. Not a single phone in sight.

She took a moment to smooth out the wrinkles in her blouse before making a beeline for the Archives. R&C was a labyrinth of winding corridors and outdated carpet, but it did have well-stocked vending machines offering a variety of sugary snacks and energy drinks. A stark contrast to the healthy options made available to HR staff.

Oh, to be a researcher.

When Alexys reached the door labeled “Nic Dyre,” she took a deep breath and knocked twice.

“Come in.”

Alexys turned the handle and pushed the door open, with perhaps too much force, stepping into Nic’s cluttered office. Everywhere she looked were stacks of books or loose papers. It was insanely chaotic. How he worked in such a state was beyond her.

He beckoned her in, preoccupied by something on his computer.

“Good morning, Dyre.” Alexys had to move a few books and an empty mug from the chair before she could sit down. She forced a smile and carefully slid a stack of books and papers out of her way with the toe of her shoe. No matter how many times colleagues criticized his lack of organization, the man refused to change.

He lifted his index finger as if to say I’ll be with you in a moment, and Alexys clucked her tongue in response. She counted the number of empty candy bar wrappers on his desk, the dozens of old conference flyers tacked to the walls. She regarded the candle that was burning next to his computer warily. Its wax giving off a strong earthy scent, felt apt given its name, “monster hunter.” Alexys faintly recognized it from the last office Christmas party—a gag gift, obviously. She wasn’t entirely surprised to find that Nic had not only kept it but was also burning it in his office, despite the obvious fire hazard. Health and Safety would have a field day in here.

She slid her gaze from his impossibly cluttered desk to him, and she barely suppressed a snort at the sight of yet another sweater vest and perfectly pressed tie. Surely his closet had to win some sort of Guinness World Record for largest collection of librarian attire. But she supposed they suited him. If you looked up the word “researcher” in a dictionary, she was certain you’d find Nic Dyre’s photo next to it. His mop of dark curls was on the very edge of tamed, and his confidence hinted at the vast collection of knowledge he kept secreted away, ready to be used against her at a moment’s notice. A confidence that crossed the border into arrogance more often than not.

She brushed a hand over her navy slacks. Could they use a good steam? Probably. Was there a coffee stain on her top hidden carefully behind a blazer? Sure. And maybe her hair was still desperately attempting to escape the ponytail she’d scraped it into, but at least she looked like she worked in an office rather than a museum.

“Isn’t it a bit early in the morning for you to be this judgmental?” Nic flashed her a knowing smile, and Alexys’s cheeks flushed.

Alexys tried to ignore the tone of his voice. Even though he arranged their meeting time, it was so like him to act inconvenienced.

“I don’t see why I can’t just email my proposal,” Alexys quipped.

“Indeed, what a pity our boss made you traipse all the way down to the dark and dusty halls of R&C,” he said sarcastically.

“They wouldn’t be quite so dusty if you left your cave to clean them every so often.”

“But that would require socializing.” He nudged his glasses further up his nose. The thick lenses amplified his gray eyes and made them even more striking. “Now, shall we make this as brief and painless as possible? You know how much us researchers dislike long meetings.”

Alexys smiled coolly at him. “Of course, Dyre. I wouldn’t want you to have to learn how to interact with other humans.”

“See, this is what I admire most about you, Keane. Your consideration for others.” They stared at each other for several moments, neither willing to concede to the other. He tilted his head, amused, and she bit her tongue.

There wasn’t a rivalry between their departments, per se, because rivalries were childish and ridiculous.

Obviously.

There was, however, a strong disagreement on whose part of the job was more important. Alexys believed the company couldn’t run without someone to manage the Wardens, and Nic (wrongfully) believed his monster research trumped everything else. Nic and his researchers never joined the monthly drinks or quarterly socials, and they never lingered in the cafeteria over lunch. In short, they kept to themselves, and it showed.

“So, do you wish to discuss the case?” he finally asked. “Or would you prefer to sit sullenly in my office until you get to go on lunch? That’s time theft, you know. The company frowns upon that sort of behavior.” Alexys rolled her eyes in response. She wouldn’t lower herself to his bar. Not first thing in the morning, at least.

She dropped the folder onto his desk and slid it toward him.

“In-field evaluations are ridiculous,” she said to fill the silence as he looked over her report. “But discussing them in-person like this?” She threw her hands up. “I don’t need to be here or out in the field to demonstrate my ability to manage them. But …” Alexys dismissed the thought before she started ranting. She wouldn’t admit it to Nic, but it was easier for her to focus on her irritation at the company’s new process instead of her fear of going out into the field.

Both Natalie and Alexys’s mom had already heard more than enough about the whole thing, but her frustration still clung to the inside of her chest like a thick smog every time she thought about it. She’d never wanted to be out in the field. And never mind the fact that they’d performed Warden evaluations over the phone for years and never had any issues. It was yet another corporate “idea” that would torment her for the next few months—or at least until the reviews were complete. Then she could put all of this behind her and refocus her attention elsewhere.

“Hmm.” Nic flicked through her report stoically, which only compounded Alexys’s irritation.

She let him finish reading the file before she said, “I know Silver Giants aren’t usually a case worth investigating since there hasn’t been a verified sighting in decades, but I thought it would make a good test case as it still requires interacting with locals.”

“Why not put the Warden on another Black Dog case?” Nic asked. “There’s been a notable increase in sightings over the last two quarters.”

“Because I don’t want an actual case, just a test case to observe him. With a Black Dog, there’s a very high probability the sighting will be verified. Silver Giants, on the other hand, aren’t exactly running rampant through my District.” She squirmed under his intense gaze. “Look, I just need something safe and easy for the few days I’m going to be out there.”

Nic hummed, and Alexys took that to mean he agreed with what she’d said. He skimmed through the contents a second time while she waited, impatiently bouncing her knee.

“Can you finish the preliminary research and a recommended Plan of Action Report by next week?”

“Send me a copy of the file. I’ll send Kristin my approval, and I can have the research drafted for you by next Thursday.” He handed over the folder and turned toward his computer, effectively dismissing her from his office.

Alexys didn’t move. “I need it by Monday, actually. Or, at a push, first thing Tuesday morning. I’ll be conducting the evaluation from Wednesday evening.”

“Ah, then you should have come to me yesterday.”

“What?” she snapped. “We only arranged this meeting yesterday. If you’d known you’d need more time, you should have made the time to speak with me then.”

He didn’t look up from his screen. She could see him scrolling through a document, the blurry image reflected in his glasses.

“I’ll have it in your mailbox before you leave, fret not.”

Alexys inhaled slowly through her nose, closed her eyes, and then exhaled through her mouth. She was a professional in her place of work, and her job meant more to her than winning an argument with Nic. She rose to her feet.

“Thanks, as ever, for your precious time,” Alexys mocked. Nic smirked.

“You’re welcome. Though I’d suggest in future you allow for more time. We researchers don’t have nearly as much time on our hands as you lot in Human Resources.” He dismissed her with the flick of his wrist.

Alexys blew out the stupid candle and stormed out of his office.







CHAPTER 4



“Entity values our Wardens and considers them to be the backbone of the company. Their bravery, skill, and perseverance are what allow us to do our best to make the world a better and safer place.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




“Hi, Dad,” Alexys whispered.

She’d taken the long way back to her desk, pausing in the Hall of Heroes to stand beneath her father’s photo. Its walls held portraits of Entity’s most famous and recognized Wardens and Reapers, from the legendary J. T. Cross to the very first Warden, Angela Hargrove. There was a stark contrast between the portraits of Reapers and Wardens, an affable nature that permeated all the most celebrated Wardens, and an icy coldness that embodied each and every Reaper. They were, in Alexys’s opinion, a dark stain on Entity’s philanthropic reputation.

The real monster hunters.

Tasked with regulating populations and eliminating aggressive or deadly creatures, Reapers were ruthless in their pursuit to protect humanity. She’d never actually met one—they were totally enigmatic—but the stories were nasty enough to make Alexys hope she never did. Alexys refocused her attention to the far-right side of the wall, middle row, to the placard and portrait of Michael Keane.

“Been a while, but you know how review season gets.” Her dad’s portrait smiled down at her, his face clean-shaven, thick salt-and-pepper hair perfectly combed back. His eyes, a vivid blue a few shades lighter than her own, held a familiar glint of mischief, the same one her brother inherited but that seemed to skip Alexys altogether.

She sighed. She missed him so much.

Even on canvas, her dad radiated kindness and bravery that few others possessed. Alexys stole a glance either side of the hall to ensure it was still empty. “So,” she breathed. “Mom’s doing fine. Although Garrett’s giving her grief about buying a motorcycle again.” She reached out and straightened his frame ever so slightly. “Reviews are out in the field this year,” she continued, frowning. “It was a group decision so …” Her voice trailed off.

Alexys wished, like she always did, that his portrait would say something. That he’d give her some sage advice or heartwarming comfort that would make her day just a little easier. But his image remained quiet.

“I’m scared,” she admitted, her voice barely audible. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle it. I’m not exactly experienced, not like you.” A memory surfaced then, one so strong Alexys could almost hear Michael’s voice say, Don’t say you can’t. Can’t never could. As long as you’ve tried your best, you’ve succeeded in my eyes.

Granted, he had said it about her fourth-grade math homework that, at the time, felt absolutely impossible. But the adage stuck with her over the years. He’d said it when she was learning to ride a bike, and when she’d tried out for sports. Eventually, it became their motto: Can’t never could.

Maybe he would have said something different to her now, since he’d been killed in the field. Alexys imagined he wouldn’t want her going anywhere near a Warden’s job, but she also knew that he wasn’t the sort of man to live in fear. He’d tried to instill in her and Garrett both a sense of adventure and confidence, the conviction that they could achieve anything they set their minds to. She so needed that kind of confidence to get her through the next few weeks, but Alexys never felt particularly brave, or adventurous. And then there was still the whole nightmare issue, which certainly wasn’t doing her brain or body any favors.

“Do you think …” she started, but voices down the hall cut her conversation short. She gave the portrait a limp wave before gathering up her things and heading back up to her desk.

Alexys had only just sat down when something moved at the edge of her sight.

“Hey, Alexys.” She didn’t need to look to know who that voice belonged to. Zachary Hornsby, one of Nic’s research assistants and, most crucially, her favorite of Nic’s assistants. Not only was he a brilliant mind, he was also a conspiracy theory junkie, which, to Alexys, only made him more endearing.

“Zach.” Alexys swiveled her chair to face him. “Coming up for air?” she teased.

“Something like that.” He smirked.

“Are you here with an update?” Alexys lowered her voice.

“You mean on the super-special, super-secret, definitely don’t tell Nic about, I’m amazing for helping you with, mystery case?” There was a beat of silence. Alexys crossed her arms.

“Well? Did you read that new case I sent you? The boy with the nightmares?”

“Yes, but it won’t be much help. From what I gather, his nightmares are quite different to yours, so I’m not seeing the connection, unfortunately.”

“Damn,” Alexys sighed, “I was hoping it’d be useful. What about your own research, then? Any luck in the Archives?” He winced, and Alexys felt her stomach drop.

“Alexys, there’s nothing in the Archives, I’ve told you that. I combed through them by hand for good measure but trying to find brand new information off the record and without making an official documented request is … How should I put it?” There was sympathy in his big, brown eyes, and he tucked a stray strand of purple hair behind his ear. It was a much more vibrant color than last month’s blue, but Alexys thought it suited him. “Difficult,” he stated.

Impossible. That’s what he was really trying to say.

Alexys pressed her lips together, hoping to swallow down the disappointment. She already felt guilty enough getting Zach involved off the books, but the longer his research yielded little results, the more it felt like she was wasting his time. She’d almost been too embarrassed to even ask for help in the first place, truthfully. It wasn’t easy to confide in someone, especially a researcher under Nic’s watchful eye.

Could things get any worse?

Of course they could: factor in her dad’s legendary reputation as a Warden and the sad state of her bank account.

“But you’re the best at what you do, Zach.” She tried to sound enthusiastic but the words fell flat. She could feel a headache forming at the base of skull.

“You’re not wrong.” He offered a weak smile. “But I can’t perform miracles.” He hesitated, and Alexys knew what he was going to ask before he even asked it.

“No,” she said pre-emptively. “No chance. You know I don’t want to file an official request.”

No matter how miserable she felt, that was a hard no.

“It’d make your life easier,” he pointed out. “And mine. I could put in real information requests and actually find something for you in a reasonable amount of time. Maybe even enlist the help of the whole team. Plus, the consultation is free, you wouldn’t have to pay anything at first.”

“But I can’t afford the premium package yet, and a consultation won’t be enough.” Alexys raked a hand through her long auburn hair, pulling it free of it’s collapsing ponytail. “Replacing the transmission in my car and helping my mom pay for her operation last year set me back.”

Zach nodded thoughtfully. “The woes of adulthood. A never-ending cycle of tragedy and bills, eh?”

“Just don’t bench the research. Please?”

“I won’t, I promise. Besides, this is the only thing saving me from my slow assimilation with the filing cabinets.”

Alexys cracked a smile. “Well, I know it’s been a few months, and Nic works his team to the bone, but any time you can spend on mine is really appreciated. Just don’t overwork yourself.”

“You got it, Alexys.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “You do know that Nic would be feral for this if he knew about it. A new discovery? It’s exactly the kind of thing he talks about during our weekly catch-ups.”

Alexys grimaced. “Yeah, I bet he does.” The last thing she needed was Nic’s involvement. He’d sit her down like some sort of science experiment and put every minute detail into a company report. The thicker the report, the thicker the price tag. Zach, on the other hand, was a friend, so she knew her case would stay between them.

Nic would always put his research first. And it didn’t matter to Alexys that he was the best in his field, she wanted to keep Nic’s nose as far away from her business as humanly possible.







CHAPTER 5



“Entity would cease to operate without the Archives and its Research and Cataloging department. Knowledge is the first line of defense and often the only thing standing between a Warden and danger.”

Entity Employee Handbook: R&C Edition




After five years in Entity’s Research and Cataloging department, Nic Dyre believed he’d seen it all.

Granted, the odd noteworthy report did cross his desk—like the confirmed Jersey Devil sighting the week before last—but they were hopelessly outnumbered by the endless stream of false leads and routine inquiries. The sheer volume of requests for files on ghosts was enough to drive any man spare.

So, when Alexys Keane had come to him with her Silver Giant case, it caught Nic’s attention. Not because he had any interest in Silver Giants—he’d spent enough time researching those elusive creatures during his master’s program. He’d exhausted all research endeavors in that respect.

But Alexys’s choice of Quadrant in West Virgina? Now that piqued his interest.

The Appalachian Mountains were one of the most fascinating regions when it came to cryptology and the supernatural. With mountains older than fossilized bones and the highest percentage of cryptid sightings in Entity’s records, Nic was absolutely fascinated by the place. Not only did the mountains have a diverse population of monsters, there was also a rich history of magic and Native American folklore.

He flicked through Alexys’s proposal again and opened up a blank report.

The Silver Giant case was a clever idea, using a guaranteed non-case rather than merely a simple one to test her Warden. Nic was also impressed that Alexys appeared to possess a wealth of information on Silver Giants. The HR team had a tendency to be so wholly focused on their human employees that they neglected to learn what he and his team deemed to be obligatory information pertaining to creatures. Unsurprising, of course, but he had to give credit where credit was due.

Nic split his report into two sections, and for the time being, he skipped over the Silver Giants. There was another creature from Elliot’s Quadrant that fascinated him so much more. The thing that really drew his interest to West Virginia’s mysteries and was the true motivation behind his willingness to write the report: the Hollow Walker.

Classified as a Singularity and a Class F (Unconfirmed) cryptid by Entity’s standards, the Hollow Walker was an entirely unique and compelling creature. There was only one, it was barely ever seen, and they had virtually no records on it. Nic was certain Alexys’s team had never even heard of it. After all, the creature barely even had a formal name. ‘Hollow Walker’ was colloquial, and it raised more questions than answers. All legends surrounding its existence confirmed it to be deadly, and if the handful of stories he’d heard were to be believed, it was well over a century old.

Company policy mandated that a creature couldn’t be classified as a Class E (Extinct) cryptid until at least ten years passed without a confirmed sighting. Nic refused to reclassify. Sure, there hadn’t been a confirmed sighting in the last nine years, but Nic wasn’t giving up just yet. He’d been praying for years that a new sighting would cross his desk and keep the creature profile active.

Nic knew he shouldn’t include the Hollow Walker in his report, but a small part of him hoped Alexys would read it and have her Warden ask the locals about it while she was in the area. There was hardly a chance of her Warden actually seeing the beast, but any new story or sighting would be happily added to his dismally small collection. He’d accept anything so long as he could keep the casefile active.

His enthusiastic typing was interrupted by the ping of an incoming information request. He frowned.

One thing after another.

Nic knew it was part of his job, but fielding information requests from HR was his least favorite part of the job. They never listened to his expertise. They only ever wanted regurgitated information in a nice and neat little pre-made form. The Wardens were little better with their last-minute, absolutely crucial, need-right-now requests.

It was mind-numbing and frustrating, but working at Entity allowed him to continue his own research into the things that truly interested him. So he tolerated it.

Nic skimmed through the automated email, noting the details of the request. A Warden was being sent out to investigate a possible Riverwyrm, but even from a cursory glance, Nic was fairly certain it wasn’t legitimate. There was no evidence in the Archives to support a Riverwyrm leaving the water and eating cattle to sustain itself.

He hated calling them ‘Riverwyrms’. It was uncreative and too much of an umbrella-term. If he ever developed an interest in aquatic monsters, he’d go after that label first.

He ticked a box and passed it off to his assistant, Adrienne. Her workload was light since the sudden spike in Mothman sightings had recently died down. Which reminded him, he really did need to nail down his hypothesis on the Mothman’s seasonal migration.

But for now, he could pour over his Hollow Walker files one final time. He didn’t want to get his hopes up, but for the first time in a long time, Nic felt that familiar tickle of the unknown.

To be the one to catalog a never-before-documented creature? Nothing could beat it. If the Hollow Walker was out there, come hell or high water, he’d be the one to discover it.







CHAPTER 6



“As Human Resources employees, it’s your job to strengthen your Wardens’ performance, foster professional growth, and ultimately contribute to a more fulfilling and rewarding work environment for everyone at Entity.”

Entity Employee Handbook: HR Edition




Evening settled in, and the empty house waiting for her held little appeal.

It wasn’t a bad house. A little on the small side, sure, but decent for a single professional living alone. It had a cute garden and quiet neighbors which was always a plus, and the commute to work was fairly quick, too.

But the quiet threatened to eat Alexys alive if she was there on her own for too long. It was why she always agreed to stay late at work, or why she was always the first one through the door in the morning. Alexys hated being at home.

Alone.

After dark.

She dropped her bag and her keys by the door, turned on all the lights and trudged straight to her bedroom at the back of the house. Collapsing onto the mattress, Alexys pulled out her phone and video-called her mom. Seconds later, her screen lit up with what appeared to be a close-up of a chin.

“Mama, you have to pull it away from your face. I can’t see you.”

Her mom grumbled at her phone, the video swaying this way and that as she tried to adjust. Eventually, Alexys settled in for a wonderful conversation with her mom’s left nostril. Carol Keane was great at so many things, but a tech aficionado she was not.

“Are you at home?”

“I’m home, just got back from work.” Alexys rolled onto her side and turned on the small television cattycorner to her bed.

Carol huffed. “Why on earth are you working so late?” she demanded.

“Monsters don’t typically stick to a nine to five, Mama.”

Alexys knew exactly what her mom was going to say before she said it. They had the same conversation every time she called, without fail. No matter the topic, no matter the day, her mom always managed to bring it back round to …

“You should move back home.”

Alexys sighed in response.

“I mean it, Lexie. You’d easily get a job here—a nice, simple job. Nothing to do with that monster nonsense.”

“I like my job,” Alexys argued, but her conviction was half-hearted at best.

“You know I hate that you’re working for them, after everything that happened.” Carol shook her head and the camera swayed.

“Mama, we’ve been through this. I like the work I do. I like my friends here.”

“But you could do a job like that somewhere else, you know. Maybe even a little closer to home?”

“I know, but I like it here.”

“I don’t see what there is to like.” Carol’s words stung a little. “You spend all your time with those coworkers of yours. Don’t you want to meet a nice boy?”

Alexys screwed up her face. Of course I’d like to meet someone, Alexys thought. But that would mean telling someone other than Zach and Natalie about her nightmares, and admitting that much would mean also admitting it to her mother—which she wasn’t prepared to do.

Alexys fished around for something to say in her own defense. “It’s tough out there, I’m doing my best.”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Carol breathed. “I know you are, I just worry because I love you, you know that.”

“I know, Mom.” Alexys flipped through the channels, settling at last on a favorite reality show. “And I like working for Entity. You know it makes me feel like I’m closer to Dad.”

“Uh huh,” Carol mused. “And that’s all well and good so long as you keep that behind of yours at your desk. I will not allow that place to take anybody else away from me.”

It didn’t matter that the official report confirmed that a Wampus Cat was responsible for Michael’s death. It also didn’t matter that it was a freak accident and that he’d put his life on the line every day for 15 years before he was killed. Carol would blame Entity for what happened until the world stopped spinning. She’d never forgive them.

So when Alexys told her she too would be working for Entity, the two had stopped talking for the better part of a year. Even now, things weren’t quite the same as they had been before, but they were trying. Alexys was really trying.

“Don’t worry, you know I’m not athletic enough for running after things that go bump in the night.”

“Good girl,” she said, rearranging the phone. Alexys caught a glimpse of a brown eye surrounded by well-earned crow’s feet. “You know, your brother is looking to get his own place, just down the road.”

Alexys tipped her head back in exasperation.

“Of course he is,” Alexys groaned.

Garrett was a mama’s boy and couldn’t stand to be more than a block away from home. He’d gone to a state school right after graduation and only managed to live on campus for one semester before moving back in with their mom. He’d been “moving out” for years. How the two of them managed to live together for so long without killing each other was beyond her, but she also understood that Carol wasn’t made for an empty nest.

“There will be room for you now, that is, if you wanted to come back. See how you feel about it.”

Alexys dropped the phone on the mattress. “Alright, Mama. I gotta go, it’s getting late.”

“Alright, honey. Make sure you lock up all your doors and windows. And make sure you’re getting enough rest!”

“I will, and I always am,” Alexys lied.

“I love you, Lexi Lou.”

“I love you too, Mama.”



Later that night, Alexys lay awake in bed. The TV blared in the background, and the overhead ceiling van whirred in that familiar rhythmic clicking. But she couldn’t get comfortable. The pillow was too warm, the sheet wouldn’t lay right, her legs were restless.

She needed to invest in a new mattress and one of those fancy sound machines. It was mentally added to the list of things to buy after she finally manifested a promotion.

Sighing in defeat, Alexys rolled over onto her back and gazed up at the ceiling. She spent hours tracing the shape of the ceiling fan’s blades with her eyes and begging for peaceful, restful sleep to take her—just this once. Most nights, if she drained herself enough, she could slip into a fairly innocuous sleep. It was the only way she could really manage the nightmares. But tonight, it wasn’t working.

Finally deciding her mental pleas were futile, Alexys went to the bathroom to surrender herself to whatever melatonin supplement was in her medicine cabinet.

The bathroom was cramped and dimly lit—she made a mental note to add lightbulbs to her shopping list. Alexys opened the mirrored medicine cabinet, grabbed the melatonin, closed the door, and froze.

The bottle clattered into the sink and her cup of makeup brushes fell to the floor, but she didn’t flinch.

“No, no, no,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut. “You’re dreaming, that’s all, it’s just a dream.” She took a deep breath, then opened her eyes.

She gasped.

Written in streaky, dark letters was a message: Elliot Harman is dead.

Alexys stood perfectly still, her hands clenched into white-knuckled fists at her side. The letters began to wiggle and sway, as though she was looking at them through water. They rearranged themselves into new words, the message even more sinister.

You’re next, Lexie Lou.

She screamed. And then she woke up.

Alexys sat upright in bed, hand clutched to her chest and a second scream caught in her throat. She reached frantically for her phone and nearly ripped the charger out of the wall. She dialed Natalie’s number with shaking fingers and held her breath.

It rang twice before she heard Natalie’s groggy greeting, “Girl, this better be good.”

Alexys looked at her bedside clock, its black digital letters read out 2:35 a.m. “Oh, gosh, Nat, I’m so sorry! I didn’t even check the time before I called. I should have, but I …” Alexys took a deep breath.

“Had another one?” Alexys could hear Natalie’s attempt to shush someone, no doubt her latest paramour. “Hang on, I’m getting up.”

Alexys turned the TV off and rose to her feet. She shrugged into her bathrobe and padded out to the kitchen. The bloody letters were running a loop through her brain, rearranging over and over again, and she was fighting the urge to check the bathroom mirror to see if they were still there.

“Alright.” Natalie sounded more awake but no less perturbed. “What was it this time? A corpse in your closet? The hands under the bed? Or maybe the red-eyed ghoul at the window?”

Natalie tried to lighten the mood but Alexys knew that her friend was all too familiar with her sleeping troubles.

“I’d have welcomed a ghoul, honestly,” Alexys said. “This was different.” Alexys fished for the words to explain it, but she wasn’t even really sure herself. Her nightmares were usually horrifying, but they tended to err on the side of hazy—strong enough for her subconscious to be fully convinced of their realism but hard to remember after waking.

This one, though, this one was something else entirely. “It was so specific, and it felt so real. I think they’re getting worse, Nat.”

“Alright, Lex,” Natalie exhaled. “Tell me what you saw.”

She sighed and rubbed a hand over her face. “There was a message on the bathroom mirror written in blood.”

Natalie cursed. “Why can’t you have these dreams before I drink?”

Alexys’s laugh was weak. She wished she didn’t dream at all.

“What was the message?”

Alexys didn’t want to say it out loud. Saying things out loud always felt like it made them come true. Like if they stayed in her head, there was still a chance the universe hadn’t heard her yet, and it might just forget the whole thing ever happened. But she couldn’t call Natalie at two in the damn morning and not tell her what the dream was about. Someone else needed to know.

“Elliot Harman is dead.”

“Who?”

Alexys barked out a manic laugh. Of course Natalie didn’t know all of her Wardens by name. She felt delirious.

“Elliot,” she repeated. “He’s my new Third Quadrant Warden, young guy.”

Natalie racked her brain for a second before it clicked “Wait, the one with the cookie-baking grandma?”

“That’s the one.”

“Oh shit,” she whispered. “He’s dead?”

“Well, according to my nightmares, he is.” Alexys put a kettle on the stove, hoping some chamomile might help. “I haven’t heard from him in almost a week, but his weekly check-in isn’t until Friday.” Alexys propped herself up onto the kitchen counter. “Maybe I should call him and do an early check-in—not right now, but when I get into work. It couldn’t hurt, right?”

“Sure,” Natalie drawled. “Heaven forbid you call someone at this ungodly hour. That would be ridiculous. Cruel, even.”

“Hey, I said I was sorry! You’re the one who said to call you any time of the day or night.”

Natalie let out a dry laugh. “That’s a phrase nobody ever means, babe. But for you, I do mean it.”

“Thanks, Nat.” Alexys let a long breath. “You should probably get some sleep. At least one of us deserves to be well-rested for work.”

“True. And hey, you can watch your trashy housewives show without my commentary,” Natalie teased. “But if you finish the next season before work, I’m going to judge you so hard.”

Alexys grinned because she knew it was true. “Whatever. You judge me for even watching them in the first place.”

“Somebody has to. Try to relax, and I know—easier said than done. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Alexys hung up the phone just as the kettle let out a sharp cry. She took it off the heat and crept down toward the bathroom. Anxiety crawled under her skin, but she needed a distraction. Pronto. As for the bathroom, she’d make it quick.

She flung the door open to find the light already on, the mirror free of any message. She felt the slow release of tension ripple through her.

She turned on the faucet to splash some cold water on her face. She didn’t think twice about the melatonin bottle that sat lopsided in the basin.







CHAPTER 7



“Given the parasitic nature of certain species you will encounter, Entity requires annual health checks of all our Wardens. This ensures your safety in the field as we have discovered potential species that are attracted to and feed off vulnerability, weakness, and other lesser creatures within the more docile classifications.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




Driven by a restless urge to talk to Elliot, Alexys found herself in Entity’s employee parking lot 45 minutes early. Deciding there was no point in sitting in her car and watching the minutes tick by, she trudged through the front entrance and security stop.

“Long night?” Mark, the stoic security guard, asked.

She couldn’t tell if he was being judgmental or sympathetic—his expression was as impassive as always. She shrugged in answer, and he let out a low whistle. Once her bag was through the scanner, Alexys headed straight to her desk. Before she had a chance to boot up her computer, the phone rang.

“Oh, for the love of …” Alexys plucked the phone from its receiver. “Thank you for calling Entity, this is Alexys in Human Resources. How can I help you?”

“Morning Alexys, it’s Elliot—er, Elliot Harman.” Elliot’s voice crackled through the phone. The relief she felt upon hearing his voice was overwhelming. “District 13, Third Quadrant, that Elliot.” His voice came in and out, no doubt from a lack of cell phone service from whatever part of West Virginia he found himself in. The Appalachian Mountains were notorious for their dead zones.

Alexys felt her shoulders drop. “Oh, Elliot! I was just about to call you, what are the chances? How are you? Are you okay? How’s your week been?” She was too relieved to be embarrassed.

“All good here, thanks, very busy.” There was a commotion on Elliot’s end that sounded like an argument. “Sorry about the noise,” he said. “Just two guys arguing about the origins of The Bell Witch.” There was another commotion followed by a nervous-sounding laugh from Elliot.

“Were you able to wrap up your Black Dog case successfully?” Alexys opened his file on her computer as they talked and started a new entry. She hoped to have a case completion email to send over to Kristin by the end of the day. “I know you had one that gave you some trouble a few weeks back.”

Elliot chuckled uncomfortably at the memory. “Oh, nothing I can’t handle,” he said. “I was much more prepared this time around. And it turned out to be a graveyard guardian, so it wasn’t mean.” More commotion. “Anyway, that’s all wrapped up now, so I figured I’d go ahead and do my check-in a day early.”

Alexys smiled. Elliot was still adapting to the new area and needed all the easy cases he could get. He wasn’t entirely new to being a Warden, he’d transferred from Southern California, but the majority of his cases there were to do with UFO sightings.

Elliot wasn’t used to handling man-eating monsters and ghosts.

Entity didn’t put their Wardens through very rigorous, in-field training given Reapers are meant to handle the more dangerous entities, so the majority of his first cases under her management were trial by fire.

“The graveyard was super old,” Elliot told her, “and had basically become one with some ivy—so no one even knew it was there. Felt like the right thing to do to leave it be for now, I can always follow up in a few months to make sure it’s still a guardian. And not a …”

Alexys supplied, “A malevolent spirit?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Excellent.” She finished typing the update and fired the report over to Kristin. There was no chance her other three Wardens would finish their active cases by Friday. “Great work, Elliot. I’m really impressed with how well you’re assimilating to the District.”

“Thanks, Alexys. That means a lot.”

“I’ll finish up the paperwork on my end and send it through for you,” she said. “Just send me some pictures of the graveyard for my report.”

“Sure thing. And, as I’m here, I might head up to a town called Mercyhill for a little investigating. It’s not too far from here. But don’t worry, I’ll be back and ready to go for our in-field assessment next week.”

“I arrive Wednesday bright and early, so we can begin as soon as I arrive that morning,” she said.

“Any clues about the case?” Elliot asked.

“Afraid not.” Corporate wanted the case to be a surprise. Another thing for Alexys to gripe about, but if she was lucky, the evaluations would go back to being over-the-phone when the travel expenses all came in. “Oh and Elliot, starting a new job without the right paperwork could lead to a write-up, so don’t go anywhere without telling me.”

“Even if it’s only to investigate? Unofficially, of course. That’s how we get new cases, right?”

“Doesn’t matter what it’s for. If it’s job related, you call me first.” Alexys added, as an extra warning, “The last thing you need before your first review is a write-up. New cases come through me.”

“So many rules.” He groaned his disappointment.

She was hesitant to ask because she didn’t want him to think she would allow it, but Alexys asked, “What is it you were hoping to investigate?”

“Just some rumors of a strange, ancient creature living up in the mountains.”

Oh, is that all?

She immediately shot him down. “Absolutely not. Even if it’s a dead-end or false report, we’re still waiting on your results from your annual health evaluation. You’re stuck on easy cases until we know you have full clearance for field work. Understood?”

Elliot sighed dramatically. “It’s taking so long to process.”

“Understood?” Alexys drilled. She knew the health screening took ages to process, but it was work that had to be done. They couldn’t send Wardens into the field with supernatural attachments. Their effects could be corrosive to the mind and body, even without any noticeable symptoms.

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you loud and clear,” Elliot replied. “I’ll call you before I do anything. I know I’m still new, but I’ve had a really good year so far. You’ll see.”

Alexys’s smile deepened at his eagerness. He might be a bit wet behind the ears when it came to the Appalachians and the monsters that lurked in his Quadrant, but he was dedicated both to his craft and to helping people. She’d take a hard worker over a know-it-all any day.

Alexys pictured Nic’s smug face then, a niggling reminder that she still needed his Plan of Action report.

Encyclopedic pain in her ass.

“Um, also …” Elliot said tentatively. “Can you walk me through the pitch I’m supposed to give the client again? I can’t remember which package to use for a Black Dog.”

“It’s a Class A.” She bit back a sigh. He should have the information memorized, new to the area or not. “Once you get me the rest of the paperwork, the system will reclassify the case and send them the relevant information. Just make sure you get their correct email and schedule the follow-up.”

“Doesn’t that cost extra?”

“It does.” Another pitch they were forced to give, another way to bleed money from their customers. Like they were a bunch of glorified, stupidly expensive exterminators. “But that’s part of the job.”

Elliot grumbled something under his breath that Alexys chose to ignore. She couldn’t begrudge his irritation, after all, Alexys felt similarly. She suspected, if he had his way, monster hunting would be a hobby, and ridding people of troubling creatures and ghosts would be a civic service.

“Try to keep perspective,” she reminded him. “If your job was free, you wouldn’t get paid.”

“I know,” Elliot relented. “I just think a lot of folks need help and can’t afford it.” Alexys blanched. It was a bit too close to home.

“I actually agree with you,” Alexys said slowly, “but I unfortunately have bills that need to be paid too, so we are where we are.”

“I get it. Consider my faith in humanity withered but not dead.” He laughed at his own joke.

When Alexys hung up the phone, she was fully determined to leave the bad dream behind her. Now, she just needed to get everything sorted before she left. And after, one small stint in West Virginia.

What was the worst that could happen?







CHAPTER 8



“I am pleased to announce that our monster reduction efforts have achieved a remarkable milestone! Over the past quarter, we’ve successfully reduced the population of Canine obscurus in our North American branch by 5% compared to last year’s numbers. This achievement is a testament to our collective commitment to creating a safer and more secure environment for all.”

Company Email from Drew Harlowe, Entity CEO




“Hey, boss.”

Zachary gave a perfunctory knock on the door before poking his head in. Nic was hunched over his desk, flipping through the pages of an old textbook. There was the usual mess of paperwork, folders and books, but Zach knew better than to comment on the state of his desk.

“Hornsby, come in.” Nic took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “How’s the Dunn case shaping up?”

Zachary leaned against the door frame, crossed his arms, and grinned. “Already finished.”

“Brilliant. You can wrap up Keane’s report for me. Silver Giants—very straightforward. I’ve already outlined the Plan Of Action and added my additional … comments.” He fished through the mess of his desk in search of the folder.

“Speaking of Alexys,” Zachary started, he stepped into the office and shut the door behind him. “I had an interesting conversation with one of her Wardens yesterday.”

“That so?” Nic continued to shuffle through the stacks of paper on his desk.

“Yeah, young kid, fresh out of California. A real go-getter.”

Nic raised his brow.

“Here we go.” Nic handed the folder to Zach as he sat down. Zach flicked through the contents quickly and then grinned.

“You know, something tells me you’re going to want to hold on to this.”

Nic frowned. “Enlighten me.”

“This is the guy, the one I mentioned. Elliot, er …” Zach looked back down at the folder. “Harman. District 13.”

“What about him?” Nic replaced his glasses and pushed a few wayward curls from his forehead.

“He phoned with an information request, said he’s onto some unclassified creature and wants any information we may have.”

“I highly doubt it’s unclassified.” Nic snorted, a sound that was equal parts amusement and derision.

Zach’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “He might surprise you,” Zach said.

Nic’s patience was waning, so he leaned forward and gave Zach his undivided attention. “Out with it then, what is it he thinks he’s found? A Megasloth? Or no, let me guess, Flatwoods Monster?”

“The Hollow Walker.”

Nic’s heart nearly stopped in his chest.

“The Hollow Walker?” Nic repeated. Zach nodded, pleased with himself. “What did he say, did you write it all down?” Nic’s brain was spinning as he reached for pen and paper.

“Only thing I wrote down was the kid’s number.” Zach held up a piece of notebook paper. “Thought you’d want to speak to him yourself.” Nic nearly toppled all the contents of his desk reaching for the phone. He snatched the number and dialed the digits.

“And you’re certain he actually said the words Hollow Walker?” Nic asked as the phone rang. He dropped the receiver and put the call on speaker.

“Loud and clear, Hollow Walker,” Zach confirmed.

Nic didn’t know where to start. What were the chances? After all this time, all this fruitless searching and researching …

“Hello?” Elliot’s voice crackled through the phone’s speaker.

“Elliot, this is Nic Dyre, R&C.”

“Oh, uh, hey there,” his voice came in and out of reception.

“Elliot, yesterday you spoke with my researcher Zachary Hornsby and described an unclassified creature known as the Hollow Walker, is that correct?”

Nothing.

“Elliot?”

What followed was a series of expletives, a boom of static, and what sounded like a door slamming.

“Sorry, Nic, is it? Got a Black Dog on my hands, but, uh, I’m fine. Just in my car.”

Nic and Zach exchanged a look.

“Great, so, Elliot, the Hollow Walker … Can you share with me what you told my colleague?”

“Yes, it really is interesting. At least, I think so, since it isn’t my usual case.”

“So you’ve seen it?” Nic could barely contain his excitement.

“Well, not exactly.”

Nic frowned.

Elliot rambled on, “The locals have been talking about it, and my contact showed me vegetative abnormalities on his property he believes are signs that it’s been hanging around.” Elliot paused to take a bite of something. He chewed and swallowed before continuing. “Sam says he’s never seen mushrooms like the ones he’s got growing in his yard, not in his forty-seven years of living there.”

One of the few records in the Archives indicated there was an unusual mycelial network that sprung up in the wake of the Hollow Walker. It had never been definitively proven of course, but if there were mushrooms present that weren’t indigenous to the area, then it was compelling enough for Nic.

“Was there anything else?” Nic tried not to sound too eager. “Did he mention anything else, specifically vegetative?”

“Yeah, he did—a moss of some sort, said it didn’t belong. It struck me as odd given there’s so much moss in these parts. But he was adamant that this particular moss wasn’t normal.”

Nic couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He beamed at Zach, who gave him an I-told-you-so grin. The kid actually had a lead.

Nic finally had a lead.

“Elliot,” Nic interrupted. “I need you to type up everything you’ve learned, even the stuff you’ve already mentioned, and send it to me in an email. I’d like to look into your findings.”

“Oh man, I knew there was something going on out here,” he exclaimed. “I’ll send everything I have over today, and then I’ll head up to—”

“Yes, yes, that’s excellent,” Nic cut him off. “Just send it as quickly as you can.”

“Sure thing, but what have you heard about Mer—”

“Uh-huh, sure.” Nic wasn’t listening anymore, his mind was already racing. Zach handed him back Alexys Keane’s folder, and he accepted it greedily. “So, yeah, it’s Nic dot Dyre, with a Y, thanks, Elliot. Speak again soon.”







CHAPTER 9



“We believe in providing constructive feedback that promotes growth, not just performance. Embrace challenges, encourage collaboration, and always strive for excellence.”

Entity Employee Handbook: HR Edition




“I’m guessing coffee is on me this morning?” Alexys perched on Natalie’s desk, grinning down at her. Natalie suppressed a yawn.

“You better believe it,” Natalie quipped. “You and your nightmares, I swear.”

Alexys shrugged apologetically and said, “It’s not like I have them on purpose.”

Natalie waved away her apology and rose from her desk.

“Come on, let’s go. I’ve earned a quick break.” They headed down to the cafeteria where dozens of Entity employees milled around, indulging in a late buffet breakfast or else holding their team meetings at the round tables.

Once they’d ordered, Alexys gave Natalie a light nudge. “I really am sorry for waking you. I feel silly now, if it’s any consolation.”

Natalie gave her a look. “Don’t worry about it. I’d rather you call me than sit in the dark and cry.”

“I didn’t cry,” Alexys grumbled. She had screamed, sure, but she hadn’t cried. She had a bit of bravery in her—she liked to think. “And I certainly didn’t sit in the dark.”

“I know, you’re an all-lights-on kind of girl.” Natalie chuckled.

“Not funny, and yes, you would be too.”

“What’s your energy bill like?”

Alexys shuddered. “You don’t want to know.”

“So, have you called Elliot yet?” Natalie asked.

Alexys cringed. “Actually, he called me. First thing this morning.”

Natalie smirked at her. Righteousness was strongly implied by her raised brow. “Was it Ghost Elliot or Alive Elliot?”

Alexys rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I’m an idiot, and you’re always right.”

“And don’t you forget it.” Natalie winked.

Drinks in hand, they headed back to the second floor, stopping a few times to chat with other colleagues. Almost everyone at Entity was pleasant to work with, so Alexys couldn’t complain. The other HR leads were people she regularly spent evenings with, and the girls in marketing too. The only people she didn’t particularly enjoy being around, or person, she should say, was Nic.

Nic Know-It-All Dyre.

And that was exactly who she was thinking about when she sat back down at her desk and roused her computer.

From: nic.dyre@entity.com

To: alexys.keane@entity.com

Subject: PoA Report

Keane:

Given time constraints, there will be a delay completing your Plan of Action report. I’ll have it with you by EOD Tuesday.

Regards,

Nic Dyre | Research & Cataloging | South Carolina

Office | Entity, LLC

“That insufferable …” Alexys ground her teeth together and snatched up her office phone. She dialed Nic’s extension. He answered on the first ring.

“Ah, Keane, I imagine you’ve seen my email.” It was so like him to screen his phone calls. Alexys wanted to reach through the receiver and throttle him.

“What the hell, Dyre? You knew I needed it by Tuesday morning at the absolute latest. And now you’re saying Tuesday night? That’s bull, and you know it.”

“Good morning to you, too. I’m well, thanks for asking. Yourself?”

Alexys could have screamed. “Not great, you glorified search engine.”

Nic tsked. “There’s no need for name-calling. It’s rather juvenile, don’t you think? Even for you.”

This man!

“I need that report signed off by early Tuesday morning. I told you. I’m flying out Wednesday and need to have enough time to review the latest sightings, Silver Giant file updates, and send the whole thing to Kristin.” She could hear him typing in the background. He wasn’t even paying attention to her. “You’re supposed to be the head of your department with an entire team of researchers at your disposal. Why is a simple POA going to take you this long?”

“I’m very thorough,” Nic chided.

She scoffed. “And I’m thoroughly annoyed.”

“You should try switching to tea instead of coffee,” Nic suggested. “It might temper your irritability.”

Alexys inhaled a deep breath. She couldn’t afford to lose her temper, that’d only fuel the fire—she needed to rein it in.

“You know what, don’t worry about it. I’ll call Zach and get his help instead.”

Nic’s response was immediate and stern. “Absolutely not.”

“Oh, I see, it’s not just HR you distrust, it’s your own research team too.”

He sighed, a sound of deep suffering. “If I allow you to bother my researchers, I will have to allow everyone else to bother them too, which, consequently, would render them completely useless to me.”

“Then give me the report on time, and I’ll leave them alone.” She hoped she also came across sternly—two could play that game.

“Fine,” he relented. “I’ll have it in your inbox Tuesday morning. But you’ll have to expedite sign-off from there.” That was good enough for her. Alexys said as much and hung up before he could change his mind.







CHAPTER 10



“When the devil swept through our town, I knew real fear. He came like the sudden summer rain without clouds of warning. A pale man in the town square, taller than any man I had seen before. He did not look kind. He looked like jagged stones on an ocean shore that promised wreckage to any boat that should approach. He wore death like a coat, and he wore it well.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1590 Entry by Constance Fairchild




Nic stifled a yawn as he emerged from the Archives.

He’d been at it for hours, thumbing through every single case he could find pertaining to District 13 since hearing of the Hollow Walker news the best part of a week ago. He had the faintest suspicion that some of the Hollow Walker’s previous activity had been mistakenly miscategorized, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d personally combed through them all.

Ever since his call with Elliot Harman, Nic could think of nothing else. The creature that had so consumed him for all these years, his professional dangling carrot, was finally within reach.

Or so he hoped, at least.

When he’d first left the UK, his friends and family struggled to understand why he couldn’t pursue his research there, instead. It was true, the British Isles had their own fair share of Witches, Werewolves, and Fairies, but there was nothing quite as fascinating as the creatures that roamed the continental United States.

He’d been bewitched by Bigfoot and Mothman as a child, by demonic possessions and ancient, evil creatures. His appetite was insatiable, as was his curiosity. And so, when he came across that first mention of the Hollow Walker some 12 years prior, he’d never been able to shake it. An ugly, terrifying creature, old as time itself, roaming the Appalachian Mountains and feasting off the flesh and bone of those it encountered. So little was known about it, despite his late nights trolling Reddit forums. But there were whispers of it, suggestions that maybe, just maybe, it was still out there.

And if it was, it was Nic’s understanding that it would have a century’s worth of experience. Finding it would prove tricky—unless it wanted to be found.

Nic was running over a potential bait-and-switch scenario when Zachary rounded the corner.

“Oh, there you are,” Zachary said. “Elliot Harman called, three times.”

“Three times? Has he found anything?” Zachary fell in step beside Nic, following him back toward his office.

“That’s the thing, he was barely making any sense. Something about some guy he spoke to. He said he emailed you about Mercyhill.”

“Stop.” Nic halted and turned to face Zachary. “Mercyhill?” he repeated.

Zachary looked at him with wide eyes. “Uh, yeah, Mercyhill. What? Am I saying it wrong?” Nic shook his head.

“What about it?”

“He said he was heading up there before his evaluation, and, er, he wanted to run something past you first.”

“Damn!” Nic bolted down the hall, and a bewildered Zachary ran after him.

“Hey! What’s going on?”

Nic raced into his office and picked up the phone. He dialed Elliot’s number just as Zachary rounded the corner, panting. “Nic?” Zach asked, aghast. Nic appreciated that no one had ever seen him move with such urgency, but he didn’t have time to explain himself.

“Come on, pick up, pick up,” Nic murmured. The call went to voicemail. He hung up and redialled.

He drummed his fingers on his desk impatiently, but again, the call rang through to voicemail.

“You’re freaking me out,” Zachary said. “You want to fill me in here, boss?”

“Mercyhill,” Nic said, slamming the phone down. “Keep trying to reach him, and if you get him, tell him that under no circumstances is he to venture into Mercyhill on his own. Is that clear?”

“Uh, yes, sure, I will tell him.”

Nic ransacked his desk. Papers, files, and books went flying. He shoved his most recent notes into his satchel.

“Context, though, you know.” Zachary watched the chaos in disbelief. “Might prove useful, if I do catch him.” Nic moved to the door, out into the hall and to the elevators. Zachary trailed behind.

“It could be a trap, the creature—Mercyhill. It’s believed that’s where it lives, or where it hunts. Someone like Elliot is way out of his depth. He doesn’t have any clue what he’s dealing with.” The elevator arrived and Nic stepped inside. Zachary quickly joined him.

“Got it, okay, makes sense. But where are you going?” Zachary eyed his bag.

“Well, someone has to stop him, or else … join him. This might be our only chance to ever document the creature.” The elevator arrived at the lobby and Nic was out in a flash.

“Wait, you’re going out there yourself? Right now? Without clearance—hey, wait!” Zachary dashed after him, fumbling for his keycard to get through the security barriers.

“No time to talk, Hornsby! I’ll call you from the airport!”

And just like that, Nic Dyre was gone.



The sun crept over the horizon as Alexys’s flight descended into Charleston, West Virginia.

The journey had been easy, and it was only a 40-minute cab ride to the hotel. She pulled up the reservation on her phone and then sent a plane and thumbs-up emoji to Natalie. The hotel, which was really more of a bed and breakfast, was … quaint. The Colonial Revival-style building was in need of a fresh coat of paint, but the lobby was abuzz with guests finishing their complimentary breakfasts, which Alexys thought looked pretty good right about now. She dropped her bag at the reception desk and cleared her throat. The girl behind the counter looked no older than 16. She smacked a piece of gum in her mouth as she flipped through a magazine.

“Excuse me?”

The girl glanced up over the edge of her magazine and sighed dramatically. Setting the gossip rag down, she popped her gum again.

“Right, can I help you?”

“Yes, checking in, please, I have a reservation.” Alexys tried to be polite, but every time the girl smacked her gum, she had the urge to snatch it from her mouth and toss it in the trash.

“What’s the name?”

“Alexys Keane. It should be under my company’s name: Entity.”

The girl tapped on her keyboard with overly long, albeit beautifully painted, nails and asked, “There’s two?”

“Right. Mine is the one under my name … um … Alexys Keane.” She spoke slowly, and the girl rolled her eyes.

“Mmkay, your room is pre-paid and it comes with breakfast. I reckon you’re not familiar with these parts, so if you want a map, there’s one on the table on your way out. Breakfast is served from seven to ten. Any questions?” Alexys shook her head and accepted the room key. “Good. Elevator is by the staircase, if you need it.”

“Oh, and my colleague, Elliot Harman, what room number is he in, please?”

The girl narrowed her eyes at her but shrugged. “Same floor as yours, at the end of the hall. Room twenty-three.”

“Great, thank you.” The girl dismissed her with a flick of the magazine and a smack of gum.

Relieved to get away, Alexys dragged her suitcase through the foyer to the elevator.

She hesitated when it slid open. It was a far cry from the sleek, modern elevators she used every day at Entity. This was practically an antique. Wrought iron doors rattled open, revealing a small wooden box of a room. As soon as she stepped in, the whole cage shuddered, and Alexys silently prayed the mechanics of it were up to code.

The door groaned as it began to shut until a hand reached in and stopped it. Alexys looked up. The hand was connected to a well-dressed gentleman who offered Alexys a subtle bow of his head. She smiled, the sort that was born of southern-raised good manners and stiffly polite. He stepped into the other side of the elevator and pressed the button for the third floor.

As the elevator hummed to life, she took in the scuffed toes of her tennis shoes, the weathered fabric looking even worse for wear next to this man’s immaculate pair of dress shoes. She was no expert, but they looked insanely expensive. She strained her eyes to read the smallest sliver of a Prada logo peeking out from the hem of his trousers. His shiny, black leather shoes were entirely spotless, like he’d only bought them just that morning. Alexys looked at her comfy leggings and couldn’t help but feel a little embarrassed. They were two sides of a very strange corporate coin.

When they reached the second floor, he kindly stepped out to allow her enough room to maneuver both herself and her suitcase.

Alexys stared up to the plaques across the hall, signaling which direction to go for which rooms.

“Enjoy your stay, Miss Keane.”

Her head snapped back, but the elevator doors had already clicked shut.

How on earth had he known her name?







CHAPTER 11



“There are very few reported cases of entities that have a psychological and emotional effect on humans rather than physical. If, however, you encounter a case that may indicate otherwise, please contact Entity’s DEN-PEV department.”

Entity’s Employee Handbook: HR Edition




There were two beds in her room.

Alexys remembered booking a room with only one double bed, not two, but she dismissed the confusing turn of events and accepted the upgrade as a gift in disguise. Now, she would be able to put her suitcase on the unused bed and keep her belongings off the floor.

Aside from the unexpected second bed, the rest of Alexys’s room looked exactly as she thought it might.

Dated.

The bedspreads were an antique quilted pattern of what might have once been bright reds and blues. Now, they were faded beyond repair, but they did, admittedly, look relatively clean. The air was thick with the smell of cheap air freshener, and the air conditioner hummed pitifully from under the window.

Alexys dropped her luggage on one bed and plopped down on the other, which squeaked alarmingly loud under her weight but held firm. She pulled out her laptop, switched on the TV for a bit of background noise, and tried to connect to the WiFi. The internet speed was slow as hell but functional enough for her to check her work email.

She scrolled past the usual updates, memos, and things she deemed less than pressing. Stuck between a reminder from Kristin and a lament from Natalie was what Alexys hoped was an approved Plan of Action Report confirmation from upper management that Nic had sent to them yesterday for sign-off.

She opened the email and watched the document’s download progress bar begin to crawl pitifully across her screen.

Alexys tried to call Elliot twice while she waited, but the line went straight to voicemail. She decided to send him a text rather than leave a voice message.

Hey, Elliot. I’ve just arrived at the hotel. Interesting choice of accommodation! Should we plan to start your evaluation at your earliest convenience?

Alexys would give him a few hours to respond—it was still early, and she knew he was still wrapping up his previous investigation. Alexys turned her attention back to Nic’s email. The document finally loaded, and she was once again impressed by the research team’s information gathering abilities.

Silver Giants were fascinating creatures. Nearly 12 foot tall, they were basically bear-like creatures with silver stripes down their backs. They were said to run as easily on two legs as they could on all four. There hadn’t been a sighting in Elliot’s Quadrant in a while, so Alexys was confident Elliot’s evaluation would be a breeze.

She sent Nic a quick, if not rather cold, thank you in reply to his email and copied down a few notes into her Entity-issued notebook. The report had two sections, but only one of them looked relevant to her case, so she focused on it. Anything supplemental could be looked at later. She wanted to be fully prepared and at least appear knowledgeable before she went to find Elliot, but she didn’t want to overwhelm herself.

Once that was done, Alexys pocketed her room key, tucked her laptop back into her backpack, and made her way down the hall to Elliot’s room. She knocked. Once. Twice. Three times.

He didn’t answer.

Alexys pressed an ear against the door and listened, then called his name. She checked her phone, no messages or missed calls. That tingly, ominous feeling from the previous week resurfaced.

Elliot Harman is dead.

The rational half of her brain knew Elliot was fine—he’d emailed on … what day had that been? Friday? But the less rational, highly spooked part of her brain that kept replaying the bloody mirror message in her dream, disagreed emphatically with that assessment. He also wasn’t answering her texts or calls.

Alexys pulled her phone out to send him another text and saw that her previous one hadn’t sent. It was sitting in poor-service-limbo, a familiar purgatory that most mountainous regions seemed prone to. She tried to get the other text to send and watched until the confirmation check-mark popped up. With her fears abated, at least for the moment, Alexys headed to the lobby in search of breakfast.

Bubblegum girl pointed her to a local diner down the road, as they’d stopped serving downstairs. At the diner, Alexys found herself in what felt like someone’s actual kitchen. Miss Mae had converted the downstairs of her house into a cozy little restaurant. The smell of home-cooked food and hot coffee greeted Alexys as soon as she stepped in the door. None of the tables or chairs matched, and the sounds of a TV upstairs filtered through the rickety floorboards overhead. The décor was eclectic, full of lace doilies and framed community photos.

Only in the South.

Her food was exceptional. Better even than most restaurants she’d visited back home. It reminded her of visiting her Mamaw’s kitchen at Sunday lunch. She half expected to see an aunt or uncle walk past as she wolfed down her entire plate.

“Where did you say you’re from?” Mae asked as she refilled Alexys’s sweet tea for the fourth time.

“Georgia.” Alexys thanked her for the refill and added, “I work in South Carolina, but I was raised in Georgia.”

“A good Georgia peach, here,” Mae called toward the kitchen. Another woman popped her head out and grinned. “I knew I liked you,” Mae added. “I could tell by your good manners that your mama raised you right.”

“She’ll fit in nice,” the other woman said, approaching the table. “I’m Maggie, pleased to meet ya.”

“Alexys, and same to you.” Alexys smiled up at them. “Do you get a lot of newcomers here?”

“Oh rarely, but they happen,” Maggie said. “They have some convention going on at the minute, that old hotel is full of ’em. What are they, birdwatchers?”

“Something like that.” Mae shrugged. “We did have a young man in just last week though, sweetest fella, but the poor thing was more lost than a rabbit in a coyote den.”

Maggie and Mae shared a laugh while Alexys tried to keep her expression politely interested. Inside, a sense of inevitability began to take hold.

Maggie shook her spatula to emphasize her point as she proclaimed, “He’s pure polite, but he didn’t eat nearly enough for my liking. Not with all that runnin’ around town he’s doin’.”

Alexys’s fragile smile slipped, and she couldn’t subdue her own curiosity. “What was his name?”

Mae propped a hand on her hip, brow furrowed in thought. “Oh, gosh, what was it? Ellis, or Elon, or something.”

“Eli?” Maggie suggested.

“Ennis?” Mae volleyed back.

“Elliot,” Maggie finally said with a snap of her fingers.

“Yes, Elliot! That’s the one.”

“He came by just about every day,” Maggie said, “but I haven’t seen him since yesterday mornin’.”

“Probably went back home.” Mae shrugged and brought the pitcher of water back over to refill her drink once more. “Better for it, I say.”

Maggie tutted. “I wouldn’t’ve minded seeing him around here a bit more. He was a bit odd but pure friendly.”

A new customer walked in and interrupted their conversation. The two women busied themselves with attending to them while Alexys checked her phone.

Still nothing.

Alexys pulled up a map of the nearby area. It was rural, and that was being generous. There wasn’t another diner or café for dozens of miles, so it seemed improbable Elliot would go out of his way for a meal, especially when he was excepting Alexys. He hadn’t answered the text she’d sent on her way to the restaurant or returned any of her calls.

Elliot Harman is dead.

Alexys paid her bill and waved her thanks to Maggie and Mae. Back at the hotel, the lobby was deserted. All the so-called birdwatchers from earlier that morning had vanished. At reception, a new face greeted Alexys, a young boy, probably in some part related to bubblegum girl.

“Excuse me.” Alexys smiled. “I’m staying with a friend of mine, and he accidentally left the room without the key. I tried calling him, but he’s had to run out. Could I trouble you for a spare key?”

He blinked owlishly. Then slowly began to shake his head. “I’m not sure I can do that, ma’am.”

“We’re sharing a reservation. It should be under our company name: Entity.”

His eyes darted back and forth between the computer screen and her face. After a few beats of uncomfortable silence, he asked, “You’re both under that one?”

“Yes, Harman, I believe,” Alexys answered with as much patience as she could. “I just need a spare key to our room if you have it. My bags are in there, and all that.”

“I could probably give you the one we set aside for housekeeping.” His tone was reluctant, but Alexys seized the opportunity. She tried not to look too suspicious while she waited for him to retrieve in from the back.

Getting a key to Elliot’s room would be considered, without a doubt, a total invasion of privacy. It was definitely against some sort of rule around colleagues sharing intimate quarters, or something like that, but she needed to assuage her fear before she drowned in it.

Alexys opted to take the stairs, skipping up the steps as she pulled out her phone and sent one final text to Natalie. She was in the middle of telling her about the diner when she ran smack into someone.

“Ah!” Alexys rubbed her forehead where she’d collided against the stranger’s firm chest. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t …” She looked up and words died on her tongue.

The well-dressed gentleman from the elevator was smiling down at her.
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“I’m sorry, darlin’. I didn’t see you walking there.”

His voice was smooth, with a low timbre that oozed confidence. He spoke like a man who was used to being the center of attention, always had been, and could easily command a room with a mere glance. The sharp lines of his clothes mirrored the sharp angles of his face. Dark eyes, straight nose, cheekbones that sliced across alabaster skin. He was handsome in the way a tundra is beautiful in its brutality. His thick Southern accent was the only thing about him that didn’t stick out like a sore thumb.

Realizing she was staring at him, Alexys took a step back and shook her head. “Oh, no, it’s fine. My fault for walking and texting.”

His smile widened, but it wasn’t friendly. It was the kind of smile the cat would give the canary when it had the bird cornered.

Alexys shivered.

“I’m sure you’re a busy lady, Miss Keane.” Her name rolled off his tongue in that familiar drawl which from any other man would’ve sounded lovely. “Wouldn’t want to take up any more of your time.”

“Have we met before?” Alexys’ cheeks flushed. Of course they hadn’t, but there was something about him. That, and the fact that he knew her name.

“Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure, but you did drop this.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a business card. “In the elevator this morning. I couldn’t resist taking a peek.”

Alexys immediately recognized it as one of her business cards. The Entity logo on the back was unmistakable, and when she flipped it over, she found her contact information printed neatly across the back. But how had it fallen out of her wallet, inside her purse, in the elevator? But weirder still, she never handed them out, she only ever gave them to her Wardens or prospective employees.

His hand was still outstretched expectantly, so Alexys handed it back to him. He tucked the card into the inner pocket of his suit jacket, and some instinct inside her decided that was a terrible thing.

Needing to put herself on more equal footing, Alexys said, “Ah, I see, that’s me.” She let out an uncomfortable laugh. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Silas.” He offered his hand, and his unsettling smile widened further. “Silas Lockwood.”

“Pleasure.” Alexys tried to ignore the chill of his palm when she shook his hand.

“Well, Miss Keane, I’m afraid I have business to attend to, but it was wonderful to officially meet you.” He adjusted the lapels of his dark gray suit. “Be sure to stop by the front desk on your way out tomorrow. They tend to be far more helpful than they look.”

He winked and slipped past her down the hall, whistling a jaunty tune as he went.

Alexys stood still for several moments, listening to his footsteps recede and rubbing her hand against her pant leg. Alexys wasn’t sure what made her do it, but there was something about the way Silas Lockwood held her hand, and the way he looked at her, it was strange. She wished she’d had the wherewithal to pocket her business card.

When she could no longer hear his footsteps or his whistling, she walked briskly to Elliot’s room, unlocked the door, and slipped inside.

The room was pitch black.

Alexys scrambled along the wall, both arms searching for a light switch.

What she saw when the room lit up made her gasp.
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“Holy hell.”

Alexys stared, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, at the chaos that completely covered the full length of the adjacent wall. It was like something out of a true crime documentary. Red strings, blurry pictures, the whole nine yards. In the two weeks he’d been there, Elliot had created a conspiracy theory web that spread across the entirety of the room’s wall. There were news articles and all kinds of cryptid-hunting paraphernalia. It made her insides twist.

The nagging fear in the back of her mind was laughing at her, at the scene unfolding before her that pointed toward the one conclusion she refused to admit to.

Alexys groaned and fished her phone out of her pocket. “I’m so getting fired for this,” she grumbled.

She dialed Natalie’s number and sat on the unmade bed. Elliot’s clothing and luggage were splayed all over the room. It was an absolute disaster, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the wall. She blinked. Maybe this whole thing was a hallucination, or some cruel prank Elliot was pulling. She could imagine the researchers being in on it too.

Those insufferable, no good …

“Hiya, sweet pea,” Natalie’s voice cooed in her ear. “Missing HQ already, huh?”

“Nat, listen to me,” Alexys breathed. “We’ve got a code creepy on our hands, and I don’t even know how to begin to deal with it.”

Natalie exhaled. “Is this like the time Monica thought she had a stalker and it ended up being a Not Deer?”

Alexys cringed. “I wish. This is so much worse.”

“On a scale of one to body-in-a-freezer, how creepy are we talking?” Natalie asked.

Alexys opened and closed her mouth several times. “Why is that your scale for creepy?”

“Don’t argue with my creepy scale,” Natalie said, scoffing. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Hang on.” Alexys pulled the phone away from her ear so she could snap a photo of the wall and text it to Natalie. The poor reception made the photo take ages to upload. With her friend now on speakerphone, she said, “Tell me when you’ve seen the picture.”

When it finally came through, Natalie whistled a low and impressed sound.

“That looks like something from a serial killer documentary. Where the hell did you find that?”

“Oh, you know, only Elliot Harman’s room!”

“You’re kidding.”

Alexys sighed and stepped closer to the wall to better examine the horror collage. “Boy, do I wish I was.” Natalie muttered several non-work-appropriate, very un-HR words.

“What is he even looking for?”

Alexys scanned the red threads and articles to try and find a starting point, but she could only frown at the mess before her.

“He isn’t supposed to be looking for anything. He’s only been looking after a Black Dog case, and a Black Dog wouldn’t need all of … this.”

There was no way to make hide nor hair of the muddled web of threads. Everything seemed to loop back to itself, and there was no obvious pattern or directional path. No starting points. There were several articles on various ghosts and spirits, a few on the Appalachian Mountain region within their District, and local news clippings of seemingly innocuous events. Elliot hadn’t even used different colored threads to connect them.

It was all red.

“None of it makes sense. He was supposed to be wrapping up with his local contact and driving home after his review.”

“Must be something new he was looking into?” Natalie was stating the obvious, but she knew it helped Alexys to talk things out. In most instances, she was able to answer her own questions as soon as she voiced the thoughts out loud. “You’re sure he didn’t mention anything during your last call?”

Alexys ran through her last conversation with Elliot and tried to remember anything he might have mentioned.

“You have no idea, do you?” She could hear the smile in Natalie’s voice.

“Yes, er, sort of. I explicitly told him not to pursue any new cases, so I’m trying to think of a forgivable reason why he would have.”

Alexys kept looking through Elliot’s red wall until one photo caught her eye. It was a newspaper clipping about a place called Mercyhill. Something to do with livestock deaths and suspected cult behaviors. It didn’t really stand out among the chaos of the wall, but she actually did remember Elliot mentioning Mercyhill during their conversation.

“Nat, can you look up a town called Mercyhill for me? I need to know how far away it is.”

“Yeah, sure. Hang on.”

While Natalie looked into Mercyhill, Alexys set down her phone and combed through Elliot’s belongings. The suitcase still in the room was a good sign, it meant he had planned to come back, but his Entity-issued backpack was missing.

“You still there?” Natalie called.

“Yeah, I am. Find anything?” Alexys scrambled to pick up the phone.

“Okay, so, Mercyhill,” Natalie said, “is a tiny mining town with a population of, like, fifty. It’s about a two-hour drive from where you are.”

Alexys sighed. She’d need to rent a car, which likely meant she’d need to backtrack to the airport. The accounting team would have a field day with her expense report.

“Are there printable directions you can send me, at least? I don’t really feel like driving blind through the Appalachian Mountains.”

“As nostalgic as MapQuest would be, we’re in the twenty-first century, girl. Use your map app. Actually, hang on.” Alexys’s phone dinged with an email notification. “That’s the town pin on a map,” Natalie explained. “I’d have the front desk print directions off for you before you go. I have a sneaking suspicion the reception isn’t great out there.”

“Of course not,” Alexys grumbled. “That would be too easy. This is why I didn’t want these damn reviews to be in-person.”

Natalie laughed in agreement. “I’ll let Kristin know things are going swimmingly then. Keep me updated when you can, and don’t hesitate to call the emergency line if anything goes wrong. Entity boots can be on the ground in minutes,” Natalie said.

“I know, I know.”

“Good. Stay vigilant, Lex. And also, please don’t get murdered.”

“No guarantees.” Alexys chuckled nervously. “Thanks for your help, Nat. I’ll …”

The ancient tumbler of the room’s lock turned over—she’d not thought to double-lock it—and the door swung open.
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The first thing Nic noticed when he entered Elliot’s room wasn’t Alexys’s shocked expression or her phone which she’d dropped on the floor. In fact, he barely noticed her at all. His attention was immediately grabbed by what looked to be a true crime inspired murder board on the wall behind her.

“What. The. Hell. Dyre?!”All the color had drained from her face and a sharp scowl formed at her brow. He waved a hand at her by way of greeting and stepped past her to get a better look at the mess of red string.

“Afternoon, Keane. Fret not, I’m here to help.”

Alexys snatched her phone up off the floor and stepped in front of him, blocking his view. She jabbed her index finger into his chest to emphasize her words. “I asked for a report, not your insufferable presence.”

Nic grabbed her hand to prevent any further abuse to his chest. “I didn’t realize I needed your permission to travel. Have I missed the news of your promotion?”

Alexys’s face fell ever so slightly, but it was gone in an instant. She jerked her hand free and pointed toward the door.

“Leave.” She spat the word like it was bitter in her mouth. “Now!”

“Unfortunately, I can’t.” He sidestepped her again and refocused his attention on a series of news clippings. “This is quite impressive,” he remarked.

“Gee thanks,” Alexys said sarcastically. She moved to block his view again.

It might have worked if she wasn’t nearly an entire foot shorter than him.

Nic’s lips twitched, and he cocked his head to the side. “What’s all this, then?”

Alexys groaned and dropped her arms. “It’s Elliot’s.”

He glanced back down at her and arched a brow. “Obviously.”

“I just found it. I …” She took a deep breath. “I’m worried. I can’t get hold of him.”

Nic nodded but said nothing. He didn’t want to admit what he knew, especially not when he had a direct hand in Elliot’s unsanctioned investigation. Given her love of rules, he knew it would only set her off, and he needed her to cooperate if he wanted to get access to Elliot’s findings.

“Did you hear me?” She nudged him. “I’m worried for his safety.” Nic could tell it pained Alexys to admit it, and to him of all people. She frowned. “The only lead I have is Mercyhill, so I’m going to start there.” She ran a hand through her thick tawny hair.

Nic pursed his lips. So she’d figured out the where, but not the why. That could be problematic. She didn’t know about the Hollow Walker just yet, but when she found out, and he did suspect she would find out, she’d be stupid enough to run out to Mercyhill just like Elliot. He needed to take control of the situation, and fast.

“I’ve come to help,” he said simply.

She clucked her tongue. “I don’t need your help. I can handle this myself.”

“Yes, I can see you’ve done an excellent job of that so far.” It came out a bit more biting than he’d meant. It wasn’t Alexys’s fault, it was his own. But she didn’t need to know that just yet. “I have a wealth of knowledge I can share.”

“I already have your wealth of knowledge. It’s all in your very detailed, very delayed report.”

He looked sidelong at her. “It’s a brief summary of everything stored in my brain, Keane.” Alexys groaned and rolled her eyes.

“What makes you so sure he’s gone to Mercyhill? There are a number of local towns on this wall. He could have gone to any number of them.”

She stood silently for a moment before shaking her head. “Well.” She looked back at the wall. “It seems like that’s the location mentioned most often, but it also appears to have the most red strings coming in and out of it. I’m also pretty sure Elliot mentioned it over the phone. I think.”

He nodded, eyes tracing over the various connections made by the threads. “Is the room exactly how you found it?”

“Yes,” Alexys replied, peeved by the question. “Look here: ‘mysteriously dead livestock, suspected cult activity,’ and then something about a blackberry winter—although I don’t see how that’s relevant.” She frowned.

Nic’s eyes widened but he didn’t say anything. He examined all of the things she mentioned and tried to follow Elliot’s threadwork to whatever connections he might have made before he left. The article on cult activity kept catching his eyes. He turned toward Alexys.

No time like the present.

“Have you heard about the Hollow Walker?”

“I don’t think so,” Alexys said, tilting her head. “It sounds vaguely familiar, though.”

“I’m not surprised. It was included in my report.”

A warm flush filled her cheeks with color. She looked down at her shoes, glaring at the floor like it was personally responsible for her negligence.

“I didn’t think the footnotes were relevant,” she grumbled.

Nic smiled a little at her embarrassment, but he wasn’t surprised that she’d skipped it. It was mostly written for Elliot.

“Normally, it wouldn’t be. The Hollow Walker is on its way to being classified as a Class E. The last sighting was nine years ago.” He gestured to the wall. “However, Mercyhill is known as the ‘hotbed,’ so to speak, of Hollow Walker sightings.”

Alexys looked up at him. Her blue eyes narrowed, her lips pursed together, and he could tell he’d already lost her.

“Elliot,” Nic said with slow enunciation, “is searching for the Hollow Walker.” Alexys laughed.

“Elliot? No, no. He’s not. I specifically told him not to chase any new leads, even if they weren’t an official case. Why would he even think …” Her voice trailed off. She tipped her head back, and closed her eyes.

“He is.” Nic nodded definitively.

“You,” Alexys spat.

Nic grinned. “Guilty.”

“I can’t believe you!” She turned away from him.

“He called down last week about it, but in my defense, I didn’t advise he go looking for it. In fact, quite the opposite.” It wasn’t Nic’s fault her Warden had little sense of self-preservation. But he also couldn’t deny that he’d inadvertently provided Elliot with all the tools he needed to go directly against Alexys’s instruction. He felt the smallest twinge of regret.

Alexys scrubbed a hand over her face and reluctantly asked, “And the dead livestock? The cult activity? It’s all connected with the Hollow Walker?”

“There’s no proof the Hollow Walker eats livestock, but it’s assumed that in the absence of people, livestock is a suitable alternative.” Nic ignored the dramatic gagging sound she made and added, “The cult activity is more lore than anything else, frankly. There’s barely any evidence to corroborate it, so it’s highly speculative.”

“Okay, all that aside, why would Elliot suddenly go after something that’s likely extinct?”

He couldn’t tell if she was directing the question at him or at the universe, but he answered nonetheless.

“Because it’s a fascinating creature worth investigating, and being the first person to document, or rather, verify, a creature is the highest honor.”

“Not without proper paperwork and permission, it’s not.” Alexys fixed him a steely look.

“The thrill of monster-hunting stardom can make people do dangerous things. Even shirk the rules.”

A dry, annoyed sound escaped Alexys’s lips. “We have rules in place for a reason. Precisely this reason,” she said, waving at the wall.

“Oh, Keane, rules ruin all the fun.” Nic winked at her, and he had to bite back a grin.

Alexys took too much pride in her work to accept an employee going rogue. She was probably even foolish enough to chase after him, and since Nic already planned on both trying to stop Elliot and hunt down the Hollow Walker, for once, their goals were wonderfully aligned.

“We should make a plan, we don’t want to lose too much time,” Nic said.

“We?” Alexys shrieked.

“We indeed. You and me, Keane.”

“Absolutely not. You might be smarter than me, Dyre, but this is my jurisdiction, my Warden, my problem.” She folded her arms, chin lifting slightly in defiance. “You can share any other pertinent information with me, and then you can leave.”

So stubborn.

She was probably the most bull-headed person he’d ever been forced to work with.

Nic stepped up to her, towering over her as she glared up at him. He crossed his arms over his chest. “All the pertinent details in the world wouldn’t be nearly as helpful as an onsite expert.”

“An expert pain in my ass,” Alexys growled. They stood chest-to-chest, but she had to tilt her head back to make eye contact with him. “Fine. Forget about it. I don’t need your help.”

“Yes, you most certainly do, I’m afraid.”

She was standing so close, Nic could smell the sweet scent of her shampoo. She could have lit him on fire with the heat of her gaze, and he wondered if anyone else managed to get under her skin like he did. She was always so restrained at work. It was rare to see such fury in her, he almost admired it.

Nic sighed. “I’m not going anywhere, Keane. I’m here to help, and I’m not leaving now that I’ve confirmed my suspicions. If Elliot has, in fact, gone to Mercyhill, you’ll need a whole lot more than a POA and good intent. I’m staying.”

“Whatever.” She pushed past. “Do whatever you want, Dyre.”

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To my room.”

Nic winced. “I believe you mean our room.”

He watched her grab the door handle and freeze. Her shoulders tensed, and Nic watched that tension ripple down the muscles of her back. Her hand tightened on the door handle until her knuckles turned white.

“What did you say?” She spoke so softly he almost didn’t hear her.

“Our room,” he repeated in a carefully casual tone. “We’re sharing.”

The door handle should have snapped under her grip.

“Dyre.” Alexys slowly turned to face him, expression thunderous. “What the hell did you do?”







CHAPTER 15



“Safety is of the utmost importance. Although a Warden’s job is a very solitary one, the connections you make in the field and with each other can be invaluable. Never underestimate the usefulness of another set of knowledgeable eyes and ears in the field.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




Stomping down the hallway did little to ease her anger. Alexys should not have been surprised that Nic managed to add himself to her reservation. She didn’t know exactly how he had pulled it off, and she was afraid to ask. The man was morphing from a corporate nuisance into a criminal mastermind.

Was altering a person’s reservation criminal? It felt criminal.

Alexys jammed her key into the door to unlock it and stormed through. Nic followed closely at her heels and managed to catch the door before she could slam it in his face.

Nic Dyre was in her hotel room.

Woefully not a hallucination.

“How in the hell did you change my reservation?”

“Quite simply really, I had a lovely conversation with a young woman at reception.”

Bubblegum girl.

“It isn’t my fault they’re fully booked. Who knew birdwatching was so big this time of year?”

“It is your fault, actually. All of this is your fault.” She paced back and forth. “You can’t just hijack a booking.”

He held his hands up in a defensive posture and said, “It was really the only course of action.”

“You think adding yourself to my room without my consent and forcing me to share a room with you is practical?” She stared at him, entirely dumbfounded by his reasoning. “What is wrong with you?”

“Well …” Nic finally had the good sense to look sheepish. “I suppose when you put it that way, it does sound a little questionable.”

Alexys threw her hands up in the air. “It is questionable!”

“And here I thought you’d be happy to see me,” Nic said dryly.

She hated him. He was the most infuriating, galling person she’d ever met. And worse still, he was still looking at her with that familiar, smug expression.

Her response was ground out through clenched teeth, one slow word at a time. “And why would I be happy to see you?”

“Because two sets of eyes and ears is better than one,” he offered.

The fact that he was throwing company handbook quotes in her face made her want to slap him.

“So what was your plan, exactly? Spend a few days shacked up together like a couple of old friends?” Alexys slowly breathed in, filling her lungs with air. She counted to ten. The last thing she needed on top of everything else was to test her therapist’s client confidentiality with the confessed murder of a coworker.

“Frankly, I hadn’t managed to get that far, but Elliot’s safety, surely, is the priority now?”

She couldn’t believe him. How dare he attempt to manipulate her by dragging Elliot into this. Of course she was concerned for his safety. It was essentially the basis of her entire job!

“We’ll waste fewer company resources if we work together,” he continued. “We only really need this room to sleep one, maybe two, nights? Let me assist you in the field, locate Elliot, I’ll do some poking around, and no one will ever know about this little indiscretion.”

From anyone else, it would’ve felt like a threat or extortion. But Nic said it so matter-of-fact and with such a level tone that she knew he genuinely believed it was the most reasonable course of action. A fair trade, even.

Alexys mulled over his words, begrudgingly acknowledging the truth behind them. But she hated the idea of needing his help. It was her District, her employee. She was perfectly capable of finding him herself.

Wasn’t she?

Nic sat on the edge of the bed and stretched out his ridiculously long legs. Only then did Alexys realize he was wearing jeans, of all things, and she took a moment to wonder if she’d ever seen him in anything other than slacks. The facial hair was new, too. He always had a bit of a well-trimmed shadow, but his face was now sporting what she could only call scruff.

The small smile that said scruff framed made her hackles rise.

He tilted his head and offered, “I promise to stay on my side of the room.”

“And remind me, why would I let you sleep in my room?”

“Technically, it’s Entity’s room.” Nic’s smile grew, and his gray eyes lit with mirth. “You’re not heartless enough to make me sleep out in the hallway, are you, Keane?”

“I don’t see anything wrong with Elliot’s room,” she pointed out.

“Sure, that’s not a bad idea, unless, that is, Elliot returns in the middle of the night to find a stranger in his bed.”

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll stay in Elliot’s room then.”

Nic’s eyes widened. “Really, you’re going to sleep in the true crime exhibit down the hall, are you?”

He had her there. It was just the sort of nightmare fuel she didn’t need. She was already living a nightmare, and there was no telling what kind of actual nightmares the day’s events would inspire later that night. The last thing she needed was for him to bear witness.

“You can sleep on the floor.” She picked up one of the pillows and threw it at his head.

He caught it and let it drop into his lap. The corner of his mouth curled, and his eyes traced down her body, slow and meandering.

Suddenly self-conscious, Alexys quickly looked away. It had been over a year since her last relationship, and having an attractive man, albeit a man she despised, in her room, looking at her, made her feel equal parts terrified and curious.

“Why are you so allergic to receiving help?”

The question reignited her outrage, and any trace of self-consciousness swiftly vanished. The absolute audacity of the man never ceased to amaze her.

“I didn’t ask for your help. I don’t want it, I don’t need it, and I don’t need you!”

The words sounded caustic even to her own ears, but Alexys couldn’t seem to reel in her anger. It boiled beneath the surface and made her skin feel flushed. She was so tired of needing things from him. First, she’d needed his permission for the case, then she’d needed his research. She was sick of needing things from people when she knew she was perfectly capable of doing everything herself.

“Look,” Nic said. “We are where we are. And ultimately, we both want to ensure Elliot’s safety, right? I’ll see if we can get a rental car today, and if so, we might not even have to share a room.”

He crossed the room to the small desk and picked up the room’s phone. He spoke to reception first, using that charming accent of his, and then dialed another number. Alexys studied him, still fuming, but also still wanting to get to Elliot before he did anything stupid (or more stupid than he already had).

Nic turned toward her then and shook his head. Alexys’s heart sank. If they didn’t get out today, how far would Elliot go before they could stop him? She checked her cell again but still no contact from him.

“So,” Nic said, setting the phone down. “No luck for today, but we have a booking tomorrow morning. It’s either wait or try to get a cab to take us out there. Sensibly, we should wait, get the rental car tomorrow, and head out first thing.”

Alexys put her face in her hands.

“So that’s it? We just … wait?”

“We wait. And we plan,” Nic said, clapping his hands together. Alexys couldn’t help but notice the fine shape of his biceps with his hands pressed together. She’d never seen him in a t-shirt before, come to think of it.

The word tantalizing came to mind, and Alexys quickly squashed it.

“Fine,” Alexys said, resigned.

“It’ll be easier on us both if you just accept my presence now.”

On the contrary, Alexys was considering throwing the lamp at him.

It didn’t matter that he had been helpful since barging into Elliot’s room. Alexys had already been on the right path. Did she fully comprehend what she was about to get herself into? No. But maybe that would have been for the best. Her anger was slowly fading, and now all that remained was sheer exhaustion.

She’d been up since the small hours of the morning, barely slept a wink, and now she was worried, and uncomfortable, and … something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

“I’m going to go back to Elliot’s room, look through the rest of his clippings. See if there’s anything else of use.”

“Fine.”

“Is fine the only word you know at the moment?”

“No,” Alexys deadpanned.

“Great, well, if you need me, you know where to find me.”

Unable and unwilling to give him the last word, she muttered, “I won’t be needing you.”

He flashed her a sly grin before shutting the door behind him. Alexys tried, one final time, to reach Elliot by phone.

Again, it went straight to voicemail.
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Alexys tried to sleep, but her mind refused to break from the restless thoughts chasing each other in endless loops.

Worry over Elliot, confusion over how all the new information she’d found was supposed to fit together, fear that Kristin would realize she was actually a total fraud and a failure.

A soft snore from the bed next to hers made her frown.

How could she possibly forget about the biggest headache of them all? The knowledge that Nic was sleeping just a few feet away from her? That alone was enough to keep Alexys awake all night. Not that she was thinking about him in bed. Because she wasn’t. It was his snoring she was thinking about. That, and the fear that she’d have one of her nightmares and Nic would bear witness to it. She could just imagine all the questions, the interrogation.

How long have you experienced night terrors? Do you ever wake up in a strange place? Is there a history of supernatural attachment in your family?

Alexys sat up. She couldn’t take it.

Climbing out of bed, mindful not to wake Nic (not that he deserved such courtesy), she threw on a sweatshirt and headed down to the lobby. It was eerily quiet, not a soul in sight, apart from the man on the desk. Again, some probable relative of bubblegum girl and clueless teenage boy, but this guy was much older—a father or possible uncle.

He was surprised to see her out of bed, she hadn’t had the wherewithal to check her appearance in the mirror, but he stood up a little straighter once she’d approached the desk.

“Evening.” Alexys smiled politely. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I was wondering if you could print a map for me? I’m worried I’ll lose cell reception up in the mountains.”

The man shrugged, turning to his computer screen. “Yes, ma’am, can do. Where you heading?”

“Mercyhill,” she said. The man quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Mercyhill?” He shook his head. “Second request this week. What could anyone possibly be wantin’ with a tiny old place like that?”

“Second request?” Alexys asked.

“You’re not some snotty journalist, are you?” He spat the word “journalist” like he had been personally victimized by one and would rather die than see one in person again.

“No, sir.” She panicked and fished through her thoughts for another lie. “I’m a historian.” Easily the worst option she could have gone with.

His suspicion lessened, but only just. “Who with?”

“Entity?” She didn’t mean for it to sound like a question, but she really didn’t want to get sidetracked by local rumors or caught in a lie. “I’m working on a research project that focuses on that area.” She wasn’t about to tell a complete stranger that she was looking for a lost employee. Or that he just happened to be a monster hunter looking for a creature that may or may not exist and could most definitely kill him if it did. Just your average work trip, thanks.

“What could a historian want with a tiny town like that?” Alexys bit back a sigh. All she wanted was a printed map and to go back to bed. She was beginning to regret listening to Silas.

“Just its rich history of Appalachian culture and folklore.” The words came out in her voice, but they sounded too much like Nic for her liking. “I’m an assistant, the lead researcher is upstairs. I was just asked to get the map.”

The lies were stacking up like stones, and they all sat heavily in her gut. At the rate she was going, indigestion would be yet another thing to keep her up the rest of the night.

The man grunted, and Alexys wasn’t sure if it was a positive or negative sound. It must have been positive because he turned to the computer and pulled up the map.

He grumbled, mostly to himself, “Last thing that place needs is more strangers ruinin’ the peace and quiet.”

When the map was finally printed from the wheezing, ancient printer beside him, the man frowned at the paper. He then directed the frown at Alexys, and she shrank back a little.

He asked, “Why’d your company send so many people then?”

It was her turn to frown at him. “They did?”

“Seems like it.” He pulled up something on his computer and nodded. “Yep, thought so. That other guy who asked me to print this same map, he said he was with Entirety, too.”

Alexys’s heart tried to sink and soar at the same time which resulted in it doing a painful somersault in her chest. She didn’t even bother correcting him on the company name, she was too focused on Elliot. “Actually, I’m supposed to be meeting him there. Elliot Harman, he has a room here too, and … Well … he might have left a little early.”

There was a flash of an epiphany in his eyes. “Right, I get you,” he said, folding the map in half and sliding it across the desk. “Y’all need to be careful.” Somehow, the man’s expression grew even more serious than before. His thick brows drew down until his eyes nearly vanished beneath them. “If you’re both chasin’ after that Hollow Walker, you need to keep your head about you. The woods out there can be pure dangerous. Like my Mamaw always said, every story is rooted in truth. Ya get me?”

A thrill of excitement raced through her. They were on the right track! She knew where Elliot was. And if she left first thing, she was sure she could find Elliot.

“Thanks for the map,” Alexys said, tucking it under her arm.

“Happy monster hunting.” He grinned, and Alexys knew the jig was up.

Once she managed to sneak back into their room without waking Nic, Alexys finally felt tired enough to sleep. Her phone went on its charger, and the newly printed map went into her backpack. She was unconscious as soon as her head hit the pillow.



And then, she was walking.

The hall carpet was rough beneath her feet.

She was heading to Elliot’s room. A voice, an instinct, in the back of her mind told her she needed to get there before something horrible happened.

The hallway stretched on and on—no matter how far she walked, Elliot’s door remained the same distance away.

Alexys walked faster, her bare feet soundless on the carpet.

The hallway was dark and empty. Her heartbeat faster, and she started running. Her footsteps were muffled and painful as the carpet became rougher, as if she was walking across sharp stones. She was gasping for her breath, lungs aching as she tried to run faster, and faster. Elliot’s door was too far, and she was too slow. If she didn’t get there in time, if she was too late …

Alexys jerked to a stop, pulled straight off her feet by a firm grip on the back of her shirt.

That’s enough now, a soft, feminine voice said from somewhere in the darkness behind her. Time to wake up, Alexys.

She surged upright.

Sweat trickled down her neck as she tried to slow her breathing. She swung her feet over the edge of the bed, buried her face in her hands, and tried to calm her racing heart. The longer she sat and listened to the hum of the A/C, the further away the dream drifted from her memory. When she was finally composed, she chanced a look at Nic only to find him still peacefully asleep on the other bed. How he managed to look so comfortable on the too-small hotel mattress was a mystery, but really, more than anything, she was relieved she’d not disturbed him. That he’d not witnessed her nightmare-induced sweating. She collapsed back onto the pillow, exhaling. She checked the clock: 3:41 a.m.

She begged any deity listening to let her sleep for at least a few hours, but her prayers went unanswered. Sleep evaded her for the rest of the night.







CHAPTER 17



“I begged the angel to save us and protect what was left of my family. She said all miracles have a price, and a miracle such as this would be a heavy burden. The angel offered to imprison the devil in a cage of her making, a cage built from the blood of my family.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1590 Entry by Constance Fairchild




Nic learned very quickly that Alexys Keane was not, in any way, shape, or form, a morning person.

She was actually an unholy terror.

Like something out of one of his illustrated creature books. She grouched and grumbled through her entire morning routine. Nic was mildly concerned she might attempt to stab him with her toothbrush when he tried to use the sink.

He’d considered warning her against her chosen attire, jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, but he thought better of it. He had to admit, there was something mildly amusing about seeing her in this light, in a rundown hotel, in the middle of nowhere. Something that almost endeared her to him.

Almost.

While she aggressively tugged on her tennis shoes, Nic asked, “Are you a breakfast person?”

The glare she cut him was scathing.

“No? Most important meal of the day, as they say.”

She rolled her eyes and went back to her shoes.

Nic tried one last time. “Coffee?”

Alexys sighed but acquiesced with the shrug of her shoulders and a wary look. Like a feral cat being offered food—the distrustful little bundle of rage.

“Come on, then. Let’s get you some caffeine.” Nic opened the door and beckoned her through it.

“I should have known you were a morning person,” she grumbled.

“My God, she speaks.”

She half-heartedly smacked the back of her hand against his chest as she passed, the touch playful and unexpected.

They trudged down to breakfast in silence. Alexys wasn’t interested in making small talk, and Nic was content to save their conversation until she’d had a cup or two of coffee.

The lobby was empty when they sat down, it being so early, but the breakfast was out and the food looked fresh, much to Nic’s delight. He inhaled the smell of fresh pastries.

When they sat down together, Alexys cradled a steaming cup of coffee, and the tightness of her face had loosened slightly.

“I’ve already arranged for a taxi to collect us in half an hour. We’ll get the rental car and head straight out to Mercyhill,” he said to reassure her, but Alexys didn’t look reassured. She looked worried. And sleep deprived.

Something like guilt nagged at him. He knew his presence in her room made it difficult for her to sleep. That, in addition to her worry for Elliot’s safety. The woman drove him mad, but he’d worked with her long enough to know that she was an incredibly empathetic person, and she cared a great deal about her Wardens.

“Your body needs more nutrition than that,” Nic said between bites.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s rude to comment on a woman’s diet?”

“On the contrary, my mother taught me the merits of ethical egoism and a sharp wardrobe.” Nic winked. He placed a banana from his plate in front of her. “Eat.”

“Bite me.” Alexys put the banana back on his side of the table and returned to her coffee.

“You’ll need the fuel. We have a full day of tracking down your wayward employee and a potential encounter with a Hollow Walker ahead of us.” He took another bite and groaned as the fresh pastry melted on his tongue. The cheese Danish was divine.

When Alexys didn’t respond, Nic looked up and found her staring wide-eyed at him.

He frowned. “What are you staring at?”

The apples of her cheeks flushed pink, and she quickly ducked her head.

“Nothing, Dyre. Eat your breakfast.” She chugged the rest of her coffee. “Right, I’m going to pick up a few more local maps, just so we’re completely covered. I’ll be back.” She was gone before he could respond.

Nic was alone at their table for all of ten seconds before a gentleman in a gray suit approached him. He grabbed the back of Alexys’s chair, and Nic noted the almost unnatural pallor of the man’s skin. He was incredibly tall and thin. His face was all sharp angles, and his eyes were the color of a dark void—so fathomless they were nearly black.

“Pardon the interruption, but I couldn’t help but overhear you mention the Hollow Walker.” The man sat down in the chair, folding his thin fingers neatly on the table. He smiled. “Did I hear that correctly? You’re looking for the Hollow Walker?”

Nic eyed the man warily. “Yes, we are.”

“I do love a good ghost story,” the man drawled. Nic wondered if this was what Southern charm was meant to sound like.

“And you are?” Nic took a sip of tea.

“Forgive my manners. Silas Lockwood.” He extended his hand across the table.

“Nic Dyre,” he said, accepting Silas’s hand. “Pleasure.” Nic was surprised by the coolness of his touch.

“Lovely to earn your acquittance, Nic. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I just so happen to be the resident folklore expert.”

Surprised by their stroke of luck, Nic’s expression changed.

“Really? You must be familiar with the Hollow Walker then?”

“Indeed. I happen to know a bit about the creature, if you have the time to indulge me?”

Nic really didn’t. In fact, he shouldn’t have allowed the man to even sit down, but now that he had, and that he was also in possession of coveted Hollow Walker knowledge, he might as well hear him out.

“I have about twenty minutes,” Nic replied apologetically.

“I won’t take up too much of your time, I assure you.” Silas’s smile was slow and easy. He leaned back in his chair and asked, “Tell me, Nic Dyre, what do you know of the Old Ones?”







CHAPTER 18



“I fear the price will be paid for generations to come, but what other choice have we?”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1590 Entry by Constance Fairchild




The Old Ones.

Nic frowned. The phrase was unfamiliar, and that was a rarity for him. He didn’t delude himself by thinking he knew everything, but he knew plenty more than everyone else. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“I’m not surprised. Their stories have faded with time, but some are still passed down the old-fashioned way—through oral traditions.” He smiled. “There are two worth noting: the Marrow Witch and the Dark Mother.”

Nic tilted his head. He could have sworn Silas’s eyes were dark brown when he’d sat down, but now they were a dark, ocean blue. There was something cold and cruel lurking inside them.

Silas went on, “Each of these ancient beings has a magic unto themselves. No one knows how they came to possess it, or truly remembers the particulars of it, but they have magic nonetheless. The Dark Mother, for instance, is the mother of all monsters.” His tone was hushed, and Nic found himself drawn in. “Responsible for all the Earth’s most unsavory creatures.”

“Hmm, that so?” Nic suddenly felt he was being taken for a fool. The idea of there being one divine mother monster, was the most baseless, conspiracy theory nonsense he’d heard in a while. Which was saying something, since Hornsby could easily give this man a run for his money.

Aside from spectral beings, the cryptids and monsters they’d discovered over the years were direct evolutions of other creatures that already existed within their ecosystems. Plus, there were plenty of stories and folklore that dated back through the centuries to support these theories. There was no ancient god or goddess responsible for such a thing. But Nic had spent enough time in the bowels of Entity to know that some stories had traces of truth, no matter how outlandish, and Nic was eager to find that sliver of truth here.

“The Dark Mother has the most enviable magic.” Silas paused, seeming to mull over the statement. “Well, to some. I personally disagree.”

“And the Marrow Witch?” Nic indulged him.

Silas’s smile returned. It was a sardonic twist of the lips. “Oh, she envies that magic very much. You see, the Marrow Witch possesses a cruel and bloody magic. Of myself, for myself. ” Silas clicked his tongue and shook his head. “It’s a brutal, sacrificial power that wields unpredictable results.”

Nic decided to challenge him. “That’s fairly vague, is it not? That can apply to a wide range of magics.”

“Of course it can. Protection, concealment … imprisonment,” Silas hissed in a voice so low and filled with such malice that it drew goosebumps along Nic’s neck.

“Right, so …” Nic was desperate to change the conversation now. His eyes flicked down at his watch.

Where are you, Alexys?

“Are these two creatures the only Old Ones, as you call them?”

“No, they aren’t.” Silas tilted his head to the side, considering, then said, “Unfortunately, we won’t have enough time to discuss the rest of them.”

Nic swallowed his disappointment.

How had Silas managed to capture his attention so easily as to make him forget himself? He was far too clever to be baited, and yet … As someone who spent the majority of his time specializing in facts, it was out of character for him to be so easily fooled.

“Well, thank you for telling me,” Nic said. He was keeping an eye out for Alexys when Silas continued speaking.

“Long ago, when the Marrow Witch was most jealous of the Dark Mother’s gift, she decided to, let’s say, borrow the magic.”

“Pardon?” Nic frowned, and the expression had Silas nodding in agreement.

“A nasty business, borrowed magic. It always comes with a price, which of course was precisely the lesson the Marrow Witch had to learn.” Silas rose to his feet then, and Nic found himself doing the same. “She created life, created a monster, and that was not within the bounds of her magic. It twisted and altered her intentions until it birthed a creature trapped endlessly in stages of death and decay. Never able to live, but never able to die. A grotesque reminder that she had broken the rules.”

That’s when it clicked.

“The Hollow Walker,” Nic stated.

Silas nodded again. His smile was almost gleeful.

A creeping dread came over Nic. It was, he had to admit, a spooky origin story, but even if he wanted to entertain Silas’s theory, Nic had never heard of immortal monsters born of magic. If one existed, it was something Entity, and Nic, would be aware of.

Right?

“Let’s say your story is true,” Nic started, trailing behind Silas who was making his way toward the exit, “why didn’t the Marrow Witch kill the creature when she realized what it would become?”

“Because it’s useful,” Silas said, stopping to face him. He loosed a dramatic sigh. “Besides, killing it was beyond her abilities. Even cruel magic has laws.”

Nic wasn’t expecting that. If nothing else, it was good fodder for the campfire. “So, it just lives in the mountains, eating people and slowly dying, forever?”

“Something like that,” Silas mused.

“That’s beyond cruel.”

Silas’s smile stretched wider, and he looked, for a moment, like he had too many teeth. “Yes, very cruel, and terrible, and delightfully vengeful.” Nic wasn’t fully listening to him, his gears were spinning.

“So that ties into the cult activity then, explains why it’s such a hotbed in Mercyhill?” When Silas didn’t offer an answer, merely the curious lift of a brow, Nic said, “I’ve read the reports. Activity peaked along the Appalachian Trail during the Sixties and Seventies. Locals say there’s still cult activity in the region.”

“There isn’t.” Silas said it matter-of-factly. Like he was an eyewitness who knew much better than any of these reports did. “Foolish stories told to children to keep them out of the woods after dark.”

Nic didn’t believe him, and something about the man’s body language told him he knew Nic didn’t believe him, but didn’t care. That Silas enjoyed causing discord even within Nic’s own thoughts.

“I would love to stay and tell you all the stories that these mountains and hollows have forgotten, but I’m afraid we’re out of time.” Silas looked at his watch, shiny and gold. “I have a meeting to get to, and you have a coworker to find.”

Nic blinked, then blinked again, then realized he still hadn’t seen Alexys return. He looked down at his own wristwatch and cursed.

“Don’t worry,” Silas said. He buttoned the jacket of his suit and adjusted the sleeves until they sat perfectly against his wrists. “She won’t get into too much trouble before you find her.”

Nic frowned, but Silas waved him off.

Nic waited ten more minutes in the lobby for Alexys before he returned to the room. When he discovered Alexys’s belongings were gone, Silas’s words coalesced in his mind.

Lovely. Just. Lovely.

Nic had been abandoned.

Part of him was outraged, but he was also incredibly impressed. Alexys had pulled the wool over his eyes, and he hadn’t suspected a thing. He had to hand it to her, he didn’t think she had it in her, but her message was clear: go home.

Unfortunately for her, Nic couldn’t.

Not only was he increasingly confident he’d find proof of the Hollow Walker, he now had two people to save. Elliot was one thing, but Alexys? She wasn’t cut out for the field, and she surely wouldn’t stand up against the Hollow Walker should she somehow manage to find it on her own.

Nic grabbed his things and headed downstairs where the cab he’d called was waiting. Fortunately, the rental was in his name, so he’d be able to catch up to her quickly. And then, Nic would carry on with his research.

He was closer to a discovery than he’d ever been before, and he wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass him by.







CHAPTER 19



“Our company’s vision has always been to bring safety and security to our world in the wake of a supernatural surge, and today, we stand as a beacon of progress in our industry. By taking on the responsibility of managing and mitigating the impact of these creatures, we have reaffirmed our commitment to the communities we serve.”

Company Memo from Drew Harlowe, Entity CEO




The road to Mercyhill was well-paved, with clear signage and mile markers along the road. About an hour in, however, the pavement began to run out. Fractured concrete turned to gravel, and Alexys’s cell phone lost signal completely. The radio bounced between whatever stations she could find that weren’t full of static until she finally found one that could withstand the winding mountain passes.

The melody of guitars and harmonicas filled the car. The sun had just crested over the mountains and lit the world in brilliant shades of marigold. Giant cedar trees towered overhead, and there wasn’t another car on the road for miles. She felt like she was on an endless concrete serpent cutting through an ocean of greens. Alexys wanted to take in the scenery as much as she could, she’d never been this deep in the Appalachians, and her focus was firmly divided between the winding road and the printed maps. The mountains were a deadly kind of beautiful.

Alexys had been lucky to get the rental car, since the reservation was under Nic’s name. But she explained the mix-up and offered up her sweetest, most Southern smile, and the man happily obliged. Dyre would be furious when he found out. Fortunately, he’d not catch up to her now, and they were fresh out of rentals today.

Mercyhill was the sort of town where there was more gravy than biscuits, more cows than people, and more broken taillights than working stoplights. Alexys wasn’t even sure it fully qualified as a town considering she almost drove right through it, twice, without noticing. There was a gas station with a singular gas pump, a convenience store that more closely resembled a shed, and a church that could probably seat a hundred people if it tried its best.

When Natalie joked about the town having a population of 50 (if that!), she might not have been too far off.

Alexys had to admit that she did feel bad for abandoning Nic. But the idea came to her in the moment, and she reminded herself of how he’d basically led Elliot on the hunt for the Hollow Walker and crashed her trip.

It softened the blow a bit.

A few missed calls and ignored texts later, Alexys was certain he’d be headed back to HQ. He couldn’t very well traverse after her on foot, could he? And now he’d lost too much time. Time, that for Elliot, was far too precious.

Everything she needed was in her backpack. Alexys had a map of Mercyhill, all of the case notes, and far more personal experience with Elliot than Nic could ever hope to have. She didn’t need him. It was probably misguided hubris, but she felt pleasantly optimistic as she pulled into the town’s only convenience store. This whole town had proven to be a total cellular dead zone, so her best bet for finding Elliot was going to be the old-fashioned way: ask everyone and anyone if they’d seen a lanky guy hunting monsters.

A small bell chimed over the door as she walked it, and the smell of wax candles, cigars, and freshly carved wood immediately filled her nose. The shop was a cramped maze of fresh produce and shelves of knick-knacks. The ammo placed next to the milk fridge gave her pause, but not nearly as much as the concerningly large selection of rat poison. By the time she made it to the counter, Alexys had almost forgot what she came for. She felt some strange compulsion to buy some rat poison just to fit in.

The cashier greeted her with a crooked smile surrounded by freckles. His faded nametag read Bo. “Afternoon, ma’am. Can I help ya find anything?”

Alexys returned his smile. “Actually, Bo,” she said, “I was hoping you might help me find a friend of mine.”

His smile faded a bit. “Not too many folk up this way, but I can do my best.”

“His name’s Elliot.” The immediate look of recognition on his face filled Alexys with hope. Thank God I haven’t driven two hours for nothing, she thought. “He was supposed to meet me yesterday, but it turns out he came up this way early. Did you speak to him? Any idea where he might have gone?”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s an easy one.” There was a bit of laughter in his voice. “He was askin’ all kinds of odd questions,” he added. “Asked about any granny witches up the holler.”

Her jaw dropped open at Elliot’s lack of tact, but Alexys immediately shut it. He’d certainly left an impression everywhere he’d been.

Entity didn’t place too much emphasis on secrecy, but they were still supposed to conduct themselves with some level of discretion. The question about granny witches was so out of left field that she couldn’t begin to guess how it connected to the Hollow Walker. The little voice in the back of her mind suggested Nic would have been able to make the connection, but she silenced it.

“I told him the only one we got is Nanny Opal up in Mossen Holler.” Bo shrugged like this was the most normal piece of information to share, and that granny witches were a staple in all Southern towns. “She doesn’t like outsiders very much, but he seemed like an alright sort.”

“How long ago was that?” Alexys pulled out her notepad to jot everything down. She confirmed that Bo was actually talking about Mossen Hollow before writing it down, and she patted herself on the back for beginning to adapt to the local accents. “And can you give me the same directions you gave him?”

“It was just the other mornin’, ma’am. Pure early for someone new to show up, so it really started my day off with a fun story for everyone else that stopped in.” He stepped out from behind the counter and led her through the store. “It’s pure easy to get to Nanny Opal’s place from here.”

He pointed down the road out of town and said, “Alls you do is head down that road there until it turns to dirt, then you take a left up the holler toward Old Man Tom’s trailer. It’s the rusty blue one with the bridge out front. Once you see that, you hang a right up Mossen Holler, and she’s the last house at the end of the road. If you hit the lake, you went too far.”

Alexys was writing down his instructions, but her brows rose higher and higher as he spoke until she finally quit writing altogether and stared at him. How in the hell was she supposed to know Old Man Tom? And that was supposed to be “real easy?”

“Is that exactly what you told Elliot?” she asked.

“Oh sure,” Bo said, clearly not hearing the sharp bite of incredulity in her voice. His smile was light-hearted, his freckled cheeks dimpled. “Those are the best I can give you since there’s no real street signs or fancy things like that up thataway.”

Of course there weren’t.

Silently cursing her luck, Alexys wrote down the rest of his directions and had him double-check that she got everything right. Out of the kindness of his heart, Bo even drew her a map that looked just as confusing as the directions it came with and not nearly as helpful as the ones that had gotten her to Mercyhill. After thanking Bo for his time and buying a few necessities for the trip, Alexys got back into her car and sighed.

If Elliot drove up into the mountains with nothing but his optimism and Bo’s instructions, he was most definitely lost. The guy could barely remember how to email her documents let alone find a witch’s house in the Appalachian wilderness. He probably didn’t even know how to function without his phone GPS.

Not that Alexys was much better. She was already stressed by the promise of following such vague directions to some mountain witch’s home. The trip was beginning to feel like a messed-up retelling of Hansel and Gretel, and she didn’t have nearly enough breadcrumbs.







CHAPTER 20



“Entity offers plenty of benefits to their employees and strives to do their absolute best to care for everyone under their employ. However, the time and research that goes into Entity’s clients is just as important and should not be taken advantage of. Employees are expected to respect the rules, follow the guidelines, and understand the boundaries when they themselves might be both an employee and a client.”

Entity Employee Handbook: HR Edition




Nic had never been one to shy away from conversation when it benefited him. Despite being a very scholarly child, his mother complained endlessly about his lack of fear in approaching strangers. Not because it was dangerous, but because he was embarrassingly blunt and lacking tact. It was a trait that improved somewhat with age but still persisted today. Which was why Nic had no qualms in walking up to complete strangers and asking if they were heading in the direction of Mercyhill.

Once Nic ascertained that Alexys had not only ditched him, but somehow managed to seriously dupe him by stealing his rental car, he didn’t waste a minute trying to hitch a ride. He figured she had a solid hour on him, maybe less, so he needed to act fast.

The statistics for hitchhiking were far from ideal, but Nic liked to think he was smarter than the average traveler. So, when a very large man in overalls with the most impressively long white beard informed him that he was headed up that way, Nic didn’t hesitate in accepting his offer for a ride.

The man didn’t look like a serial killer, but Nic had never met any before, so who could be sure? At minimum, he could outrun the man should the situation call for it. At worst, he died in the pursuit of knowledge which was, honestly, how he’d want to go. Just preferably after he found the Hollow Walker.

And Keane.

Ride arranged, Nic did the only other sensible thing apart from sit back and relax: he called Zach.

“Nic, my love, my light, how I’ve missed you!”

“Hornsby,” he greeted dryly. “Do I need to put you through workplace harassment training?”

Zach laughed. “Excuse me, where do you think I learned all my best lines?”

“You would be an HR nightmare if I didn’t have so much patience for you.”

“Oh, please, they love me up there. Speaking of, how’d Keane take your impromptu arrival?” Nic felt a flicker of irritation, but he swallowed it down.

“Let’s just say she was less than enthused.” Nic tried to modulate his voice.

“She ditched you, didn’t she?”

There was a moment of silence as they both considered this. Zach tried his hardest not to laugh.

“What happened?”

“Keane is a slippery fish, yes,” Nic said, as if that should explain everything. “I’m hot on her heels, in any case. It’s not like she’s going any place other than Mercyhill.”

Zach gasped. “You let her go out there on her own?”

“No, no, didn’t let! And to be clear, I can’t control Alexys Keane any more than a Warden can control a Black Dog.”

“So it went that badly yesterday, huh?”

Nic took a deep breath. “I’m sure my sleeping in her hotel room didn’t fill her with delight.”

“You slept in her hotel room?”

“There was a second bed, crucially, but yes.”

“Did you notice anything? Did she have any—” Zach cut himself off.

“What were you about to say?” Nic asked, bracing himself as the driver took a sharp corner at speed.

“I didn’t mean, er, never mind!”

“Spit it out, Hornsby. What are you hiding?”

“Ugh. I promised her I wouldn’t tell anyone,” Zach protested weakly. “Especially you. I’ve done so good, boss. Don’t make me break my promise.”

Nic closed his eyes and shook his head. He’d always thought Hornsby might have a little crush on Keane, not that she’d roped him into something confidential. And whatever it was, it was big, Nic could tell by Zach’s voice. “Are you breaking company policy by not telling me?”

Zach exhaled.

He had a heart of gold, and Nic knew when he hired Zach that it would be a weakness as much as a strength. If the secret was about anyone else, he would have cut him some slack. But it was about Alexys, and she’d just ditched him, and he felt bitter about it, and even more bitter that Zach knew something about her that he didn’t—for reasons he couldn’t quite comprehend in that particular moment. “You can tell her I threatened you with unemployment.”

“What?” Zach squawked, eyes going wide and almost filling the screen. “You’d fire me?”

“Of course not. You’re my favorite purple-haired researcher.”

Zach scoffed. “I’m your only purple-haired researcher.”

“Regardless, you’re too important to the office ecosystem, but she doesn’t know that.” Nic gestured for him to hurry up. “Now, tell me.”

Zach fidgeted, glancing at the room behind him as if Alexys might materialize at the very idea of him spilling her secret.

He groaned and finally caved. “She has really vivid nightmares that might be premonitions. She thinks they’re being caused by a monster, so she’s got me doing some under-the-table research for her.”

Nic blanched. The connection began to cut in and out, chopping up whatever Zach said next, but Nic barely noticed it. He was too caught up in the realization that Alexys might actually be in more danger than he had originally thought.

Immediate danger.

The list of creatures that created and fed on nightmares wasn’t long, but they were all deadly. Coupled with a trip into a place as wild as West Virginia and as haunted as the Appalachian Mountains, and the list of things trying to kill her easily doubled.

“Zachary.” Nic’s voice was calm, carefully masking the panic he could feel constricting his chest. Panic served no one and was best kept out of any decision-making or conclusion-drawing. “I want you to email me whatever file you’ve created on her case. I want it in my inbox by the time I arrive in Mercyhill. If it’s not, I’ll work out of your office for an entire week.”

The thought of Nic, the embodiment of disorganization, entering his office was enough of a threat to immediately cause Zach to end the call amid plenty of apologies and platitudes.

Nic tapped his phone against his palm, thoughts spinning. The creatures Entity specialized in had a tendency to be drawn to each other. If Alexys went into a monster-infested mountain range with an already unknown creature attached to her, the possibility of a fatal encounter with any of them was almost a guarantee. At best, Entity would send a Reaper after her, making her chance of survival slim to none. Reapers were notorious for having little regard for bystanders, especially when it came to cleaning up a case. At worst, Entity would abandon her to the field, and they’d never see her again.

Firmly reminding himself that panic wouldn’t do him any good, Nic fixed his gaze out the window and prayed Alexys hadn’t made it too far.

If her driving was anything like her work ethic, she strictly obeyed speed limits.

Nic’s phone pinged a moment later, and he pulled up the email with Zach’s file. He was disappointed to see how small it was, but it was understandable given how covert Zach had to be. He doubted Zach could have made much progress no matter how long he’d worked at it without the help of the company’s full Archives, both digital and physical. Nic skimmed through the pages to pick up on the major details and then sat back in his seat.

Her case was an interesting one, there was no denying it. Nic immediately ruled out Kikimoras seeing as the nightmares happened in various places. A Wendigo wasn’t likely because of the varying themes and the lack of the creature’s presence within the dreams. Her insomnia felt like a distraction, like it could have come before the nightmares and was an unrelated symptom that was throwing off Nic’s direction of thinking. The premonitory nature of the nightmares was odd as well. When all of the information was put together, none of it added up. Like a puzzle that was either missing pieces or contained pieces that didn’t belong in the first place.

Nic dropped his head into his hands and groaned.

Leave it to Alexys to have an encounter with an undiscovered and possibly undocumented creature and refuse to go through proper channels to deal with it. It was infuriatingly in character.

Nic didn’t have as much time for research as he would have liked. He tried to call Alexys again, to ask her more about the nightmares and to tell her to stay the hell away from Mercyhill, but the call went straight to voicemail.

No signal.

Without the ability to ask her relevant questions, his hands were tied. Nic didn’t know what region she was in when the nightmares started, he didn’t know if there were any common subjects or themes in the dreams themselves, he didn’t even know how often she had them. Research was stalled until he could ask her himself.

Another reason to find her quickly, Nic thought grimly. If she was still alive and able answer his questions. He groaned.

Nothing was going to ruin his chances of finding the Hollow Walker more than Alexys dying on the job.

The doomsday spiral was less than helpful, but he couldn’t seem to silence the cynical voice in his head. It kept churning out facts about the thousands of people who vanished from the Appalachian trail every year, horrible deaths caused by Haints and Not Deer, and the alarmingly large populations of Black Dogs and Jackalopes.

Nic’s palms wouldn’t stop sweating, and he was pretty sure his heart rate was edging toward tachycardia.

He was about to demand the driver floor it when a non-doomsday-spiral idea finally surfaced. Nic weighed the pros and cons before he relented and pulled out his cell phone.

Nic opened the chat thread and closed it several times before huffing in defeat. He pressed the tiny microphone icon and started recording himself.

“Hey, Lottie.” He paused, realizing that he was leaving a voice note for his ex-girlfriend, and he couldn’t even remember the last time they’d talked.

Charlotte was a close family friend and fellow researcher. They’d spent several years working together at Entity’s London branch. Nic hadn’t seen her in years, not for lack of trying on her part. And his mother’s. But their breakup had been messier than he’d intended, and he wasn’t entirely sure she’d be willing to help him.

Nic awkwardly cleared his throat and pressed on, “I have a favor to ask. I need you to pull any information you have on creatures that create, ingest, or are at all related to nightmares and premonitions. Unofficial channels if you’re able. Sorry to throw this on, but it is quite urgent.”

For a moment, Nic thought about asking how she was doing. Maybe asking after her family—last he heard her brother was living in Switzerland—or how work in London was going. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “Any information you have would be appreciated, regardless of location or cultural influence.”

Nic sent the voice note through and then pocketed his phone.

With a long drive ahead of him, Nic hoped Charlotte would have something to share with him before he arrived.







CHAPTER 21



“Subtlety is key when discussing cases with non-clients. While gathering information is important to a case, it’s wise not to alert the entire town to your investigations as this can impede your work and cause unnecessary complications.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




Alexys got lost no less than three times on the way to Nanny Opal’s house. But for once, she could genuinely blame it on someone else’s directions and not her own poor navigational skills.

For starters, the road didn’t suddenly transition from gravel to dirt. It was more of a gradual change over the course of ten minutes. It took two attempts to find exactly where she was supposed to turn left.

After that, Alexys might as well have been driving blind because there was not a single trailer on the road that could have belonged to an Old Man Tom. Unless it was hidden among the trees or extremely far off the road, it didn’t exist.

Before she could lose her last drop of patience, Alexys passed a girl on an ATV—one that was far too young to have any sort of license—and she pointed her straight to Mossen Hollow.

Wouldn’t you know it, Alexys found the lake right away. Turning around was an absolute pain in the ass and took several attempts due to fallen logs, surprisingly large rocks, and inconveniently placed wildlife. She was stared down by a deer long enough to make her feel self-conscious and a little concerned for her safety.

When she finally pulled up in front of Nanny Opal’s house, Alexys was ready to kiss the ground in front of the porch. The afternoon sun had just slipped behind the mountain peaks, and the air was noticeably cooler as the shade of the trees crept further over the mountains. She was out of snacks and desperate for a bathroom. She was hoping the mountain witch would be kind enough to let her in.

There were two cars parked on the other side of the drive. One was an absolute rust bucket of a truck that looked like it hadn’t moved in at least five years. She thought the other might belong to Elliot. It looked as unprepared for a trip up the mountain as Alexys’s rental did and boasted two stickers on the back bumper which said: “I Swear It’s Medicinal” and “My Grandma Bakes Better Than Yours.” They were enough advertisement for her to be certain it belonged Elliot. She audibly gasped.

She’d found him!

Alexys looked up the hill at Nanny Opal’s house.

She hadn’t really been expecting much, but she was surprised when she saw the quaint mountain dwelling, with its moss-covered roof blending in against the dark cedar trees. Glass bottles hung from the porch roof, a variety of colors that were beautiful in their own right, clinking against each other as they swayed in the wind. The rocking chair on the porch was empty, but a warm glow came from one of the windows behind it.

Alexys marched up to the front door and knocked.

The woman that opened the door was short enough that Alexys had to look down to meet her eyes. She was wrapped in a large, knitted shawl with her white hair piled high on her head. Her wrinkled face was not unkind, but the lines around her eyes and mouth indicated she was quicker to frown than smile. Her eyes were honey brown, and they looked up at Alexys like someone might look at a bug on their ceiling.

“I’m gettin’ right tired of visitors,” the woman, presumably Nanny Opal, snapped. “Be quick or get gone.”

She was about to shut the door when Alexys, not even getting a chance to be quick or to get gone, blurted out, “I’m looking for Elliot.”

Opal narrowed her eyes. “Who?”

“Elliot,” Alexys said again. “Elliot Harman. The cashier at the convenience store said he gave him directions to your house.” She turned to point at the car parked across from her own. “I believe that’s his car there.”

Opal peered out past Alexys at the car and growled something unintelligible under her breath. Stepping out of the way, she beckoned Alexys to follow her into the house. Alexys didn’t hesitate.

They stood in Opal’s living room, a small space dominated by an oversized stone fireplace. Dozens of crystals and memorabilia covered the mantle with various plants hanging to dry beneath them. There was a rustic armchair and matching tattered couch. Opal lowered herself into the armchair, nodding toward the couch, where Alexys promptly sat.

Alexys wanted to look around for any sign of Elliot, but Opal’s critical gaze had her too nervous to look anywhere but at her own shoes. Instead of fidgeting, she pulled out her notepad and pen.

“What do you want with that boy?” Opal asked. Her voice was edged with a harsh inflection that made Alexys shrink into herself slightly.

Either she used to smoke, or Opal hated her.

“He works for me. I was supposed to meet with him yesterday in Charleston, but he left for Mercyhill before I saw him.” Opal’s shrewd expression didn’t waiver. “Um, I’ve tried calling him, but there isn’t any cell service up here.”

“You sent the wrong boy for the job.”

Alexys froze. Opal’s heavy gaze was unwavering and unnerving.

“I … I …” Alexys swallowed. “I didn’t send him—not here. Like I said, we were meant to meet in Charleston.” Alexys was starting to panic.

Opal shook her head. “Poor thing looked greener than spring’s first daisy.” She scoffed, regarding Alexys as if Elliot’s lack of knowledge was somehow her fault. “Where did you say he was from?”

She hadn’t, but Alexys told her, “He’s originally from California.”

Opal waved a hand to dismiss whatever else she was going to say before it could even come out of her mouth.

“The fool didn’t stand a chance.”







CHAPTER 22



“A Warden’s number one enemy is their ego. We aren’t heroes, and we aren’t invincible. Wardens have to respect the creatures we’re facing and know when a job is beyond our abilities.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




Dread settled heavily in Alexys’s stomach.

The past tense of Opal’s words was freaking her out, and the memory of her nightmare from earlier in the week reared its head once more.

“What do you mean?”

“That boy had no idea what he was dealin’ with. These mountains are crawling with monsters, and here comes this young man with no experience or knowledge of heritage. You might as well o’ killed him yourself.” Opal spat into a tin beside her chair and rose to shuffle into her kitchen.

“Sorry, what do you mean by that, Opal?”

She came back with a pitcher of dark liquid. Opal poured herself a cup of whatever it was and offered Alexys some, but she turned it down. Alexys was too sick to her stomach to drink anything.

Sinking back into the armchair, Opal gave a heavy sigh and said, “He heard whistling off in the field last night and decided to investigate. I tried telling him not to go, but he was having none of it. Ran right off into the woods like a hound after a hare.”

Alexys balked.

Elliot not only ran off on an unsanctioned investigation, but he went against the most fundamental rule of Warden training. Even Alexys, a proud HR desk jockey, knew the handbook told Wardens not to chase after strange noises in the woods practically on page one. It should’ve been common sense.

“Is the whistling common around here? Did … did Elliot get to the bottom of it?” She swallowed. Suddenly her mouth was incredibly dry. “A bird, possibly?”

The look Opal gave her told her exactly how stupid the question was, and Alexys bit her tongue to keep from saying something sharp. “Of course not. Nothing whistles in these parts at night ’cept the Holler Walker. Even the frogs are quiet.”

Alexys was going to be sick.

Why, why, why did she ditch Dyre at the hotel?!

His encyclopedic monster knowledge would have proven endlessly helpful in that moment as she tried to understand how frogs were at all relevant to the situation or Elliot’s disappearance. Not to mention the insight he had on the Hollow Walker Elliot was chasing.

“And, you’ve seen this … um … Hollow Walker?”

Opal waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t you be worrying your head about things like that.”

Alexys could feel a panic attack coming on. “I’m not asking for me. I need to know what Elliot went after.”

“Just write down in your fancy little book that he disappeared and go on home.”

“That’s not …” Alexys took a deep breath. “I don’t think you understand the situation.”

Opal raised a skeptical brow.

“I work for Entity, you know? Entity, the company that specializes in monsters.” Alexys leaned forward, propped her elbows on her knees, and tried to hold herself together.

She attempted to channel the jaded, professional air of a more experienced Entity employee.

“I can’t report back that Elliot simply ‘disappeared,’ as you put it. They’ll need to know what’s happened, I … I need to know what happened.” Opal remained silent. “Look, I’ll go out there myself right now if that’s what it takes. But I am not leaving here empty-handed.” Alexys surprised herself then, her voice sharper than she believed herself capable of, in a strange place, in a stranger’s house, with one of her Warden’s MIA.

Opal didn’t flinch. She was resolute as she sipped her tea and considered Alexys’s words. “You’re messin’ with things you can’t even begin t’understand. Old things best left alone,” she warned.

“I have to find him.”

Opal sighed. “The Holler Walker is ancient magic. Sounds funny enough to people that aren’t from around here, but magic got roots in these mountains long before us people did.”

Alexys couldn’t believe this woman. A young man was in mortal peril and here she was, spinning ghost stories. Her critical gaze swept Alexys from head to toe, dark eyes weighing and measuring every inch of her. “What do you know of the Marrow Witch?” Opal asked.

“I’ve never heard of it.” Alexys put her face in her hands.

“Her,” Opal corrected her sharply. “Some call her the first witch, others think she’s the reason people in the hollers can do the things we do. Warding off danger, healing people, and the like. All I know is she’s helped me in a pinch or two, and I’m grateful for it.”

Opal finished her drink and set the glass heavily on the table beside her chair. “She doesn’t take kindly to strangers in her mountains. She’s protective by nature, and she’s spent a long time ensuring her people’s safety.”

“But what does she have to do with Elliot, or the Hollow Walker?” Alexys cried.

“You’re more impatient than a child!” Opal snapped, and the boom of her voice rocked Alexys. “If you don’t want the story, I’ll take my old bones to bed, and you can let yourself out.”

“I just want to find Elliot,” Alexys pleaded. “If I can find him, I can take us both home.”

“You’d be a fool to go after him.”

“I can’t leave him out there. I need to know where he is.”

“It doesn’t matter where he went.” Opal’s tone was matter-of-fact, and that only frustrated Alexys more. As though they were discussing the possibility of rain rather than a man’s life. “He followed after that beast and didn’t make it back by sunrise. He’s lost, child. He’s gone.”

“I refuse to accept that. I have to look for him,” Alexys argued. “My entire career relies on it. A man’s life depends on it.”

Opal finally shrugged. “Suit yourself. More the fool for it, but the choice is yours.” The witch hobbled to the window and pointed a crooked finger out toward the edge of the forest. “Based on where the whistling was coming from, your fella ran off in that direction. I know better than to go looking, so I didn’t see him leave, but that’d be my best guess.”

Across the yellowing field behind her cottage loomed a mountain surrounded by dense trees. The darkness that lurked under those branches should have been warning enough to anyone with sense that evil dwelt there. But to wander there in the middle of the night?

Foolish didn’t feel like a strong enough word.

“You aren’t planning on going out there by yourself, are you, child? Surely that big company of yours can send for some help?” Opal’s voice softened a little. The perfect combination of concern and condescension.

Once again, Alexys thought of Nic. Even without his boundless knowledge, it would’ve been nice to have a companion to go galivanting with off into the woods. But as much as she wanted help, she couldn’t contact anyone at Entity. It would be career suicide, and her father’s legacy would be completely ruined. She’d just have to find Elliot and sort this whole mess out herself, come what may.

Sensing Alexys’s decision, Opal sighed.

“At least stay here for the night. Have some supper, get some sleep. It’ll be gettin’ dark soon, and I’d feel better about the whole thing if you went out at first light. These old bones can’t handle two young people wandering off into the darkness on my watch.”

Southern hospitality knew no bounds, but the offer did catch Alexys off guard. She wasn’t sure she liked Opal, but she knew she was right. She couldn’t go out into those woods now, already covered in shadow, sunlight fading. She’d have to wait it out.

But the thought of leaving Elliot another night on his own nagged at her.

“What’ll it be, darlin’?” Opal drawled.

Alexys knew she wasn’t going to be any good to Elliot dead on her feet and wandering in the dark. Plus, what the witch said made sense, and it would give Alexys time to try to find more information on the Hollow Walker and the Marrow Witch.

“I’ll stay, thank you.” She sighed.

“Smart girl,” Opal said. “But don’t you go chasing any whistling in the night, you hear?”

“I hear you.”

Opal sucked in a ragged breath, her eyes peering out toward the forest. “The nights are long, and these woods are full of monsters.”







CHAPTER 23



“The work conducted by companies such as Entity and others can be seen as beneficial on the surface, but they grew too large too fast, and are running unchecked while the government tries to adapt laws to fit our new environment. In my opinion, philanthropy is a stretch.”

Frontline News interview with Christopher Cline (Cryptozoology Expert)




Nic was having a very bad day.

Excluding the fact that Alexys had abandoned him, he really expected things to go better than they were. Finding a ride to Mercyhill with Old Tom had been simple enough; he’d had a chance to review Zach’s file on Alexys, and there were no signs of any traffic.

His luck died there.

Rest In Peace.

Tom liked to talk. And as soon as Nic put his phone away and the music cut out, Tom got to talking. And talking. And talking some more. They’d barely been at it for half an hour before Nic learned everything there was to know about Tom’s chickens, his sister Barb, his Mamaw’s new canning cellar (which Tom had built himself, thank you), and the new parking lot down at the local Dollar General.

Nic had come to the conclusion long ago that he much preferred books and research to socializing, but he found himself too indebted to deny Tom the satisfaction of talking. And listening. And listening some more. And before Nic knew it, he’d happily granted Tom’s request to visit Barb.

No, not Barb his sick sister which was who Nic thought Tom wanted to visit. Barb his girlfriend—except Barb thinks she’s too old to be anyone’s girlfriend, so she is Tom’s lady friend.

The second mistake was deciding to stay in the car while Tom checked on Barb ‘real quick.’ There was nothing quick about it. When the 30-minute mark hit, Nic climbed out of the rusty pick-up truck of questionable integrity and up the steep path to Barb’s trailer.

“Hello? Tom?” He peeked his head inside the front door and was immediately greeted by the cacophonous barking of three dogs. Nic took two quick steps back and let the screen door slam shut, effectively blocking the little anklebiters from getting to him.

“I’m coming!” Tom called from inside the house. There was a commotion as he shouted at the dogs, the dogs barked back, Barb yelled at all four of them, and then Tom stepped out of the trailer. He grinned down at Nic, his thick beard obscuring his mouth so the only indicator of the expression was a flash of teeth and the crinkling of his eyes. “Barb says hi.”

Nic leaned around Tom’s towering frame to peek skeptically through the screen door. He waved at the silhouette he assumed was Barb. “Hi there.”

“I promised Barb I’d help put a gate on her porch, if that’s alright with you.” Tom looked hopefully at Nic, hammer already in hand.

Nic let out a sigh. The urgency to catch up with Alexys was weighing on him—he never should have allowed her to get away so easily. But he was also beholden to Tom, his truck, and his generosity. He checked his watch. Realistically, how far could Alexys get on her own? She was reckless, sure, but she wasn’t stupid.

“Real quick,” Tom said, a sheepish grin on his face.

‘Real quick’ was a phrase Nic suspected was actually shorthand for ‘not so quick’.

The porch gate took an hour to install because the stair railings weren’t the right distance apart. And then one of them wasn’t level (or plumb, Nic couldn’t remember the difference). Tom then took another half-hour to actually say goodbye to Barb while Nic grumpily ate a sandwich in the truck. He got access to Barb’s Wi-Fi and alternated between trying to call Alexys and reading through emails. He’d put his out-of-office on—ill, was the excuse he used. But he’d worry about all of that later.

By the time they hit the road again, the midday sun was arcing overhead, and Nic’s waning patience set his teeth to grinding.

The road wound around the base of the mountains, and he tried to force himself to appreciate the surroundings. He’d never seen the Appalachian’s before, and he had to admit, they were as breathtaking as they were unforgiving.

“You spend much time in the mountains?” Nic asked.

Tom gave him a sideways glance. “Plenty, but best keep your wits about ya, what, with all the Haints and witches and other such creatures.”

“Then I assume you’re familiar with the Hollow Walker?”

Tom grimaced. “Course I am! Horrifying creature, sent from Hell, I’d bet.”

“You’ve seen it?” Nic exclaimed, incredulously.

Tom laughed. “You think I’d be sitting here if I’d done? Nah, never seen it myself, but it’s out there alright, no doubt about it.” Nic felt a chill run down his back. The casualness with which Tom spoke about the creature was alarming. “But that’s just one of the things that makes this neck of the woods interestin’ to you lot, isn’t it?” Tom had him there.

Nic listened as Tom told him all about the local folklore, most of which he was already familiar with, but Tom also possessed a vast knowledge of the flora and fauna. Tom himself, as it turned out, was a very philanthropic man. His family had lived in Mercyhill for seven generations (from what he could remember and if his grandpa was to be believed), and he loved the town with his whole, bleeding heart. He was all too eager to tell Nic about how he’d joined the volunteer fire department they’d just put together a few months back and to show off his fancy new walkie-talkie.

Tom fiddled with it and after a few seconds it sputtered to life.

“Pretty handy, huh?”

Nic couldn’t even understand a good 90 percent of what was being said given the radio static and thick, mountain accents. From what he could understand, Mercyhill’s volunteer fire department was 50 percent social and 50 percent town updates. Nic was pleased to discover the night’s special at the diner came highly endorsed by Tom. If Nic could wrangle Alexys and Elliot, he’d be very happy to treat them all to dinner and forget this whole thing ever happened. He’d send them both on their merry little way and conduct the research he was itching to get to.

Easy.

With just over an hour left in the drive, Nic was feeling surprisingly optimistic when they came around a wide bend.

Tom slammed on the breaks.

Up ahead, blocking the road in both directions, was a fallen tree.

“Darn it shoot,” Tom said, killing the engine. He reached for the walk-talkie and stepped out of the truck. “This might set us back, I’m ’fraid.” Tom radioed out over the walkie-talkie about the tree. Nic immediately started assessing the situation. First, there was the removal of the tree, directing traffic, clearing the debris.

“Tom,” Nic called. “I really need to get into town. I’m supposed to meet my friend.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, young man.” Tom hooked his thumbs in the straps of his overalls and ambled back to the truck. “If I don’t get this tree up and out of the way, the fire chief will cuss me out more times than you can shake a stick.”

Nic blinked. Then blinked again. “That doesn’t sound like a positive work environment.”

Tom smiled warm and wide. “Well, I’m pure positive it keeps me working.”

“Right.” Nic ran a hand over his face and groaned quietly into his palm. He inhaled a deep breath and asked, “How far is it to walk to Mercyhill myself?”

Tom’s answer was lost within a belly-shaking laugh and molasses accent. He shook his head at Nic before walking back to the fallen tree.

Nic settled low in his seat. He was stranded, had no way of knowing where in town Alexys would be, and walking clearly wasn’t an option.

As the afternoon sun began to dip behind the mountains and the air blowing through the hollows began to cool, Nic took a long, deep breath.







CHAPTER 24



“My mother told me to call upon the angel, but I am afraid of Her. She took my mother from me. She performed a miracle that sounded like witchcraft. If the Pale Man comes back, I will pray to Her for help. Only in that darkest hour of need will I allow Her to save us once more. But I fear I will not be able to pay the same price my mother did. She was far more selfless than I.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1594 Entry by Mercy Fairchild




The sun had barely risen over the horizon when Opal joined Alexys in the kitchen, a small pouch clutched in her hands.

“Morning, child,” she said, regarding Alexys with stoic skepticism. Alexys held a cup of coffee fiercely in her hands. Opal shuffled up to the table and upended the pouch, scattering its contents across the scuffed wooden surface. “Would you like a readin’ before you run off?”

Alexys looked at the table and asked, “A reading?”

Opal’s smile was far from comforting. “If you’re headed off to your death, you might as well ask what your journey will look like.” Her coffee cup was still half full, so Alexys didn’t have nearly enough energy to muster an argument. Plus, she had just allowed her to spend the night. Alexys sighed.

Let the witch believe what she wanted, imminent death or otherwise. Leaning forward to take a closer look at the items Opal had spread out, Alexys’s jaw dropped.

She went to a palm reader once at a Renaissance festival when she was young. Smoggy tent drowned in patchouli, layers of mystic clothing, and all. It was fascinating until Alexys realized how vague the information was, how easily it could be applied to anyone. Cards and crystal balls held little appeal when you knew the truth behind the curtains.

But this was something else. These weren’t cards.

They were bones.

The hairs on the back of Alexys’s neck stood on end when she looked at them, pale slivers about an inch or two long, carved with strange symbols. She’d never seen anything like it before.

Her eyes slid to Opal.

The witch grinned wider, as if she took delight in Alexys’s horror. “Don’t worry,” she said, “they’re clean enough.”

“Cleanliness isn’t what I’m worried about.”

Opal picked up one of the bones and inspected it. “I didn’t kill nobody, if that’s your fear. I come by my finger bones honest.”

What a claim that was. Alexys didn’t even want to consider the implications of them being finger bones, and she certainly didn’t want to entertain the ways in which a person could come by them dishonestly. But the way Opal regarded her gave Alexys the impression that she was more than capable of it.

Rather than dwell on such odious thoughts, she gestured toward the small pile of phalanges. “Can’t hurt, I guess. Go ahead and ask the bones how I’ll die.”

“Oh, you should never ask the bones questions like that. They’re terrible liars. We’ll just ask what the future holds.” Opal gathered the bones between her wrinkled hands and brought them to her lips. The words she whispered were too faint for Alexys to hear, but she was certain they weren’t spoken in English. Opal placed the bones back in their bag, gave it a shake, drew out three, and placed them on the table.

Despite her disbelief, Alexys found herself leaning forward for a closer look.

“This first one here.” Opal pointed to a bone more bleached than the rest. The symbol scratched on the side was four parallel, slanted lines bisected by a single, longer line which ran the length of the bone. “This is straif, an indicator of great change. It’s tied to the Blackthorn tree and the Dark Mother.”

Alexys hadn’t heard of a Dark Mother before, but Opal said the name with great reverence. Alexys clutched her coffee mug a little tighter. Her voice dropped to a whisper, and she asked, “Is it bad change?”

Opal hummed and ran a fingernail along the straif marked bone. “Not necessarily, but the Dark Mother isn’t one to frivolously meddle. Not with us.” Her fingers caressed the next bone and traced the symbol there. It was almost identical to the previous one, but there were five parallel lines rather than four.

“Ruis,” she murmured. “The Elder tree. Transition from one phase of life to another.” She looked up at Alexys with a contemplative expression. “You’re entering life’s winter. Best hope spring is around the next corner.”

Alexys’s knee began to bounce beneath the table. Change was nothing new. Everyone’s lives held change, and winter might not be such a bad thing. Christmas happened during winter. And snow. And hot chocolate.

The third bone was a yellowy white, an off-shade of ivory. It appeared blank and much more worn than the others. She was afraid it might snap in half or crumble to dust if one of them picked it up. Opal used a fingertip to roll the bone over until the symbol beneath was displayed: another five lines bisected by a longer line, but these ran straight across the bone unlike the slanted lines of the other two.

Opal tsked, and Alexys’s heart dropped.

“Iodhadh,” the witch said with a furrowed brow. “The Yew tree.” She set the three bones side by side on the table, and the silence nearly suffocated Alexys as she waited. Opal pointed to each bone in turn as she said, “A great change, transition from one stage of life to the next.” She pointed to the third bone. “And death.”

Alexys’s gaze jerked up from the bones to Opal’s weathered face. “Death?”

“Similar to the tarot card, yes.”

She didn’t know nearly enough about tarot cards to understand the significance of such a thing. “I guess I’m going to die after all.” Alexys tried to make light of it, but it came out strained.

Opal swiped the bones off the table and back into their bag. “Young people know nothing about the old ways anymore.” She set the bag down and folded her arms on the table. “Not death in the literal sense, child, not for you at least. Although, someone else might pass on and lead to all that change the bones speak of.”

“That might be worse.” Alexys rubbed a hand against her forehead. “So let me get this straight. Someone is going to die, and that’s going to bring about a great change in my life?”

Opal shrugged. “Could be.”

“Helpful.” Of course, Alexys immediately thought of Elliot and the nightmare. Trouble was, it foretold of both Elliot’s death and Alexys’s. The lettering on the mirror was inescapable in her mind. She shuddered.

“It is what you make it, child.” Opal snatched her bag of bones and rose to her feet. “You best stay vigilant out there, you hear?” She disappeared into the back of the house and Alexys stared down at her now cold coffee.

The witch’s words distilled in Alexys’s mind. She placed very little stock in divination but still felt apprehensive. Was her life on the precipice of big change? She wasn’t the biggest fan of change to begin with, and the odds of only getting symbols of change from that whole collection of bones was probably slim. Unless, of course, the witch had lied.

Alexys sat up straighter.

Of course Opal had lied. It was all for show!

Alexys was an idiot for allowing her to get the better of her. Divination through chicken scratch on fake bones? Opal even told Alexys herself that the bones lied. The symbols on them could’ve meant anything, and Alexys wouldn’t have known better. Opal could’ve conned her like a fortune teller at a festival. Alexys specifically told the witch that she was looking for a lost employee in the woods, and then she’d magically predicted his death. The coincidence was glaring and ridiculous.

Placing her cup in the sink, Alexys left the kitchen to gather her things. She refused to let Opal play her for a fool, and she couldn’t afford to lose any daylight.







CHAPTER 25



“A Granny Witch isn’t technically within our classification list. However, it is important to know of any that might be living within your Quadrant. They could be useful in a pinch or cause more than a few headaches if you aren’t careful.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




Journeying into the woods made Alexys feel a bit like an adventurer, with her pack slung over her back and her inner child eager to explore. Surrounded by the woods, the cacophony of noise was completely overwhelming. There were birds calling from all directions, and cicadas screaming from every tree and bush. She took in a deep breath to fill her lungs with fresh air, the smell of cool earth beautifully pure. With the dark mountain obscured from view, she was able to enjoy the peace of untouched nature before the heat of the day set in.

There was no clear path to take, so Alexys had tried to walk in a straight line from Opal’s house through the tree line, before pulling up the compass app on her phone. Not that Alexys really knew how to use a compass, but it seemed like a good place to start. In any case, she could just flip it around and find her way right back. And with any luck, Elliot hadn’t wandered off too far, and she would be able to not only locate him, but also drag him back to civilization before the sun set.

Alexys had been at it for several hours, stopping every now and then to call Elliot’s name, keeping a steady eye on the compass. The wind changed and she stopped, noticing her shoelaces were untied. When she stood upright, a shiver traced its way down her arms. She pivoted in a slow circle, taking in her surroundings. There was nothing around her that looked remotely dangerous, but she couldn’t shake the overwhelming sense of being watched. The sudden silence around her made her heartbeat thump loud in her ears. Alexys didn’t feel like she was on an adventure anymore. In fact, she was …

Wait.

The woods were silent.

Her stomach dropped into her shoes. The sound of the cicadas, the birds, even the wind in the trees had stopped. It was as if the universe was placed on mute.

Then something. Almost inaudible at first. Alexys craned her neck. Through the absence of sound came a haunting whistle. It echoed off the mountains, as if emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once. It was a low-pitched moaning sound, unlike any she’d heard before. It made her skin crawl.

Alexys was able to put the pieces together pretty quickly that it must have been the same sound Elliot followed. The one allegedly made by the Hollow Walker. She swallowed. Judging by the sound, whatever was making it was far off in the distance. She had nothing to worry about.

Right?

The whistle faded as quickly as it came, but the silence remained. Nothing, it seemed, was brave enough to disturb the oppressive silence of the Hollow Walker.

A stick snapped behind her, and Alexys spun on her heels.

Silas Lockwood stepped out of the trees, a sly grin stretched across his face.

Her mouth fell open, and a strangled scream followed. In any other situation, she would’ve been relieved to see another person (instead of a monster), but she wasn’t. The eerie aura Silas emitted that first day they met was razor-sharp, and worse still, they were entirely alone in the middle of the woods.

“You!” Alexys gasped. “What the hell are you doing here?” Her words came out far braver than she felt.

“Me? Oh I’m just out for a walk,” Silas drawled. His gray suit was replaced with an equally gray, probably equally expensive, vest over a white dress shirt and gray pants. He was grossly overdressed for a walk in the woods, but she was sure he was well aware of that fact.

“Are you following me?” Alexys spat, vitriol oozing from every pore. Their run-ins at the bed and breakfast could be chalked up to coincidence, but this? She wasn’t that stupid. The hotel was at least two hours away, and Opal’s house was virtually impossible to find. The chances of him winding up in that precise part of the woods at that precise time? Statistically impossible.

Silas shrugged, a casual motion of his shoulders, as if she hadn’t just accused him of being a stalker. “You know, you are one very interesting person, Alexys Keane.”

Alexys bristled. “What do you want, why were you at the hotel?”

“I am familiar with your very fascinating line of work, that’s all.” He pressed a hand to his chest as if it truly was a compliment, but his smile was mocking. Like he was aware of an inside joke she was missing.

His interest in Entity didn’t surprise her. There was definitely a type, and he fit the bill. But she’d never had anyone stop her on the street, or follow her home. Or worse, into the middle of nowhere where no one could hear her scream.

“What do you want?” Alexys asked again, her fear showing through as anger. “I don’t have time for games.”

“Indeed not.” He stopped his pacing and turned to face her, his expression surprisingly serious. “Unfortunately for you, you don’t have much time at all.” There was a dark undercurrent to his casual humor that screamed dangerous.

Fear seized her heart and twisted. There was no way he could know about Elliot. He was just toying with her.

But why?

She regarded him, the strange glint in his eye. The whole thing had to be an act.

“Again, why are you here?” Alexys wondered if there was anything she could use to hurl at him.

Silas sighed. “Because I need you to do your job.” He took a step toward her, and Alexys pushed further back against the tree. “I need you to be successful, Alexys. It’ll work in both of our favors if you are.”

“Sorry, you …” She tried to understand what he was talking about. It sounded like the ramblings of a crazed man, but there was too much intelligence in his eyes, too much cunning. “You want me to find … Elliot?”

“Indeed. I want you to do whatever it takes to find him.” Silas stepped back, much to her relief, and took a moment to straighten the sleeves of his shirt.

“Do you know him?” Alexys asked before she could stop herself.

Silas ignored her. “I believe you are capable of making the hard decisions and doing whatever it takes to achieve your goals. I also know you wouldn’t let a Warden die in the field under your watch.” He grinned. “Prove me right.”

Alexys didn’t know how to respond. The whole situation was too bizarre. In the end, she simply nodded, in part to appease him and to end the conversation.

“Of course I want to find Elliot.” Her voice was merely a whisper.

“Excellent.” Silas flashed another grin. Alexys thought his mouth looked full of far too many teeth. His brown eyes glittered with amusement. “Best hop to it then, Miss Keane. Places to be, people to rescue, and all that.”

Silas turned away from her, and Alexys took her opportunity to flee. She slipped around the tree behind her and broke out into a sprint, not daring a single glance back.







CHAPTER 26



“Despite the most recent headlines, Entity is not in the business of ghostbusting. We are a largely research-based company that strives to protect humanity from the ever-growing population of, for lack of a better word, monsters that have started appearing over the last few decades.”

Frontline News interview with Drew Harlowe (Entity CEO)




When Alexys was certain she wasn’t being followed, she slowed her pace, not quite running from Silas but not stopping either. She walked for several hours, unsure of where she was going and even less sure she would find Elliot. Her leg muscles protested the endless cardio, and with a quick look around to be sure she was alone, she sat on the ground and put her head between her knees.

Wheezing words out between heavy breaths, she gasped, “What is going on? Where are you, Elliot?”

“Are ya lost?”

Her head snapped up, and once the world stopped spinning, she was relieved not to see Silas, but a young boy, standing a short distance away.

He was leaned up against a tree, a stick hanging from his hand, lazily tapping the ground in front of him. His overalls were a dusty denim that must have been handed down through several generations before they reached him. His feet were bare and covered in thick mud. There was a scrape on his chin that was clearly fresh, but it didn’t keep him from smiling at her. He was a total mess, but much to Alexys’s delight, he appeared absolutely harmless.

“I might be a little lost,” Alexys finally admitted, pushing herself back up to her feet. “You’re not lost too, are you?”

The boy laughed. He couldn’t have been older than eight or nine.

“Naw, I’m never lost in these woods.” His accent was thicker than any she’d heard so far. He waved his stick, like a king gesturing to his kingdom and proclaimed, “Been playin’ here every day since I could walk.”

Alexys perked up a bit at that, but she was still breathing a bit too heavily to feel very hopeful. “Have you seen anyone else out here? I’m looking for someone, he’s older than you, likely wearing the same backpack?” Alexys turned sideways to show him. The boy didn’t show much interest.

“What’s your name?” he asked instead, as if he hadn’t even heard her question. His attention drifted to a rock a few feet away from her. “Mine’s Waylan.”

She exhaled. “Hi, Waylan,” she said, taking a step toward him. “I’m Alexys.”

Waylan flashed her a bright smile, but he turned right back to the rock. It was too big for him to pick up, about the size of a bicycle tire, but that didn’t prevent him from pulling on it with all his might. After watching him struggle for a few moments, she offered to help.

Alexys ended up holding up one side of the rock while Waylan dug underneath it with his stick.

“Waylan, what are you looking for?”

He looked up at her like that was the silliest question he’d ever been asked and, with a matter-of-fact tone, said, “Roly poly, ’course!”

She frowned down at the ground and tried to see what he was talking about. “A what?”

“A roly poly.” His sigh was full of frustration, and he shoved a closed fist up toward her face. She barely had time to rear back as he nearly knocked her nose. Opening his fingers, he held up a palm full of pill bugs.

“Ah.” Alexys grimaced and gently pushed his hand away from her face. “Interesting.”

Waylan stared down at the bugs in his hand and muttered, “I wish I was a roly poly.”

Thinking to herself that she did as well, the urgency of her situation settled over her. Alexys was supposed to be looking for her lost (read: potentially dead) employee. Instead, she was playing with a wayward mountain urchin and his pill bugs. Her ability to get distracted was genuinely astounding. And lest she forget the suit-wearing psychopath who had followed her into the woods.

With the most elegant of segues, Alexys said, “My friend kind of looks like a roly poly.” It was impossibly desperate, but it worked.

Pill bugs quickly forgotten, Waylan sidestepped the rock and stood toe-to-toe with her. He tipped his head with a look of excitement on his dirt-smudged face. “Does he really?”

“Sure does.” Another apology owed to Elliot, but it got the conversation moving in the right direction. Alexys dropped the rock back in its spot in the dirt and brushed the dirt off her hands onto her jeans. “Have you seen him? We were playing hide-and-seek, and I think he got lost.”

The look of genuine worry that creased his brow was the cutest thing she’d ever seen. But he just shook his head.

“I don’t think I’ve seen him, but I only play around here. Mama always tells me to stay close to home so I can make it home for supper. Says I’m a growin’ boy, can’t miss my supper.”

“She’s right. That’s a good rule to have.”

“You could come back with me if ya want?” Alexys was reluctant to immediately agree, but she could ask the boy’s mother about Elliot, or even use a landline if they had one to call Nic or someone at the office.

“Are you sure your mom won’t mind?”

He shook his head emphatically, a wide grin spreading across his face. “Nah, Mama loves visitors. Gets ’em all the time!” Waylan took off through the trees, not looking back even once to see if she followed.

Alexys hesitated, like any person with common sense would. She looked back over her shoulder in the direction she thought Opal’s house might be and frowned. The odds of finding her way back weren’t great to begin with, and the thought of spending a night alone in those woods, in the dark, was not what Alexys had in mind when she first heard about the in-field evaluations.

“Come on!” Waylan’s voice echoed through the woods, and she could barely make out his silhouette through the dense kudzu crawling over the trees.

Her stomach growled, so Alexys gave in and set off after the barefoot boy.

She immediately wished she hadn’t.

Waylan led her through bushes and brambles for what had to have been hours. Their path meandered this way and that, every so often merging with a deer trail that was blessedly gentler on her poor office-accustomed feet.

“Close by, my ass. This is so how I get murdered.” Alexys ducked under another low-hanging tree branch and tried to keep her eyes on Waylan as she struggled through thick underbrush. “Natalie is going to kill me for this. I’m going to die in these woods, and then she’s going to resurrect me just to kill me herself. Dyre is going to give my eulogy, and he’s going to say I told her so at least twelve times.”

“Are you coming or what?” Waylan was standing on a fallen log and looking every bit the part of an Appalachian Peter Pan.

Alexys didn’t want to take her frustration out on him, but the sweat trickling down her back and sticking her hair to her neck was wearing her patience extremely thin. She shouted back, “I’m not used to hiking like this!”

“Hiking?” He hopped off the log and jogged up to stand beside her. Shoving his hands into the pockets of his overalls, he said, “This isn’t even close to the hiking I do with my Papaw. Say, where are you from?”

“Nowhere you would know.” The words slipped out before she thought them through, and Alexys winced at the bite behind them.

Waylan, bless him, looked blissfully unaware of her jab.

“I’m from Georgia,” she amended, “but I’ve lived in a big city for a long time.”

Waylan waited for her to catch up and patted her on the arm, his expression full of concern.

“That sounds awful.” Before she could argue the merits of living in a city, he turned and bounded off into the trees.

“Like a damn baby deer,” Alexys muttered to herself. “Must be nice.”

They hiked—or in Waylan’s case, effortlessly dashed—through the woods until the sun began to dip between the treetops. The world around them was bathed in a beautiful display of green and gold that she was sure couldn’t be seen anywhere else. A cold breeze picked up, and the sound of crickets began their pre-dusk chorus. At several points, Alexys considered turning back, but her chances of finding her way back grew less likely the farther they walked, and her only hope of getting back looked like it might rest in the hands of this strange boy’s family. Finally, when she was beginning to think her legs would give out from under her, they arrived at Waylan’s house.

Any hope Alexys had of a warm meal or welcome vanished.

The house, if you could even call it that, was derelict. Pieces of wood, tin roofing, and other debris littered the ground around the skeletal remains of the structure. The stairs that once led up to the front porch had caved in. If she were to hazard a guess, the house had been empty for a very, very long time.

Alexys turned to ask Waylan where they were, but the boy was no longer standing beside her. Her gaze swept the trees looking for his dusty overalls and blond curls, but she saw no trace of him.

“Waylan?” Alexys spun a full circle. Fear took hold of her heart in a vice-grip.

“Waylan,” she called again. “This isn’t funny!”

Only the singing crickets and screaming cicadas replied.

Her breathing kicked up, and a rushing sound began to fill her ears. She had followed him for hours, hours, and now she didn’t know where she was. Alexys reached into her pocket. She held the phone up and out, watching as the compass spun round and round.

“Oh, no,” Alexys moaned. The odds of her being able to find her way back to Opal’s were zero, and God only knew what might be stalking her in those woods. Alexys pressed her hands against the sides of her head and squatted low to the ground. “Oh God. Oh God, oh God, nonono. I’m such an idiot! Waylan!” Alexys cried. “Elliot!”

Whether Waylan was hiding or had abandoned her altogether hardly mattered. The sun was setting, and she would have to spend the night out there. No tent, no sleeping bag, no way of keeping warm or camping out for the night. She was so woefully unprepared for the trip it was almost laughable. Nic had been right. She was useless in the field, and rather than find Elliot, she had managed to put herself in just as much danger. How stupid she’d been to think she didn’t need Nic.

Alexys squeezed her eyes shut and tried to slow her now frantic breathing. Her heartbeat thundered against her chest, and the world around her tilted.

“Miss Alexys?”

Her head snapped up, and she saw Waylan standing before her.

He looked uncertain as he shifted from foot to foot, the image of a child that knew he was about to get chastised but almost believed he deserved it. He smiled apologetically and held a hand out to help her up. “Sorry ’bout that. I tend to wander off sometimes. Mama hates it when I do that.”

“Waylan … But …” Alexys accepted his hand and her voice trailed off. Had she been crying? She couldn’t be mad at him, she was too relieved to see him. And besides, he was only a child.

“Don’t worry, I’m not upset.” She smiled at him and hoped her panic didn’t show on her face. “But are you sure that’s your house?”

“The house?” Waylan looked past her toward the dilapidated structure, and his smile vanished. A look of confused horror came over his freckled face. “What?”

He stepped past her to stand before the ruined steps of the porch and stared. He looked so small, so helpless.

Alexys frowned. “Waylan? Is everything alright?”

He stood quietly for several moments before she realized he was muttering to himself. She stepped closer.

“Uh, Waylan? You okay?”

“Mama said to get home before dark. I shoulda come home. I was out too late. I shoulda made it home for dinner.” He took another hesitant step toward the house. “Mama?”

The soft question, and the plaintive tone of his voice, nearly shattered her heart. Surely that house wasn’t his. It’d been abandoned for years.

As Alexys watched, right before her very eyes, Waylan began to flicker.

It was like a video game glitch, or the way a hologram image tends to stutter in a movie. Waylan was still there, but there were moments where he vanished from view, and others where he was nearly transparent, the house and the trees beyond visible through his form.

Oh. No.

Alexys took a step back.

“Waylan.” She needed to get out of there. “I think I better get going.”

“I was too late,” he said, voice rising in volume. His misery was palpable. “I shoulda been home before dark like Mama said!”

He continued to flicker, fading in and out of view with increasing speed as she backed away another step. The darkness of the setting sun crept in around them, the shadowed fingers of trees reaching out toward the little boy. A half-formed thing, neither here nor gone but trapped between two places.

Alexys squeezed the straps of her backpack between trembling fingers, her legs poised to run. She had never seen a Haint in person, but she’d heard enough stories to know that Waylan was no ordinary boy, oh no. And she was a fool for following him into those woods.

Waylan let out a tortured howl before his form disappeared, and Alexys ran.







CHAPTER 27



“Entity discredits ghosts as non-issues and wants to distance themselves from that brand of ‘paranormal,’ but I’ve seen what ghosts can do. There’s no way to get rid of them, either. The best we can do is protect ourselves and pray we’re able to ward off the worst of them.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




Alexys ran for her life.

Cold wind whipped across her face, and her breaths rushed painfully from her lungs. She tripped and staggered over brambles and bushes and fallen trees. Vines of kudzu and low-hanging branches, nearly invisible in the darkening sky, caught her face as she ran past. She didn’t dare look back.

The sound of her feet crashing through the leaves echoed around her, and it was joined by her heartbeat reverberating in her ears. Alexys didn’t know if Waylan (or anything else) was following her, but she didn’t want to find out.

She cut around a giant cedar tree and begged her legs to go faster. Her calves ached, her lungs burned with each frantic breath, but she pushed on, driven by a desperation to put as much distance between herself and the ghost of Waylan’s house.

The sound behind her. Like soft footsteps.

No, no, no!

The steps grew closer.

Alexys chanced a look back, despite every instinct inside her screaming not to, and screamed.

White eyes chased her through the dark. The shape of a boy made of shadow and moonlight seared itself into her mind and sent terror clawing through her.

Her foot caught, and she fell. Pain lanced through her ankle, and the palms of her hands burned as she landed hard on her hands and knees. She tasted blood on her lip.

She didn’t have time for pain. She pushed herself to her feet and kept running.

Crying, mournfully dark and twisted, echoed through the trees behind her. She could hear him calling for his mama, blaming her for being late.

Sobs choked past the tightness in her chest. She was about to die alone where no one would ever find her body.

If a body was left.

Tears blurred her vision, and Alexys was so blinded she nearly ran right past a silhouette standing among the trees. She hardly registered the cold eyes of Silas Lockwood as she dashed past him, but when the shape moved and she saw him, she skidded to a stop. Whether or not he could handle whatever Waylan had become mattered little. She was more than willing to sacrifice Silas to the Haint if it meant she got to live.

“Please!” Alexys panted, pointing toward the uncanny light that moved through the trees toward them. Alexys pressed herself against a tree, shaking with fear.

“Oh my, what have you gotten yourself into, Miss Keane?” Silas tucked his hands into his pockets. There was no sense of fear, nothing to indicate he was at all frightened of the Haint that rapidly approached them. He radiated deadly confidence, and Alexys realized she ought to fear him far more than some wayward ghost.

An awful sound split the evening. A horrible combination of a scream and a roar that sounded more demonic than anything she’d ever heard before. It was a sound that shouldn’t have been able to come from the lungs of a boy.

Alexys forced her eyes shut and started praying. She didn’t know what she was praying for, but she prayed for anything that might save her from the godforsaken situation she’d landed herself in.

The roaring stopped, but Alexys didn’t move. Her ears rang from the sound as it finished echoing through the mountain.

“You can come out now,” Silas said dryly.

Her hesitation lasted long enough that she could hear Silas laugh softly. Alexys pried one eye open, then the other. Suspicion prickled her senses. Silas and Waylan stood on either side of a stream, watching her.

“What’s going on?” She had to keep hold of the tree to stop herself from shaking. Her thigh muscles trembled, and her twisted ankle ached.

Silas gave her a look. “Did you know Haints can’t cross running water, or was that luck?”

Alexys looked down at the stream she had indeed crossed and suddenly noticed the soggy state of her shoes. She may have heard that Haints couldn’t cross running water, but she hadn’t even noticed that she’d crossed it. Her focus was a bit too fixed on trying not to die.

“Yes,” she lied. “That’s why I crossed it.”

“How resourceful of you.” Silas’s smile was mocking. “What’s next, then?”

Alexys looked at Waylan. He lingered on the other side of the stream. There were twigs and leaves caught in his riot of curls, and his overalls had fresh mud splattered across the cuffed hems. But his eyes, which had been so earnest and blue, were two white lights in the night.

Alexys weighed her options. They were few, and none of them filled her with very much confidence. Her only real option was to try to find her way back to Opal’s house and hope it was on the non-haunted side of the forest.

She turned to Silas to say as much, but he was no longer paying attention to her. His gaze was fixed on the spectral boy across the water.

“Waylan.” His tone was stern, that of a parent scolding a child. “Best be gettin’ on home now. Your Mama’s probably worried sick about you.”

Waylan tilted his head at the first sound of Silas’s voice. He looked so lost standing alone on the bank with his muddy overalls and tear-stained face.

“Mama?” His sweet, boyish voice returned, and the flickering of his body began to slow. His luminescent eyes were fixed on Alexys.

“Yes, your Mama.” Silas took a step forward, blocking her from Waylan’s view. “Run along home now. It’s getting real dark.”

Easy as that, Waylan left. Just turned around and vanished into the woods, taking his glowing white eyes and desperation along with him.

The erratic rhythm of Alexys’s heart finally started to slow.

“I thought Haints were just house-dwelling spirits,” she said. “Shaking furniture, knocking over glasses, that sort of thing. He seemed so normal, felt normal—I touched him.” The mocking lift of Silas’s brow made her swiftly lose confidence. “I didn’t know they could be corporeal.”

“In fact, they can.” Silas sounded like a professor trying to patiently give one of his students a remedial lecture that was so eerily reminiscent of Nic but far less enjoyable. “Ghosts, spirits, Haints, it’s all rather circumstantial. It’s not uncommon for them to find their way into homes, especially if that house is located on the land they used to live on. However, some can get trapped within a much larger space.”

He nodded his head in the direction Waylan had fled.

Alexys looked around them at the seemingly empty and eerily quiet forest. “Waylan is trapped here?”

“In a sense.” His smirk was a cold thing that sent chills skittering across her skin. “When poor Waylan was alive, he used to play in the woods near his house. He was always warned to come back before dark lest he get lost and never make it home.” Silas exhaled. “When Waylan died, he was on his way home, but he didn’t make it back, so his restless spirit attempts the same trip, at the same time, every day.”

“Poor Waylan.” Her heart broke a little for the boy, even if he was a Haint.

“Poor Waylan, indeed.” Silas sounded anything but empathetic. He was looking at her with a calculated expression that set her even further on edge. “But you shouldn’t pity him too much, Miss Keane.”

Alexys frowned at him. “Why not? It’s a horrible fate to suffer for eternity, especially for a child.”

Silas beamed at her, but it was a cruel expression. “That it is, but what do you think happens to those who happen upon him in the woods, hmm? Who try to help him get home?” Images of the white-eyed ghost that chased her through the woods caused her breath to hitch.

“You’d do well to remember,” Silas said, shrugging thoughtlessly, “there are always two sides to a story: the monster and the victim. But who plays which role is determined entirely by perspective.”

She tried not to picture the dark spirit Waylan had become. Alexys wanted to remember the barefoot little boy holding up the pill bugs for her inspection. The crooked smile framed by freckles and dirt.

“How did he die?” she asked.

“That,” Silas said firmly, “is a story better left untold.” Alexys narrowed her eyes at him. “Anyhow, you should return to Opal’s house before it gets much later. Head straight between those trees, and you’ll eventually get there.” He turned his back on her. “Make haste, Miss Keane. I don’t have the patience to rescue you a second time.”

“Wait,” she called before he could walk too far. “I still don’t understand. Why are you here? Why did you save me? And what does this have to do with my Warden?”

Silas stopped. He didn’t turn around, and for a moment Alexys wondered if he was going to answer. Then he said, “Your Warden is of little consequence to me, but as for you, your time has not yet come. And when it does, it certainly won’t be at the hands of a Haint.”

He then walked through the trees and disappeared.







CHAPTER 28



“There is nothing more exhilarating than surviving the impossible.”

Journals of Reaper J. T. Cross




With the woods now behind her, Alexys collapsed onto the steps of Opal’s porch and immediately peeled off her wet socks and shoes. Her feet were throbbing, she most certainly had blisters forming, and she needed a hot shower with the world’s strongest loofa.

After an entire day spent in the woods, Alexys wasn’t entirely convinced she’d not dreamed the whole thing. Silas Lockwood; Waylan; the whistling. But all those hours and still no closer to finding Elliot. She had been pushed to her limits, and the guilt that nagged at her only made it worse.

“Ow!” She grazed a small cut along her leg, likely from the brambles she’d trampled. “The outdoors can fuck right off,” she muttered to herself as she rubbed her aching feet. “So can all of West Virginia, for that matter.”

“What a horrible thing to say.”

Alexys froze.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and begged the voice to be a hallucination. After everything she’d just experienced, surely she was owed a little good karma from the universe. When she opened her eyes and looked out, she counted the cars parked in front of Opal’s house and frowned when she saw there were still only two.

Glaring over her shoulder, she asked, “And just how the hell did you get here?”

Nic Dyre smiled at her from Opal’s front door. “Good evening to you, too, Keane.”

She must have been losing her mind, because when she peered up at him, she couldn’t help but notice that he looked damn good. Leaning against the doorway like some sort of Casanova, freshly showered with perfectly tousled, damp curls. The absolute audacity of the man to look so put together when she knew for a fact she was in an absolute state.

His gray eyes traced over her, and Alexys wanted to recoil. She felt disgusting.

“Tough day at the office, huh?” He gave her an amused wink.

She stood up, feet bare and fists clenched, and stormed past him into the house. “Opal,” she called out. “Opal, there’s a stranger in your house, and I strongly recommend shooting first and asking questions later!”

“She’s not here.” Nic walked past her into the kitchen and sat down at the table. There was a cup of tea and a newspaper at his seat. He stretched out in the chair looking all too pleased with himself.

Like it was his damn house.

Unbelievable!

“Breaking and entering is a bad look, Dyre, even for you.”

“Is it?” He laced his fingers together and tucked his hands behind his head. “I think criminal behavior looks rather good on me.” He smirked. She opened her mouth to speak but her brain hadn’t caught up yet. Had he always been this attractive?

No.

She shook her head and crossed her arms. She was just getting used to seeing him in normal clothes, that’s all. Surprising, but not attractive, certainly not.

“Look,” he started, “don’t get your knickers in a twist. Opal knows I’m here, I’m not entirely barbaric. She’s gone out.”

Still feeling the stress and aggression from her long day spent running for her life, Alexys let out a groan and collapsed into the seat across from him.

“I need a drink,” she muttered.

“Tea?” Nic gestured to his cup.

“No, gross. I meant a proper drink.”

“Tea is a proper drink.”

Alexys ignored him in favor of searching the kitchen for something, anything.

“Aren’t you at least going to ask how I got here?”

“I already did,” she snapped. “I’ve lost interest.”

“Well, I’ll tell you anyway.”

Groaning, she said, “Please, I’m waiting with bated breath.”

Nic scoffed, but she knew he was never one to pass up an opportunity to talk.

“Well, shortly after you heartlessly abandoned me, ignored my advice and generous offer for help, stole my rental car—I could report you for that—I had plenty of time to consider things on my way here. And you know what?” Alexys could have thrown a fork at his pretty little head. “I realized that I would have to be the bigger person.”

Alexys snorted. “Oh, that’s rich! The bigger person, huh?”

“I like to be thorough before leaping into action,” he carried on, choosing to ignore her interruption. “Unlike some, I see.” He gave her a pointed look and shook his head disapprovingly. Alexys felt her cheeks flush. “In the end, it took very little detective work, I’ll admit. Turns out everyone knows everything about everybody in Mercyhill. So, a strange woman in town asking about the Hollow Walker? Easy mark.”

She nodded absently and she continued to rummage through the cabinets. Did Opal not have any snacks in her house? She eyed a bag of raw chocolate chips but decided she wasn’t that desperate yet.

“Anyway, I would have arrived sooner but there was a road incident. Otherwise, I’d have caught you before you went skipping into the woods without any field experience, sufficient protection, or monster knowledge.” He leaned back in his chair, and Alexys hoped the chair legs might snap from the precarious angle. “Fortunately, I was able to get a lift from a very kind man, Tom, and arrived here last night. Opal was kind enough to offer her shower and spare bedroom to sleep while I waited for you to return from your reckless escapade. Took you a lot longer than I expected. I was, dare I say, starting to worry.”

Alexys frowned at him, her search for breakfast momentarily forgotten. “Did you say Tom?”

“Old Tom, to be exact.” Nic didn’t seem to notice the disbelief on her face as he prattled on, still leaned back precariously in his chair. “He was a kind man, very hospitable. Can’t say the same about his truck, though. It’s a miracle we even made it up to Opal’s house in one piece.”

Fury coursed through her veins. “I hate you.”

There was enough venom in her words to make Nic look completely taken aback. “I beg your pardon?”

“I hate you,” Alexys said again, carefully enunciating each word. “I hate that you found Tom, and I hate that your trip was so fucking easy.” She slammed the cabinet shut and stalked toward him. “I have spent the entire day looking for Elliot, lost in the woods, getting chased by evil Haints! I’m fairly certain I’ve met the devil himself, and I’ve been told no less than twice that I am going to die in a spectacularly horrible way.”

Nic scrambled from his seat and began backing away from her, his hands raised in a placating gesture. “Now, now, no reason to be aggressive, Keane.”

“No reason?” She barked a humorless laugh. “I have every reason to be aggressive, Dyre.”

“The cheek! You’re the one who left me! I was going to help you!”

“Oh, is that what you were doing when you spoke to Elliot behind my back? When you crashed my evaluation and hijacked my Warden’s case?”

“That’s enough.” The sharp bark of Opal’s voice caught them both by surprise. “Sit down,” she demanded. “The both of you.”

The pair obeyed and, with no other choice, sat next to each other at the cramped kitchen table. Alexys glared at Nic, and he avoided looking at her. She was all too aware of how childish they looked, but she didn’t have the energy to care.

“Good to see you survived, child.” Opal grimaced, and Alexys knew it was her appearance. “I’ve brought dinner.” Opal dropped a takeout bag on the table. “Since I’ve now got three mouths to feed.”

“I’m so sorry, Opal,” Alexys said. “I would never want to impose—”

“Opal, sincere apologies for the inconvenience, we certainly will look to get out of your hair as soon as possible,” Nic interjected.

“I was in the woods all day,” Alexys added. She felt foolish for it the second she said it.

Opal’s gaze was withering. “And thank the Good Lord for that.” Alexys pressed her lips together to keep from saying anything else and scowled at the witch.

“Quit looking at me like you sucked on a lemon and eat your food.” Opal hobbled past her to pull out a pitcher of sweet tea from the fridge, delivering a firm smack to the back of Alexys’s head as she passed.

Alexys was starving. She did as she was told, albeit rubbing the back of her head and grumbling in the process.







CHAPTER 29



“Of myself. For myself. I fear what this might mean for us.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1594 Entry by Mercy Fairchild




They ate quietly until there was nothing left but crumbs. Alexys did her best to ignore Nic’s existence despite the distinct lack of elbow room. She made a mental note to never sit on his left side again. The left-handed menace knocked into her arm every time she tried to take a bite.

When Opal was satisfied with the amount they’d eaten, she sat back in her seat and waved a hand at Alexys. “Go on, then,” she said. “Tell us how you survived.”

Alexys hesitated, but Opal’s pointed gaze told her she wasn’t going to budge.

So, Alexys told them everything. Tracking with the compass app (of course Nic chided her for not using a proper compass), stumbling upon Waylan, the horrible journey to his forgotten house and the way his eyes changed as he chased her through the woods. When she got to the part where Silas saved her, she hesitated once more.

Mistaking her silence for the end of the story, Opal leaned back in her chair and said, “Well, I have to hand it to you, I’m impressed you made it back. Few do.” She levelled Alexys with an apathetic stare. “Your Warden, for example.” Alexys frowned. She didn’t need the reminder that she’d effectively failed in her mission, been sidetracked by a seemingly innocent child, and ran like hell the first chance she had.

Nic cleared his throat beside her. He looked at Alexys with a mix of disbelief and, she suspected, frustration. He suspected she was leaving something out. She hadn’t found her way back to Opal’s all on her own, and he knew it. Not with a ghost chasing her, no proper equipment and no sense of direction. Nic didn’t know her very well, but he certainly knew her better than that.

Alexys waited for Nic to call her bluff, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked, “You went into those woods with nothing but your cell phone and a few Entity basics? You didn’t think, oh, I don’t know, to arm yourself with something you could use to defend yourself?”

“What’s it to you?” she snapped. “I didn’t have any other choice! I had to get out there and search for Elliot.”

“You did have a choice, but you chose to leave me behind.”

His words stung. Opal gave her a look, and heat bloomed across her cheeks.

“It’s hard to believe you managed without any help.” Nic sounded so doubtful it actually hurt her feelings. It would’ve been nice if he’d had at least a little faith in her. “And how on earth did you outrun a vengeful spirit in its own haunting grounds?”

Alexys thought to explain Silas’s intervention, but a painful chill crept up her fingers, and the words became trapped in her chest.

“I don’t recall seeing you out there,” Alexys retorted.

Nic paled. “Well …” he started.

“There was a small creek,” Alexys interjected. She stretched her fingers under the table and tried to scrub the cold away against the rough denim of her jeans then shot Nic an icy glare. God the man her made so angry! “He wasn’t able to cross it, so he eventually stopped chasing me. By that point, I was so lost it took what was left of the daylight for me to find my way back.”

Technically, not a lie.

Nic was a persistent thorn in her side, and she didn’t want to tell him about Silas. It was bad enough he already knew that Elliot was missing, but it was another thing entirely to admit that a potentially dangerous creature (whatever he was, and he was something, Alexys just didn’t know what yet) like Silas was latched on to her. Nic would report it, her case with Zach would be exposed, and she’d be firmly up shit creek without a paddle. She’d probably be fired, and her whole life would be ripped out from under her.

“A grief-stricken Haint, ostensibly trapped in an endless loop of existence, suddenly decided you weren’t worth the chase. Didn’t even bother to find a way around the water?”

He looked to Opal for some sort of support, but the witch merely shrugged.

“Seen stranger things, boy.” She took the dishes to the sink and left Alexys alone under Nic’s scrutiny.

He glanced between Alexys, the kitchen window, and Opal. As his thoughts spun, she watched his eyebrows slowly begin to crease until she was convinced they were trying to merge into one very frustrated unibrow. When he met her gaze again, his eyes were full of accusation.

Trying to beat him to the punch, Alexys hissed, “Do you have something you want to share with the class?”

“I just don’t understand,” he said with a too-casual shrug. “You have absolutely no field training. Surviving a malevolent spirit by simply running through the woods and crossing something too small to be considered a body of water? That isn’t enough to escape even the most banal of spirits. Any experienced Warden could tell you that.”

Alexys grabbed her napkin, balled it up in her fist, and threw it into Nic’s face. Opal’s protests were drowned out by Nic’s shouts of offense, followed by her own uncontrollable tirade. She had put up with so much from Nic, one insulting situation after another, but for him to infer that she was incompetent? That hit a nerve.

A final nerve.

The last biscuit from dinner was heaved from the comfort of its basket and into the furious face of her arch-nemesis. Crumbs exploded across the kitchen table. Alexys’s satisfaction was, however, short-lived. Her triumphant smile barely had enough time to cross her lips before her lap was drenched with room-temperature tea.

The cloying smell of honey and milk merely added insult to injury, soaking into the fabric, mingling with dirt and sweat.

Nic looked at her with the oddest combination of mortification and amusement, an overturned, empty mug lying beside his damned left hand. “Oops?”

For a moment, Alexys thought her rage would finally boil over. She didn’t have the chance to find out.

Nic and Alexys were hefted out of their chairs by a firm grip on their ears.

“I have never in all my life seen such a pair of ungrateful, childish—No! You are children, and you’ll be treated like ’em until you learn yourself some proper manners!” Opal dragged them from the kitchen and all but tossed them out onto the porch. She wagged a crooked, angry finger at them, her face a twisted scowl. “The pair of you need to sort yourselves out before I do it for you!”

She stormed back into the house and let the door slam shut behind her.

Alexys didn’t bother looking at Nic. She was embarrassed at her own behavior, especially as a guest in someone else’s home. She dusted herself off as best as she could and stalked off to one end of the porch. Her muscles protested as she sank down onto the weathered floor.

She really needed a shower.

Neither of them apologized. They sat at opposite ends in petulant silence.

Alexys pulled out her cell phone to check for service and sighed when there was still none to be found. She shoved the phone back into her pocket and stared out at the darkness, barely lit by moonlight.

After several tense moments, Nic said hesitantly, “I’m assuming you didn’t find any trace of Elliot then?”

She shook her head. A sort of resigned desperation settled over her. It felt like worry for him was buzzing under her skin, begging her to go find him, but her track record was holding her back. She really was out of her depth. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she shoved her hands against her eyes to hold them at bay.

“We can try again,” Nic said quietly. “You don’t have to give up hope.”

Alexys snorted. We. They weren’t doing anything of the sort. He was stupid enough to not go home, but that didn’t make him her responsibility or her problem. Even if, deep down, she did want him there; she did need his help. She wouldn’t admit it.

Nic sighed loudly. “I know you don’t want me here.”

“Understatement of the century,” she growled.

Why did this man have such an effect on her?

“There’s still every chance we can locate him.” He joined her on the other side of the porch, a good foot of space between them. “You have all the necessary information about Elliot and how Wardens operate. I have the information on what creatures might try to eat us and how to avoid an untimely demise. Let me help you so all three of us can return home in one piece.”

Alexys was too exhausted to argue. She rolled her eyes. “Ever the man of humility.”

“It’s a gift.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “One of many.”

Another silence lapsed between them while Alexys looked out at the woods. It was hard to believe she’d been in there only hours earlier. Now, the kudzu was covered in darkness, difficult to even discern. Nic was right, of course. She was loath to admit it. Letting him tag along meant full oversight. He would share every detail in his report, including her ditching him in Charleston. What would people make of it? But then again, what other hope did she have of both surviving the woods and finding Elliot in time?

Alexys rarely ever looked into the supernatural creatures her Wardens came across beyond the basic information she needed to assign the cases and complete paperwork. She focused on the human side of the business almost exclusively and was happy to keep her attention there. Unfortunately, as Nic was all too eager to point out, that left her virtually blind in the field.

Alexys looked over at Nic to find him already looking at her. His hair had pieces of biscuit in it, and his shirt was smeared with a bit of butter, but his eyes were earnest, and that almost made up for the smell of stale tea clinging to her skin.

She was about to put her faith in a man who had, not five minutes prior, gotten into an honest-to-God food fight with her. And yet, he was somehow her best option.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s hear this brilliant plan of yours.”







CHAPTER 30



“Civilian casualties are an unfortunate, but often-times unavoidable, consequence of a Warden’s job. Should such a situation arise in which an individual (either employee or non-employee) is missing, injured, or killed, HR must be contacted immediately.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




Nic’s plan was the perfect blend of irritating questions and encyclopedic superiority.

No, Alexys had not considered buying camping gear, but she was so glad he’d had the forethought to stop by an outdoor store before coming to her rescue.

Yes, packing non-perishable foods was clever.

And no, he couldn’t see what food she had left in her backpack (she would not be sharing her last two protein bars).

After a much-needed hot shower and clean change of clothes, Alexys met Nic in the living room to go over everything in detail. When they finally reached the part of the discussion that involved actually looking for Elliot, she realized Nic was as poorly prepared as she was.

What a relief.

He very helpfully pointed out, “We need better directions than the forest behind an old woman’s house.”

Alexys rolled her eyes. “Elliot was chasing the Hollow Walker. According to Opal, it’s been known to prowl the expanse of woods behind her house. So, yes, our directions are through those trees over there.”

Nic’s answering smile was insufferably smug. “Lucky for you, I’m the leading expert on our spooky fellow, and as such, I happen to know that the last known sighting was near Greenbriar Mine.”

“How does the world spin without you, Dyre?”

“Not well.” His smile widened. It made his eyes crinkle in a way that absolutely wasn’t endearing. “You’ll be pleased to know that Greenbriar Mine does in fact sit against a mountain to the north, which just so happens to be behind Opal’s house.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “So, we were both right.”

He hummed in thought then nodded. “I suppose so, as rare an occasion as that might be.”

Nudging one of the sleeping bags he had so thoughtfully brought with the toe of her shoe, Alexys asked, “Do you really think we’ll be needing these?”

“Do you want to spend the night in those woods without shelter or warmth?”

She shuddered. No, that sounded far from pleasant. Although, she highly doubted the weatherproof fabric was going to do them any good against child-shaped ghosts or devils in fancy suits. Or worse still, the Hollow Walker.

“Point taken.”

“Great, a hand, then?”

Nic and Alexys divided up the gear. She wasn’t thrilled that Nic’s latest additions made her bag five times heavier than it was before, but she promised herself not to complain. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Besides, she had enough to worry about: Elliot, the woods, monsters and ghouls … Nic Dyre.

She did her best to suppress a yawn but it slipped out anyway.

“Am I boring you?” Nic asked, smirking.

“As riveting as this is, I’m exhausted. Woods, a Haint, running for my life, remember?” Alexys shook her head.

“Wait, you were out in the woods? Odd, you didn’t mention it.” Was he actually teasing her? Right now? Had he completely lost his mind?

“If we’re heading out at dawn, I should get to sleep.” She chose to ignore his banter. He nodded, turning his attention back to methodically organizing his backpack. “And you should too,” she added, her voice erring on the side of concern. He looked up at her, surprise in his eyes.

He cleared his throat. “Don’t worry about me, Keane. Go get some rest. You’ll need it.”

Infuriating, yes, but also right.

“Well, goodnight, then.” Nic nodded, turning to glance at the sofa. They hadn’t discussed it, but there was zero chance Alexys was letting him have the only spare bedroom. “Sleep tight,” she mused, flashing him a grin.

Alexys retreated to the back bedroom, dumped her bag and sat down on the mattress. Its worn springs squeaked beneath her weight. She sighed.

Everything ached. She was incredibly anxious and stressed out. But she’d have to put that all aside tomorrow. Right now, nothing else mattered apart from Elliot, and she felt more confident now that together they actually stood a chance of finding him.



Nic woke her before dawn. She could have killed him.

She waited for him to check his bag for the fifth time, pulling out her phone to search for service. She waved it around hopelessly.

No bars.

“Who are you trying to call?” Nic asked.

Alexys rolled her eyes. “Your mom, Captain Nosey.”

Nic snorted. “Tell her I said hello.”

“Why don’t you tell her yourself?”

His expression soured, and she immediately realized she’d hit a nerve. Alexys backpedalled and said, “It doesn’t matter. There’s no reception, we couldn’t call anyone even if we wanted to. You might as well leave it here.”

“If you’re trying to call Natalie, I already used Opal’s landline to call the office yesterday and informed her of our … situation. Kristin should have received an email from Natalie notifying her of your amended return date, next week.”

She shoved her phone into her pocket and tried to muster up a little gratitude. “That would have been nice to know before I spent ten minutes wandering around the yard staring at my phone.”

Nic smiled despite her tone. “It’s okay. I know the ‘thank you’ was implied.”

“It absolutely was not.”

“Such poor manners. How does Kristin put up with you every day?”

“Quite well, thank you.” Alexys squared up to him, poking him in the chest. “That’s why I’m not the one sequestered in the basement.”

“Oh, sequestered, eh? That’s a big word for you.”

She groaned and walked past him to Opal’s front stoop.

The witch was waiting for them by her front door, her thick shawl engulfing her boney frame.

“Are yens leaving now?” she drawled.

Despite the gruffness in Opal’s voice, Alexys smiled up at her. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for your hospitality.”

Opal grunted, her sharp gaze looking past Alexys to where Nic was still rifling through his backpack. “You better hope your luck extends to that one.”

Alexys winced. “Maybe say a prayer for us? Twice lucky feels like tempting fate a bit.”

Opal’s eyes found her own, and the message Alexys had heard when the witch read the bones to her returned. Her dark eyes glittered with ghosts and secrets Alexys could scarcely imagine.

A shiver ran down her spine.

“It’ll take more than prayers, darlin’.” Opal shifted her weight. “Wait here.”

Nic finally stepped up beside Alexys as she watched Opal vanish back into the house.

“Are we ready to go?” he asked.

“Not yet. Opal has something for us, I think.”

Nic checked his watch. “Hopefully it’s not another lecture.” He smiled.

Opal returned a moment later with a glass jar clutched in her hand. She tossed it down from the porch to Alexys who barely managed to catch it.

“What is it?” Alexys was almost too afraid to ask.

“Something to keep you safe, at least from some of the things that’ll want to eat you.”

Alexys swallowed.

How thoughtful.

“Right. Thanks for that,” Nic said sarcastically. With that, Opal waved them farewell and went back into her house. The screen door slammed shut behind her.

Alexys regarded the mason jar in her hand, nearly dropping it when she noticed one of the finger bones inside.

“Is that—”

“Don’t ask,” she swiftly cut him off.

Rotating it gently in her hands, Alexys hoped whatever symbol was carved into the pale bone was, in fact, a protection spell. She tried not to recoil at the thought of carrying a human finger around with her. But if she had to choose between a demonic spirit and a human finger, she’d have to choose the latter.

“It’s a protection jar.” Nic pointed to the different items behind the glass, pointedly ignoring the bone. “Lavender, rosemary, and what looks to be ash. Probably from her hearth.”

“Great,” Alexys said. She stuffed the jar into the side pocket of her pack. “Let’s hope it works against whatever is waiting for us out there.”

He smirked. “If worse comes to worse, we could always throw it and run.”

She fixed him an unimpressed look. “If that’s your best attempt at survival, we’ll be dead within the first hour.”

“Come on, Keane. Give us a bit more credit than that.” He knocked his shoulder against hers and grinned. “I give us at least two.”

Alexys rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips. It would take all of her patience to tolerate him now that they were in this together, but deep down she was relieved she wasn’t having to go it alone. They didn’t need to get along to survive. She could manage until they found Elliot and made it out alive.

“If we last more than two hours, I’ll let you throw the jar just for the hell of it.”

Nic’s eyes lit up. “You’re on.” He clapped his hands together, startling Alexys. “Come along, then,” he called back to her. He’d already set off from the porch, a pep in his step, bounding toward the forest’s edge. Alexys spared a forlorn glance toward her rental car before hurrying after Nic. She really hoped to see it sooner rather than later.

“Keep up, Keane! We have a schedule to keep to.”

Alexys muttered to herself as she crossed the overgrown field and disappeared into the pines.



As fate would have it, they did survive the first two hours, and the eight that followed, but the jar throwing was quickly forgotten in the face of humidity, bloodthirsty mosquitoes, and intolerable company.

“You’re absolutely insufferable,” Alexys spat out for what was probably the fifth time. She bent over, hands on her knees, and tried to will away the spots darkening her vision. “I don’t think I’ve ever hated you more than I do at this moment.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?” he called back to her. He had a map open in front of him, an old, yellowed one he’d borrowed from Opal which was admittedly more useful than the jarred finger bone she’d been given. “I’m not even trying to make you hate me. It’s just effortless.”

Her head snapped up, and she scowled. “So making me hate you is the goal. I’m pretty sure that qualifies as a toxic work environment.”

Nic rolled his eyes, but the teasing smile was still there. “Don’t go HR on me now, Keane. It’ll ruin all my fun.”

Alexys thought of her Get Dyre Fired folder in her email and smiled to herself.

“Technically, this isn’t a work environment.” He gestured to the endless rows of trees in every direction. “It’s more like a field trip.”

Her smile vanished. She hated the way he said the word technically. Always so eager to correct her. “See this,” she said and gestured between them, “is why no one at the office likes your department. It’s semantics.” She already knew Nic and all the researchers believed themselves intellectually superior, but the face he made—one eyebrow raised, the corner of his lips turned up in a slanted smile—confirmed that he did, in fact, believe he was better than everyone else. Rather than say so, he let out a breath that closely resembled a laugh. If she had any strength left, she’d hurl a branch at the back of his stupid, perfectly tousled hair.

They bickered like that for hours, all the while Alexys thought her legs, or her lungs, might give out. Nic, in true Nic fashion, never broke a sweat. They’d stopped once just after midday for a snack, and Alexys felt her heel beginning to blister.

Perfect.

They carried on, Nic leading them deeper and deeper into the forest, checking his map and compass every so often to correct their trajectory. The reminder of how poorly she’d done the day before further soured her attitude.

Why hadn’t she thought to ask Opal for a map?

“We should aim to cover more ground over the next few hours before nightfall.” Nic turned to give Alexys an apologetic shrug. “There are a few abandoned cabins near the mine, we can make camp there.” Alexys wanted to protest but she bit her tongue. “Spit it out, Keane, I can feel you ruminating away.”

Whatever retort she was preparing was lost as an eerily familiar silence settled over the woods. Not a bird chirp, not a cicada cry, not a breeze. It felt like someone had thrown a weighted blanket overhead, oppressive and heavy. Goosebumps rose up along her spine, her arms.

Nic turned back, started to say something, but Alexys held up a hand to silence him. She knew what would happen next. Their eyes locked, and then it came.

A whistling.

It carried through the trees, just as bone-chilling and haunting as the first time she’d heard it. Unnaturally low in pitch and far too loud.

It sounded too close for comfort—behind them, in front of them, all around them.

When the whistle faded, they just stared at each other. Both unsure what to say, both aware of what that sound foretold.

There was no getting around it. Night was coming. And with it, the Hollow Walker.

Suddenly, the woods ahead of them felt watchful.

Dusk settled, casting dark shadows, playing tricks on their eyes. Alexys couldn’t shake the feeling that something waited for them, crouched behind the trees, ready to hunt.

“That was a whistle, wasn’t it?” Nic’s enthusiastic expression was an immediate red flag.

“Yes?” Alexys squinted at him. “Why do you look so excited about it?”

“Because that means we’re in the right place.” Nic beamed. He set off with his compass in hand, his strides determined and confident. “Let’s go, Keane. We’ve got a creature to find!”

“Excuse me? Don’t you mean an employee?” She trudged after him, swatting at the thousandth mosquito that tried to eat her. “So much for being safe!” she called after his retreating form.

He threw his arms up in an exaggerated shrug but kept walking. “The monsters will be here whether we continue or not, Keane. I’m sure we’re going to be seeing—and hearing—far worse before this rescue mission’s over. Might as well get used to it.”

Alexys tipped her head back and inhaled a deep breath. She closed her eyes just long enough to whisper to herself, “Can’t never could.”

It was a balm to her fear, albeit a small one, as she looked back at Nic.

His gaze found hers, and his eyes lit up. “Are you coming?”

Only the threat of having to report two missing coworkers convinced her to follow after him.







CHAPTER 31



“There are rumors of a beast that lives in the ivy. That is the ivy. I haven’t seen it yet, but it’s on my list of creatures I want to see before I retire. If it exists, I’ll find it.”

Journals of Reaper J. T. Cross




Nic traversed the woods with more confidence than was warranted, and all day he’d felt Alexys’s judgmental gaze on his back like a laser. It came as no surprise she wasn’t particularly grateful for his help, but he was giving it nonetheless.

In fact, to suggest she displayed any form of appreciation would be a gross exaggeration. The woman found him wholly intolerable. And she made no effort to hide it. He chuckled to himself as he remembered the look on her face when she’d seen him the night before, standing on Opal’s porch. She’d been near feral with rage. In any other circumstance, he too would have been feral with rage (she’d abandoned him after all).

But how could he get truly angry with her when he knew her secret? And it wasn’t a small secret, it was a life-altering, dangerous one. That, compounded with Elliot’s rogue assignment that he just so happened to have a hand in, changed everything. Suddenly, Alexys made sense to him in a way she never had before. All that attitude, all that bitterness and bite, but underneath, she just needed someone’s help.

And that’s what he was there to do—he was the key to finding Elliot and solving her nightmares. While Alexys might feel she was capable of rescuing her Warden, only Nic could prepare them for an encounter with the Hollow Walker. And as much as he wanted to see the creature himself, he also wanted to find Elliot almost as much as Alexys did, which meant their goals were aligned. And after that whistling, Nic was certain that the creature, and hopefully Elliot, weren’t far off.

“Would you slow down?” Alexys all but wheezed.

Nic slowed his pace and glanced over his shoulder. Alexys did appear incredibly vexed. Her complete lack of athleticism was concerning. By his approximation, they still had a few more miles to go, at least. “Having trouble keeping up?” He couldn’t resist antagonizing her.

Alexys growled something under her breath, no doubt an expletive.

Her cheeks were flushed pink from exertion, and her brow was furrowed as she glared at the ground beneath her feet. She looked so far out of her element, Nic actually felt some sympathy for the poor woman, having been forced out of her cozy office.

Nic wondered if she packed extra clothing, but after seeing the fierce scowl clouding her expression, he decided not to ask.

The heat of the afternoon hadn’t helped things (her heavy breathing punctuated by muttered complaints and the occasional curse), but now the temperature was dropping rapidly, and he worried she’d be cold. He considered offering her some words of positivity, but the nature of their relationship wasn’t friendly. In short? Motivational speeches weren’t helpful. In fact, the opposite seemed to be true. Perhaps it was their strained relationship or her prickly disposition, but Alexys seemed to respond better to a target than an encouragement. As if venting her anger made her feel better, allowed her to keep pushing forward and gave her something to focus on other than the exhaustion in her muscles and the sweat on her brow.

And, for whatever reason, Nic was exceptionally adept at making himself a target for her frustration.

When Alexys’s foot tangled in the ivy for the hundredth time and—despite his instruction to avoid it—she knelt to free herself, he offered the first volley.

“Pueraria montana, the foot-a-night vine.”

Alexys paused her disentangling to take a fortifying breath.

“Kudzu is easily my least favorite perennial vine,” Nic said, as if everyone had a ranking of highest- to lowest-rated perennial vines. “It’s considered one of the worst plants ever introduced to the eastern United States. The vine that ate the South, as they say.”

“Fascinating.” She gave him her well-practiced, please stop talking glare, but he ignored it.

When she was unable to wrestle herself free of the bottom-ranking plant, Nic dropped down on his haunches and started to untangle the vine for her. She tried to stop him, but he just batted her hands away. He gripped her ankle to hold her steady and tried not to think about the warmth of her skin against his palm.

Once her foot was free, she stepped away with murmured thanks.

Seeing as he was already squatted down, Nic decided to get a closer look at the kudzu and ensure it wasn’t an even less desirable vine like poison ivy. “It truly is fascinating. First introduced in 1876, it’s native to Japan, China, and …”

He could tell she was trying not to listen. He didn’t stop talking. The information flowed out of him with little effort, and he watched as irritation colored her face.

Alexys looked off into the trees as he explained the connection between kudzu and the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition. She startled, as though remembering something, and he watched her dig through her backpack. Her look of triumph when she pulled a protein bar from her bag was almost cute. Her bright blue eyes lit up as she held the food up like a prize.

“The vine is technically a legume,” Nic said a little too loudly, successfully drawing her eyes back to him for a moment. He stood and brushed the dirt from his knees, “A member of the bean family.”

While fighting with the wrapper, she asked, “Why was it allowed to spread if it’s such a problematic plant?”

“It was used in the early 1900s for erosion control.” He took the bar from her and unwrapped it with ease. He handed it back to her and said, “They planted more than a million acres of it. By the time they realized how aggressively it could smother the other flora, it was too late.”

“Dreadful,” Alexys said around a mouthful of food. “What a useless plant.”

“Not entirely. Some people use the kudzu blossoms to make jams or jellies.”

Alexys looked him dead in the eye and wrinkled her nose. She slowly opened her mouth, allowing half-chewed granola to fall out and into the cursed flora below.

She frowned. “Gross.”

Nic’s lips twitched with amusement. “You have horrible table manners.” He flashed her an expression of reproach.

“Table manners only apply if there’s a table,” she retorted quickly.

“You should still pick up your spat-out food. Or better yet, have the decency not to spit it out in the first place. It’s practically littering.”

She shoved the rest of the bar in her mouth. “Not if it’s food.”

Nic shook his head and finally let himself smile. “You’re ridiculous. Must you always be so contrary?”

“Only with you.” Alexys shrugged and shoved the wrapper into her backpack, mindful to avoid any actual littering. “Are you done playing with plants?”

“Of course.” He considered pointing out that they’d be there already had her physical fitness been better, or had she avoided the endless botanical foot snares, but he had picked enough fights. They carried on walking.

“The most impressive aspect of the pueraria montana,” Nic continued, “is its root system.”

Alexys huffed behind him. Groaning at his lectures was better than getting caught up in her worry over Elliot.

“I think that’s all the plant talk I can handle,” she said. “Can we pick a different topic now?”

“But there are still so many interesting facts I’ve yet to tell you. No one lets me talk about plants in the office.”

“That’s because plants are boring.”

Nic looked over his shoulder and stuck out his bottom lip in an exaggerated pout.

Her eyes dropped to his lips, and something warm sparked in his chest.

Nic gave her his most charming, mischievous smile and was rewarded with a pretty blush.

“Fine,” she relented, looking quickly away. “One more fun fact, and then you’re done.”

Grinning triumphantly, he cleared his throat and put on his most professional airs. He even stopped walking to ensure he had her undivided attention for the final delivery: “Kudzu is officially classified as a Federal Noxious Weed.” Alexys rolled her eyes, but he could see the smile fighting through her annoyance.

“You’re a federal noxious weed.” She was so busy rolling her eyes and insulting him that she neglected to notice the raised tree root in her path.

Nic opened his mouth to warn her, but it was too late.

Her toe caught, her eyes flashed wide, and then she fell flat on her face. She collided hard enough to knock the breath out of her in an audible whoosh, and then she lay still.

He pressed his lips tightly together, struggling to keep the laughter at bay.

“Not a word,” Alexys choked out. She pointed a threatening finger at him before reluctantly accepting his hand to pull her up from the ground. “I just can’t get even a moment of peace.” Nic gave her the once over before carrying on walking.

He checked his watch again. He had to give her credit, they had been at it for hours—the whole day, in fact. But they needed shelter, and fast.

“Maybe the trees heard all your insults and decided to fight back.”

She snorted a laugh and said, “That’d be the day.”

He looked back to find her still glaring at the plants while adjusting her backpack into a more comfortable position. “Come along, Scully,” Nic called over his shoulder. “Onward to glory.”







CHAPTER 32



“Never spend a night alone in the woods. No matter the District, no matter the Quadrant. No matter how safe you might feel. Too many things go hunting at night.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




She was collecting regrets like ticks on a dog.

Everything around them blurred together into a curtain of browns and greens in the thickening dark. Her backpack repeatedly swung into her lower back, no doubt leaving a bruise, and her thighs still ached from fleeing an evil spirit the day before.

“This region is full of ash trees, you know. White ash, to be specific.” Nic had been rambling on for the better part of an hour. It was more painful than the chafing of her jeans, and at least those protected her from the thorns and brambles. “They’re very common in various religions and mythologies. Some say Yggdrasil, the sacred tree in Norse mythology, was an ash tree.”

“Your plant knowledge truly knows no bounds.” She trudged along behind him, eyes fixed to the yellow beam of her flashlight on the ground ahead to keep from tripping again.

Nic didn’t skip a beat, undeterred by her sarcasm, “I’m curious as to its importance to the witches in this area. I should ask Opal when we return.”

“If we return,” Alexys grumbled.

“Must you always be such a grouch?”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s awfully presumptuous of you.”

Despite her near-constant protesting, it was nice to have some company. Nic’s companionship, annoying as it may be, felt like a barrier between herself and the horrors lurking in the shadows. She just wished his repository for plant knowledge would soon empty.

She was about to suggest to Nic that Entity should begin installing tracking chips in their Wardens to avoid this type of situation ever happening again when Nic threw out an arm so quickly she ran into it. Alexys opened her mouth to complain, but Nic shushed her.

“Look,” he whispered, pointing out into the dense trees with his finger rather than his flashlight.

Alexys squinted into the darkness. She scanned the trees for something that might stand out.

Then she spotted it.

Creeping through the foliage, a dark shape leaped past, its steps eerily silent on the forest floor. Alexys watched as the Black Dog lifted its head and looked right at them, luminous blue eyes pinning them in place.

Nic’s breath audibly caught beside her.

The Black Dog shook itself, the way any other dog would shake off rain, slipped seamlessly into the shadows of the trees, and vanished.

Nic let out a soft, disbelieving laugh and looked at her. His eyes were bright with excitement. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” She shoved aside his arm and shook her head. “Of course I saw it! It was staring right at us.”

“I’ve always wanted to see a Black Dog. They’re absolutely fascinating.” Nic stared off into the distance, smiling wistfully. “What a treat.”

Alexys regarded him with disbelief. Leave it to Nic to think a graveyard spirit was a treat. “Dyre, that thing could’ve killed us.”

He looked down at her, his excitement not dimming in the slightest. “But it didn’t,” he argued. Alexys rolled her eyes. “Lighten up, Keane. Not all monsters want to eat you.”

She scoffed. “Sure. Just most of them.”

They continued bickering as they walked on, debating the likelihood of an unprovoked Black Dog attack when they were interrupted by the sound of thunder rumbling in the distance.

Nic frowned up at the sky. “Well, that doesn’t sound good.”

Alexys sighed. As if things could get any worse.

“I don’t suppose you thought to bring a raincoat,” Nic said. It wasn’t a question, but more of a stated observation on her lack of forethought.

“Of course not,” she answered, tone falsely chipper. “I didn’t think to pack anything useful, remember? I didn’t think to check the weather, I suck at packing, and I’m essentially the worst traveler you’ve ever met. Did I miss anything?”

“If it makes you feel any better, I hadn’t considered checking the weather either. I wasn’t actually expecting a multi-day camping trip.”

It didn’t help.

Thunder sounded again, much closer than before, and Alexys silently cursed it.

Her shit luck had to run out at some point, right?

Wrong.

They barely made it ten feet before the rain started to fall.

At first it was a drizzle, a light smattering of rain they could ignore as they walked. But the thunder rumbled overhead, the rain grew heavier, and they were soon soaked and rushing for cover.

They tried to take shelter under the trees, but the rain was falling in sheets, easily breaking through the dense canopy. They were both drenched in a matter of moments.

“Perfect!” Alexys cried over the sound. “Now what?” Nic scanned the trees with his flashlight, and he used it to cast light around them.

“Look, over there.” He pointed. She followed his light and his gaze. They ran between the trees and into what appeared to be a small cave carved into the side of the dark mountain.

Alexys was too grateful for the shelter to protest. She darted inside and relished being out of the rain and away from the Black Dogs lurking in the trees.

Nic held up the dripping map he’d been using when the rain started and watched a section of the soaked paper pull free and splat to the ground. “Brilliant.”

She sighed and pushed her dripping hair out of her face, trying not to snap at him for having the map out in the first place. He grumbled to himself about the map, stomping off into the cave.

Alexys ignored him, charging past and deeper into the cave. It was cold, the kind of cold that ignores your clothing and seeps into your skin to leave goosebumps in its wake. She walked toward the center of the cavernous space and marveled at how large it was, deceptively so with the dome-shaped ceiling and light-swallowing darkness further inside. It smelled like damp earth and clean stone, and the shift from forest to the cave was startling.

She shivered.

“I suppose we should make a fire.” Nic rummaged around in his bag and managed to produce a lighter.

“Alright, boy scout.” Alexys returned to his side, a teasing grin on her lips. “Show me your skills.”

“Duke of Edinburgh,” Nic grumbled to himself.

She would have continued to make fun of him, but his skills were swiftly made apparent. Nic collected dry sticks from inside the shelter and built a decent looking fire near the cave’s opening, allowing the smoke to filter out instead of choking them. She murmured a thanks and watched him rummage for more goods in his pack.

Alexys would’ve been lying to herself if she said it was his skills that she was observing so keenly. In truth, white shirts should be illegal, especially when wet.

His t-shirt clung to his shoulders and back in a way that was outrageously enticing. When he knelt down to light the fire and the fabric pulled across his back, her mouth went dry. She panicked and turned away.

That was Nic.

She nearly palmed her forehead. Maybe all the trekking had actually reduced oxygen flowing to her brain. What else could possibly explain this strange, inexplicable … attraction.

Nope.

No way.

Not her pain in the ass coworker and unwanted travel companion. No way was she thinking about how delicious he looked in a wet t-shirt. Sure, he was objectively attractive, but she’d never thirsted after the man.

Without permission, she pivoted and her traitorous eyes drifted back over to Nic. She was horrified to find him looking at her—looking quite pleased with himself. He crossed his arms over his chest which did terribly wonderful things to his biceps. Nic’s smugness did little to temper the attraction. If anything, it somehow made it worse.

Dear God, was his confidence attractive, too?

She was dying! There was something toxic in the rain, and it was killing her! She needed to get out of the woods before she did something insane like tell Nic she thought he was hot. She could have laughed, or screamed, or cried. Or all three.

She cleared her throat and skirted around Nic, too nervous to say anything to him, and crouched down beside the fire he’d built. She held her hands out as the chill she’d been battling started to recede.

“Leave it to the hermit to be a survival expert,” she teased, but she did actually want to compliment him for being useful.

Close enough.

“Uh huh, you’re just jealous I bring more to the table.” Nic’s smile didn’t waver.

“Oh, yeah,” Alexys quipped. “Put that on your dating profile: shut-in know-it-all with a caffeine addiction and survival skills.”

“I’m flattered you care so much about my dating life, Keane.”

She balked. “What? No I don’t.” She felt the warmth in her cheeks. The ultimate betrayal.

He leaned back on his hands, the light of the campfire dancing along the long lines of his body. “Sure you don’t.”

Her earlier, scandalous thoughts about his tight shirt reared their head, and her mind scrambled to think of anything else.

Literally anything.

“You’re already married to your work, Dyre. There’s no hope for you.”

“Maybe I haven’t met the right person yet.” He cocked his brow at her.

Lord.

Deciding she wasn’t going to touch that topic with a ten-foot pole, Alexys stood and busied herself with laying out her sleeping bag. She sat on top of the slick fabric, hoping the small fire would dry her clothes enough while they waited out the rain. Nic was, blessedly, silent.







CHAPTER 33



“There’s magic in the world we can’t even begin to understand, and maybe it’s better that way. Maybe we aren’t supposed to know the secrets or mysteries of the earth. Some things aren’t meant to be tagged, studied, and contained.”

Journals of Warden Angela Hargrove




The fragile peace between them didn’t last long.

Alexys made the mistake of complaining about her wet clothes, and that gave Nic the opening for another lecture, one she didn’t have the patience for.

He was oh-so-clever enough to pack a set of dry clothes which he changed into while she chose to glare at the falling rain outside. The fire he’d built was doing a wonderful job of warming her skin, but the little comfort it gave her was driven away by the prevailing dampness of her jeans. Nic had actually had the gall to suggest she take her clothes off. Alexys couldn’t find the words to reply, so he just shrugged instead.

“I can’t believe you didn’t think to pack a change of clothes.”

Alexys massaged her temples. “I didn’t plan on being in the woods for two days, Dyre. Not all of us are expert boy scouts, remember?”

“Duke of Edinburgh,” Nic corrected again. “But if you ask nicely, I might offer you something of mine.”

“I would rather die.” She tried to sound harsh but her words fell flat. She was too busy trying to avoid watching him while he changed clothes.

Stop it! She was truly going insane.

“You just might if the temperature drops any further.” He paused in his dressing and mused, “Hypothermia. What a terrible way to go.”

Alexys picked up a rock sitting next to her soggy shoe and chucked it into the storm. “If one more person predicts my death …”

“That’s at least, what? The third time you’ve said that.” Nic, finally dressed, sat back down on his sleeping bag on the other side of the fire. Turns out the man brought not one, but two white t-shirts. How fortunate. No one had the right to make a simple t-shirt look that good.

“What?” Alexys shook her head.

“About your death being predicted. Did you get a nasty fortune cookie at the diner?”

Her laugh was sharp and humorless. “If only. Nanny Opal herself predicted my horrible death during her reading.”

“Her reading?”

“Oh, yes.” Alexys glanced back at her backpack. The finger bone hidden within seemed to be staring at her despite being tucked away in the pocket. She shivered. “Magic bones marked with magic runes, apparently.”

Nic hummed in understanding. “Osteomancy.”

Alexys rolled her eyes. “Sure, that.”

“And the second time?”

An image of Silas in his three-piece suit and inhuman smile flashed through Alexys’s mind. “Just some stranger in the woods.” It came out as a whisper, her voice caught in her throat. The words fought to stay unspoken. “He, uh, helped me. Last night, that is. And then he said that a run-of-the-mill Haint was too boring a death for me.”

“Ah-ha, so that’s how you survived the ghost? I knew you hadn’t told us the full story.” Nic didn’t look surprised, but she could see the concern in his eyes, and it made her look away again. “The stranger saved you.” Alexys didn’t answer.

She wanted to tell him all about Silas, but she couldn’t articulate it. It was almost as if speaking his name aloud would summon him, right then and there, in a cave in the woods. She didn’t know if it was some form of magic that Silas was wielding or her lingering fear of Nic discovering either one of the things that seemed to have latched on to her, but she couldn’t tell him.

But God, did she want to.

Alexys wanted to spill every bit of information she’d kept bottled up. About her fear for Elliot and her premonition, about her fear of disappointing her mom and failing to live up to her dad’s legacy. She even wanted to tell him about her nightmares and about Silas. Who made her skin crawl every time he looked at her. How evil seeped out of every fiber of his being, and how Alexys was fully convinced he was more demon than man.

The silence between them grew thick, and the only thing to break it was the heavy rain and the crackling fire. Alexys stared out into the dark, trying to clear the cotton from her throat, and tucked her fingers up under her arms to warm them.

Finally, Alexys managed to say, “I think the most frightening monsters are disguised as people. The ones hiding in plain sight.”

“You have to give me more than that.” Nic’s voice was quiet, but she could hear the hint of desperation in it. “Let me help you, Keane, I—”

“You can’t.” The truth of it cracked her wide open.

The truth was that Nic was there to help her, but Alexys would bear the consequences of her dreams, of Silas, of this trip on her own. Whatever happened to Elliot, or to them, it would be her burden to carry.

But he couldn’t truly help her, not in the way he wanted. With a missing Warden and her job on the line, the last thing she needed was Nic trying to diagnose her nightmares, discovering her unauthorized research, and whatever it was that was causing her nightmares. If everything got out, not only would she be fired, but her dad’s legacy would be ruined, and her mom’s worries would be proven right.

“It’s nothing to do with Elliot,” she said, “so it’s not something you can fix.” She met his worried gaze. “Please, don’t worry about it.”

Nic ran a hand through his hair and loosed a tired sigh. “But I am worrying. Frankly, you cause me more worry than anyone I’ve ever met.”

She snorted a laugh. “I find that surprising.”

“Why? Because you don’t think I care, or because you don’t think you’re worth the worry?”

The words hit like a tonne of bricks, and Alexys physically recoiled from them. She refused to acknowledge whether or not he was right. He didn’t have the right to throw around such raw accusations. And more than that, since when did he look at her like that? Deep concern, genuine and thoughtful. He didn’t know her. And before this trip, they’d never spent more than a handful of hours together. Nic wasn’t someone who got to ask her big questions, or make her feel even worse about herself.

No.

They lapsed into another uncomfortable silence. The need for an apology hung between them, but neither was willing to sacrifice their pride.







CHAPTER 34



“The Gray Man deserved the punishment She gave him, but what criminal has ever understood their punishment and accepted it? He will not forgive us for it, of this I am sure.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1595 Entry by Mercy Fairchild




The rain hadn’t stopped, but the fight had left them both as the night dragged on.

Alexys’s fears began to creep back in—about Elliot, monsters, her nightmares. Everything. Beyond the mouth of the cave, the woods were so dark it felt like staring into an abyss. Something could have stood a few feet away from them, just biding its time, and they’d be none the wiser. Alexys hugged her knees to her chest.

“Tell me about it,” she whispered. It startled Nic, who had been busy stoking the fire with a stick.

“Pardon?”

“The Hollow Walker,” Alexys said. Nic looked at her, eyes wide and mouth open in exaggerated shock.

“Are you telling me you want one of my mind-numbingly long lectures?” She appreciated his attempt to lighten the mood.

“Yes, but keep it short, Professor. I don’t need every historical reference dating back through the last three centuries, thank you.”

“Your loss.” Nic settled forward with his arms braced on his knees. Alexys was momentarily struck by the way the firelight caught his gray eyes and seemed to dance in the curls of his hair. “I’ll spare you the details this time, since there are scarcely any to begin with.”

She frowned and pointed an accusatory finger at him. “Is this like that godforsaken Gopher cryptid you sent Jennifer after last year?”

“Look, I genuinely thought there was a possibility of that one being real.”

“That was the world’s dumbest wild goose chase. You wasted at least three weeks of her time.”

Nic shrugged. “Not all research is fruitful. Sometimes you chase a dead end, there’s no harm in it.” The sentiment hit a little too close to home for Alexys. She chose to ignore it.

“One of these days, someone’s going to strangle you, and I won’t blame them for doing it.”

He raised a single eyebrow at her, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “You seem rather keen to get your hands on my neck.” He leaned forward. “Something you want to say?”

“You have a very … strangle-able neck.”

“Strangle-able, huh?” His eyes flashed with something that almost looked like heat. “Do you spend a lot of time thinking about getting your hands on me?” She felt her pulse quicken.

Nope.

She certainly wouldn’t be answering that question. Instead, she snapped her fingers at him. “The Hollow Walker. Yeah? Focus.”

“Patience is a virtue, Keane,” Nic tsked. “You should’ve read the file I wrote for this evaluation if you’re so curious.”

“It’s not my fault you take forever to get to the point. Your files are just as long-winded as your lectures.”

“You have very little respect for the sacred art of sharing valuable information. You should work on that.” Noting the stubborn set of her jaw, Nic relented, “Very well, I’ll humor you.” He took a deep breath. “The Hollow Walker has very few confirmed sightings. Most are explained away or chalked up to other creature encounters.”

“Like the Silver Giants.”

“Don’t interrupt.”

Alexys threw a small rock at him which missed by mere inches.

“Most creatures we encounter are part of a larger population, making up entire species that have populated regions of the country and inserted themselves into the ecosystems we are accustomed to seeing every day. The Hollow Walker is a singularity, an individual creature that, as far as we can tell, is the only one of its kind.”

On any other day, Alexys wouldn’t have the patience for Nic’s abundance of information on creatures. Everyone at Entity knew he was prone to tangents, and his tendency to delve into the history of things was a bit excessive. Maybe it was the ambiance of the campfire or the exhaustion from a long day of walking, but his voice developed a pleasant tone that was almost hypnotic, and everything else seemed to fall away.

“The origins of the Hollow Walker vary depending on who you ask, but everyone agrees that it resides exclusively in the Appalachian Mountain range. Some believe it to be a protector, others an apex predator.” He looked off into the distant trees beyond the cave. The firelight cut the sharp angles of his features into something otherworldly. “I believe it’s as old as the mountains themselves.”

“It’s been around that long?”

Nic’s eyes slid to hers, and Alexys was surprised to find genuine disapproval lingering in their depths. “How can you know so little about the area you govern?”

She scoffed, immediately offended, the spell of his story broken. “It’s not like I’m the Queen of Appalachia or anything. The Appalachian Mountain range is huge. Plus, I’m in charge of making sure my Wardens have the resources they need to do their jobs. I’m not supposed to actually come here.”

“But you should know what your team is dealing with,” he argued. His tone was sharp, scolding. As if he were personally offended by her ignorance. “There’s more in these mountains than Black Dogs and Haints, Keane. Creatures and beings far older than our records and histories even begin to hint at.”

A tense silence fell between them as Alexys weighed his words. She wasn’t sure how much belief she put into the idea of old gods wandering the mountains around them, but she’d seen enough during her few short days in West Virginia to be wary. Whatever they were, Alexys hoped they stayed far away from their search for Elliot.

“That whistling we heard. That was the Hollow Walker, wasn’t it?”

Nic considered her question before slowly nodding. “Whistling, screaming, mimicking voices. There are plenty of creatures with tricks up their sleeves.” A shiver snaked its ways down Alexys’s spine. “They use it to lure people to them. According to locals, the whistling from the Hollow Walker is more of a warning. Lets people know to stay inside and hide.”

She mustered up a weak smile. “Strange intimidation tactic. I’m not really going to run scared when I hear some monster whistling a tune in the woods.”

“Which is precisely why I’m here.”

Alexys was jealous of Nic’s easy confidence. He was completely sure of himself, his every action, and his every word. While she was worried her emails possessed too much punctuation, Nic could give a lecture on the history of Bigfoot in front of the entire company without breaking a sweat, and Alexys burned with envy every time she saw his confidence.

But the envy was overshadowed this time. Nic had gotten this look in his eye, a flare of passion, and the look intrigued her. Like a spark that turned his eyes from gray to silver, lit with excitement and boundless information.

“Alright then, Great God of Knowledge. How do we kill it?”

Nic blanched, and Alexys wanted to laugh at the way his eyes grew impossibly wide behind his glasses as he stared at her. “You can’t just kill it! It’s a singular, ancient being of unknown origins.”

“What are you, the Indiana Jones of creature lovers? We’ll kill it, stuff it, and stick it in the Archives if that makes you feel better.”

“Oh, go on then, J. T. Cross.” He waved a hand in her direction, his smile wide and mocking. “How do you propose we kill a monster whose mere description is a matter of speculation.”

“Dyre,” Alexys gasped, a hand pressed to her chest. “How dare you take the savior’s name in vain!” Nic pressed his lips together into a thin line. His brow creased in mock-disappointment, but she could see the smile pulling at his lips. “If the great Reaper Joseph Theodore Cross were here, he would have found Elliot within the first hour of arriving!”

“In the pouring rain,” Nic added, a smile finally breaking free.

“Without directions.”

“Without a compass,” they said in unison.

Alexys was grinning at him as she declared, “And it’d be damn faster than any Reaper alive!” They dissolved into laughter, and she had to admire the deep, contagious sound of Nic’s laugh. She’d never seen him so relaxed before, or noticed the way his eyes lit up and crinkled when he smiled. The sight made something warm stir in her chest.

When their laughter subsided, Nic said, “It’s such a shame he retired. Cross was such a legend.”

“My favorite stories growing up were the ones my dad told me about the great J. T. Cross.” Alexys’s smile grew fond and reminiscent. “I know half of them couldn’t be true, but they were amazing nonetheless.”

Nic’s mouth parted in surprise, and she realized he didn’t know who her dad was. “Your father knew him?”

It dawned on her then how little they really knew about each other. Nic had no idea about her dad. The man she had idolized so much growing up, whose footsteps she was now desperately trying (and failing spectacularly) to follow in. Nic didn’t even know her dad was the reason she worked at Entity, but she didn’t know why Nic worked for them either. She’d never thought to ask. In fact, she realized she knew absolutely nothing about Nic—had never bothered to learn anything about him. She couldn’t believe it, but it actually made her feel like an asshole.

“Keane?” Nic looked confused. His eyes searched her face like he was trying to piece together a complex puzzle.

Alexys made an effort to soften her expression into an easy smile. “Yeah, my dad was a Warden.”

He tensed, and an all-too-familiar look of pity consumed his face. “Was?”

“He died in the field.” It’d been so long since they’d lost him, but her heart still ached every time she said it out loud. “When I was eleven. A Wampus Cat got him.”

Nic shook his head. “I’m so sorry, truly, I had no idea.”

Alexys shrugged off the shadow of grief and tried to keep her tone light. “He always told me the best stories about Reapers. J. T. Cross was one of my favorites. Do you know the one about that time he wrestled a Bigfoot?”

Nic’s eyes crinkled as he grinned. He chuckled softly. “There’s absolutely no chance that one is real.”

“I wish it was though!” Alexys beamed at the mental image of J. T. Cross, a retired Reaper in his fifties, successfully mud-wrestling a Bigfoot into submission. “It’d be even better if there were pictures. Can you imagine? They would have been priceless for recruiting.”

“Like those old-time war posters?” Nic furrowed his brows as low as they could go, pointed at her, and in a stern voice said, “We want you to fight Bigfoot.”

Alexys immediately thought of the old Smokey Bear ads and chimed in, “Only you can mud-wrestle Bigfoot.”

When he laughed deeply, Nic threw his head back and clutched a hand to his chest. For a moment, Alexys was able to forget about Elliot, the Hollow Walker and her father. Nic’s laugh was infectious, and the way it lit up his entire face warmed her bones. They went back and forth, trading famous taglines until they could barely breathe from their laughter.

Nic finally got control of himself, and his smile took on an ironic tilt. “It’s a shame we won’t have a Reaper swoop in to save the day.” He exhaled a deep breath. “Unfortunately, without one, I’m afraid we’ll need a better plan than simply killing the Hollow Walker. It’ll kill us before we even realize it’s there.”

Alexys’s warmth died off completely. Her mouth opened and shut several times, embarrassment and anxiety mixing uncomfortably in her chest as their reality came crashing back down around her. Here they were, sat in a cave, soaking wet, on what could prove to be a fatal goose chase. And no matter how hard they worked to make light of the situation, the truth was that Alexys had made one mistake after another. But so had Nic. And she’d nearly forgotten how angry she was with him too, in addition to being angry with herself.

“Do you always have to ruin a good mood so spectacularly?” Alexys demanded. “Just when I start to think you’re half decent.”

“That’s always a mistake. I’m rarely decent, but always correct,” Nic said wryly.

“Oh, so wise. I bow before your wisdom,” Alexys retorted.

“As you should.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and snapped, “Well then, enlighten me. How exactly are we supposed to get Elliot back?”

“Assuming the Hollow Walker even has him and has chosen to keep him alive?” Nic tilted his head. Ever the devil’s advocate. “Frankly, it’s more likely he’s been eaten, or whatever else it does with its victims—the limited accounts are somewhat contradictory.”

Nausea and fear drained the color from her face as a horrific montage of deadly fates and old case reports flashed through her mind’s eye. “Really helpful, Dyre. Fantastic moral support. Thank you.”

Nic at least had the decency to wince. “I’m sorry, Keane. I want to find your Warden just as much you do, but I’m simply trying to be realistic.”

“Maybe you should try a little less.”

The silence that settled between them was tense and all too familiar. Neither of them was ever willing to concede to the other, so Alexys didn’t expect anything in the realm of an apology from him. Instead, she wrestled with the feeling that she was drowning under the weight of her own expectations and fears. She felt as if her brain was a broken record, parroting, You’re out of your depth, over and over again. Elliot Harman is dead. That joined in too.

She sighed and rubbed a hand over her eyes. She had to stay positive, even if Nic couldn’t—it was the only thing she actually had any control over. Alexys turned her body toward the mouth of the cave. Staring out into the nothingness was somehow better than staring at Nic’s stoic face. So typical of him to ruin a nice moment. Not that it could be helped, Nic’s personality was entirely to blame, she was sure of it. His complete lack of empathy was more than enough to curdle her affections like milk left in the sun—there would be no saving it.

Nic, oblivious to the funeral Alexys was holding in her mind for their almost friendship, picked up their backpacks. She felt him studying her profile before saying, “I’m going to move our things further into the shelter so they stay out of the rain.”

She didn’t object, but she didn’t offer to help either.

The rain outside continued to fall, drumming a steady rhythm against the trees and the earth. She could scarcely see through the water and the darkness cast by the heavy rainclouds overhead, but she knew they were running out of time. They were losing daylight they couldn’t afford to lose, and Alexys already knew to be very afraid of what lurked after sundown.







CHAPTER 35



“Despite their harmless outer appearance, Jackalopes are known to be hostile. However, the lack of proper behavioral documentation has made it difficult to gage just how much of a danger they pose to the general public.”
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After a few moments of blessed quiet, she heard a rustle near Nic’s side of the fire. Alexys didn’t bother to look up from where she’d tucked her head against her knees. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing her miserable expression.

“You better be here to apologize,” she said into her soggy jeans. “Otherwise, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Of course not,” Nic replied. He sounded like he was a bit further away than his seat by the fire, and his voice had an odd lilt to it.

“Are you allergic to apologies? Because I don’t think I’ve ever gotten one from you.”

“Of course not,” he said again, in the same strange drawl.

Alexys looked up to see what his problem was but he wasn’t there. Instead, sitting near the edge of the shelter, half-shrouded by the forest’s oppressive darkness, was a rabbit.

Alexys stiffened. This wasn’t an ordinary rabbit. Why should it be? That would be too easy. This rabbit had light gray fur and was roughly the size of a dog. But strangest of all was the pair of delicate antlers perched behind its bright red eyes.

Alexys stared at bunny. Only, it wasn’t a bunny at all. It was a Jackalope.

While it was true that she knew very little about the monsters in the world, she did know what Jackalopes looked like because of a video Elliot had sent her two months prior. Albeit extremely shaky thanks to some shoddy camerawork, the extremely excited narration Elliot gave her had documented the characteristics of the creature fairly well. Gray fur, three or four times the size of a normal rabbit, and a pair of antlers on its head.

Alexys couldn’t remember anything else about them. Rabbits were usually fairly docile animals and tended to avoid humans in the wild, so it stood to reason that Jackalopes were most likely the same. The delicate antlers were reminiscent of a deer, which were also skittish and known herbivores. Putting the two together, Alexys thought with confidence, a Jackalope would be the same. A double dose of timid. Dyre could use some of that.

Grinning at her own joke, she admired the creature in front of her.

The Jackalope hopped a bit closer and stopped just inside the mouth of the cave. Its gray fur glowed in the dim firelight, raindrops shining as they dripped from delicate whiskers.

“Dyre is missing out,” she whispered. “You’re beautiful.”

“A compliment?” The words came from the Jackalope’s mouth, but they were said in Nic’s voice.

A chill brushed over her skin, and Alexys laughed nervously. “That’s a neat little trick you’ve got there.”

“Did you pack food?” it asked.

The Jackalope was, thankfully, staying on its side of the fire. She tried not to think about how long it had been following them to be able to almost perfectly emulate Nic’s voice. It was, admittedly, quite disturbing to see its mouth drop open and hear a distinctly human voice come out. Nothing in her reports from her Wardens could have prepared her for that level of strange.

“Are you hungry?” Alexys retrieved her purse from beside her to dig through it. “I’m not sure if I have anything you can eat.” She looked up from the bag and froze.

The creature’s mouth unzipped before her eyes. Flesh split along a jagged line of bleeding skin from one side of its skull to the other until it was nearly split in half. Its jaw dropped open to reveal rows upon rows of gnarled, razorsharp teeth and a saliva-dripping tongue that was far too long for a normal rabbit. Red eyes gleamed malicious and hungry in the firelight.

Alexys shrieked and threw herself backward as the demonic rabbit launched itself at her. She scrambled back, screaming for Nic, trying to find anything she could use to defend herself. She’d managed to move her hand just in time to see the Jackalope’s salivating jaws snap shut over her purse. Its red eyes glimmered with such malice that Alexys couldn’t help the whimper that slipped past her lips.

It grinned at her, she swore the beast grinned, and then bounded away into the darkness, taking her purse with it. Alexys tipped forward, a belated and half-hearted attempt to grab her bag, but the creature was too fast. She landed roughly on both palms, staring open-mouthed after the Jackalope. Nic emerged from the depths of the cave, his eyes fixed where the creature vanished into the still falling rain.

“I take back what I said before,” Nic said, voice incredulous, arms crossed over his chest. “The Jackalope population increase might not be an anomaly.”

Tears made Alexys’s vision swim. She’d just lost her purse, her wallet, her notebook, her house keys and the keys to the rental car, as well as all the receipts from the trip. The Finance Department was going to own her ass for the next century. She groaned and dropped her face into her hands. Things just kept going from bad to worse.

“They’re much larger than anticipated, as well,” Nic carried on. He looked down at her and asked, “Do you have a spare notepad? I’d like to write down my observations for future reference.”

Lifting her face from her hands, Alexys stared up at him, unable to fully understand what he was saying. A dull ringing started up in her ears, and her chest tightened.

Misunderstanding her expression, he explained, “I’d like to add them to the R&C research file on Jackalopes.”

“I don’t give a singular damn about your research, Dyre.” She pointed in the direction the Jackalope had vanished, her voice becoming louder and shriller as she spoke. “That demonic creature just unhinged its jaws like a snake and ate my purse.”

Nic’s lips pressed into a thin line in what she hoped for his sake wasn’t an attempt to prevent laughter. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?!” Alexys screeched as she launched to her feet. “My whole life was in that bag! Thank God my phone was in my pocket, or it would’ve eaten that, too!”

Nic took a step back and tried to joke, “I’m not sure they could eat a cell phone, that’s silly.”

That did it. That threw a gallon of gasoline on the proverbial fire inside her. She let a scream of frustration leak through her clenched teeth. Alexys shoved her hands into her hair, gripping the roots tightly to keep from throttling him.

“Of all the stupid, asinine—”

“Those are synonyms,” he pointed out.

“I’m going to strangle you!” Alexys must have looked serious because Nic took several quick steps out of arm’s reach. “In fact, maybe I should! The office would thank me for it.”

He put his hands on his hips like a disappointed mother. “I think you need to take a deep breath, Keane. I don’t like your tone.”

“And I don’t like your face,” she retorted. It was a blatant lie given how much she had been staring at his face just a few hours before, but it was the best she could come up with given her distress.

He had the audacity to roll his eyes. “That’s a weak comeback, even from you.”

“You really do bring out the worst in me!”

“Somehow, I don’t think I’ve truly seen your worst yet.” She wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be a compliment or an insult, so she settled on her default reaction to his every provocation: firing right back.

“You’re a heartless, egotistical bastard, Dyre,” she spat.

“On the contrary, I think you like my overwhelming confidence, Keane.” Nic started to walk around the fire toward her. Really, it was more of a prowl, but she didn’t want to look at him. “And I’ll tell you what else. I think you enjoy taking your anger out on me.”

“If you know what’s good for you, Dyre, you’ll stay on that side of the fire,” Alexys growled.

He smiled. “Or what? We both know you’re all bark and no bite.”

You’re insufferable!” She threw her hands up in exasperation.

“Wait, Keane, you’re bleeding,” Nic said, any hint of teasing vanishing. Alexys looked down at hands, which were, in fact, bleeding.

Just perfect.

She’d felt the pain, sharp and immediate, when she’d gone for the purse, but she’d managed to forget about it in the panic of the moment.

Nic sighed.

Pain sang through her fingers and made Alexys hiss and ball both fists against her chest.

“The purse,” she murmured, “I went for it.”

“Are you always this stupid?” Nic glared at her. “You can’t engage with a creature like that. It’s antagonistic.”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t intend to fight it. Don’t be so dramatic.”

He returned her glare with equal force. “You’ve already done more than enough to prove how erratic and unstable you are.”

She lunged for his shirt front and pulled Nic toward her before he could back away again. Alexys stepped in close, one hand clutching his shirt, mentally cursing him for being so tall. Unfortunately, she had not considered just how strong he was, and he made easy work of removing her hand and entrapping both of her wrists within his own.

“Worried I’ll maul that pretty face of yours, huh? I didn’t realize scholars could be so delicate.”

His eyes darted back and forth between hers, close enough to see the specks of gold.

“We’re fragile, basement-dwelling creatures.”

Whether it was the softness of his voice or the tension in her calves from standing on her toes, Alexys became suddenly aware of the position they were in: standing much too close, her hands in his. She rocked back onto her heels at the same moment a peel of thunder ripped through the sky. It echoed against the rock and pulled a yelp of alarm from her.

Nic dropped her hands and slipped an arm around Alexys’s waist, pulling her into his side, his eyes fixed on the darkness beyond the shelter opening. The gesture would have been, Alexys thought, protective, almost romantic, if she hadn’t managed to pull her arm back at the same time and solidly elbow him in the stomach.

Nic doubled over, a groan of pain escaping his lips.

Alexys pressed her hand against her mouth to try and smother her laughter.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Keane.” Nic sat heavily in the dirt, catching his breath. “You and these woods.” He shook his head.

“Don’t fret, Dyre, a little bit of thunder never killed anyone.” Alexys smirked.

“Perhaps, but who is to say my least favorite work associate won’t?” He was teasing, she knew, but she couldn’t fight smiling.

“Least favorite?” She grinned down at him. “I didn’t realize you held me in such high esteem.”

He returned her smile, although it was more of a grimace. “Don’t tell the others.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. What would your poor researchers think?”

“They’d be devastated. Hornsby might actually cry.”

She laughed a little and shook her head. “I’m sorry about your, er, stomach.”

Nic arched an eyebrow. “For elbowing me, or for not doing it harder?”

“Both.” She chuckled.

Alexys sat down next to him and looked out at the rain. It seemed to be letting up. She just had to hope it held through the morning so they could get back on track. Back to looking for Elliot. Alexys looked down at her hands, still banged up from her fall.

“Do you really think we’ll die out here?” She hadn’t meant to voice the question, but it had been nipping at her heels the entire hike, haunting her steps as they ventured further and further away from familiar territory. Alexys didn’t dare look at him as she waited for an answer.

Nic was quiet long enough that she began to wonder if she’d even asked the question out loud, but he finally said, “No, I don’t think we will.”

The smallest amount of emphasis was placed on the word “we,” and it made her stomach drop. They would survive, he had said, but Elliot …

“I’m going to lose my job over this.” It was a rhetorical question, one Alexys realized that she had come to terms with hours ago. She’d violated so many company policies, there was no chance Kristin would keep her on. She might as well look for new jobs on the flight back to South Carolina—if they ever made it out of the woods.

“She’s not going to fire you.” Nic knocked his knee against hers, and Alexys finally turned to look at him. His expression was so sincere she nearly forgot why they had even been fighting to begin with. “You are good at your job, Keane. Kristin can’t afford to lose you. Even I know that.”

“I lost a Warden,” she countered, “he’s probably dead in the woods somewhere. I’ve wasted company time and resources getting lost not once but twice, and I’ll have nothing to show for it. She has every reason to fire me.” Alexys let out a sharp, bitter sound. “Hell, I’d fire me.”

Nic looked at her, really looked at her. His gaze was so intent it nearly knocked her onto her back. “I wouldn’t.”

She swallowed. The atmosphere thickening once more, the tension she’d felt earlier returning to fill the space between them. She tore her eyes away, choosing to stare down at the dirt on her jeans.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

Nic didn’t answer, but Alexys could feel his gaze on her. It did strange things to her stomach.

She liked it better when they argued. It was easy. Safe. The (mostly) empty insults and (sometimes) harmless banter was easier to endure than praise—than pity. Alexys hated pity. It made her feel small and hopeless.

“Did I make you uncomfortable?”

Alexys couldn’t tell if his question was sarcastic or not, so she deflected. “No … I’m just cold.”

“Do you want the extra sweater from my bag? Your shirt is still wet.” She was tempted to reject his offer for the sake of her own pride, but her shirt was still damp and horribly uncomfortable.

“Fine. Only because I can’t afford to add hypothermia to my list of failures this weekend.”

“Your gratitude, albeit horribly expressed, is noted.” Nic got up and rifled through his bag, then tossed her the sweater. “I’m afraid I don’t have any spare pants, not that they would fit you anyway.”

Alexys caught the sweater and stepped away from the fire to change. It was a relief to be in dry clothes, and the sweater was surprisingly soft and deliciously warm. She glanced over at the fire to make sure Nic still wasn’t looking and lifted the fabric to her nose. It smelled like detergent and a hint of his cologne—a woodsy, clean smell. Alexys recognized it from her many trips to his office.

“Does it fit all right?”

She jerked the collar away from her face. “Yeah, fits fine.” She pulled the sleeves over her cold fingers and quickly returned to her seat by the fire.

Nic looked up at her and stifled a laugh.

“What?” Alexys scowled at him and pulled the sweater tighter around her body.

“You look like a child wearing an adult’s clothes.” Nic leaned forward and pulled on the sleeve of the sweater. The collar slipped down, and the part that should have been on her shoulder drooped down her arm.

Alexys jerked the sweater back into place and slapped his hand away. “That’s because it’s an ugly ass sweater.”

Nic laid back on the ground, his hands tucked behind his head, and closed his eyes. A small smile played on his lips.

She almost couldn’t help the way her eyes traced down his torso, admiring how the position stretched his muscles and caused the edge of his shirt to ride up. Jerking her gaze away from the exposed sliver of skin, Alexys silently cursed the shirt for not doing its job properly.

She pulled and shifted the sweater, too conscious of all the ways it didn’t fit right. Wearing his clothes suddenly felt way too intimate, a feeling she wasn’t particularly prepared to deal with it.

“Don’t overthink it, Keane. It looks good on you.”

Her head snapped up, ready to get defensive, but Nic’s eyes were still closed. No signs of joking or taunting. Alexys tucked her head down into the warm knit and muttered a quiet thank you.

“Are your hands okay?”

Alexys shrugged. No. Did she want to admit it? Also, no.

He opened his eyes and propped himself up. “You know, from when you tried to fight off the Jackalope.” Alexys’s cheeks flushed. “I meant to get the first aid kit out, but then you punched me in the stomach. My sympathies were divided.”

Alexys laughed, the sound barely muffled by the sweater.

“Oh, yeah,” he drawled. “Laugh at my expense.”

“As if you wouldn’t laugh at mine.” She pushed the sleeves of her borrowed sweater up and surveyed her palms. They were certainly scraped to hell. It was hard to tell the difference between the dirt and the speckles of dried blood.

“At the very least we should disinfect the cuts.” Nic rolled over and procured a first aid kit from his pack.

“You’ve got to be kidding.” She grinned and couldn’t resist teasing, “You really took that eagle scout motto to heart. Always be prepared?”

“That’s actually not the scout motto, contrary to popular belief. And like I keep reminding you, Keane, I wasn’t a boy scout. I did Duke of Edinburgh.” He pulled out various bottles and bandages.

Alexys thought about telling him not to bother with it, but she was too tired to fight with him. He wasn’t wrong, either, she didn’t want an infection.

“The correct motto is actually much more nuanced,” he said. He set aside the first aid kit and pulled her hands into his lap. “Keep your palms facing up, and try not to move too much.”

“That’s a weird motto.”

Nic shushed her, but she could tell he’d found her amusing.

She watched him open an antiseptic wipe and take her right hand in his. His touch was gentle but firm, and she couldn’t help but marvel at how big his hands were next to hers. A familiar heat crept up her neck.

The corner of Nic’s mouth twitched up, but the smile didn’t fully form. He finished cleaning the dirt from the skin around the scrapes and reached for the next item.

Alexys shifted so she was facing him fully, careful to keep her hands upright. She sat directly in front of him, knee-to-knee. Her heart was hammering against her chest.

“This one is probably going to sting.” He looked up at her, and the concern in his eyes took her by surprise. “It’ll disinfect your hands, but it’ll burn. I need to clean out any dirt that may be in the cuts.”

“Do what you need to do,” she said, her voice coming out more breathless than she intended. “You’re the nurse.”

Nic snorted. He gripped one of her wrists in his right hand and began cleaning with the alcohol wipe.

The pain was raw, it zipped down the nerves from the tips of her fingers to her elbow. She immediately tried to jerk her hand away and hissed, “Fuck’s sake, that hurts!”

“I know, I know.” He didn’t relent in his cleaning or in his grip on her wrist. “I’m almost done.” Nic’s thumb rubbed soothing circles on her inner wrist. He brought her hand up to his lips and blew gently on her palm. Their eyes locked. Every protest died on her tongue as she watched him soothe the pain in her hand. The corner of his mouth quirked, but it was so fast Alexys wasn’t even sure it happened. He lowered her hand back to his lap and asked, “Are you ready for me to clean the other one?”

“Not even a little bit,” she answered immediately. “That shit burns.”

This time he did smile. It was lopsided and wonderful and did terrible things to her. “I did warn you.”

“This is why I don’t ask for help. It’s literally painful.”

He rolled his eyes and fished another alcohol wipe out of his first aid kit. “Accepting help is a basic human necessity, Keane. You cannot go through life entirely on your own.”

Alexys frowned and muttered, “I never said I wanted to.”

Her petulance was interrupted by the burning of her other hand. She hissed and jerked, but Nic once again held her wrist in a firm grip. Alexys surrendered and let her forehead drop to rest against his shoulder.

“You’re a terrible patient,” he said with a soft laugh. “It’s not that bad.”

“Liar. It’s the worst.” She felt him lift her hand and closed her eyes to brace for what she knew would come next.

His warm breath blew across her palm, and goosebumps broke out over her skin.

She kept her eyes closed. Tried not to shiver. Failed miserably. Alexys felt Nic’s laughter when he blew on her hand again and caused her stomach to perform a full somersault.

“Quit doing that.” Alexys lifted her head so she could properly glare at him. “Give me my hands back. You’ve done enough damage.”

“Oh, good. She’s back.” Nic’s smile was far too mischievous for her liking. Like he was enjoying an inside joke she wasn’t privy to. “I was worried a little antiseptic had robbed you of your spark.” The word “spark” struck her, and Alexys could feel her traitorous heart swell. It sounded like admiration, and she liked the idea of Nic admiring her more than she was ready to admit.

“I can’t be taken down that easily.”

The look he gave her said just how little he agreed with that statement.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Get back on your side of the fire.” Nic clucked his tongue at her but he didn’t protest. “And thank you.” The words slipped out before she’d really thought them, but she meant them. She wasn’t just thanking him for the first aid. As much as she had resented his presence in the beginning, Alexys was glad Nic was there in that cave with her, thankful that he’d followed her out there in the first place. That he hadn’t quit on her, despite her ordering him to do so.

“Keane,” Nic started. There was a moment of heavy tension between them, something unspoken. “You can ask me for help anytime. I’ll always give it.” And then, as if that was the most normal thing in the world to say, he leaned back and closed his eyes.

Alexys stared at him for a while, unsure of what to think or say. It felt like such a loaded comment, but there was no way for her to know what he was truly thinking. By the time she mustered up the courage to possibly ask Nic what he had meant by it, too long had passed, and she was afraid he’d already fallen asleep.

“Guess I’m taking the first watch,” she grumbled, wrapping the sleeping bag around her.

She’d kept her eyes focused on the fire, ears perked, but before she could help herself, the soft sound of rain lulled her into sleep.
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It didn’t take long for Alexys to fall asleep. Nic waited until her breaths evened out, and then he sat up and took up watch. Not for monsters, though.

He was watching for her nightmares.

He had no idea how long it would take, but he was content to listen to the rain and watch the orange light flicker across Alexys’s face. She looked peaceful, relaxed, and it suited her. If he had a soft spot for Alexys, he certainly wasn’t ready to admit it, but there was no denying the way each managed to get under the other’s skin. No one ever bothered him as much as Alexys could.

Worse still, he actually enjoyed it.

Shifting his weight, Nic forced his thoughts to return to the subject of Alexys’s nightmares. He thought back to the casefile Zach shared, having read it several times during his ride to Opal’s house. Nothing bothered Nic more than a riddle without an answer, but nothing leaped out at him, no clear signs pointing at anything he could immediately identify. The longer it took him to figure out what was causing Alexys’s nightmares, the more fixated he became. He was already convinced that a new type of monster was preying on Alexys’s terror. There wasn’t any solid proof yet, of course, but his hunches were rarely wrong, and the thought of something new was, admittedly, rather tantalizing.

Which was why he hadn’t said anything to Alexys. Telling her he knew about the nightmares would have been the right thing to do, he knew that, but Nic had let every opportunity pass him by. Because the only evidence of the Hollow Walker he could bring back would be eyewitness accounts. But the creature giving Alexys nightmares? That was completely undocumented, completely unknown, and would be worth so much more to his colleagues, and Nic couldn’t ignore it. Even if now, he felt incredibly conflicted. Even if he didn’t want to be dishonest with her.

As if she could feel his restlessness, Alexys stirred.

At first, it was small movements that caught his eye. Shifting the arm her head rested on and burying her cheek further into the fabric of his sweater. A soft sigh and a slow stretch of the leg. Nic considered waking her, sparing her the terror she would no doubt experience, but he didn’t. Most research said it was unhealthy to wake a person mid-nightmare, so letting her sleep through it was really the kinder choice. Besides, it didn’t seem like a full-blown nightmare, at least not yet. The researcher in him watched with fascination, analyzing every movement and reaction in hopes of seeing something, anything that might be a clue as to what was causing her nightmares.

Suddenly, Alexys started mumbling and jerking, her breaths shallow. As soon as she began to whimper, Nic decided to wake her.

And then he saw it: a dark spot moving beside her ear.

Quickly moving from his spot on the other side of the fire, he crouched down beside Alexys. She pushed against an unseen terror and rolled onto her back, nearly dislodging the thing crawling on her skin. The shadows of the fire made it nearly impossible to discern, but she rolled to the side once again, and Nic was able to see what appeared to be a spider, crawling behind her ear.

It was the deepest shade of black and roughly the size of a dime. Its long legs carried it soundlessly across her skin, a silken thread trailing behind it. The thread caught and stretched, a translucent web forming behind the shell of Alexys’s right ear and up into her hair. The bigger the web grew, the more frightened she became.

There was no mistaking it: the spider was somehow weaving the nightmare.

It was fascinating, and horrifying, and unlike anything Nic had ever seen before. The web glowed silver in the firelight. It was delicate and yet managed to hold firm throughout the jerking and frantic shaking of her head as she pleaded with someone—or something—to leave her alone.

Nic had never felt so torn. There were so many unknowns to what she was experiencing that he was almost afraid to interrupt. Could it harm her to disturb the web, or would it free her from the nightmare? Could he squash the spider like any average household arachnid, or would that have dire consequences (given its clearly supernatural nature)? Did he need to have Entity’s approval before killing it? And if he did, would they even give it?

He was frozen, hunched over Alexys, debating the morality of academic observation and the matter of his heavy conscience when the spider finished its web. Alexys stilled, quietly whimpering but no longer thrashing. She had given in to whatever was haunting her.

The cold fingers of guilt wrapped themselves around Nic’s lungs until he thought he might choke.

She was crying. Glistening tears tracked across the bridge of her nose and down the side of her face. Nic immediately reached his hand forward—to soothe her or remove the spider, he wasn’t sure which.

The arachnid scurried off the web and vanished into her hair.

His hand fell to her shoulder. The touch sent a tremor through her, and he couldn’t tell if it was comforting or making things worse.

The web behind her ear lost its sturdy build and wilted, falling limply against her skin, before vanishing. Dissolved or absorbed, Nic couldn’t tell. The translucent, silver threads simply disappeared as if they, and the spider, had never been there at all. Alexys let out a long breath, and her body unfurled, fully relaxed. The nightmare had passed.

A nightmare he could have spared her from, the cynical part of him pointed out. A nightmare that he willingly let her suffer through for the sake of research and protocol and … fear? The guilt was suffocating.

Nic brushed a few strands of loose hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. She exhaled, her face peaceful again as she leaned into his touch. He cupped her face, peering down at her. She was beautiful, there was no denying it—but never before had he wished he could tell her. Nightmares and all.

Nic pulled his hand away, chastised himself for such thinking, and returned to his side of the fire. He sat back down on his sleeping bag and fished out his phone. He’d taken screenshots of the file Zach sent over, and he flicked through it once again. He must have read the pages at least fifty times since receiving them, but he hadn’t been looking for anything spider-related before. His memory wasn’t perfect, contrary to popular belief, but he did recall the mention of spiders in one of her dream journal entries.

Nic scrolled through all the notes and files he’d saved, some nothing more than scribbled notes from Zach, all with potential hypotheses as to what creatures were haunting Alexys (none of his hunches were correct). As he read, he kept an eye on Alexys’s sleeping form.

When Nic first saw the sleep journal entries in Zach’s email, he’d initially dismissed them. Now, he read them with renewed interest.


There was a towering tree with white flowers and smooth, dark wood. I couldn’t see anything else, only the tree and the night sky behind it. A voice, which sounded almost like it came from the branches of the tree, said, “You must not let him break free.” The tree swayed in the wind, the flowers turned black, and the bark began to crack and break.



Nic wasn’t sure why a talking Blackwood tree might be important, but trees were prominent in folklore and legends. The ominous message could fall within the premonition territory, despite how vague it was. He would research the significance when he got back to the office. He skimmed a few more entries until another one stuck out.


I’m standing before a grave. There’s no name on it, but I know who’s buried there. I look up, and there are eight more graves behind it, all unmarked but all holding the bodies of people I’m certain I know. It’s my fault they’re there. I can’t remember who they are, but I know it’s my fault they’re dead. I drop the shovel.



He wasn’t an expert in psychology, so Nic couldn’t begin to imagine the implications of homicide or dead bodies in a dream. Buried secrets, maybe? A haunted past? He checked the date and considered Alexys’s behavior around the time she had written it, but nothing in his memory stood out. It had been several weeks ago, and there was no guarantee he’d even seen her that day. He skipped to the next.


I was back at the faire, in the fortune teller’s tent. The one I hated. It felt wrong, like a dark stain on a white sheet. It didn’t belong, but it didn’t try to hide its un-belonging. The table was draped in cobwebs. Every corner, every wall was covered in them. I was sitting across the table from myself. My dream-self smiled, cruel and mocking. “You never listen,” she said. “I’ve told you not to trust him. He will be your downfall.” Spiders, hundreds of black spiders, began to crawl out from under the table until they covered every inch of the room. My dream-self laughed.



The spiders, of course, immediately caught his attention. The webs, the spiders, the dark version of Alexys, it all had to be connected. He’d never heard of a nightmare-creating spider cryptid, but it wouldn’t be the first time a new cryptid was discovered seemingly out of nowhere. Finally having something to research was a relief. He just had to figure out what exactly the spider was and how to get rid of it. His eyes slipped back over to Alexys and scanned for any signs of the spider in her hair. She was still sleeping, her nose buried in the sleeve of his sweater, and her hair formed a wild halo around her head. The sweater nearly swallowed her, and it made him smile. Seeing her in his clothes made him feel a certain way but …

Nic wasn’t going to think about that because they were coworkers. Plus, he was too busy snooping through her personal files to indulge in nonsensical observations like how cozy she looked wrapped up in the soft white fabric. He felt an unfamiliar, protective instinct rear up before immediately quashing it.

He checked his watch. Only a handful of hours until dawn. He’d let her sleep a bit more before waking her. She’d be easier to manage after a little sleep. He already anticipated her temper being particularly fearsome in the absence of caffeine. But that was Morning Nic’s problem. Stretching out on his sleeping bag, Nic considered their next steps in the hope that the logical thinking would at least distract him from all the noise in his brain.

Nic really hoped Elliot was still alive, despite being fairly convinced otherwise—especially after seeing that Jackalope. But he didn’t have the heart to snuff out Alexys’s hope just yet. He wasn’t sure what Elliot’s death would do to her, or if she would be able to cope with something so traumatic. He worried she’d leave the job, although he’d try to persuade her otherwise, of course. He decided long before he made it to Opal’s house that he was joining her, mostly, for his own personal gain, but along the way things had changed. It wasn’t his job to rescue wayward employees, but he did feel obligated to help her, and Elliot, in whatever way he could.

They would set out again at first light to look for him. With any luck, they hadn’t strayed too far off the path Nic’s compass had set for them, and they would be able to find Greenbriar Mine before anything else tried to kill them.







CHAPTER 37



“If you hear whistling, leave. If you hear laughter, leave. If you hear a voice you recognize that definitely shouldn’t be there, leave.”

Journals of Reaper J. T. Cross




She woke to the muffled sound of someone screaming her name.

Before she was even fully conscious, Alexys scrambled out of her sleeping bag, tugged on her shoes, and tumbled out into the woods, desperate to track the sound.

Not just any sound.

Elliot’s voice.

Alexys would have known that nasally pitch anywhere. After countless phone and Zoom calls, there was no doubt in her mind that it was him. She’d bet her life on it.

“Alexys?”

She was running before her brain had time to catch up.

His voice seemed to come from the trees to her right. There wasn’t a deer trail or path to follow, but the first wisps of dawn’s light were finally beginning to crack through the clouds. She pushed her way through dense foliage, still heavy and dripping with rain, and tried to head in the direction of his voice.

Elliot called her name again. His voice sounded closer, but his tone was laced with panic.

“Elliot?” Alexys shoved her way through the bushes and brambles. Thorns snagged her clothes and hair like dark claws. “Elliot!” she called again. “Where are you?”

“Oh God! No, no!”

Elliot’s scream froze the blood in her veins. She stopped dead in her tracks. Her head swiveled this way and that as she frantically searched for any sign of him. She shouted his name, tears blurring her vision, too set on finding him to care about what else might hear her. For a long, horrible moment, she heard only the sound of her own rattled breaths.

Rain dripped and pattered around her, the smell of damp earth hung heavy in the air.

“Alexys?”

A chill crept down her spine. Elliot’s voice was now behind her. The pitch lower, all traces of panic gone.

“Alexys,” it said again, the sound uncanny, eerily familiar.

She shrank back against a neighboring oak tree. The voice was even closer this time, and the way it said her name, confused and stunted, was like it was saying her name for the first time. Testing it. Tasting it.

“Alexys.”

She pressed a hand to her mouth, silently cursing her impulsiveness. She was a fool for running out into the woods alone. Unarmed and with no idea where she was going. How had she not learned from any of the near-death experiences she’d had so far? The trap was such an obvious one.

“It’s here,” whispered the voice. “It’s here. Alexys?”

Hot tears slipped down her cheeks. She didn’t want to open her eyes. Wasn’t sure when she’d even shut them. The bushes near her left rustled, and she held her breath. She already knew what was there.

“Alexys.” And then another identical voice, “No, no, no …” His voice echoed all around her, overlapping with even more voices, louder and louder.

“Please, someone …”

“Alexys?”

“It’s here.”

And then it stopped.

Her legs shook with the instinct to run as she slowly turned her head toward the sounds.

A sea of red eyes. Jackalopes, dozens of them, stared back at her.

Alexys didn’t scream. She couldn’t even breathe. She balked at the forest full of eyes and ran. Crashing through the trees with such force she surprised even herself. Branches and thorns caught her face, her hands and her clothes. The air burned in her lungs as she tried to avoid slipping on the damp earth. She prayed she was running in the right direction.

The sound of far too many creatures came thundering through the underbrush behind her. Alexys could hear them whispering in Elliot’s voice, calling her name.

She slipped through the mud, careened around a tree, and finally saw the cave and the dying fire tucked against the mountain. She screamed for Nic.

The Jackalopes poured through the trees behind her as she scrambled up the rocks and mud. A sea of hungry cryptids, with torn flesh and salivating teeth.

Nic stumbled out of the cave, hair an absolute mess, his glasses sitting crooked on his face. He looked at her, looked behind her, and all the color drained from his flushed cheeks.

“Quick!” she screamed, racing past him inside the cave. She picked up a smoking piece of wood from the fire, prepared to brandish it.

“You can’t even run away properly, can you?” Nic hissed, storming past her. “I have to do everything around here.”

“Don’t you see!” Her voice cut off when she saw the item in his hand. “Is that a flask?!” she screeched. Sure enough, Nic waved a larger-than-average silver flask at her.

“Whiskey,” he said, as if that answered all of her questions. He walked confidently to the edge of the cave, whistled sharply, and then chucked the silver flask into the woods.

Alexys made it to his side just in time to watch the herd—pack? flock?—of Jackalopes bank a hard left, only a few feet from the cave, chasing off after the flask. The sounds of their crashing through the underbrush faded until the woods were finally quiet once more. Even the cicadas hesitated after the ruckus the Jackalopes had caused. Or maybe she just couldn’t hear them over her still-thundering heartbeat in her ears.

After moment, she let out a long, deep sigh. Nic turned to look at her, his expression equal parts exhaustion and irritability.

“You clearly didn’t pay attention to the Jackalope research I sent you last month, either.”

“Was alcoholism part of it?”

He rolled his eyes and finally fixed his glasses. “A Jackalope is highly dangerous and aggressive, however, one can be easily stopped if offered their favorite thing: whiskey. The more aged, the better.” She gaped at him. “What?”

“That’s insane!” Alexys pointed a dubious finger in the direction the Jackalopes had disappeared to. “A flask can be used to stop murderous creatures mid-rampage? That sounds like an old wife’s tale.”

“All old wives’ tales start somewhere. They aren’t all rooted in truth, of course. We got lucky with that one.”

Alexys had far too many questions, and the adrenaline still thrumming through her veins wasn’t helping her nerves. Chiefly, she wondered: was that enough whiskey? What if the Jackalopes come back? And how will they drink the whiskey without opposable thumbs? What if we have to fight off drunk Jackalopes?

“Don’t overthink it, Keane.” Nic walked back into the shelter, and Alexys begrudgingly followed him. “Instead, ask yourself how you managed to get nearly eaten by the same creature—twice.”

“Oh my God.” Her words dripped heavy with sarcasm. She lowered herself onto her sleeping bag. “Do you think they might, I don’t know, live here?”

“No need for spite, it was an honest question.”

“No, it wasn’t. It was you making fun of me and reminding me of my incredibly bad luck. There was nothing honest about it.”

“Not true. I am honestly shocked by how bad your luck is.”

Alexys glared daggers at his back. “Next time, I’ll make sure the pack of Jackalopes eats you.”

He grinned. “A flaggerdoot of Jackalopes, actually.”

Of all the things she needed to process, that singular word needed to be addressed immediately. “What did you just say?”

“A flaggerdoot,” he repeated with a careless wave of his hand. “It’s the word for a group of more than two Jackalopes.” She analyzed his face for any trace of humor but found none. He was being entirely serious.

“I don’t believe you. That’s not a word.”

“Yes, it is.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Nic smiled, small and teasing. “Then you should listen to yourself talk more often.”

“You’re such an ass.” She looked back toward the woods to reassure herself that the Jackalopes weren’t coming back. “It’s just like you to have a go at me after nearly being killed not once, not twice, but three times in the span of forty-eight hours.” The shadows beneath the trees remained silent.

“It’s a shame you don’t appreciate my sense of humor. Laughing is quite cathartic.”

She rolled her eyes. “I wonder if your flaggerdoot would appreciate your clever insults.”

“I doubt they’re intelligent enough to understand human conversation.” He ignored her icy glare, instead turning his attention to his backpack. “Although, they do seem smarter than I originally thought.”

“Of course they are.” She followed suit, shoving things haphazardly into her pack and carefully rolling her sleeping bag. “They mimic people’s voices. How is that not a sign of intelligence?”

Nic paused and looked up at her, eyes wide. “Wait a minute, did you hear them mimic someone? I’ve always thought that was such an intriguing talent.”

Alexys swallowed against the fear that welled up at the memory of Elliot’s screams. “Yes, I did. They were …” Her voice trailed off and she looked down at her hands. Once again, covered in mud and forest debris. “They were using Elliot’s voice.”

Nic grimaced. “Were they? Well, that’s certainly an interesting development.”

She frowned at how fearless he seemed. Like it was an interesting discovery and not a near-death experience. In fact, he hadn’t even stopped to ask her why she’d gone running out the cave like some sort of maniac.

“The one that ate my purse used your voice,” she said.

“Did it?” Nic stood a little taller. “I’ll consider that a compliment. Creatures who possess such talents don’t mimic just anyone’s vocal patterns, you know.” His smug smile said it all.

She rolled her eyes. “Right, you’re so very special.”

“That said, it is disturbing to know that creature was following us, listening in on our conversations, long enough to mimic my voice,” he murmured. “Flattering, yes, but also disturbing.”

“Do you think it means Elliot’s alive, that we’ll find him? They have to hear someone to mimic them, right?” She tried not to consider what the mimicking actually meant, and that he’d been screaming, and instead focus on the fact that she’d heard his voice at all. He had to be alive. He had to be.

“He might be, yes,” Nic said gently. “We can’t be sure how long ago they heard his voice in order to mimic it. There’s no available data on Jackalope’s ability to retain vocal patterns for specific lengths of time.”

“No evidence?”

“Conservation laws haven’t caught up with everything yet,” he explained. “We would need to keep Jackalopes in captivity to truly understand their vocal mimicry and how they use it. For all we know, they could hold on to the same voice for months, possibly even years.” Alexys tried not to feel discouraged as she finished repacking her backpack. “That said, we know Elliot hasn’t been out here for too long, so …” Nic shrugged, but he wouldn’t meet her eye.

It would have been nice to have a positive voice on the trip to balance Nic’s endless cynicism. She knew it was just as bad to get her hopes up, but a little optimism from him, genuine optimism, would’ve made her feel a little less hopeless.

“It’s a good thing we at least have the compass with us.” He walked to the edge of the cave and held it in his palm. “Even without a map, a person should still be able to find their way through the woods with a compass. I have to assume Elliot was in possession of one. They come standard in all Warden packs.”

She appreciated the silver lining, but the truth was it was very easy to get lost in these woods. And all the trees looked the same, everything dense and brown and green, a sea of the same in all directions. She’d been lucky to escape the woods herself, that first night, otherwise Waylan …

Suddenly a horrible, absolutely god-awful idea occurred to her.

“What time is it?” she asked first.

Nic narrowed his eyes at her, but checked his watch nonetheless. “Half past seven in the morning. Why?”

The idea was reckless. It had gone horribly wrong the first time, but she’d be prepared. She knew what to expect. The Jackalopes were proof enough: Elliot had been here, and recently too. So what if they needed to divert their course slightly? It was worth asking someone who might have seen him.

“I don’t like that look, Keane.” Nic cleared his throat. “Keane?” Hello? Earth to HR.’

Alexys looked up at him. She felt confident and a little crazy, and judging by his expression, it showed.

“Waylan might have seen Elliot.”

Nic stared at her for several seconds. He took off his glasses to rub his eyes, already exasperated. “Let me get this straight. You want to ask a homicidal ghost for directions?”







CHAPTER 38



“There are different types of spirits and ghosts that haunt our world. It can be difficult to classify them in any way that makes sense as each one appears and behaves in different ways. All we know for certain is that there are no good or bad spirits. They simply are.”

Haints and Haunts: A Study of the Spiritual by Makenna Petera




Finding Waylan was, surprisingly, very easy.

Alexys expected to wander the woods for a few hours before finding him, but the boy seemed to materialize within a few minutes of their search. She wondered if that was part of his cursed limbo: sensing when people were wandering through his area of the woods and appearing before them. Being summoned by some force even greater than his own spirit.

It was an unsettling thought.

Waylan looked exactly the same as he had the day before (before his terrifying transformation): faded overalls that were several sizes too large, a lopsided grin, and bare feet coated in mud. A little monster wrapped in an innocent shell. She gave him an energetic wave.

Despite knowing what he was capable of doing, what he had already done, she was still happy to see him.

“Mornin’, Miss Alexys!” He came bounding toward them and bounced to a stop before her. “I see ya found your friend.”

She returned his smile easily. “Not quite the one I was looking for, but yes.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nic tense. Had he never seen a Haint before? Was Nic Dyre actually nervous? She made a mental note to relish this moment later.

“Still looking for the other one then?” Waylan turned his sunny smile on Nic, and Alexys snuck a glance to see Nic’s response.

The smile he gave the boy was friendlier than any she’d seen before. It surprised her, as did the fluttering in her stomach.

“You must be Waylan.” Nic crouched down to Waylan’s level and held his hand out for a handshake. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Nic.”

Waylan looked at Nic’s hand, brow furrowed.

“I’d like to shake your hand, mister, seeing as that’s polite and all. But I’d lose my roly polies if I did.”

“Well, we can’t have that.” Nic pulled his hand back, giving a warm laugh. “Do you think you can help us find our friend, Waylan?”

Waylan turned back to Alexys and said, “I can take you to my mama’s house if you’d like? She’s seen all sorts of folk and might know where your friend went.” His tone was light but anxiety twisted inside her at the idea.

There was no way in hell she was returning to that house.

“Well—”

“Actually,” Alexys jumped in before Nic could answer, “I think it’s possible you might have seen him, Waylan. You know, out here in the woods, just the other day. The same day I first met you.”

“You think?” Waylan tilted his head to the side like a curious puppy. “I might’ve done. What did you say he looks like?” Alexys felt the anxious beating of her heart slow. Crisis averted, for now.

“He’s about my height,” she said. “Short brown hair, probably looked a little silly out in the woods in whatever he was wearing.”

Waylan interrupted her, “Like you did yesterday?” She heard Nic snicker next to her and jabbed him with her elbow.

“Yeah, I guess I did look a little out of place, didn’t I?”

“Hmm.” Waylan’s face tightened with intense concentration. While he thought, Alexys shot Nic an unamused look, met only with an unapologetic shrug. “I think …” Waylan scratched the top of his head with his non-roly-poly-occupied hand. “I think I saw somebody like that. He was wearing a backpack like yours, maybe. A black one, with that fancy looking word on it?”

She pulled the backpack in question off one shoulder for him to see. The Entity logo was stitched into the front with silver thread: a bold font with half a compass across the top like a sunrise motif. She supposed it did look a little fancy.

“Yeah, that’s the one! He was asking weird questions, too.” Waylan shrugged. “He wanted to know how to get to where the Walker lives, so I sent him up Mill Creek.”

Alexys bit the inside of her cheek. That was the exact information she tried to get out of Waylan yesterday. The kind of information that could have saved her from a run-in with Waylan’s demonic side and long-fingered Silas. Not to mention she’d wasted precious time when really, she’d been on Elliot’s heels that day all along. It was fine. She’d find him now.

If he wasn’t dead already …

“Thank you, Waylan, that’s very helpful,” Nic cut in while Alexys catastrophized. He certainly spoke with more patience than she could have. “Can you give us the same directions you gave him? It’s very important that we find him, and soon.”

Waylan nodded, his woeful expression completely at odds with his youthful, freckled face. Only he wasn’t youthful at all, Alexys had to remind herself.

“I can take you to the same part of the creek I took him to!” Waylan exclaimed. “How ’bout that?”

“Perfect. Lead the way.” Nic stood up and looked over his shoulder, beckoning Alexys with the flick of his head. “Ready?”

She dragged a hand over her face and quickly collected herself. Exhaustion from days spent walking in the woods was setting in, and the weight of her frustration and guilt was heavy on her shoulders. She tried to convince herself that they were finally getting somewhere, that Waylan would lead them to Elliot, but Alexys wasn’t sure she believed it anymore. She was losing hope.

Nic tugged her forward by her backpack strap. He was smiling, but there was also concern in his eyes.

Maybe her spiraling was more apparent than she thought.

“Come on, Keane. You can’t give up just yet.”

Alexys tried to return his smile. “Me? Give up? It’s like you don’t even know me.”

He tugged her backpack strap again, and she nearly fell into him. “If you don’t get out of your head, Peter Pan over there will leave us behind.”

“Peter Pan?” She looked at him, his fingers still looped through the strap and warm against her shoulder. “Does that make you Tinkerbell?” She cocked her brow at him. Somehow the idea of Nic Dyre in a Tinkerbell costume was possibly the most hilarious thing she’d pictured in weeks.

“I’m not afraid of tights, Keane.” He grinned and she had to purse her lips to avoid smiling.

“Get moving then, Tink. You’re blocking my walking path,” she scolded him.

Nic let out an easy laugh, warm and contagious, and followed after Waylan. The boy led them through the trees, weaving and slinking through the ivy and dense trees with impressive ease. Alexys did her best to keep upright, one eye on her feet, the other on Nic and Waylan.

She knew daylight was on their side, and the old shack was somewhere in the other direction (or at least she hoped it was) so she wasn’t too worried about Waylan turning on them. Even still, it took her by surprise that Nic had very little regard for Waylan’s other personality.

Nope.

Instead, he seized the opportunity to interview a ghost.

Alexys bit her tongue. She’d worked with Nic long enough to know that the only thing that he loved more than arguing (usually with her) was research.

She prepared herself for what she imagined would be a list of intrusive, thoughtless questions, all in the name of research. She wasn’t sure he would have the mindfulness to treat Waylan like the child he was—er, used to be—but he showed a surprising amount of empathy. Especially when he realized that Waylan wasn’t fully aware of his status as a Haint.

“So, Waylan,” Nic started. His voice took on a lofty, professional tone that drew her focus back to their conversation. “I haven’t hiked through these woods before.”

“I can tell,” Waylan interrupted with a cheeky grin.

Nic chuckled. “Right, but you’re clearly an expert. I bet you know every tree around here.”

“Pretty much.” Waylan hooked his thumbs into his overalls, and his walk gained some swagger. “I know it better than anybody.”

Nic’s expression was contemplative as he watched Waylan sidestep a mess of flora. It was a measuring look, like he was carefully weighing his next words before he spoke them. That expression made her nervous. She tried to swat at his shoulder and tell him to back off, but he kept stepping easily out of reach each time.

“Do you usually play alone?” Nic asked.

“Yeah, but that’s okay.” Waylan shrugged. “Nobody comes out here.”

“I see. Is that why our friend stuck out to you? Because you don’t see many people?”

“Uh huh,” Waylan said with a frown. “It’s hard makin’ friends when nobody’s ever around.

Alexys felt a pang of guilt. She knew he was a ghost, and she knew what he was capable of, but he was still just a kid, and trapped in a purgatory loop or not, his existence had to be a hard one. It was almost impossible for her to reconcile the little boy in front of her with the evil spirit from the other night.

“But,” Waylan went on, “that means I notice everybody that comes through, like you guys.”

“So, no one else aside from us and our friend?” Nic asked, carefully nudging the conversation along in the direction they needed. Alexys scowled.

What was he fishing for?

Waylan flipped round and started walking backward ahead of them, completely absorbed in answering Nic’s question. Alexys offered up a reassuring smile.

“Umm, there’s a really rude lady that shows up near the creek sometimes. She doesn’t like kids.” Anger flickered across his face, and her heart clenched. “She’s meaner’n a snake, that one. Not my fault I’d never seen hair that red before. Bit my head off when I asked if it was real.”

“I hope you haven’t seen her around recently?” Alexys asked, finally joining in the discussion.

He shook his head, still frowning. “No, not in a long time. Not since …” An odd light flashed through Waylan’s eyes, and his expression went slack.

Alexys froze. She reached out for Nic, instinctively, and his worried expression mirrored her own.

“Waylan,” Alexys said gently. “Waylan, are you alright?” Her voice was merely a whisper.

Sunset was hours and hours away. They should have more than enough time before Waylan went to the dark side.

Unless Silas lied to her.

She didn’t want to believe she was that gullible, but taking the word of a stranger, especially one as enigmatic as Silas, was probably the dumbest thing she could’ve done, and that was really saying something. Silas had claimed he wanted to keep her alive, but there was no way she could fully trust a man that stalked her, happened to materialize places he shouldn’t have been able to, and made her blood run cold every time they met.

“Waylan?” Nic asked. Alexys had his arm in a vice.

At least she stood a chance if she sacrificed Nic first, right?

Waylan shook his head like a dog shakes off water, and whatever strange energy had fogged his eyes dissipated. He beamed up at them. “Those cicadas sure are screamin’, huh?” He bounced away down the path.

Alexys looked warily at Nic, who shrugged.

“Relax,” he said under his breath. “And, sorry, but do you mind?” He placed his hand over hers and the contact sent a tiny electric shock. She let go of his arm. “Thanks. I’d like to keep that, might prove handy if we encounter the Hollow Walker.” She knew he was only teasing, but it didn’t register.

He shrugged and followed after Waylan, picking up another conversation as they went.

A cool breeze swept through the trees, and Alexys shivered. There was something off about the red-headed woman and the look on Waylan’s face when he spoke about her. His eyes had been so haunted, and Alexys wasn’t sure she wanted to know why.
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Waylan and Nic ended up getting along extremely well.

Although the kid had a habit of interrupting Nic mid-lecture and distracting him with an entirely new topic which was fairly amusing. Nic appeared to have endless patience and managed to keep up with each new line of thought effortlessly. From pill bugs to family pets to favorite foods, Nic navigated one conversation to the next without missing a beat. Alexys was content with taking a back seat, happy to watch the two race circles around each other and chatter the time away.

The temperature was cooler today, so the hike through the woods was far more enjoyable than it had been the day before. The humidity had, unfortunately, turned Alexys’s hair into a frizzy mess of a ponytail, but it was tolerable with the light breeze.

“You ain’t from here,” Waylan said sagely. It was apparently time to switch topics once again. “I can tell.”

“How can you tell?” Nic asked, smiling.

Waylan looked him up and down, deeply considering his answer. “The way you walk. Like you’re in a hurry and got places to be.” Waylan pointed at her. “See her? She walks the right way.”

Suddenly aware of her every movement, Alexys froze. Why was it that as soon as someone pointed out a thing about your body, you forgot what to do with your hands? Her movements felt robotic and stiff as they both turned to look at her with critical eyes.

Waylan rambled on, “She walks like she’s got plenty of time. My Papaw says you can trust a person that ain’t in no hurry.”

Nic’s lips twitched. “She does walk rather slowly, doesn’t she?” He winked at Alexys and then asked Waylan, “Does that mean you can’t trust me?”

She pursed her lips to keep from smiling. The banter was cute, but that wink of his was becoming too comfortable. She was willing to accept the fact that Nic was enjoyable to be around, but admitting he was attractive and nice was just too much.

Waylan stopped to inspect Nic, squinted up at him. Alexys allowed her own gaze to do the same, admiring his still-white t-shirt that clung to his shoulders in just the right way. The rain had made his curls extra bouncy and … She shook her head and forced her eyes away.

Coworker, she reminded herself firmly. Horribly attractive, pain-in-the-ass coworker!

“I dunno,” Waylan finally answered. “But if Miss Alexys trusts you, then I can, too.”

Nic turned his gaze toward Alexys just in time to catch her blushing. Did she trust him? At this point, she’d kind of have to be an idiot not to. He’d tracked her down, voluntarily trekked into the woods with her, was even prepared to fight feral Jackalopes and ancient creatures. There was no way around it.

Nic had her back.

So, yes, she did trust him. The man had ditched work, abandoned his precious research, and put up with her sour attitude for several days, all while sleeping in a dusty cave or on a lumpy couch in a witch’s house. Okay, okay, maybe Nic’s motivations weren’t entirely selfless given his fascination with the Hollow Walker, but he’d proven time and again already that he was truly there to help. She should’ve trusted him from the beginning, they might have found Elliot already, but she just had to fight him every step of the way. It annoyed her, this little revelation, both that Nic was possibly very helpful and that she herself had been downright stubborn.

Alexys looked up to find Waylan and Nic both looking at her expectantly. Waylan was bouncing from one foot to the next, incapable of staying still for even a moment. Nic was waiting for her reply, an expectant look on his face.

“I do trust him, yes.” She smiled down at Waylan because she was too nervous to look at Nic. “He’s a good friend to have.”

Waylan asked, “Is he your best friend?”

“No,” she laughed, thinking of Natalie. “He’s not my best friend.”

“Why not?” Waylan frowned at her and pointed at Nic. “He’s the smartest person I’ve ever met!”

“We only met today,” Nic pointed out. He was smiling at the pair. Alexys fidgeted despite herself. Turned out discussing feelings with yourself was only half as hard as discussing them with a ghost boy in front of your work nemesis.

“Well, I already have a best friend, she’s back home,” Alexys said, then added, “Can I have two best friends?”

Waylan pondered this with a deeply serious expression.

Nic, in his endless capacity for being helpful, asked her, “Is Natalie your best friend or your best work friend? Maybe I’m your best work friend?” He was very pleased with himself. Alexys wanted to groan.

“Wait!” Waylan bounced up and down on his toes. His smile stretched wide with excitement. “Natalie is a girl name!”

She blinked down at him. “Yes, yes, it is.”

“Then that settles it.” He planted his hands on his hips and declared, “Natalie is your best girl friend, and Nic is your best boy friend.”

Nic made a sound that was caught somewhere between a squawk and a choke. He buried his face in his hands, but Alexys could see his shoulders shaking with laughter.

She was mortified. There was no chance she was going to explain to Waylan the difference between friends and boyfriends. She needed the conversation to move on, preferably to a topic that didn’t involve her or her relationships.

“Yeah,” she acquiesced, “that sure settles it, Waylan.” When Waylan just stared at her expectantly, she relented. “Nic is my … best boy friend.”

“I sure am.” Nic wrapped an arm around Alexys’s shoulder and pulled her against him. He was smiling down at her with the most shit-eating grin, and she just knew the conversation was going to haunt her for a long time. “I’ve been upgraded from nemesis, to coworker, to boyfriend overnight. That has to be some kind of record. Do you think it’ll get me a spot on the Entity Wall of Heroes?”

Alexys elbowed him in the ribs and slipped out from under his arm. When Waylan had walked a few steps ahead of them, she turned to face Nic and whispered, “Boy friend not boyfriend.” But just saying it made her palms clammy.

“He doesn’t know that,” Nic teased.

“Don’t you dare try and explain the differences to him. Can’t you go back to talking about plants or something?”

“But this is far more entertaining than plants.” Nic’s gray eyes danced with mirth. “Is calling me your best boy friend such a horrible thing?”

“No, it’s the thought of you bringing it up at every available opportunity that’s going to keep me up at night.”

“Why, Miss Alexys.” His words rolled off his tongue in an exaggerated re-creation of Waylan’s accent, and she tried not to think about how good her name sounded coming out of his mouth. “I didn’t realize you lay in bed at night thinking about little old me.” He leaned in close until their faces were barely inches apart. “How scandalous.”

Her thoughts immediately turned in the wrong direction, and she scrambled to keep the inappropriate ideas at bay. There was absolutely no chance she was going to think about Nic Dyre in any way, shape, or form that involved her bed. But the way he breathed the word scandalous was just …

“You’re impossible to deal with.” Alexys gave him a stern push, creating some distance between them. She was flustered, and the heat of embarrassment quickly warmed her face. “You’ve barely made it into the zone of friendship, Dyre. Tread lightly.”

“Or what?” He wasn’t backing down. If anything, he looked even more interested in the tension between them and the bright color forming along her cheeks. “Will you put me in another zone?”

She fumbled. Her brain was on the fritz. She wasn’t equipped for handling the increasingly flirtatious energy that was building between them. Every HR policy on intercompany dating went flashing through her mind quicker than she could blink. Was she losing her mind entirely? Was this real? On the one hand, the Hollow Walker and a missing Warden. On the other? A stupidly attractive colleague with great banter and even better biceps.

Waylan chose that exact moment to shout from somewhere among the trees, “Are y’all comin’ or what?”

Alexys immediately shouted back to let him know they were right behind him.

She pointed a finger up at Nic and warned, “You’re on thin ice, Dyre.” She wasn’t even sure what she was referring to anymore. She just needed the security of having the last word, but she was pretty sure they both knew it was an empty threat. “I won’t hesitate to leave you here.”

He grabbed her finger and lowered it out of his face.

His large hand wrapped around hers was warm, and it created new fissures in her flimsy defense.

“We really need to work on how you treat your best boyfriends.” He sighed, and his expression fell into one of mock disappointment. “The relationship is starting to feel very one-sided.”

Alexys snatched her hand back from his. “That’s because we don’t have a relationship. Boy friend. Friend!” She whirled away from him, nearly losing her balance. “Besides, I was appeasing a damn Haint,” she whispered.

Nic clucked his tongue. He caught up to her and slid his hands into his pockets. “Hmm. Maybe I wasn’t.”

She was about to ask what the hell that meant when Nic reached out and grabbed her.

“What the …”

His eyes went wide. “Don’t move.”

Alexys froze. She stared at him, stomach sinking. Her ears strained her hear any signs of a monster. Were the Jackalopes back? Had they run out of whiskey and come looking for more?

Nic reached out and grabbed hold of something above her head.

The cicada, held carefully between Nic’s fingers, immediately started screaming, and Alexys nearly leaped out of her skin. Nic grimaced, clearly displeased to have the bug in his hand, and tossed it toward the trees. The cicada, still screaming its displeasure, easily took flight after being tossed and flew off. Alexys quickly ran her fingers through her hair, feeling the phantom itch of insect legs on her scalp. Once she was sure there were no other unwanted passengers, she smiled gratefully at Nic.

“Thank you. I didn’t even feel it.”

Nic gently combed his fingers through some of her hair, no doubt fixing whatever mess she’d made in her search for other bugs.

“No problem. They’re sneaky like that.” Her heart skipped a beat as his lips pulled up into a small, lopsided smile.

“Yeah, come on,” Alexys said, carrying on walking. As she approached Waylan she frowned. He stood still as a statue, eyes wide, and one foot lifted in the air. He looked frozen mid-step.

“Waylan?” Alexys waved a hand in front of his face.

Nic, apparently understanding why Waylan was frozen, grinned and said, “You can move now, Waylan.”

The boy instantly moved and bounded up to Nic, a wide grin on his face. “Did I win? We were playing freeze, right? And I won?”

Nic ruffled Waylan’s hair. “Yeah, kid, you definitely won.”

Something in Alexys’s chest tightened watching Nic and Waylan, but she shoved it away as quickly as it appeared. It must have been heartburn—she was starving. Nic laughed at something Waylan said, and her heart squeezed again.

Yup, Alexys told herself firmly, definitely heartburn.
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Nic never paid people very much attention, which made his new interest in Alexys rather perplexing.

He rarely cared what people thought or felt, preferring the company of books and his research over just about anything else. He was more interested in useful information, like the average height of a Flatwoods Monster or the last known sighting of a Jersey Devil.

But the things he’d started to notice about Alexys were useless. They didn’t benefit him or educate him in any way. Like the way the sunlight caught Alexys’s hair and illuminated the copper strands among the shades of brown. Or the way her smile, when she was genuinely happy or laughing freely, caused a singular dimple to burrow in the bottom of her right cheek.

There was no doubt in his mind that he was attracted to Alexys. Hadn’t he always maintained she was an objectively attractive woman? No harm in that, right? But there were a million and one reasons why the attraction had to stop there. Or rather, why he needed to stop flirting, because, if he was being honest with himself, he was flirting. A little. She was easy to bait. But this high-stakes situation they found themselves in had really upped the ante.

It was becoming unambiguous: he was possibly developing feelings—no, a crush—on Alexys. That was very dangerous territory. In another world, he could have accepted the attraction for what it was and possibly even pursued it. Their world, however, was full of monsters, and rules, and uncertainties.

He’d been repeatedly lying to her and allowed an undocumented cryptid to nest in her hair. One that had been tormenting her for some time.

That pill was actually the hardest to swallow.

It wasn’t the best of foundations for any relationship. He saw it enough with his own parents to know how fragile romance is even without lies, deceit, and monsters. Alexys and Nic were lucky to even have a friendliness between them, precarious as it tended to be, given their history. Had Nic been rude because it was easier than being too kind to a woman he found attractive and intelligent? Possibly. Was that the shittiest thing ever? Again, possibly. But now, how could they go back to butting heads?

He wasn’t entirely unhappy with this new fondness. On the contrary, he couldn’t have chosen a better person. Alexys was kind, incredibly smart, and she certainly kept him on his toes. She was clever enough to hold her own in an argument and had a stronger work ethic than anyone he’d ever met.

But what would she think of him when she learned the truth?

Namely, that he’d allowed that arachnid cryptid to stay with her because of academic curiosity, and that, worse still, he’d poured over Zach’s casefile on her and read her sleep journals. Not to mention, the whole reason they were both out there in the first place was because of his own obsession with the Hollow Walker. Because he’d encouraged Elliot, divulged information, broken protocol.

Waylan had it all wrong. Nic was the worst boy friend she’d ever had.

A good man would help her find her missing employee, return everyone safely home, and return to their daily life as if nothing had transpired. A good man would be kinder, would tease her less. Actually, the latter was debatable.

Alexys laughed at something Waylan said, and then she turned that damned smile in Nic’s direction, and he lost himself in the blue depths of her eyes. His sweater had fallen off one of her shoulders again, and his attention drifted to the slope of her neck. Across the shadows of her collarbone and down to the smooth, exposed skin of her shoulder.

Nic was overwhelmed with the urge to sink his teeth into it.

He bit his tongue instead, but the dull pain did little to distract him. He tried to force his eyes away, but they kept finding their way back. Like a moth to a flame, Nic watched her pull the sweater back up only for it to slowly slide back down. The sweater had it out for him. Whether that was because he wanted it to behave and remain on her shoulder or drift even further down her arm was yet to be decided.

His feelings, now unleashed, were running rampant. Either due to lack of sleep or general foolishness, he’d lost all control of them. But because his eyes were so diligently trained on Alexys’s neck, he was able to catch sight of the malevolent creature making a reappearance behind her ear.

The arachnid cryptid had returned.

Its size was just as startling the second time, but its reflective coloring was what really drew his eye. Its exoskeleton had looked black in the dim cave, but Nic could see more clearly in the daylight it was actually a deep shade of purple that appeared metallic. A shimmering, silver design danced across its back, too faint to decipher from a distance.

He honestly couldn’t help himself.

Among the gear he packed for the trip, Nic had stashed a few jars for any interesting specimen that he might encounter along the way. One such jar was out of his backpack and in his hand before he really decided to try and capture the creature.

Alexys reached a hand up to scratch her neck, and his breath caught. Her fingers were mere centimeters from the spider, but she managed to scratch the skin without touching it. Her hand fell away, and Nic quickened his pace until he was walking as close to her as he could without accidentally bumping into her.

With a gentle sweep of the lid, he caught one of the silver threads of its web and carefully pulled it free. The spider swung precariously in the space between Alexys and Nic before he was able to carefully lower it into the jar and secure the lid.

The arachnid cryptid was secreted away in his bag with Alexys none the wiser. He would tell her eventually, he promised himself. After he had the proper time to analyze the creature and discover everything there was to learn from it. She was better off, anyway. No more nightmares, no more trouble. It was everything she wanted, wasn’t it? And bonus: he could play detective.

A burst of satisfaction at having captured a potentially unknown creature swept through him, but then Alexys said something to Waylan, and Nic caught a brief mention of Elliot. And that cruel voice in his mind (that sounded an awful lot like his mother) laughed. There he’d gone again, putting himself first and completely ignoring the people around him in favor of his own goals. Selfish bastard that he was.

His budding hopes of a relationship with Alexys, small as they might have been, were dashed against the jagged rocks of reality.

She deserved better than him.
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Mill Creek was probably just shy of being called a river—it was large enough that Alexys felt confident they could follow it up the mountain without losing it beneath the thick kudzu that crawled across its banks.

Waylan followed them for a bit, hopping across rocks and skipping a few that caught his eye, before he finally left them to return home for the night. Alexys was sad to see him go, and sad for the journey she knew he was doomed to repeat. But she was relieved that he would be making the trip home alone.

The sun tucked itself behind the thick trees and distant hills. The world would soon glow in shades of orange and red before fading to the dull gray and lavender of dusk. The cicada song began to fade and merge with the awakening crickets, and cool evening air rustled the leaves above their heads. The Appalachians sang a lullaby unlike any Alexys had heard before.

“I’m impressed your plan worked.” Nic’s voice was nearly lost in the noise around them, so he stepped closer to her until they were shoulder-to-shoulder as they walked. “From the way you’d described him, Waylan wasn’t someone I’d consider to be a reliable witness.”

“He was the only witness we had.”

They walked in step, Nic having slowed his pace to match hers.

“Clever idea, asking him for help. I would’ve rather had a map, but it was a clever option.” Alexys looked over at him, but he had his eyes trained firmly on the creek they followed.

“Thank you. I have those sometimes.”

“Human Resources.” Nic nodded as if it was an obvious answer to a question. “It’s a good fit for you.”

She frowned. “Are you feeling alright?”

He glanced at her, mirroring her frown. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

“Because you just complimented me. Twice.” She was half teasing him, but his stare made her feel like she’d said the wrong thing, so she shrugged and looked down at her feet. “Compliments aren’t really normal for us.”

“Friends can compliment each other, can’t they?” Nic asked.

“Yes, although friends don’t call each other by their last names,” she pointed out.

Nic sighed. “You can’t entirely blame me for that one. You always call me Dyre.”

Alexys shot him a look. “Oh, please. You call everyone by their last names. Even your so-called favorite employee, Zach.”

“What?” He laughed. “You know why, don’t you?” The way he said it confirmed that she did not, in fact, know why, and that she was about to feel very stupid. “I have two assistants named Zachary. Calling them Hornsby and Maxwell saves us all the headache.”

Okay, maybe she was that stupid.

It was insanely frustrating how easily Nic managed to flip a conversation back around on her. She tried to swallow her embarrassment just as Nic stopped walking and grabbed her arm, forcing her to do the same. He pulled her toward him, and his gaze was so pointed she felt obligated to meet it.

“I want you to be entirely honest with me, alright?”

Alexys nodded, surprised by the sudden seriousness of his tone.

“Every time the topic of friendship comes up, you either make a sarcastic comment or make a point to emphasize our status as coworkers.” Nic’s brow furrowed, and his expression began to look genuinely hurt. “Does the idea of us being friends make you that uncomfortable?”

Her mouth opened to answer with whatever conversation-dodging comment she could come up with fastest, but he interrupted her first.

“I want you to establish your boundary here and now. Be clear, Alexys, because I’m not willing to ruin our work relationship by putting you in a position to feel uncomfortable. This trip is going to have enough repercussions as it is, so tell me where you want that line to be drawn, and we’ll draw it.”

Something deep inside Alexys yawned open as Nic all but forced her to finally address whatever was happening between them these past few days. It was the topic she’d been wrestling with ever since he’d crash-landed in her work trip. Perhaps longer, if she was honest with herself. But his blunt approach made her feel guilty as all hell because the only thing standing between Nic and Alexys having a friendship was her own pride.

She was clinging to the security of that first bad impression, and the way they pushed each other in meetings and always sought the other out for an argument. So long as they remained combative, everyone was safe. Alexys wouldn’t have to entertain the idea that maybe she did seek his approval, his admiration, and now, maybe even his attention.

She cringed at the thought. Surely a few days with Nic Dyre couldn’t result in a full-blown crush, right?

Ugh.

Baby steps. She had to figure out her current issues first. If she could find Elliot, get home and not lose her job, then get rid of her nightmares, maybe then she could explore whatever was happening between them.

Nic sighed and released her arm.

“Wait, Dyre,” she started. It was now her turn to grab his arm and pull him back to her. “I don’t hate you.” Not the question he had asked, but it felt like a good place to start. Her emotions were all rushing together and made her words come out in a jumbled mess. “I’ve never hated you, not really. I actually wanted to be friends when we first met, but I thought you never liked me.” It sounded so pathetic when she said it aloud. Alexys wanted the earth to open up and swallow her whole.

“I never disliked you,” he said, surprised. “You’re one of the few people at Entity I find capable of intellectually stimulating conversation.”

A questionable compliment, but she’d take it. “Then why are you always rude to me?”

Nic puffed his cheeks. He looked sheepish and fished around for an answer before muttering, “Because people are hard.”

If Alexys didn’t think it would undo all of their tentative progress, she’d have called him a moron. Instead, she bit her lip.

“You know, for the smartest person in the world, your people skills are incredibly bad.”

“Maybe, but you like it.” Nic quirked a smile at her, that sunny, toothy grin she was beginning to really enjoy seeing. “That’s why you haven’t given up on me yet.”

“Yeah, well.” She could feel a heated blush creeping up her neck as he continued to smile down at her. “Somebody’s got to teach you how to navigate basic human interactions.”

His hand reached up, and he bumped the back of his knuckles against her chin. His voice was soft and almost tender. “I’m glad you’re the one to do it.”

Alexys’s eyes, those traitorous bastards, slipped down to his lips, and she considered what it would be like to shut him up in a different way. How high would she need to go up on her toes in order to kiss him?

Baby steps, remember, her poor ego whispered. They agreed on baby steps. Friendship first. Elliot first. Getting out of here alive, first.

She forced herself to look away, but everywhere she looked was dangerous. His tousled curls that she wanted to comb her fingers through, the white t-shirt, and his broad chest that she wanted to run her hands down and …

“I’m sorry for making you feel that I disliked you.” He drew her attention back to his face and her stomach flipped.

“You don’t need to apologize,” Alexys said, their faces stupidly close for absolutely no reason. “I was just as rude to you as you were to me.”

Silence. Alexys spun on her heel, before she could do something foolish like grab his face, and hurried along the creek bed. Nic trudged after her.

“Reckon you owe me a coffee when we get back then, you know, to make it up to me?”

She glared playfully back at him. “Absolutely not. I still owe Natalie at least three coffees as it is. I can’t add you to my bill.”

Nic’s long strides easily brought him alongside her.

“Sounds like I’ll need to buy you coffee. I’m sure those double shot, sugary chai abominations are anything but cheap.” He snorted a laugh.

She tucked her hands into the sleeves of the too-big sweater, feeling ridiculously bashful given the circumstances.

“And how exactly do you know my coffee order?”

For the first time since she’d met him, Nic looked embarrassed. Color crept down from his ears before spreading down his neck.

“They write the order on the cup,” he said matter-of-factly. “You’ve always got one.”

Alexys smiled, pleased to finally have one over him. “Uh huh.”

“We should, um …” He gestured toward the creek. “We’re losing light. We should keep going.”

“Should we?” She teased him. She was enjoying watching him squirm. “Are you sure you don’t want to keep discussing our new friendship status?” He rolled his eyes, but the blush didn’t fade. It was so deep, she was willing to bet his skin was hot to the touch. She was almost tempted to check.

“No, I don’t,” he grumbled.

“Are you sure, best boy friend?”

He huffed and finally looked at her. His attempted glare fell short and only made her smile broader. “Don’t we have an employee to recover?”

“Yes, of course we do,” Alexys said. “I can’t help that you’re cute when you’re embarrassed.”

She hadn’t thought it possible, but Nic’s blush actually intensified. He muttered something that sounded an awful lot like “insufferable” under his breath and increased his speed. It really … was cute.

She followed after him, suppressing a giggle. It was a nice respite, their flirting, this feeling. It’d distracted her from the inevitable: night was coming, and they were no closer to finding Elliot.
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As the last glow of sunlight vanished, they pulled out their flashlights.

The darkness was so thick it was oppressive, and with it, all remaining warmth had also vanished. Alexys felt the cold more than she wanted to admit. She clutched her flashlight a little tighter. It gave her a false sense of security. As if the thin yellow light might chase away anything lurking in the shadows beyond.

And if she had learned anything about these woods, there was always something lurking.

Every now and then, thin slivers of dull moonlight would slip between the dense canopy of trees and branches around them. It created little pockets of illuminated forest floor like blue stepping stones amidst the dark.

They continued to walk along the creek, just as Waylan instructed, following the gentle upward slope until they reached a bend in the creek. It was at that point, hyper aware of every sound, every movement around them, that she began to wonder how long they should follow it.

How long would Elliot have walked? Would he have taken the path along the side of the mountain where Mill Creek turned, or would he have continued up toward the peak? He was still new to her team, and that made it even harder to predict what kind of decisions he would make.

“Sorry, I need a second.” Alexys paused at a large rock near the creek bend and sat down under the guise of needing water.

Nic checked his compass. “Where do you think he would have gone from this point?”

“I’m not sure.” She figured honesty was the safest option. Less blame to shoulder when they inevitably ended up as monster chow. “It’s a bit of a toss-up, really.”

He rubbed a hand over his stubble and hummed in agreement. He scanned the trees on the other of the creek with his flashlight.

“I’ve been keeping an eye out for any signs of human disturbance, but I’ve not seen anything yet. You?”

“Not yet,” Alexys said. Not that she’d been looking—she was too busy keeping her eyes peeled for an actual body (Elliot, or even Silas), or worse, the Hollow Walker. “Which direction do you think we should go?” Alexys asked.

“Oh, I see, so you can blame me if we go the wrong way? No, thank you.” Nic looked at her with his crooked half-smile. “I think you should choose since you’re the Elliot expert.”

“Fine.” She looked in the direction the creek was flowing and then up the mountain. “I think—”

“Oh, hello.” Nic’s attention was diverted by something on the path ahead. He squatted down and started poking at whatever he’d found. Alexys stepped up to get a better look.

Moss. The man was poking at a bit of moss.

Like it was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.

“Your plant obsession,” Alexys sighed, “is bordering on concerning.”

“You don’t understand, Keane.” He answered her without looking up, his attention fully fixed on the moss. “I’m almost certain this moss isn’t indigenous to Appalachia.” He was getting animated. “I was really hoping for mushrooms, given the rumors I’ve heard about mycelial networks, but this is still very interesting.”

When Nic pulled a bunch of plastic baggies from his backpack, because of course he needed to recover weird moss and noxious weeds. Who didn’t?

She watched as he began to carefully scoop some of the moss into the bag. “You aren’t sure, are you? Color me shocked.” He barely paid her any mind, too busy carefully collecting his newest sample and tucking it safely into his backpack.

“Remind me again how this is relevant?”

“If I had to guess,” Nic said as he rose to his feet, “that moss came from the Hollow Walker.”

Alexys made a face of disgust. “What? I don’t understand.”

“It’s the moss, it’s part of the creature. That’s why people have found it in these parts without it being indigenous. Get it?”

Alexys screwed up her face. “You mean it leaves behind bits of itself? Like a shedding dog?”

“That’s an incredibly crude way of putting it, but yes.” He pointed to some different moss growing on a nearby tree. He tried to explain how that moss was completely different from the moss on the path, couldn’t she tell, but she couldn’t. It all looked like moss to her.

“Okay, but what does it mean? Are we close to where it lives?” The thought actually filled her with dread. “Because I for one …”

Her voice was swept away in a sudden gust of cold wind. She tucked her head low and winced at the biting chill that found its way under her sweater. An eerie whistle came from somewhere down the creek—a moaning, lamenting sound that rang of death. The kind of wind that blew through a cemetery and whistled between gravestones.

Alexys instinctively clutched at Nic’s arm and looked toward the sound. The faintest of movements in the darkness between the trees caught her eye. A huge, lumbering shadow slowly made its way toward them.

“What’s—”

“Turn off your flashlight,” Nic hissed in her ear. His arms were around her in an instant, folding her into his chest. They stood in complete darkness, pushed up tightly against each other and holding their breath.

The shadow was impossible to fully discern out in the darkness, but they could hear it moving through the trees. Heavy, slow footsteps that shook the earth, snapping branches as it forced its way through. The moaning whistle grew louder as it approached.

Every instinct in her body told her to run. To scream. But Nic’s hold on her was firm, assured. They should have made camp somewhere, when they still had the light, instead of stumbling around in the dark like two idiots.

How stupid were they?

Time seemed to slow as the moaning—the whistling—grew louder. She could almost see its massive form eclipsing the trees, heading straight toward them.

The Hollow Walker.

They’d finally found it.







CHAPTER 43



“There are enough overlapping biological traits between newly discovered creatures (commonly referred to as cryptids) and those already existing within our ecosystems for us to believe most could be genetically linked. However, not all have these overlaps which leaves us to question where they truly originate from.”

Jaws and Maws: A Study of Carnivorous Cryptids by Makenna Petera




They were so completely dead.

They’d wanted to follow Elliot’s search for the Hollow Walker, not stumble blindly into its path. Opal had warned her not to seek out the Hollow Walker, that no one could possibly survive an encounter with the creature, The finger bone’s predictions of death echoed through Alexys’s mind as she listened to it grow ever closer.

When it stepped into a patch of moonlight, a scream lodged itself in her throat and brought tears to her eyes. Nic clasped a hand over her mouth, pulling her in even tighter.

The Hollow Walker was the most terrifying thing she had ever laid eyes on.

Standing easily as tall as a semi-truck, its body appeared half-decayed and covered in moss. Flesh-bare feet of glistening bone revealed themselves as it made to move toward them, walking on its hind legs. The exposed bone of its face reflected the moonlight and glowed with a wicked, jaw-splitting grin. Antlers, obscured in moss and ivy, sprung up from the top of its skull—the only part of its head with any skin and fur. The flesh of its torso was peeled back to expose its ribs, no internal organs to be seen—just an empty shell.

Its head turned, and bile rose into her throat.

It had no eyes. Empty black voids looked out at the world, somehow darker than the night itself.

There was no way to explain it. No skin, no blood, no eyes. Just a towering, shambling corpse of a beast that shouldn’t exist.

The wind blew again, and realization dawned on her. The whistling, the sound that was synonymous with the Hollow Walker, was not, in fact, a sound it made with its mouth. It was the sound of the wind blowing through its bones.

Alexys bit down on Nic’s hand to keep from screaming. She felt him tense against her, but he didn’t make a sound. They stood there, completely paralyzed, as the Hollow Walker’s head turned to face them.

She didn’t know if it could see them, or whether the lack of actual eyes rendered it blind. She didn’t breathe as it stepped toward them, tears flooding her cheeks, spilling onto Nic’s hand. Alexys could hear his clipped breathing behind her, feel the frantic beat of his heart against her back.

Her eyes squeezed shut as the beast stood directly in front of them.

This is it, she thought, this is how we die. Her heart nearly stopped, but the Hollow Walker’s steps didn’t.

Alexys opened her eyes again and watched, in utter disbelief, as the creature continued its slow, steady pace, shuffling right past them.

When its hulking form finally disappeared among the trees, she felt Nic’s hand slowly leave her mouth. He pulled away from her, and she immediately reached out for him, pressing her face into his chest. She drew in a deep, shuddering breath and wiped at the tears on her face.

“I’ve never …” Nic whispered, looking in the direction the Hollow Walker had gone. “That was …”

“Fucking terrifying?” Alexys choked out, the sound thick with more tears.

“It’s okay,” he murmured, “you’re okay.” Alexys burrowed into him, reaching out to take his hand. She needed to be grounded by something, anything to keep the hysteria at bay.

Nic stiffened at the touch, surprised, but then he squeezed her fingers tighter. They stood like that for a long time, listening to only each other’s breaths, each silently praying the creature wouldn’t come back.

“I’ll have to update the file when we return,” Nic said at last. Alexys let out a small, rough laugh. She was actually grateful for such a Nic-esque response to distract her from how terrified she felt.

“Always the research with you, huh?” she murmured.

He smiled, she could hear it in his voice. “I am the head of Research and cataloging, Keane. How could it not be about the research?”

“You should probably write it down in your little notebook so you don’t forget.”

He cleared his throat. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget what we just saw.”

Alexys didn’t either. The image of the Hollow Walker was burned into her brain and would haunt her nightmares for years to come.

Nic asked, “Do you think Elliot saw it, too?”

She squeezed his hand and nodded.

If the Hollow Walker haunted that mountain, then there was no doubt that Elliot had run into it, even if it was only from a distance. Their best chance of finding him, as much as she hated to even consider it, was wherever that monster was headed.

“We have to follow it, don’t we?” he asked reluctantly.

Alexys nodded again.

Nic sighed and closed his eyes. What little she could make out of Nic’s face look tired, concerned; the lines of his face appearing deeper in the moonlight. When he opened his eyes again, determination replaced any trace of exhaustion. “Let’s go before I consider our odds of survival and remember we’re idiots.”

She choked on another laugh and shook her head. Idiots or not, they had a job to finish. “At least it leaves behind special moss and giant footprints for us to follow.”

Looking at said footprints in the mud, Nic grimaced. “Lucky us.”

Alexys took a deep breath. “Flashlights off, I’m guessing?”

“We’re not that stupid.” Nic tucked his flashlight back into his backpack then held his hand out to her. “They better give us a raise for this.”

When Nic realized she was hesitating, his smile started to slip.

Alexys rushed to take his hand before he could pull it back. She squeezed it and pursed her lips to keep the responding smile at bay.

And like the pair of idiots that they were, they set off after the most gruesome beast in District 13.







CHAPTER 44



“These traditions are nonsense. Grandmother insists on performing The Ritual, but to what end? The Gray Man is gone, and She no longer answers our prayers. If She was ever real, if the earlier stories are to be believed.”

The Fairchild Grimoire, 1712 Entry by Eloise Blackwell




The Hollow Walker’s distinct steps crashed through the trees, and the sound led them up the mountain.

When its long strides, slow as they might be, managed to carry it too far ahead of them, they used the muddy footprints along the riverbank or the strange new moss to guide their way. All the while, Alexys thought about Elliot, about Entity, about herself, and Nic. She’d been gone what, five days? It’d felt like a lifetime. And still, here they were, scrambling in the dark after a creature she’d never heard of, praying they all make it out alive.

Eventually, the Hollow Walker’s tracks led them to the rusted ruins of Greenbriar Mine. The abandoned machinery and dilapidated structures looked like the skeleton of a beast half-devoured by the mountain. They carefully picked their way through equipment and tools Alexys couldn’t even hope to identify. For once, Nic didn’t offer up the information.

The metal grate that should have sealed off the mouth of the mine was eroded beyond use and had been propped up against one side of the entrance, leaning drunkenly against the rocks. The thin metal rails that led inside the mine were still visible here and there, but there was no saying what state the warren of tunnels beneath were in. She imagined most of it had been buried under fallen rocks. She swallowed.

“You ready for this?” Nic asked.

“It’s now or never,” she said.

Nic gave a quick nod stepping inside. “Stay close, and watch your step.”

The tunnel was swallowed by darkness, packed, solid earth lining the ground. No wind, no sound at all, for that matter. Once they entered the mine, they would be completely blind to the monster’s whereabouts. Every instinct inside Alexys screamed not to go in, to turn and flee while she still had the chance. It must have shown on her face because Nic took her hand once more.

“We can turn back,” he offered. “We could file a report on what we know and let them send in a Reaper to finish the job.”

Before he finished speaking, she began shaking her head. “We can’t. We both know we can’t, it’ll take too long. Whoever they send won’t even care about Elliot, it’ll just be about the creature.”

Reapers were ruthless, a last resort, and one Alexys wasn’t willing to consider. Not yet.

“Am I allowed to say ‘I told you so’ considering this is, in fact, Greenbriar Mine?” Nic asked, looking at her with a crooked smile.

“No, you’re not.” She wanted to smile, but the reality of their situation was too daunting. She took another step and turned back to Nic. “Come on, then.”

The shadows of the mine swallowed them as they walked inside. Her eyes tried to adjust, but the tunnel ahead of them was filled with complete darkness. No moonlight, no starlight, nothing natural or man-made that could lend assistance to them as they crept slowly forward. Nic ran his hand along the wall, using the packed earth and wooden support beams as a guide as they walked deeper.

They walked in silence. The shuffling sounds of the Hollow Walker’s hulking form were no longer audible. They moved at what felt like a glacial pace, and Alexys kept wondering just how deep this shaft went. Miles? Possibly. Would they ever find their way out again?

After a few dead-ends and blind corners, they finally took a sloping path and found the cavernous space the creature had ended up in.

Lanterns dotted the walls, offering weak light that did little to illuminate the pit. The lofted ceiling towered above them, and the other tunnels splitting off from the space were nothing more than black spots against the walls.

Alexys barely registered any of it. Her eyes were fixed on the bloodstained floor and the heaving presence crouched nearby. Nic, in front, put his arm out, and he twisted his face toward her, putting a finger to his lips. She nodded in understanding, eyes wide with fear.

The Hollow Walker was hunched over by one of the walls. A disgusting, wet sound emanated from it, followed by a low growl that reverberated in her bones. The squelching noise was nauseating enough, but her stomach truly roiled when the smell finally hit her.

Decay.

It was pungent and revolting and undeniable: the smell of rotting meat.

Of dead bodies.

She’d never seen or smelled a dead body before, but there’s something in the human psyche that recognizes death like the chill of the wind carrying a storm. It prickles along the spine and grips the heart, whispering, Flee, run, death is near.

But death had come and gone. It’d already touched every inch of that place and left ash and bone in its wake.

Alexys took a step forward. Nic tried to grab her arm to stop her, but she slipped his grip and took another step. There was a horrible squishing crunch as her foot slipped. She didn’t lose her balance, but her gaze swung up to the beast across the room, her breath frozen in her lungs.

The Hollow Walker paused. The rumbling went quiet, and the hairs on her arms stood on end as its head slowly turned to the side.

They still didn’t know if it could see, but it felt like those eyeless pits were staring right at them. Alexys didn’t move, and beside her, Nic pinched his mouth shut. The creature’s bones clicked and scraped together as it turned. One of its skeletal hands scraped along the wall as if to guide its movements while the other clutched a blood-soaked bundle of fabric to its gaping chest. It paused for another painfully long moment before finally turning to shuffle into one of the other tunnels.

Her breath choked out of her, and Alexys heard Nic curse quietly as he slipped past her and into the room. They could face that beast a thousand times, and she would still quake at the sight of it. Alexys took a moment to steady her pulse before looking down to see what she’d stepped on. She was met with instantaneous regret.

At first, the mottled gray thing on the dirt floor didn’t look like much of anything. Alexys almost leaned forward to get a closer look—until she realized there was a thumb attached to it.

Her hand rushed to her mouth in horror, trapping a scream behind it. Her stomach was contracting as she tried to process the details. The harrowing sound, the relatively fresh blood, the length of the forearm, the missing fingers. It all added up to a gruesome picture she couldn’t seem to pull her eyes from.

“Oh my God,” she cried. Nic appeared in front of her and grabbed her face, cradling her cheeks in his warm hands.

“Look at me,” he whispered. His gray eyes stared into hers, refusing to let her look away. “Focus on me. I need you to look at me and listen.”

“But,” Alexys said, her eyes darting to look past him.

He leaned closer, his face filling her field of vision. His grip on her face was gentle but firm.

“I can’t let you look.” He swallowed. Alexys had never seen him look so serious yet so frightened. “They’re dead. They’re all dead, Keane, and I can’t let you see that. I don’t know how long they’ve been here.”

She immediately tried to jerk her head free. “No, are you sure? Did you check? Did you check for Elliot? I need to know if Elliot …” She grabbed his wrists and tried to pull free “I have to see if it’s him. I have to!”

“Quiet,” he shushed her and looked over his shoulder. “You can’t.” He pulled her face back to his, eyes locking on hers. “You can’t. They’re …” He closed his eyes tight, thumbs brushing over her cheeks, and she realized he had already seen things that were so much worse than the severed hand. Things he couldn’t erase. Things he was sparing her from.

Alexys slackened her grip on his wrists and kept her gaze fixed on his face.

“They’re what?” she asked quietly.

“They’re in … pieces.” It was a broken whisper, but the words echoed through her.

She wanted to vomit. She wanted to scream, to hit things, and to run. She wanted to find the monster and kill it with her bare hands, and she wanted to curl up in a ball and pretend none of it had ever happened. She wanted to take everything back, to tell, no order Elliot into a different Quadrant, to force him to pack up his things and run like hell. She wanted to scream, at herself, at Nic, at the monster, at … everything.

None of the emotions took hold long enough for her to act on them. They were rushing below the surface of an icy lake, frozen over with the realization that everything had been for nothing.

Rationalization or denial, it didn’t matter which. Her brain kicked into gear as she stepped away from Nic and turned her back on the cavern, avoiding looking in the direction of the corpses. She dropped her backpack to the ground, feeling too hot and too cold and too much.

“Maybe he isn’t here,” she said, mostly to herself. “There’s no telling how old the bodies are. Right? There’s no guarantee Elliot even found the mine.”

Alexys was staring without seeing. Her mind provided images of Elliot sitting in the diner, in Opal’s kitchen, in the hotel, anywhere but in that mine. She was in full denial. “He could have gone home. He didn’t tell me about coming out here, so he could have—”

“Keane.”

She rambled on, pacing a few strides back and forth but diligently keeping her eyes trained on the floor. Away from the bodies. Away from the severed hand. Her words grew more frantic, her pace quicker. She wasn’t even aware of what she was saying anymore.

“Keane.” Nic’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. Her head snapped up.

He was standing beside her holding an Entity-issued backpack.

“No.” Alexys snatched the bag from his hands and saw the patch on the side shaped like the state of California. “No, it can’t …”

The initials E. H. written on the tag in sharpie. One shoulder strap torn, and a dark stain marring the bottom of the bag.

“He can’t be—”

“I took it off one of the … It’s him.”

She looked back to where she knew the bodies were piled in the dark and sank to her knees. “He shouldn’t have been here. He should have stayed put.” A pathetic sound, something between a sob and a whimper, slipped out.

Nic’s arms wrapped around her and tried to quiet her as gently as he could, but she was lost to the emotional upheaval.

It was all her fault. Elliot had been there because of her. He had been her employee, her responsibility, and she had let him die a horrible, cruel death. He was lost, and there wasn’t even a full body for them to bring home. She would have to call his family, his grandmother, she would have to send the report that would break her the same way it had broken Alexys’s mother, and it would be her fault. The weight of what she had done crushed her as she clutched Elliot’s backpack to her chest.

“It’s all my fault,” Alexys whispered, her voice raw and thick as tears tumbled down her cheeks.

Nic ran a soothing hand up and down her back. “You know that’s not true.”

She shook her head. “He was my responsibility. I was supposed to keep him safe.”

“He’s an adult, Keane. He made the choice to come here even though you told him not to.” He frowned as she shook her head. “Listen to me, none of this was your fault. Entity makes the risks of the job very clear. Those risks, this job, and the monsters that come with it are completely out of your control. You did the best you could.”

Had she? Alexys looked down at Elliot’s backpack. The still-wet blood stained her jeans and her hands. The guilt was overwhelming, and no matter how hard Nic tried to assuage it, Alexys feared it might drown her. She knew they were vulnerable, sat on the floor of the cave where the Hollow Walker could return at any moment, but she found it hard to care.

She opened her mouth to ask Nic what to do, to seek some sort of comfort from the person who was always right, who had all the answers, but she was cut off by the sound of footsteps echoing through the mine tunnel. Not the shuffling, heavy steps of the Hollow Walker, but the light, swift sound of several sets of human feet.

Panic welled up inside her. They didn’t have time to hide, or to even stand from their place on the floor, before a group of people walked into the room.







CHAPTER 45



“Sometimes, I find myself wondering if the monsters we hunt are really the worst thing out there. Sometimes, I wonder if it’s the people we should be most afraid of.”

Journals of Reaper J. T. Cross




The people now standing in the middle of the cavern gave off the most cult-ish vibes she had ever seen.

Probably because they were, in fact, part of a cult.

They were dressed in long black cloaks. Hoods pulled up over their heads and obscuring their faces, they shuffled into the room and stood silently.

Alexys hoped desperately that whatever they were doing down here was harmless, and had nothing to do with the Hollow Walker, but she knew her luck up to that point had been nothing less than terrible. The newcomers were silent, and despite being unable to see their faces, she could tell they were unsurprised by the horror scattered around them. Whoever they were, they did not flinch or speak at the sight of mangled dead bodies.

She stayed quietly next to Nic, who pressed them both against the rough rock wall. For a moment, no one spoke, no one moved, and then, someone stepped forward.

“Who are you?” She wasn’t sure which one of the newcomers spoke, but the person had a distinctly feminine voice. Light and breathy, like a voice caught permanently between a whisper and a song. “What are you doing here?”

Nic stepped forward, revealing himself, and by extension, Alexys, who was clinging to his right arm.

“Funny, I could be asking you the same question,” Nic quipped.

“Did her beast bring you?” This time, the one who spoke lowered their hood. She had the most impressive head of auburn curls Alexys had ever seen, and the coldest pair of eyes to match. The woman’s mouth was pinched, and her nose was too small for her face. In contrast to her companion, her voice was sharp and echoed through the room with a twang heavily accentuating her words. She frowned at them. “She’s only supposed to send us one a month.”

Things started clicking in Alexys’s mind: an ancient creature rumored to be made of magic; the only witch in that part of the mountains; the fingers in Opal’s kitchen, and the fingers missing from the severed hand in the cave; the whistling Elliot had heard which drew him out of the safety of Opal’s home; the way Opal let Alexys venture not once but twice into the godforsaken wilderness behind her house.

The death omens, the finger bones, the witch.

Alexys looked out at the people before her as the last of them lowered their hoods.

Four women and two men gathered in their black robes and their cruel expressions, and Alexys knew what they were there for.

An empty, cold calm began to settle over her the moment she realized Opal had sent Elliot to his death. She let Elliot’s backpack fall to the dirt and stepped up beside Nic. A bitter taste filled her mouth.

“It brings you sacrifices, doesn’t it?” It was less of a question and more of a calculated guess. Alexys’s vitriol caught all six of the cloaked figures by surprise. “You work for the Marrow Witch, and that beast brings you innocent people to kill for her.”

The redheaded one with the cruel mouth answered her. “The Walker brings us whatever we need to maintain our deal with her. Maybe that’s people.” She raised a defiant brow.

“Agnes,” an older man snapped from the woman’s right. The lines of aging on his face were deep enough to look like scars. “You’re sayin’ too much.”

“As if it matters,” Agnes hissed back. A smile twisted her face. “They’ll be dead soon anyway.”

“What are they for?” Alexys chose to ignore her. “The sacrifices. Why does she need them?” The soft-spoken woman took a step forward, her face much kinder than the others, but Alexys preferred that even less than Agnes’s outright cruelty.

“To ward evil away from our mountain,” she said. “To protect what’s ours. It’s a deal that was struck generations ago. The Old One protects us and our kin. She keeps us out of sight and keeps the mountain safe. Magic like that has a steep price.”

Alexys wanted to ask more. She’d worked District 13 for three years, and she’d never once heard mention of the Old Ones or the Marrow Witch. On that trip alone, she’d heard about them at nearly every turn, and the only explanation she’d received was a demented fairytale from a witch that apparently dabbled in human sacrifice.

What were the Old Ones, and if they were as destructive as people made them sound, why hadn’t they shown up on Entity’s radar?

The woman added quietly, “We don’t have a choice.”

Nic scoffed. “What do you mean, you don’t have a choice?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Agnes dismissed them with a wave of her hand. “Ready them.”

Alexys opened her mouth to argue, but the words died on her tongue. Her arms were seized by a someone she hadn’t seen, another grabbed Nic, who managed to connect his elbow with the assailant’s head, but a heavy blow to the back of her head sent the world into darkness.







CHAPTER 46



“Magic is a curious thing. Entity doesn’t address it much, and that alone piques my interest. An entire world of possible enchantments, wards, and protections, and we’re supposed to believe Entity doesn’t pay it any mind? I find that hard to believe.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




An acrid smell burned his sinuses and jerked him into consciousness before his body was ready. Nic’s head swam, the world blurry and unsteady as his eyes fought to stay open. The smell was so potent, he tried to roll to the side and escape it.

Possibly dry heave. Hopefully not vomit.

Although the smell of vomit would probably be negligible considering the stink around him.

Turning his head only made it worse. He was hit with a smell that was so pungent it made him gag and jerk his face the other way. Nic blinked against the tears and tried to see where he was. The blur sharpened and made the mineshaft a bit more visible. He blinked a few more times and realized he was missing his glasses.

Nic tried to lift a hand to wipe the tears from his eyes, but they met resistance down by his hips.

“Don’t move.” The cruel voice of Agnes came from somewhere over his head. “Not that you can do much anyway, might as well make it easier on yourself.” She was right. His ankles and wrists were bound to whatever surface he was lying on.

Nic tried to breathe. He was completely defenseless without sight; he needed a plan B.

He ached everywhere.

His head pulsed with the rhythm of what was probably a low-grade concussion. His eyes and throat burned from the smell, his wrists felt raw from whatever was tying them down, and his knees throbbed. When had he hurt his knees? He lifted his head up to see if he could spot Alexys, but something struck the top of his head. It was soft enough to have probably been a hand, but it made his headache sing.

“I said don’t move,” Agnes snapped.

Nic squeezed his eyes shut and groaned. “I’m not, you’ve already ensured against that.”

The woman didn’t answer.

He didn’t care. The silence was better than listening to her voice.

Nic turned his head to the side, relieved to discover the smell was no longer vomit-inducing. Kudos to the human body and its incredible adaptability. His cheek pressed against the stone, and he was met with an even worse sensation: the source of the smell.

The stone Nic was lying on—what he thought was a stone—was covered in a thick layer of old blood. The sticky, reeking mess seeped slowly into his shirt and skin and stuck to his cheek. It was thick as molasses and dripped down to the floor below.

Nic tried to fight against his roiling stomach. The nausea was truly endless.

“Put her over there.”

His eyes snapped open.

Someone dragged Alexys across the cavern, into Nic’s field of vision, and dumped her in a heap on the ground.

Nic couldn’t tell if she was alive. With or without his glasses, Alexys’s slumped position made it nearly impossible to tell if she was breathing. He knew, logically, that the cultists would have discarded her with the other corpses if she was dead, but that didn’t stop his heart from attempting to rip its way out of his ribcage.

He jerked his wrists against his bindings which earned him another firm smack to the head. Nic flinched, headache pounding. “Shouldn’t you be nicer to me? Wouldn’t want to kill me before the sacrifice,” Nic spat. “That has to go against some sort of standard practice of magic.”

Agnes growled above him. “Quiet! You talk too much.”

“I have a lot to say.”

She scoffed and disappeared from view.

His gaze immediately went back to Alexys. She still hadn’t moved.

“She’s alive, you don’t have to look so worried,” mocked another voice off to his right. “For now.” Someone snickered and the sound echoed off the walls.

Nic bit the inside of his cheek to keep the retorts at bay. He tried to think of anything he could to get them out of this situation. First, he’d need to free himself, otherwise he had no way of saving Alexys.

Even as his brain rattled away, he knew that their odds of survival were slim to none. Worse still, no one knew they were there, not really. They were supposed to be several hours away, where Alexys was conducting her in-field evaluation. Even if Zach reported him missing, it’d be too late. And the chances of them tracking them here? Virtually impossible. Any trace of them would be long gone, their corpses disposed of.

Whatever was left of their corpses, that is.

Nic should have reported the situation the moment it happened. He should have blocked Alexys’s evaluation, reported Elliot. He could have saved them all had he not been so glory hungry. So selfish.

Guilt washed over him, but he didn’t have time to wallow. If there was any possibility of saving Alexys, he had to at least try. There had to be something he was missing, some clue or some random bit of knowledge he’d stowed away.

“Fetch the dagger,” one of the men called out. “We don’t have all night.”

Nic tried to focus on the situation at hand, despite his headache and blurry vision. There had to be a way out. It was simply another puzzle to solve. He’d survived every cryptid they’d encountered, and he wasn’t about to offer himself up easy to these deranged cultists.

He took a deep breath. Nic knew enough to know that if there was a ritual, there were rules. Magic wasn’t as strict in the Appalachian Mountains as it was in other places. Those mountains where the ground itself was imbued with unknown powers.

But human sacrifice wasn’t usually an area of magic that allowed for mistakes, not from the little reading he’d done. Especially sacrifices that relied on a lunar calendar and what Nic assumed was a ritual dagger. If Elliot had been killed on Friday, which, given the timeline of everything was very likely, that meant he was killed on the full moon. That implied a monthly ritual and rendered any new deaths obsolete.

So, why was he strapped to a blood-soaked altar?

Removal of witnesses, extra strength for the spell, or a multi-sacrifice ritual? He could take his pick of reasons, but Nic was willing to bet his guess on a single, full-moon sacrifice was correct, and that meant there was room for negotiating. He didn’t need to know the specifics; he only needed to convince them to let Alexys go.

She was unconscious. She barely saw the cultists and probably had no idea who they were. Her horrible sense of direction and inability to navigate the outdoors meant she could probably never locate the mine again, and it would take days for her to get back to the office and report it. There was a chance, a slim one, but still a chance, that their captors could let her go and never have to worry about repercussions.

Nic swallowed against the dread clogging his throat and tried to muster up the courage to face his decision. It should be an easy one, saving her. He certainly didn’t want to die, but he’d already bartered with her life, with Elliot’s, it was the price he’d have to pay to ensure her survival.

He ate up the sight of her, committed every feature to memory. The possibilities of what could have been would haunt him, he was sure of it. Until one of the cultists put that dagger in his chest, that is, but Nic would wonder at what they might have been until then. If he hadn’t been so stubborn, so arrogant, so closed off. What then?

His chest ached with possibility.

Had he taken her for granted? He’d kept so many people at arm’s length, content with building a career and chasing his monsters, and let the Archives become walls between himself and everything else. He’d seen Alexys for years, but had he ever really seen her? If he’d paid just a little more attention, given her even the slightest chance, maybe she would’ve been more receptive to his help, and they wouldn’t …

Alexys stirred, and Nic’s heart jolted.

He had to get her out.







CHAPTER 47
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“Agnes.” Nic’s voice snapped through the silence. When she ignored him, he tried again, “Hey, Agnes, I’m talking to you.”

Agnes’s vicious face appeared once more above him, twisted with malice. “Speak again,” she hissed, “and you’ll die a mute.”

Nic scoffed at her threat and gave her his cruellest sneer. “I don’t have time for your threats. Who’s in charge? We both know it can’t be you.”

Agnes lifted her hand to strike him, but she was pulled away by one of her companions.

When the next face filled his vision, Nic was surprised to see the old man looking back at him.

“I’d appreciate it if you’d quit distractin’ Agnes from her work.” He spoke to Nic like they were talking about the weather. Like Nic wasn’t lying on a bloody altar. “We’re in a bit of a rush.”

“Then let me cut to the chase.” Nic hoped he sounded calmer than he felt. His hands were sweating, and he was fairly certain his heart was beating twice the beats it should. “I’ll let you kill me—no fuss, no fight—if you let my friend go. She’s not seen your faces, not really, she’s forgetful, and by the time she finds help, you’ll all be long gone.”

The old man watched him with keen eyes. They slowly observed every inch of Nic’s face before sliding over to look at Alexys, still coming to on the floor.

Nic held his breath and silently prayed the old man wouldn’t argue.

“Seems a bit pointless considering you’re strapped to the rock like that.” The old man’s shrewd eyes looked back to Nic. “You won’t put up a fight?”

Nic quickly shook his head. “I won’t, you have my word. Let her go, please, and I’ll comply with whatever ritual you have planned.”

The old man weighed his words, but he was called away before he could answer.

Nic jerked against his bonds and looked frantically at Alexys.

She was still lying in the dirt, but she was regaining consciousness. If she came to before Nic could convince them to let her go, she would no doubt open her big mouth and ruin his plan. He wanted to call that old man back over, but he didn’t know anyone’s name, only Agnes. And she was the opposite of helpful.

“What are these sacrifices even for?” Nic was asking anyone who would listen, desperate to buy enough time to save Alexys. “Do you worship an ancient deity, or are you delusional enough to hope for immortality?”

“Neither,” a new, unfamiliar voice answered from somewhere near his feet. “It’s tradition. Ancient magic protects us.”

“If it even works.” The disgruntled comment was immediately hushed, but not before it could pique his interest.

Nic turned his head to the left and right to try and catch sight of any of the others around him.

“How long have you been doing this? Tradition implies decades, if not longer. Killing that many people must be exhausting.”

“It’s sacred magic,” snapped another voice. “You wouldn’t understand the weight of that kind of sacrifice.”

Nic was quite literally the weight of said sacrifice, but that didn’t seem like the right comment to make.

Agnes stepped up beside him and shoved the other cultist away from the altar. “Quit talking to him,” she snapped. “We don’t have time for this.”

Nic clicked his tongue, the sound sharp and disappointed. “Glad to see you’re rude to everyone and not just me.”

Agnes scowled at him, an expression Nic was convinced was permanent, and leaned in close. “I know damn well what kind of monster this magic protects us from.”

There was a fear lurking in her eyes that ran too deep to be fake. Whatever their ritual was supposed to protect against, she fully believed it was real. That fear made Nic want to ask so many questions that he had to bite his tongue to keep them at bay.

“I’ve seen him,” Agnes whispered. “But even if it wasn’t real, I’d still enjoy killing you.”

“Then let her go and kill me yourself.”

“I don’t think you’re in any position to be makin’ demands.” Agnes looked over her shoulder, presumably at Alexys, and mused, “If one sacrifice is enough to protect us for a month, I can only imagine what three will do.”

Panic was surely the reaction she was looking for, but Nic couldn’t prevent the way his body immediately jerked against the restraints, trying to lunge at Agnes. His wrists and ankles ached, but he strained against the bonds anyway. His heartbeat became frantic as he watched the cultist approach Alexys.

“Leave her alone,” Nic snapped. “I swear to God, I will make this night absolute hell for you if you touch a single hair on her head.”

“And how exactly will you do that?” Agnes flashed a cruel smile at him and laughed. “You’re tied up and useless, remember?”

Nic hated her because it was true.

Nic hated himself because he couldn’t do anything about it.

There were no words that would let him talk their way out of dying that night. No amount of knowledge, and no amount of bargaining. Nic finally acknowledged how hopeless their situation was and let it loose in a wordless groan that ripped past his clenched teeth. Desperation was making his head spin.

Nic jerked and fought against the restraints as Agnes laughed.

Useless. So fucking useless.

Alexys groaned, and Nic looked over in time to watch someone tie ropes around her ankles and wrists. They bound her arms behind her back and left her kneeling on the ground. Only the firm grasp of two captors on either arm kept her from landing face-first in the dirt.

Nic was too late—he was always too late and never enough.

Her beautiful blue eyes blinked open, bleary but looking right at him. They knocked the air from his lungs and would have brought him to his knees had he been standing.

He truly cared for her.

Nic was … falling in love with her. He’d been a fool not to know until that moment.

And now, because of him, they were both going to die before he’d ever get the chance to tell her.
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Her head ached. The skull-splitting pain lanced down her neck and drew a hiss through her teeth as she tried to look around.

Alexys was knelt on the ground, her arms tied behind her back, her ankles bound tightly together. Before her was a stone table. The surface was completely smooth and stained nearly black with layers of dried blood that spilled down the sides and onto the dirt floor. On top of the stone slab was Nic.

His glasses were gone, no doubt lost in the scuffle to get them there. His pants were ripped at the knees, the skin raw and bleeding beneath. His once-white shirt was covered in dust and dirt from being dragged through the mine. He looked at her, gray eyes nearly glowing with fear in the lantern light.

Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest. The familiar feeling of panic, her closest companion on this trip, reared its head at the edge of her consciousness. She struggled to breathe, to hold the panic at bay while her mind raced to understand what she was seeing.

All those near-death experiences, all those times they should’ve died but didn’t, and they still ended up here. Death at the hands of a deranged mountain cult. It was all too much. Alexys’s panic mounted as one of the members stepped toward Nic, clutching in her hand an obsidian blade nearly as long as her forearm.

“No!” Alexys cried. “Please don’t, not him, please!” She was desperate. “You only need one, right? Just one sacrifice for your protection spell or whatever you’re doing?”

A younger man looked back at her. A confused scowl twisted his otherwise forgettable features. “You wanna take his place?”

“Yes, please. Take me, instead.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. Alexys couldn’t look at Nic as she begged, “It’s all my fault, please, let me make this right.”

“Alexys, don’t you dare!” Nic barked, thrashing against his bindings. “She doesn’t mean it, just let her go, she won’t tell anyone about this.” His voice broke as he shouted.

One of the cult members forced a shred of fabric into Nic’s mouth, silencing his protests.

Alexys was grateful for it. She couldn’t let him talk her out of it. She needed the absolution. If anyone deserved to die there that night, it was her. Maybe, in some way, that would make up for Elliot. For everything.

“Please, let him go,” Alexys begged again. “Use me as your sacrifice, and let him go. I won’t fight, I promise.” She choked on her words, nearly blinded by her tears.

Her entire life, she’d tried to honor her dad’s legacy. Alexys was so proud of the work he had done as a Warden, and all she really wanted was to feel close to him. Wasn’t that why she joined Entity? Wasn’t that why she had such a chip on her shoulder? Despite it all, in that moment, on her knees begging to be sacrificed, she’d never felt closer to him. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he would have done the same. He wouldn’t have allowed a coworker to die on his watch. He would have done everything in his power to save them. And that was exactly what Alexys would do. Save Nic, her colleague, her friend.

The tight ropes rendered her hands and feet nearly numb, and an icy coldness began to ache painfully in her fingertips. Her voice was barely a whisper, but her gaze was resolute. “Please. Just let him go. I’ll do whatever you want,”

“You value your life so little?” The auburn-haired woman sneered, a nasty thing filled with a malice that Alexys was sure colored her very soul black. “Aren’t you a pathetic pair.”

Alexys looked back to Nic. It was a horrible mistake.

Nic’s face was wet with tears. His eyes were red-rimmed, shining a brilliant mercurial silver in the lamplight. He shook his head at her, fighting against the bonds holding him. He finally managed to spit out the gag, his breaths tearing raggedly from him, horribly loud in the quiet space.

“Don’t you dare,” he shouted at her. “Don’t you fucking dare!”

The sound echoed off the walls and drew the attention of the others. They stopped their altar preparations and watched the macabre standoff.

“Don’t do this Alexys, please.” Nic choked on the words, his chest rising and falling with frantic breaths. His eyes held hers with an emotion she couldn’t name and couldn’t look away from. “If you would just listen to me for once in your life, you could survive this. I don’t care about me. I don’t care as long as you make it. I need you to make it.”

“I’m sorry, Nic. I can’t.” A sob caught in her chest. “I can’t let another person die because of me.”

“It’s not your fault, I’ve told you that. None of this is! Stop trying to be a martyr!”

“It can’t be you. You’re good, Nic. You’re so good, and I’m—I can’t …” Alexys broke off as another sob shook her body. Her chest burned with it. If anyone made it out of this alive, it had to be Nic. He wouldn’t have even been here if she had just …

“Enough. This is pathetic.”

Alexys’s gaze snapped to the auburn-haired woman whose name she wished she remembered if only to curse it with every stabbing beat of her heart. She thrashed against the two people who took hold of her. Alexys wanted to dig her nails into the woman’s flawless, ivory skin. To make her spill a drop of blood for every second Elliot had been gone. To claw the sneer from her face. The sheer strength of her rage and desperation stole her breath.

“The moonlight’s fading,” the woman said. “It’s gotta be now.” She took the obsidian dagger from the other cultist standing beside the altar. The black blade glittered in the firelight. Alexys’s fingers itched to take it from her and kill her before she had the chance to use it.

The woman sneered at her again. Her cruel eyes desired nothing but to inflict pain on the people around her, starting with Alexys.

“Take me.” Alexys’s words were a desperate plea as her tears ran hot and angry. “If you hate me so much, take me instead.”

The woman clicked her tongue, both mocking and rebuking. “So eager to die.” She took a step toward Alexys, blade shining dangerously between her skeletal fingers.

Alexys felt a sickening mixture of triumph and desperation. A rushing sound started to fill her ears. Her vision blurred. She was going to die.

Alexys scrambled for mental purchase. To come to terms with her inevitable death before the cultist got too close. Thoughts of her mom, of her brother, of everyone she loved and cared for swept through her, but she couldn’t move. She knelt, frozen on the ground, as everyone in the room stilled.

“Agnes.” The man with the scar-like wrinkles and gray hair stepped forward.

Alexys marked the name, engraved it on the wretched part of her heart that promised retribution if ever given the opportunity: Agnes.

If they made it out alive, Alexys would come back for her.

Agnes and the older man seemed to have a silent conversation, one Alexys couldn’t begin to interpret. Agnes scowled at her then turned on her heel and stalked back toward the altar.

“No.” The hold on her arms tightened as Alexys jerked. “No, no! Take me!”

Agnes tossed one more venomous smile over her shoulder but didn’t stop walking toward Nic.

The six remaining people gathered in a loose circle around the altar and began to chant three lines in repetition:

“Of ourselves, for ourselves. To conceal and protect. For the deal that was struck.”

Alexys thrashed, begging and pleading to take his place. None of them listened.

I can save him.

Silas’s voice cut through the chanting like a shard of ice. Alexys froze. That icy voice was so close, her gaze darted around the room, but she couldn’t see him.

The chanting grew louder. Her heart raced. She screamed at the cultists to stop.

Let me, Alexys. Tell me you want me to, and I will save him.

Alexys choked on her gasping breaths. She couldn’t think, couldn’t understand anything more than her desperate need to save Nic. She could see him, barely, in a gap between the cultists.

He was pressed tight against the stone table, his face turned toward her. He had stopped crying, tear-tracks pale against his dirty cheeks. His eyes locked on hers, and she couldn’t look away. She was drowning in the terror held in his gaze. The terror he tried to hide in reassurance. A reassurance for her, as if this wasn’t all her doing. As if he wouldn’t be home safe, away from this horror, if it wasn’t for her.

Nic started to mouth something to her, but someone stepped between them and blocked her view. Alexys felt the loss of his gaze like a physical blow.

Make the deal, Alexys.

Agnes raised the obsidian dagger high in the air.

Alexys’s frantic gasps clouded the air. Her fingertips ached with the cold, and a layer of frost began to creep along the ground, her kneeling body at its center.

“Please,” Alexys whispered. “Please save him.”

The chanting reached its loudest, the cacophony of voices echoing off the walls and rebounding around her. The blade flashed in the lamplight then sliced through the air.

With sickening ease, the blade sank into Nic’s chest.

Alexys screamed.

Silas laughed.

And the stone altar shattered.
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“If She is sacrifice, He is death. One cannot exist without the other, and I fear their war will never cease. We cannot keep the Gray Man imprisoned forever.”
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Hoarfrost sprouted along her fingers, up her arms with a biting cold, and the two men holding Alexys released her with a hiss. The ropes that bound her wrists and ankles fell away.

Silas’s voice whispered in her ear as she lurched to her feet.

I save you and your little friend at the expense of the ones who wish you harm.

A shiver raced down her spine. Alexys had no illusions about what Silas was insinuating, but the image of the knife buried in Nic’s chest was burned into her memory. It was all she could see.

There’s a balance I have to maintain. It’s a small price, considering, Silas crooned in his thick drawl. His disembodied voice echoed around her, traced frozen fingertips along her skin. They were planning to kill you both, anyway. A cult of the disillusioned. What are their lives truly worth in the grand scheme of things?

Alexys was barely listening. She scurried toward the remains of the stone altar as the cultists tried to collect themselves from the places they’d fallen. She found Nic sprawled among the wreckage, the blade hilt sticking out of his chest and blood soaking his once-white shirt. He looked horribly pale.

She raced to him, tripping and stumbling over frost-touched rubble, until she was crouched beside him.

“Nic?” Alexys carefully lifted his head and cradled it in her lap. His eyes were closed, and his hair was wet with blood that pooled beneath him. “Nic? I need you to stay with me, Nic. Please.”

She brushed curls off his forehead and pressed a few fingertips against his neck in search of a pulse.

“Come back to me,” Alexys begged. “I can’t do this without you. It shouldn’t have been you. It should’ve …”

“It’s not too late.”

She turned her head. Silas stood beside her.

He was in one of his gray, three-piece suits, a smug smile touching his thin lips, and the obsidian knife held carelessly between two of his fingers. He met her gaze, and his smile widened. Too many teeth, and not nearly enough kindness. “Hello, darlin’. Did you miss me?”

Alexys blinked several times, barely understanding everything that had happened so far. Did she see him pull the knife from Nic’s chest? Or walk into the room? She accepted Silas’s presence with the same dazed detachment with which she started to accept the rest of the night’s events and focused instead on Nic.

“Please, can you save him?” she asked.

“I can bring him back to you, yes,” he drawled. “But every favor has a price.”

She answered without hesitation, “I’ll pay it.”

She couldn’t afford to lose anyone else. She couldn’t let another person die at her hands, in her place, because of her. Not Nic.

Silas’s smile was the same cold, dead thing he showed her when he told her to find Elliot. It reminded her eerily of the Jackalope’s grinning maw or the Hollow Walker’s skeletal visage. It was the smile of death, of suffering, of an endless winter.

Her fear of Silas’s darkness faded some as a familiar woman stepped within her line of sight.

Agnes, cloak covered in dust and face marred with rage, stormed toward them.

Alexys’s own anger reignited. Any lingering reservations she had about making a deal with Silas vanished. The woman who performed such cruelty, who stabbed Nic, who killed countless others. She could unleash that darkness on her.

Alexys looked to Silas and found his hand stretched out to her.

“Life for life. Shake on it, darlin’.”

The gravity of the choice she was making and the weight of the responsibility she was going to have to bear were going to haunt her for a long time, but she couldn’t turn him down. Better the devil you know … Alexys reached out and shook Silas’s ice-cold hand.

He winked at her, and Alexys turned to find Agnes almost upon them.

When Silas stepped forward, she saw some of the fire in Agnes’s eyes sputter out. Uncertainty took over her expression, and her steps faltered.

“Who are you?” Agnes snapped.

“Have you forgotten me already, little Aggie?”

Agnes’s face went white.

“Ah, there it is.” Silas chuckled, deep and menacing. “I thought you might remember.”

“You shouldn’t be here.” Agnes backed away from him slowly, a hand raised between them as if to ward him off. “You can’t be here. Our magic is supposed to keep you out.”

Silas advanced on her, keeping pace with Agnes’s slow shuffle backward. “You think your little ritual can fight against one of my bargains?”

Agnes shook her head, faster and faster until it was a frantic blur. “It’s supposed to keep you locked away. That’s … That’s why we do it. We kill them to keep you caged!”

Her voice was shrill, echoing through the mine and scraping against Alexys’s ears. The fear in Agnes’s eyes was primal and satisfying.

“You think I’m weaker than Her?” The venom with which Silas spat the word made Alexys shrink down and hold Nic a little tighter. Agnes withered under his caustic gaze and turned a panicked gaze toward Alexys.

“What have you done?”

Fear made Alexys’s heart lurch, but she held no pity for this woman, this monster.

“I’ve been plotting my escape for longer than you’ve been alive,” Silas hissed. “And the new bargain I’ve struck negates everything you’ve done.” Agnes’s eyes opened impossibly wide, darting around the room like a cornered animal desperate for escape. She was shaking, hands gripping her cloak with white knuckles. “Now, I’m going to kill you,” Silas announced calmly. “Every single one of you. And when I do …” His hand snapped out impossibly quick as he grabbed Agnes by the jaw and pulled her in close. “Her magic will fade. And She’ll have no hope of containing my wrath.”

Agnes opened her mouth to speak, and Silas drove the obsidian dagger under her chin.

Alexys’s own satisfaction at the blood that spilled from Agnes’s throat sickened her, but she couldn’t look away. She needed the retribution. To know that Nic, whether he lived or died, had been avenged. That Elliot, the poor, sweet Warden, had been avenged. Even more twisted was the disappointment that her hand wasn’t the one to wield the knife.

Agnes dropped to her knees and then fell forward into the dirt. Blood began to pool around her, and Alexys finally looked away, repulsed by the sight.

She turned her attention to Nic, brushing her fingertips against his cheek, trying to will the color back into his skin. Begging his thick lashes to blink open and reveal those clever gray eyes. Her gaze slid down, and Alexys saw the blood still leaking from the wound on Nic’s chest. Panic seized her.

“Silas,” Alexys called. “I need you to—”

“Little busy, darlin’.”

She looked up to find Silas dragging one of the cultists to their feet. Their hood was up, so she couldn’t see their face. Not that she could have recognized them if she’d seen it.

Silas lifted them effortlessly from the ground until their feet dangled several inches from the dirt. “Saving your little friend has a price.” Silas looked over his shoulder at her, smile wide. “Have you forgotten our deal already?”

“Wait.” Alexys tried to gently move Nic’s head out of her lap and stand, but she wasn’t moving fast enough. “Silas, wait!”

The man’s neck snapped with a sickening crack that echoed through the mine, and Silas moved on to the next before Alexys was able to stand. Her feet slipped in the puddle of blood she was knelt in, Nic’s blood, and caused her to stumble as she rushed to stop him.

“Silas, stop!”

He didn’t answer, didn’t look at her as he struck them down one by one.

Alexys screamed at him, rushed through the fallen bodies and scattered altar remains to try and end the carnage before it could get any worse. Her footing slipped. She went down and landed hard on her hands and knees. The collision with the packed earth sent ripples of pain streaking up her limbs.

She scrambled to her feet and pushed her hair out of her face. A dark liquid dripped off her forehead. She looked down.

Alexys’s hands were covered in blood. Soaked to the elbow. Her jeans had absorbed so much of the stuff, they looked black and clung to her skin. She tried to wipe it off on her shirt which did nothing but leave violent red streaks across the fabric. She nearly choked when she realized she’d marred Nic’s sweater with bloody handprints. The metallic scent filled her nose, so strong her head swam. She couldn’t tell if it was tears or blood wetting her cheeks.

Her gaze darted over to Nic, still lying next to the broken altar, and then back to Silas.

Silas stood among the bodies of their captors. Obsidian dagger dripping blood in one hand and a limp body clutched in the other, he looked like a painting of Death itself. The bloodthirsty grin that split his face was decorated with crimson stains. His eyes cut to hers, and her chest hollowed out.
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Alexys pushed herself to her feet, wavering and unsteady. She wasn’t sure if she should move to protect Nic from Silas’s bloody rampage or somehow stand her ground. Her hands shook violently. The muscles of her thighs quivered as if begging her to give in to her instincts and flee.

Silas took steady, measured steps toward her. The soaked dagger glistened in the lamplight.

She couldn’t find the strength to run. Alexys couldn’t even breathe as Silas finally stopped in front of her. They stood nearly toe-to-toe, and she tilted her head back to look up at him.

That horrible smile, far too big for a human mouth and full of razor-edged teeth, still cut across his lips. Up close, Alexys could see the speckles of blood on his face like murderous freckles.

“Aren’t you going to say thank you?” His voice was laced with humor. “I believe that’s customary after saving a person’s life.”

She looked to the bodies behind him. Eight people. Perhaps not innocent, but still human beings. All slaughtered for her sake.

Alexys vomited onto Silas’s shoes.

Silas grimaced and took a careful step back from the mess, but the damage to his footwear was already done. “Well, that wasn’t quite the gesture of gratitude I had in mind.”

“Oh God.” She wasn’t sure if the words were from the carnage or puking on Silas’s shoes. “Oh God.”

“Is that really all you have to say?” Silas looked put out. Did he expect some sort of trophy for committing such an atrocity?

“Silas, you …” Alexys felt bile rise up in her throat again. She couldn’t say it. Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, she tried to forget the gruesome sight and work through the nausea.

The biting cold of Silas’s fingertips brushed her cheek. Alexys jerked back, and her eyes snapped open.

“Is squeamishness common in your line of work?”

“I don’t know, but murder isn’t!”

“I find that hard to believe. Would you like to waste my time debating the moral implications of sacrificing murderers, or would you like me to save him?”

Fear seized her so ferociously that her vision wavered. Alexys spun on her heel and rushed back to Nic’s side, dropping to her knees despite the painful scrapes still burning her skin. She raised her hands to touch him but then stilled. Her trembling hands were caked in blood. It was beginning to dry on her skin, cracking and pulling. It was thick under her fingernails and soaked into her clothes. His sweater was matted and ruined. She couldn’t touch him.

“Don’t worry, darlin’.” Silas knelt down next to Alexys. He still managed to tower over her. “I can take it from here.”

Alexys sat back and watched Silas carefully. She knew she couldn’t stop him from harming Nic if that’s what he chose to do, but she watched him warily nonetheless.

She honestly expected magic. Sparks, color, anything really, but there was nothing. One moment, Nic was lying on the collapsed altar looking a moment away from death. The next, Silas was rising to his feet and walking away. She lifted her head to ask where he was going and demand he actually do something when Nic took a deep, rattling breath, and his eyes snapped open.

A whimper broke free past her lips. “Nic?”

Seeing him alive rendered her brain useless. One moment Alexys was checking to make sure he was breathing, the next she was pulling his face up to meet hers.

The kiss was breathless.

Alexys cradled Nic’s face, scared to hold him too tightly but too afraid to let go. She was so overwhelmed by him being alive, that she couldn’t help but cling to him. Her palms warmed as his face regained some of its color and life.

Nic groaned, and her eyes flew open.

Mortified by what she’d done, she pulled away. She let go of his face, leaving smears of blood behind, and tried to busy herself with checking his chest for any signs of a wound from the knife of which she found none. Only a thin, pale scar where the knife had been.

Nic groaned again, louder this time, and pressed a hand against hers. He held it firmly to his chest and sat up slowly. His movements were stiff but alive. His skin was still pale but alive. Nic turned to look at her, and Alexys broke.

The devastation of his appearance shattered the high of seeing him awake. A hollowness cracked open her chest, and everything else fell away. Nic almost died because of her, and now, Nic was alive because she’d allowed Silas to kill all those people. He would never forgive her for it.

She pulled her hands away and sat back on her heels.

“Alexys.” Nic’s voice was raw. He pushed himself upright, grimacing at the feeling of his blood-soaked clothing. His curls were matted with it, sticking up at odd angles and plastered to his neck. He looked at her with concern, with confusion.

“Are you alright?” he breathed.

“You almost …” Her sentence trailed off as she swallowed painfully against the desert of her throat. It ached from all the screaming she’d done. Felt like she’d swallowed shards of glass while others were stabbing at the backs of her eyes. “You were so pale, and you …”

Nic pressed a hand to his chest, the once white shirt soaked nearly black with blood.

“But … I didn’t.” He spoke with awe. He looked around the room, taking in the wreckage around them. “What happened?”

Alexys looked to see if Silas was willing to explain what she couldn’t, but the man was gone. He’d left her with a mess and an impossible tale, the only reminder of their deal lingered in the frozen ache of her fingertips. “Silas,” she managed to whisper. “It was Silas.”

The relief at being able to even say his name was enough to make her shoulders sag.

“Silas?” Nic caught her eye, and the concern Alexys found there made her heart ache.

She didn’t deserve it.

“He saved us. He killed everyone, he saved you from dying.” She couldn’t talk about their deal. Not because some magic held her tongue but because her guilt swallowed the words before she could speak them. She couldn’t tell him those deaths were on her hands. She couldn’t bear to see the betrayal and judgment she knew it would bring.

Alexys felt along Nic’s chest with featherlight fingers to check for the knife wound she already knew to be gone, just to make sure it had truly vanished.

“Are you hurt?”

Nic grabbed hold of her hand and shook his head. “I’m fine,” he lied. “The bleeding stopped, and it doesn’t hurt.”

She squeezed his hand and fought to keep a new wave of relieved tears at bay. “Are you sure it doesn’t hurt? You lost a lot blood, and Silas—”

“Can we …” He lurched to his feet, swaying and still horribly pale. “Can we talk about it later? I’d like to—” He coughed. “I’d like to get out of here.”

Eager to do just that, Alexys stood and helped steady Nic. Slowly, they made their way out of the cave and left the ruins of the altar behind them.







CHAPTER 51



“Entity has plenty of resources at their disposal. These should be respected but also utilized on an as-needed basis. Wardens should never hesitate to ask for help should they need assistance while out in the field.”

Entity Employee Handbook: Warden Edition




Their progress was slow. They leaned on the tunnel walls and on each other as they walked. Despite Nic’s constant reassurances that he was no longer bleeding, the amount that already stained his shirt had Alexys nearly dragging him through the tunnels to leave Greenbriar Mine. Her own exhaustion weighed her down, but the feeling of his shoulder pressed against hers was a comfort.

Somewhere along the way, they stumbled upon their backpacks, and Alexys was relieved to know she’d make it home with at least some of her belongings. Nic offered to carry Elliot’s backpack, but Alexys immediately shot him down. She needed to carry it herself.

When they finally stepped out of the mine, Alexys was shocked to see that dawn was just faintly lighting the horizon. Only the very edges of the mountains glowed with the promise of morning sunlight beneath a cloudless sky.

“Felt like we were in there for days,” Nic said. His voice was hoarse, and Alexys tried not to think about the screaming that had caused it.

“Days,” she agreed quietly. “I didn’t …”

He dropped his head to rest his forehead on her hair. “Later.”

Exhaustion filled the word, enough that she worried they wouldn’t be able to make it back before he collapsed entirely. His labored breaths were hot against her skin, but Alexys was just thankful he was still breathing.

And yet, because he was the one and only Nic Dyre, the man managed to pick up his head and look back in the direction they’d come.

Alexys had seen the look enough times over the last few days that it made her shake her head. “Don’t you dare.”

He looked down at her with a sliver of guilt in his expression. It did little to drown the scholarly curiosity she could see all over him. “The Hollow Walker—”

“Is long gone,” she finished for him. “There’s no telling where those tunnels lead. I doubt anyone could find it now.”

“It’s a rarity.”

Alexys closed her eyes, fighting for patience. “Nic, you can’t even stand on your own. I’m not letting you chase after anything.”

“I should’ve taken a picture or something.” Nic looked back once more at the dark entrance of the mine, weighing the truth of her words. After a moment, he asked, “And if Entity sends a Reaper after it?”

“Given the Hollow Walker’s ability to evade even your keen eye for all these years, I’d say it’s safe no matter how many Reapers they send.”

That appeased him enough that he turned back toward the path down the mountain.

She hesitated, unsure of where they were supposed to go next. They only really had one direction they could go. The rest of their belongings, her rental car, any hope of breakfast … “We need to get back to Opal’s.”

Nic stiffened. “Are you sure?”

Alexys was more than reluctant. The thought of returning to the home of the witch who tried to orchestrate their deaths was far from appealing.

He sighed. “I suppose we don’t have much choice. Unless we want to hitchhike to the airport.”

“Fair point.” She wrapped an arm around his waist and helped him slowly make their way down the mountain.

“You up for the hike? It won’t be easy,” Alexys asked, warily.

“Let me worry about that,” he said, a smile tugging at his mouth.

“Stubborn as an ox.” Alexys shook her head.

“As are you.”



Alexys didn’t know how long it took them to make it back to Opal’s house.

The sun was beginning to sink behind the mountains when they finally stumbled through the last stretch, the trees thinning out just enough for her to glimpse the shack in the distance. Thankfully their path had been clear of any other monsters or threats, and she couldn’t help but suspect it all had something to do with Silas. They hadn’t spoken much on the walk out, both too drained to fill the silence. When they’d stopped for breaks, they’d just stare at one another, offering weak smiles. They both looked like they’d been dragged to hell and back.

When they finally broke through the tree line and stepped into the field behind Opal’s house, they stopped short. The little cottage was abuzz with activity.

There was a helicopter, its side painted with Entity’s logo, and the house was illuminated with floodlights. Uniformed figures moved around with swift precision. It was chaotic compared to the quiet of the forest they just came from. Alexys knew without having to see the uniforms that it was one of Entity’s clean-up crews.

Post-Encounter Concealment personnel, they were called.

PEC crews were tasked with removing evidence of Entity’s presence in cases that ended poorly or resulted in human injury or death. They were an efficient cleaning group that had the uncanny ability to swoop in at a moment’s notice and remove even the worst evidence of a Reaper’s job before any media could catch wind of it.

Despite knowing all of that, Nic and Alexys were unsettled to see them at Opal’s house. Alexys never had the chance to contact anyone, let alone alert the office to needing a PEC crew. They shouldn’t have known where she was. And yet, there they were.

“Their timing is impeccable as always,” Nic observed quietly. “Wonder how they knew we’d be here?”

“I just hope they’re here to help.”

Alexys shuffled the two of them across the field and around to the front of Opal’s house. Within a matter of minutes, they were swept up by the crew. The two of them were poked, prodded, and interrogated by no less than three medical professionals and a handful of PEC personnel. She did her best to answer all of their questions but was incredibly overwhelmed. And despite asking several times, not one person would explain how they’d found them. How they knew they were here.

The Granny Witch was nowhere to be seen, and Alexys was almost certain Opal had somehow managed to ferret herself away before Entity arrived. The PEC crew must have moved right in, setting up their impressive medical stations and computer desks in every available foot of space in the living room and kitchen.

One of the medical professionals, a woman named Cassandra, tried to usher Alexys into what she assumed was Opal’s bedroom so she could be examined and change clothes, but Alexys firmly refused. She maneuvered herself over to the couch of questionable integrity and planted herself firmly in the sagging cushions. From there, Alexys could see Nic seated at the kitchen table.

In any other circumstance, it would be mortifying to be so paranoid, but every time Alexys thought she saw the shadow of blood on her hands or puddled on the floor, she forgave herself for it. Every time she thought she saw fresh blood on Nic’s chest or saw him wince under the touch of a medical assistant, her fear felt justified.

“Miss Keane.” Cassandra stepped into Alexys’s line of sight, hands firmly on hips and square glasses perched on a frustration-crinkled nose. “If you insist on sitting here, at least let me check you for head trauma.”

Alexys nodded to give her permission, and her eyes immediately searched for Nic the second Cassandra stepped away. She should have known better than to tell the medical staff that they’d been hit over the head and knocked unconscious, but she hadn’t expected them to kick up such a fuss about it.

Cassandra fluttered about checking her pulse, her pupils, and her scalp for any signs of bleeding. She asked a million and one questions about headaches, nausea, and too many other things that Alexys answered with half her attention. Only when the medic started cleaning scratches on her face and neck did Alexys finally flinch and focus on her.

“Shit, that burns.” Alexys tried to jerk her face away from whatever Cassandra was wiping on it, but she followed her too quickly.

“I have to clean the dirt out.” Cassandra sounded as annoyed with the situation as Alexys felt. Her words came out in grumbles, but her touch was gentle. “You look like you got in a fight with an army of gerbils.”

Images of the Jackalopes went flashing through her mind, and Alexys let out a pained laugh. “Yeah, something like that.”

“At least your concussion isn’t as bad as it could have been. You’re going to have to be awake for the next twelve hours to be sure, though, and you’ll have to be supervised, I’m afraid.”

Alexys’s eyes lifted from Nic to meet Cassandra’s serious gaze. She’d thought she was joking. “Supervised?”

Cassandra nodded, as if that was a normal thing to need, and started cleaning the cuts on Alexys’s hands. “Yes, in the event you lose consciousness. If you start vomiting, develop a migraine, or have any worsening symptoms, you’ll have to come into the clinic right away.”

Being babysat sounded terrible, but Alexys was relieved to know she would be avoiding a visit to the clinic or a hospital. With any luck, Nat would be around to crash at her house and watch old movies while she made sure Alexys stayed alive. But Cassandra quickly dashed those hopes.

“You’ll need to reduce your screen time during those twelve hours.”

After what she’d just been through, Alexys thought that was especially harsh. “What am I supposed to do for twelve hours?”

Cassandra gave her a look before refocusing her attention back to Alexys’s wounds.

Over at the kitchen table, Nic had been hooked up to the thing that measures your pulse. He looked ready to fall over from exhaustion, but the color had fully returned to his face which was a relief to see.

“He’ll be alright,” Cassandra said, following her gaze.

Alexys didn’t say anything, but she nodded to show she’d heard. The tension in her body was starting to unpick itself, and it eased a little more with every minute she could see him still breathing.

She’d done it. She’d saved him.

For now, that’d have to do.

“His concussion is likely the same grade as yours, so he’ll get to go home with the same instructions.” Cassandra stole a look over her shoulder at Nic. “I don’t know where all that blood came from, but I’m glad it’s not his.” She swabbed more antiseptic on one of Alexys’s cuts. “He’d be dead if he’d lost that much.” Alexys tried to swallow, but her mouth was cotton, and secrets had lodged themselves in her throat. She’d made the mistake of telling them about her head injury, but she certainly wasn’t stupid enough to tell them about Nic’s near-death experience or her deal with Silas that saved him.

Cassandra told her about the clean-up job Entity had already done at the hotel and Opal’s—this included returning her rental car. The rest of her things had been packed up and waited for her with a member of staff. It felt very invasive knowing Entity had gone through their things without their permission, but Alexys was grateful that Elliot’s conspiracy wall wouldn’t be her responsibility. She didn’t have the strength.

Eventually, Nic and Alexys separated so they could shower and change into clean clothes. Alexys scrubbed the best she could, but she left the shower still feeling the ghost of blood and dust from the mine. PEC confiscated most of the soiled clothes, but Alexys managed to keep Nic’s sweater. She didn’t trust them to return it to her, and she wasn’t willing to lose it.

Alexys waited for Nic in the living room, fidgeting as she sat there. She knew at some point her brain would properly process everything they’d endured and seen, but for now, it was all too fresh. She worried about the nightmares more than anything else, and how the horrors of the past few days would inform the entity that tormented her.

When Nic finally joined her, her leg muscles locked under the strain of keeping herself seated. His curls were still wet and close against his head. They shared a brief, tired smile, and the knot in her chest eased a little more.

They were given their care instructions for the thousandth time, informed they would be expected back at work for debriefing in two days’ time if they were able, and ushered out the door. A handful of PEC personnel escorted them around the back of Opal’s house and into the waiting helicopter.

Alexys wanted to ask how they knew where they were, how they got there so quickly, but she was too relieved to put Opal’s house and Mercyhill behind her.

Nic took her hand and smiled reassuringly as they were strapped in and prepared for take-off. She squeezed his hand in return, allowing the warmth of his skin against hers to ease the anxious roiling of her stomach.

They were going home. Alexys really didn’t care how they got there or how long it took, so long as they went home.







CHAPTER 52



“At the end of the day, what helps me survive this job is family. Without my loved ones, I would have nothing to keep me going in the field. I would have nothing to come home to. For a Reaper, family is invaluable.”

Journals of Reaper J. T. Cross




Going home alone felt wrong.

After the helicopter ride, the majority of which she slept, Alexys and Nic were dropped off at a private landing field and quickly ushered into separate vehicles. They barely managed a swift goodbye before their cars headed off in different directions. Alexys texted Natalie to be on concussion watch, but her friend was already out on her own evaluation, so they planned hourly check-ins instead.

Walking into her house, the quiet dark was not the homecoming she needed. It didn’t feel safe, either. It felt like invisible eyes watched her, and she made quick work of turning on the lights, double-locking the front door and windows and closing the curtains. Alexys retreated to her bedroom, hoping for a chance to sleep despite Cassandra’s orders.

She expected the emotions to come crashing down on her, to be absolutely swallowed whole by the grief and horror of what she’d been through and what she’d done. But instead of crippling anxiety, Alexys felt completely numb.

Empty.

Just like the Hollow Walker.

She felt so disconnected from herself and her body, too much had been taken out of her that she feared there was nothing left.

When her phone lit up with an incoming call from her mom, Alexys considered declining it. She was too exhausted to talk to anyone, and the last thing she needed was to rehash the details of her field trip, but if she didn’t answer, her mom might assume the worst.

“Mama?” Her voice shook like the broken words of a frightened child. She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.

“Lexi Lou, what’s wrong?”

Alexys tried to swallow against the tears constricting her throat. There was something about her mom’s voice that felt like a safe place, even more than her own home, and tore through the numb feeling that had settled over her, freeing an onslaught of emotions. She managed to croak out, “It was a really hard day.”

“Oh, honey, it’s gonna be okay. There’s nothing you can’t handle.”

Alexys choked on something that could’ve been a laugh or a sob.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

She did, desperately. She wanted to tell her mom all about the monsters and witches and horrors she’d faced. About Elliot and Nic and the impossible choices she’d made. The mistakes, the regrets.

“I knew working at Entity wouldn’t do you any good.” Her mom said the word with such disdain. “It already stole your daddy from us, don’t you let it take you, too.”

Alexys felt a single tear roll down her cheek and quickly brushed it away. Her mom was coming from a good place, a place of hurt and heartbreak and love. But she knew she couldn’t really be honest with her about what happened, that maybe no one, other than Nic, would ever really know what she’d been through.

“It’s nothing that serious, Mama, I’m just tired. You know I have trouble sleeping.”

Her mom launched into a lecture on sleep habits and doctors, and Alexys let her. She let her mind wander, back to West Virginia, the woods, the cave, the mine. She wondered what Nic was doing that very second. Was he thinking about her too?

Alexys spent the rest of the night curled up in bed, a dull ache at the base of her skull. Every creak of the house was the Hollow Walker. Every cold draft was Silas at the front door. Between check-ins with Natalie, she slipped in and out of light sleep, the sounds of birds and insects outside her windows disorienting her, and Alexys had to pop her head up every so often to make sure she wasn’t back in the woods.

Finally, after tossing and turning, showering for the third time since leaving the woods, she couldn’t fight it anymore: she needed to see Nic. She sent him a message and he replied straight away with his address.

He only lived a short drive from Alexys, and when she pulled into the driveway, she wasn’t surprised to find that his house was beautiful, and so classically South Carolina. She wouldn’t have been surprised if it had featured on the cover of some architectural magazine. White pillars on an open porch, plenty of windows, and a beautifully maintained front garden.

Alexys began to doubt herself as she walked the cobbled path up to the front door, but the image of Nic dying in her arms was still too fresh, she needed to see him. Alexys took a deep breath, mustered all of her remaining courage, and knocked.

Nic answered immediately, anticipating her.

“Alexys,” he said, bleary-eyed, and her breath caught. “Come in, please.” He wore plaid pajama pants and a faded tee, a startling contrast to his usually professional attire. His curls stuck up at odd angles, but his face was flushed, full of color—of life.

He stepped back from the door frame and nodded his head toward the entryway behind him. Her eyes bounced around his face, and she felt her cheeks warm with embarrassment. She hadn’t rehearsed any kind of explanation or excuse for being at his house, and her text had been vague.

Nic frowned and asked, “Is everything alright?”

Alexys became distinctly aware of her too-large sweatpants and faded t-shirt. She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to smile reassuringly.

“Everything’s fine. I just … Nat’s on her evaluation trip, and the medics said we shouldn’t be alone.”

“Yes, well, I’ve got the kettle on.” He shut the door behind her, and she followed him to the back of the house.

The kitchen was spacious. Dark cabinets with chrome finishings and pristine white counter tops. The appliances all looked brand new, shining silver in the warm yellow light of the fixtures above. She thought it was all strangely clean compared to the absolute disaster that was his office. A bar stretched across from the stove with four barstools sat behind it, one of which Nic told her to sit on while he pulled the kettle from the stove and poured the tea.

“Chamomile,” he said as he passed her a steaming mug. “It’ll helps with sleep.”

“I’ve tried it before, doesn’t work for me.” Alexys took a tentative sip all the same and hummed at the warm, earthy flavor. “Thank you.”

Nic smiled at her over the top of his mug. “With how much caffeine you drink, I’m not surprised. It’s tea, not a miracle drug.”

She rolled her eyes, but the ease with which they’d slipped into their usual banter made her chest tighten with sudden warmth. “I don’t see you sleeping, so it must not be that amazing.” He arched a brow at her, a smile teasing at the corner of his lips. “Okay, so maybe that’s my fault.” Alexys took another sip of her tea. “I didn’t wake you up, did I?”

“No,” Nic assured her. “Sleep is virtually impossible after everything we’ve been through, and we’re technically still meant to be observing our concussions for another”—he glanced at the watch on his wrist—“hour or two.”

She nodded. “I should’ve just texted you sooner.”

He set one hand on the counter and began a rhythmic tap of his long fingers. “You could have.”

Tap. Tap-tap. Tap.

While absolutely not staring at his tapping fingers and considering how elegant they looked, Alexys realized the mug he was holding had the Entity logo painted on the side. She glanced down at her hands and found an identical one.

“Did you steal these from the breakroom?”

Nic’s expression barely shifted—the perfect mask of innocence if you didn’t know the clues to look for. The little tick of the corner of his mouth that hid a smile, the spark of mischief in his eyes.

“I’ll have to replace these, you know,” she pretended to scold him. “You thief.”

“I doubt anyone’s noticed they’re missing.”

He was right, of course. No one cared about mugs in the breakroom, and they had an abundance of them in HR storage.

Alexys smiled. “You know, my dad stole a few, too,” she said in a soft voice, mostly to herself. “I loved them as a kid, made me feel like a grownup.”

“Oh!” The excitement in Nic’s voice drew her eyes to his, and Alexys was surprised to find them fixed on her. He jumped to his feet and held his hand out to her. “I have something to show you.”

Alexys took his hand and let him guide her to the living room. His palm was warm, and she enjoyed the growing familiarity of having his hand pressed against hers. It wasn’t necessary given how easy it was to navigate through the house, but she refused to let go.

There was a fireplace on the far wall, complimented by beautiful built-in bookcases. In the center of the room was a large, L-shaped sofa, thoughtfully decorated with cushions and a few woven blankets. She hadn’t pegged him for a throw pillow kind of guy, but she had to admit his place was very stylish.

“That’s the biggest couch I’ve ever seen. The pillows and blankets are a nice touch. Enough here to build an entire fort.” Alexys laughed.

“I like comfort, what can I say? You’re welcome to lie down, it’s very soft.”

Alexys shot him a playful look. “Are you propositioning me?”

Nic’s eyes went comically wide. She knew he wasn’t, of course. She couldn’t imagine Nic’s go-to seduction routine involved SleepyTime tea and a couch covered with knitted throws. But seeing him embarrassed was so rare, she couldn’t help herself.

“Nic,” Alexys said, drawing his name out. She liked the way it sounded. “If you wanted me to spend the night, you should’ve just asked.”

Nic groaned in response, but he couldn’t hide the way his ears reddened, color spreading across his cheeks.

“Alright, that’s enough of that.” He tried to look disapproving, but he couldn’t hide his amusement. “Do you want to see what I have for you or not?”

It wasn’t supposed to be an innuendo, but her face still flooded with heat. Images of Nic by the campfire, stretched out and glowing in the firelight, flashed through her mind.

Without a reply, Nic turned to one of the bookcases and pulled down a dusty, leatherbound book. It was worn, and faded, and smaller than most of the other books on the shelves.

Nic held it out to her and said, “It’s one of your father’s journals.”

Her heart nearly stopped beating. Alexys wasn’t breathing. The entire world froze as she stared at that book.

“What?” she barely managed to whisper.

“Entity used to encourage the Wardens and Reapers to keep journals as they worked.” Nic ran a hand along the cover of the journal almost reverently. “Copies of them are kept in the Archives, but I was able to keep some of the originals for my own collection. I didn’t realize I had your father’s journal until you mentioned he was a Warden, and I put two and two together. It’s only right for you to have it.”

Alexys took the journal with shaking hands and sat heavily on the couch. She ran her fingertips gently over the leather binding as she carefully opened to the first page. It had been so long since she’d seen her dad’s handwriting. The thought of reading his thoughts, of being closer to him than she’d been in years, was the best gift anyone could give her.

“Thank you, Nic,” she said, “I had no idea …” Her voice trailed off. A sweet ache bloomed beneath her ribs—for Nic, for the journal, for all the years without her dad.

“It’s my pleasure,” Nic said, looking down at her affectionately.

Without another word, Alexys sank further into the couch, curled up against the many pillows, and started reading.







CHAPTER 53



“The most valuable thing a Warden can have is a home. A place untouched by the work we do or the things we hunt. Sometimes, having a safe haven where you can rest and heal will be the only thing that keeps you from breaking.”

Journals of Warden Michael Keane




Nic left Alexys with her father’s journal and retreated to his bedroom down the hall. It felt right to give her space to read and process. He couldn’t imagine the grief she’d experienced, losing her father in the field when they’d been so close.

His bags from the trip to West Virginia were still packed, so he busied himself with unpacking. Entity was kind enough to collect their belongings, and he was grateful that everything returned home with him. He’d have to bleach a few things, the others, like his rucksack, would need a good wash. Nic unzipped the bag and froze.

The flora samples. And among them, Alexys’s spider.

He’d completely forgotten about it.

Nic carefully lifted the jar and set it on his dresser.

No matter how exhausted he was, he couldn’t deny the thrill of having trapped both the creature that’d been terrorizing Alexys, but also something that had never been cataloged before. He had thought any hope of getting an invitation to the Yale Cryptozoology Conference was unattainable, but somehow, in the end, he’d found a potentially undocumented creature, and captured it.

Giddy with scholarly enthusiasm, Nic bent down so that he was eye-level with the jar and peered inside.

It was filled with translucent silver threads. The spider had spun so many webs, he could barely see through them to find if it was still inside. But there, in the thick center, was a dark dime-sized object.

Nic pulled out his phone to take a few pictures and then sorted through some of the notifications clogging up his screen that he’d put off reviewing since returning home. Among them was an email from Charlotte. It was long-winded, as per usual, and contained an invitation to visit the Entity R&C London office to review the archived references she’d found on nightmare-inducing creatures. He could have dismissed it considering he had the culprit already contained, but an interesting reference caught his eye.

The London Natural History Museum was hosting an exhibit for Arachnids Across the World, and Charlotte was certain that the expansive collection even boasted a few loans from Entity’s Archives. Among them, she found mentions of a Dreamweaver, a Class E that had been extinct for so long it was no longer listed in the company database.

Nic regarded the jar on his dresser and considered his luck. Either the universe was apologizing for all the bullshit it had just put him through, or he was about to embark on yet another wild goose chase, this time back to his home country. Either way, it would be worth the risk.

Nic considered his options. After taking an unapproved trip to West Virginia, nearly dying, and failing to rescue Elliot or document the creature he’d set out to find, he was almost 100 percent certain he’d not receive approval to go to London on a whim anytime soon. However, as a devout hoarder of vacation days and an otherwise upstanding employee, he had an arsenal of excuses and time off ready to go.

If he still had a job when he returned to the office, of course.

And then there was Alexys to consider, as well. The person the spider had been haunting for so long. Years, according to Hornsby’s report. He would need to find a way to tell her that the spider was captured. That he knew about her nightmares to begin with but also that she shouldn’t have them anymore. He wanted to believe she would be relieved, but Alexys was an incredibly private person. Perhaps, he would let things settle before telling her everything.

Nic checked the time, did some quick math, and realized it was far too early in the morning in London to call Charlotte, so he sent her a text instead. He’d conduct his research and see his family, who had been desperate for him to visit for months—it was the perfect excuse. Two birds, one stone, and a coveted ticket to rub his accolades in his colleagues’ faces.

Nic made his way to his home office to do a little research into the arachnid exhibit and respond to some work emails. Hornsby had no doubt left a few emotional meltdowns in his inbox that would need soothing, and his work calendar would need rearranging if he was going to London. The sooner the better.

Hours had passed when Nic’s stomach grumbled with hunger. He imagined Alexys might be hungry too, he didn’t trust her to cook herself a proper meal in her current state.

He found her curled up, under no less than three blankets, soundly asleep. He smiled. He liked seeing her there, in his house, sleeping on his couch. Somehow, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. Sitting down beside her, he gently removed the journal from beneath her hand and placed it on the coffee table.

He sat back, studying her face in sleep, reaching out to brush back a stray hair. Her nose scrunched up at the feeling of his fingers on her skin, and Nic smiled at the expression. Alexys made the same face when he said something she found particularly irritating, a dramatic scrunch of her nose and furrow of her brow. He’d never met someone so expressive, every emotion painted so clearly on her face.

He pulled the blankets up a bit further and let his eyes wander over her features, taking a quiet moment to observe her uninterrupted. To remind himself that she was alright, and that she had survived. Her long lashes fanned out across lightly freckled cheeks. Her auburn hair, which he knew now to be the warmest copper in the sunlight, was thrown across her left shoulder. Her mouth was parted just slightly.

What did they call it? An Eros bow?

Nic thought of their unexpected kiss in the mine. Neither one of them had mentioned it, and yet he’d thought of it at least a dozen times since it happened. He wanted to trace his fingertip along her lips then, just to feel their softness again.

He resisted, only just.

Nic knew this would be her first night of deep, nightmare-free sleep, and he wanted her to enjoy it.

“Nic.”

He swallowed. He wasn’t used to hearing his name in her mouth. It did strange things to his pulse. She rolled toward him, absently, and her hand reached out toward him. He wanted to tell her right there and then how he felt. He wanted to kiss her again, without the pretense of a life-threatening injury. He wanted so much, in that moment, but …

Her hand. She was holding his hand.

Another type of hope, something burning and rooted deep inside him, took hold of him then. Thoughts of spiders and conferences faded completely as he looked down at the woman that had been willing to give her own life for his.

He sighed.

There was so much that needed to be said, but it’d just have to wait.

Once they’d returned to the office and regained a sense of normalcy, they would talk. He would be patient if it meant he could have more of her.

More of the bickering and the tenderness.

More of her in his space.

More of whatever she would give him of herself. He could wait until she was ready, and until then, he would let her sleep.







CHAPTER 54



“Working for Entity is a privilege, and we want to ensure everyone we employ feels honored to work for such an esteemed company. The work environment we create isn’t just a team, it’s a family.”

Entity Employee Handbook: HR Edition




Alexys had been cleared off work for a few days, and she was relieved to have time to herself.

Natalie had been messaging her every couple of hours after her concussion window had passed to ask how her trip went, having been forced out on her own in-field evaluation. Alexys kept assuring her she was fine. But Natalie could read between the lines and knew something was wrong, despite Alexys’s best efforts to reassure her to the contrary.

The truth was she felt fine, almost better than fine. That night at Nic’s, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so deeply without any disturbance. Not a single nightmare, which felt like a damn miracle and a much-deserved break after everything she’d been through. They’d slept straight through the night, both of them, on his couch. He’d not been wrong; it was very soft. As was his hand, which she’d woken to find curled with her own.

He’d made them a very strong pot of coffee which Alexys appreciated, and they verbally danced around everything else. She never imagined Nic Dyre would give her butterflies, but the thought of him, it was doing some very strange things to her stomach. And she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

Natalie was waiting for her as soon as she arrived back in the office, ambushing her with bone-crushing hug.

“Thank God, you made it back in one piece.”

Relatively, Alexys thought to herself. She answered with a tired smile instead. “Eat good food, don’t get murdered. That’s the motto, right?”

Nat grinned at her. “Hell yeah, it is.” She pulled Alexys along with her to stand in line for coffee. Nat’s arm was wrapped around her shoulders and kept Alexys tucked firmly against her. “I’m only sorry I wasn’t here when you got back.”

“Don’t be silly, Nat, you had your own evaluation to conduct. I’m just glad yours wasn’t quite so life-altering.” The joke fell flat, and Natalie regarded her with a frown.

“Coffee’s on me today, yeah?”

Alexys leaned into her and accepted the comfort gratefully. It was good to be back, to know she had a support system in place with Natalie, with Kristin. With Nic.

“You know you can talk to me about it, right? I’m here for you.”

Alexys nodded, she did know, but she was also afraid of Nat’s questions.

The horrors of the Appalachian Mountains had shredded Alexys’s carefully constructed defenses and left her raw and bleeding her emotions all over the floor. She felt like she needed to piece herself back together a little, and Nat had the potential to shatter her with one concerned look.

It was unhealthy to keep it all inside—Alexys knew that much. Any therapist worth their salt would tell her the negative effects of bottling up trauma, but Alexys was on the defensive. She’d been attacked in every way, from every angle, and she was going to need time before she could talk to someone who hadn’t experienced it.

“You have your debriefing with Kristin today, don’t you?”

The question was the least harmful one Nat could ask, but it still sucked the air from Alexys’s lungs. Trauma be damned, she wasn’t going to have a choice. She had to talk about what happened with Kristin. There were incident reports to file, case files to close, and jobs to reassign. Elliot was gone, and that needed to be dealt with. She bit her lip. What were her chaotic emotions compared to that? At least she got to come home.

“Yeah, I do.” Alexys tried to modulate her voice, hoped that she only sounded tired. The exhaustion could easily be mistaken for a coffee deficiency.

“That should be … interesting.” Nat grimaced. “It’s a good thing I’m getting coffee into your system beforehand.”

“Very.”

“I told Hank you wouldn’t be back until tomorrow, so you at least have the day off from his phone calls,” Natalie said, grinning.

“You’re a godsend.” Alexys bumped her shoulder against Nat’s affectionately. “What would I do without you?”

“Quit,” Nat answered with a laugh. “We’re the dynamic duo, babes. They can’t afford to separate us.”

Nat’s phone buzzed and she looked down at the caller ID.

“Ugh, give me a sec, I have to take this.” She stepped to the side to take the call, no doubt one of her needy Wardens, and Alexys found herself repeatedly checking the door. She realized that she was hoping Nic would walk through it, with his head of curls and wire-rimmed glasses. If only she could tell last week’s Alexys what today’s Alexys thought of Nic.

She’d probably punch herself.

Knowing she wanted to see him didn’t surprise her. Alexys was actually surprised by how unsurprising the realization was. As if missing him was the most natural thing in the world. She didn’t bother lying to herself and saying it was only because she wanted the visual reminder that he was alive and well. She took the feeling for what it was: she was infatuated with the man.

Maybe she could have convinced herself it was only a physical attraction, born out of their undeniable trauma bond, but she wasn’t stupid enough lie to herself. Everything had changed between them, changed within her, and what she felt right now for Nic, that was so much more than just physical attraction.

She’d seek him out after her meeting with Kristin, she decided. If she’d learned anything from their misfortunes in West Virginia it was that life was short, cliché as it was. And while she didn’t want to talk about everything they’d just been through, she did want to be with him. And that would be enough.







CHAPTER 55



“There is something uniquely distressing in learning we might not be at the top of nature’s predatory hierarchy. It’s the reason people are so hesitant to study the truly dangerous creatures, the ones that just might be capable of taking our place at the top.”

Jaws and Maws: A Study of Carnivorous Cryptids by Makenna Petera




Kristin Satter’s office was the cosiest place on the planet.

Pictures of her cats were hung along the walls in mismatched frames, and the scent of freshly baked cookies permanently filled the air. She refused to use her overhead light, so the soft light of her floor lamp cast a warm, golden glow to the room. If the office belonged to anyone else, it would’ve felt cramped and cluttered, but she managed to make it inviting and homey.

With her coffee clutched tightly in her hand, Alexys slipped into her boss’s office and shut the door.

Kristin herself somehow matched the room. A warm smile and a kind heart, she had always felt more like a friend than a boss. Alexys respected her greatly, and the relationship they’d built over the last three years was better than any of the bosses she’d had in the past.

“Alexys, tell me, how are you feeling?” Kristin smiled warmly.

Alexys shrugged, taking a seat across from the desk. “I’m alright, I guess.”

Kristin nodded. Alexys couldn’t help but notice the box of tissues in front of Kristin next to her own very large cup of coffee.

Convenient. Hopefully unnecessary.

“You’ve been through a lot this past week,” Kristin said. “I completely understand if you need to take some time before we fill out your report.”

“No, it’s fine,” Alexys assured her. “These things need to be done sooner rather than later.”

Kristin’s smile took on an amused edge. “You know you’re my hardest working employee?”

That made Alexys crack a small smile in return. “You say that to everyone, Kristin.”

“Well, I mean it this time.” Kristin turned to her computer to pull up the reports, and Alexys was glad not to have her observant eyes on her.

She felt fragile, like she might crack if Kristin stared at her for too long.

Kristin was endlessly kind, but she could spot a lie from a mile away. She could tell you had a weight on your shoulders before you even managed to say hello, and she had a horrible knack for getting you to share it with her.

The last thing Alexys needed was for Kristin to pry out all the ugly emotions she was fighting to keep at bay. She wished she’d been able to cry them out the night before. The numb disconnect she’d felt at home would have made giving the report so much easier than the tumultuous sea of emotions boiling inside her.

“Alright, let’s start with the easy things.” Kristin’s focus was on the computer, her fingers flying across the keyboard with practiced ease. “What day did you arrive in West Virginia?”

“Wednesday.” Shock rippled through Alexys. It hadn’t even been a full week since it all started. “I landed at the airport on Wednesday morning. I emailed you my flight tickets and receipts.”

Kristin added all of the information to the incident report as they spoke. She asked for travel dates, hotel names, and rental car information.

The questions started out fairly routine. Dates, who she spoke to, what she did. Her expenses. But when they reached the section on the more Entity-specific business, Alexys stumbled.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she looked up at Kristin again. “Could you repeat that?”

Kristin nodded supportively. “Of course. Which supernatural entity or entities did you encounter, if any?” She shrugged. “In short, what monsters did you see?”

Monsters.

Alexys swallowed thickly. Images began to flash behind her eyes in quick succession. The Jackalopes.

The Hollow Walker.

Opal.

Waylan.

The cult.

Agnes.

Silas.

And …

Well …

Herself?

“Alexys?”

As far as actual creatures, she’d only encountered a few. It was the people, they were the real monsters. But how was she supposed to tell Kristin that?

It was easy to describe the horrors of the Jackalope’s cruel vocal mimicry or the Hollow Walker’s moaning corpse, but the people scared her so much more. The witch in the woods that fed beasts and stole bones. The devil in a suit that traded lives with careless ease. The young boy trapped in an endless cycle of loneliness and fear.

The woman who sacrificed eight people for the sake of one. The woman whose carelessness cost a young man his life. The woman whose hands were stained with blood. So much blood that it …

“Alexys?”

Her head jerked up.

Kristin stared back at her with so much pity it made her nauseous. It wasn’t unkind, but Alexys hated how it made her feel. “Do you need a minute,” Kristin asked, “or some water?”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you.” Alexys rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on the present. Tried to ignore the acrid stench of copper lingering in her nose. She took a sip of her coffee. It had grown cold. “You asked about the creatures we encountered?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Kristin gave her a lingering, unreadable look but returned to the report. “Just names are fine. The R&C team can fill in the details with their follow-up report.”

Alexys choked down her fear and managed to list off the different supernatural creatures she’d seen on the trip: Jackalopes, the Hollow Walker, a Black Dog, and a Haint.

With each one added to the list, Kristin’s frown deepened until she was all but scowling at her computer. Her fingertips thumped aggressively on the keyboard as she typed.

“The fact that so many of these things are running around unchecked,” she grumbled to herself. “They need to be screening candidates more thoroughly. Not everyone is cut out to be a Warden, and most of them need far more training than they receive.”

Alexys couldn’t agree more. Tears pricked at the back of her eyes.

“They found him, didn’t they?” Alexys couldn’t help but ask, even if Kristin wasn’t able to tell her. “I just … It was him, right? They found him?”

Kristin hesitated. Alexys could see the conflict warring in her expression, the rule-abiding indecision that finally broke into acquiescence.

“Yes,” she answered softly. “They found Elliot.”

The dam burst. Tears broke free, Alexys’s chest shuddered, and her breath slipped out in a ragged gasp. She was relieved, so completely overcome with relief that it left room for nothing else. There was only white noise, tears, and the repetition of thank God over and over in her mind.

They found him. She went to hell and back to try and bring Elliot home, and they had brought him back. It wasn’t how she’d wanted it to be, but it was better than thinking about him being up there, alone, tucked beneath that godforsaken mountain. That was the most she could hope for.

Kristin offered her the box of tissues. It wasn’t the first time she’d cried in her boss’s office, as embarrassing as it was.

“You did a good job, Alexys,” Kristin said. “Considering the circumstances.”

Then why is he dead, Alexys wanted to ask. Why was Elliot dead while she sat in that office and explained all the ways she hadn’t been able to find him in time? Hadn’t been able to save him?

Instead, Alexys asked, “Will I be fired?”

Kristin laughed. “Fired? Why would I fire you?”

She shrugged helplessly. “I lost an employee, went off the grid trying to rescue him and got some people killed. Plural.” Her hands tightened around her coffee. Her shaking fingers leached whatever warmth was left from the cup. “Feels like at least one of those would be a fire-able offense.”

“Normally it would be.” Kristin scowled. “Truthfully, Alexys, things could have been handled differently, should have been. But I know you already know that. And I’m sure you’ve already punished yourself enough.”

Alexys nodded, a horrible combination of embarrassment and misery rushing through her. Her eyes burned with new tears, and she tried to hide them behind her coffee cup as she took another sip of the unappetizing, cold liquid.

“That said, an exception has been made,” Kristin added.

Alexys screwed her face up. “But why?”

“Because, despite the missteps and the clear break from protocol, the circumstances really were extenuating, and you did a surprisingly good job out there.”

Alexys couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“So what does this mean?” Alexys was desperate for things to just go back to the way they were. To keep her head down and try to make up for everything that’d happened. Kristin opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by a new voice.

“You’re being transferred, Miss Keane.”

Alexys whipped around in her chair. The woman standing in the doorway was the most intimidating individual Alexys had ever seen. Her severe features and stiff posture reminded her of a captain ready to give orders. She commanded respect, expected it, and would accept nothing less.

“Delaney,” Kristin said by way of greeting, “you’re here early.”

“Time is precious, which I’m sure you can both appreciate.” She made a point of looking right at Alexys when she said it. Delaney’s eyes were the most unsettling shade of hazel that shifted in the soft office lighting, unable to choose a color. They were probably the only indecisive thing about her.

“Sorry, but what’s going on? I’m being transferred?” Alexys asked.

“My name is Delaney Rourke. You can call me Rourke.” It wasn’t an introduction, it was an announcement. “And yes, that’s correct, you’re being transferred out of Human Resources.”

“Where?” Alexys blurted. Delaney grinned.

“To the Wardens department. Congratulations, Miss Keane.”







CHAPTER 56



“Our Wardens do the job because they want to. Because they love it, and because they want to protect people. We know without a doubt that they’re the best people for the job.”

Frontline News interview with Drew Harlowe (Entity CEO)




Alexys couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move.

“I will be your Warden Team Leader. My assignments within this company have only resulted in the greatest success, and your cases will be no different.” Alexys just stared at her, mouth ajar. “You have pretty big shoes to fill, Keane. Let’s hope you can live up to your father’s legacy.” Rourke raised an expectant brow. “You have a week for transitional purposes, and then you’ll have your induction and training schedule.”

“But …” Alexys managed.

“Be sure everything’s wrapped up here before sending her, Kristin, we don’t want any loose ends.” It sounded like a threat. Kristin mumbled something, and Rourke gave Kristin a stiff nod before she left.

Alexys stared after her. Her brain was working overtime, trying to make sense of what just happened.

Transfer. Wardens.

“What just happened?” Alexys turned back to Kristin. “Who the hell was that?”

“That was Delaney Rourke, a Reaper,” Kristin said. It sent a chill down Alexys’s spine. “She’s been reassigned to the Warden Team Leader position for our region.”

“But we don’t have Warden Team Leaders?”

“We do now.” Kristin sighed. She rubbed a hand over her forehead. “Entity is restructuring. There has been a decrease in creature activity over the last three quarters, and the company is unable to support certain roles, so things have to change. ‘Pivoting’ they called it.”

Alexys knew Kristin well enough to know she didn’t agree with said changes, but she, much like Alexys, held little power. “The truth is, corporate is closing most of the HR positions to make way for new Warden Team Leaders. The remaining HR team will support their Regional Directors with paperwork and fielding phone calls—their usual jobs but on a smaller scale. The Warden Team Leaders will work as the go-betweens for the Wardens and the HR office, cutting down on cross-department communication and freeing up the HR office for … other things.”

“What other things?” Alexys felt her heart hammering away in her chest. “Why do they want less Human Resources? That doesn’t make any sense.”

Kristin shrugged. “You know they never give us specific reasons, Alexys.”

“But it sounds like they’re just renaming the HR leadership positions.”

“I’m giving you all of the information they’ve given me.”

“Yeah, of course. I know you are.” Alexys pressed her hand to her eyes and willed her brain to focus. It was too much too soon. “But what does this mean for me?”

“It means, Alexys,” Kristin declared, “Delaney will be your new boss, and that you’ll officially report to her.”

Alexys knew it was coming, but it didn’t lessen the shock. Her head snapped up. “Why?”

“Your position won’t exist anymore, they’re keeping Natalie and Chase, although their remit will change slightly.” Natalie shook her head. “I know this is a lot to take in, and given what you’ve just been through, I know this can’t be easy to hear, but you’re getting a lateral shift.”

And that was it, that was the end of her career in HR.

Just like that.

Alexys could either accept a new position, one she absolutely did not want, or start job hunting. She nearly choked on her swiftly rising panic. “But I’ve been with Entity for three years.”

“Which is why they don’t want to lose you.”

“But I’ve only ever done HR. Why would they think I can move into a new position in an entirely different department, in the field?”

Kristin tried to smile, but it was weak. Trembling. “Because you’ve already proven you can do another job.”

Realization crystalized in Alexys’s mind. Kristin wasn’t wrong, she had, in fact, done another job. She’s demonstrated that she was perfectly capable of doing it. Her death-defying, rule-breaking excursion had been twisted into an impromptu job interview. She’d sabotaged herself without even knowing it.

“This could be a good opportunity for you,” Kristin said quietly. “It doesn’t have to be a bad thing.” Alexys knew she was trying to comfort her, but it still hurt. Kristin probably tried to fight for her, at least Alexys hoped she had, but there was little a person like Kristin could do. They were all beholden to the corporate chain.

“I don’t have another choice, then?”

Kristin lifted her shoulders in quiet concession. “I’m afraid not. They want the transfer processed by the end of the week. You’re going to be assigned to District 13’s Third Quadrant. You’ll have your induction next week.”

Alexys blanched. “They’re giving me Elliot’s Quadrant?” She felt like she was going to vomit. Or faint. Possibly both. “They can’t, I can’t just …” She wasn’t breathing. “I can’t go back there, and what, I’m just …” The room felt like a freezer. A cold sweat broke out along her spine. “That’s not—”

“Breathe, Alexys.” Kristin rounded her desk and crouched beside her. She squeezed Alexys’s knees. “You have to breathe. Come on now, slowly, in and out.”

Alexys tried to match the rhythm she set, but her chest was too tight. She closed her eyes and willed her breathing to slow. Five things she could see: nothing with her eyes closed, but that was good. Four things she could touch, three things she could barely hear over her own breathing …

Her heartbeat hurt a little less, and the ringing in her ears began to fade.

Kristin rubbed her back patiently.

“This is, and excuse me for saying it, but this is fucked,” Alexys whispered. She pressed her hands to her eyes and tried to keep the tears at bay. “I should quit.”

“Maybe,” Kristin said, “but you’ll never know what it’s like unless you give it a try.”

Alexys groaned. “We both know I care too much about my job performance to admit that quitting is anything but failure for me.” She pinched her lips together. “Okay, I’ll take the job, but I’m not going to pretend to be happy about it.”

Kristin rose up and leaned against the desk, arms folded firmly across her chest.

“I think that’s very fair, Alexys.”

“This is such a shock, I just …” Her voice trailed off. Kristin nodded, she understood.

“I’ll go ahead and start your transfer paperwork. I’ll give you the rest of the day to think it over, how does that sound?” Kristin moved back to the other side of her desk, refocusing her attention on her computer screen.

“Okay,” Alexys mumbled.

“Take the day. I want to be sure that you’re sure, alright?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Alexys wiped at her wet cheeks and loosed a heavy breath. “What do I need to do? Move files, send emails, anything?”

Kristin paused in her typing and considered. “Most of the files should already be in the shared drive, so don’t worry about that. Just make sure all of your stuff is in the right folders and wrap up any loose ends. Oh, and write up some handover notes for your Wardens—what they’re currently working on, things like that.” She gave her a pointed look. “Make sure you copy Delaney on everything as well.”

Alexys rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

“Thank you.” Kristin smiled at her, and Alexys knew this wasn’t the news she’d wanted to deliver to Alexys today. “If you ever need anything, please don’t hesitate to come to me, okay? Anything, anytime. I mean it.”

Her throat tightened. “We’re not saying goodbye yet, boss. I’ve cried enough.”

“Then get out of my office.” Kristin threw a balled-up tissue at her and grinned. “Go tell Natalie she better start laughing at my jokes as much as you do, or we’re going to have a problem.”



Alexys Keane. Warden.

It didn’t feel real. It didn’t. And yet, it was. Everything Alexys swore she’d never become, everything she’d always feared, and her mom always feared, was happening.

Alexys was going to be out in the field. Chasing monsters.

She’d spent the rest of the morning moving files and sending emails. She mourned the loss of her desk, with all its Post-it notes, the jar full of every colored pen, and the bowl of chocolates. The stupid, coffee-cup-shaped pillow on the chair that said HR is a latte work next to the tray of mugs and sugar packets. Even the house plant Kristin had gifted her, despite its withered state. The most heartbreaking thing, though, was the container of freshly delivered cookies. Elliot’s grandmother wouldn’t have known when she sent them that they’d be the last. The reminder of it seized her heart in a grief-vice

Looking away and at the rest of the room, Alexys already felt estranged from the space. She herself felt estranged from the person she was in that office before she went to West Virginia. Now, she felt stained. Like the darkness on her hands was transferrable, like it would bleed into this once happy space. Her hands began to itch with the feeling of dried blood caked onto her skin.

She flexed her hands, and the feelings vanished.

It didn’t matter if she tainted the office, Alexys realized. It wouldn’t even be hers come Monday. The warm, colorful space she’d created would go to someone else. They’d change it, reshape it, make it their own.

Alexys flexed her fingers again, spread them wide before her, and stared at her palms. She had a sinking suspicion that her hands wouldn’t stay clean for long in her new job.

Turning her attention to a stack of folders, she made to move them into a drawer when a small flash of white dropped onto the floor.

She paused.

It was a business card, one of hers. She knelt down to pick it up, turning it over in her hands.

Her blood turned to ice.

Scrawled on the back in elegant script was a message.

See you soon, Miss Keane.

She knew who had written it. There was only one person.

Silas.

It was a promise. And a threat. An unavoidable one, given her new job. She’d be returning to those mountains whether she liked it or not.

But how did he know?

Alexys threw the card in the trash, her hands shaking. Had he somehow orchestrated this whole thing? But if he had, why? What did he want from her? He’d gotten his part of the deal already, all those lives in exchange for Nic. Had everyone else just been a pawn in order for him to get to her? Elliot, Opal, the people in the mine … nearly Nic.

A sickening, twisting combination of rage and grief roiled in her stomach.

She’d never know what Entity had said to Elliot’s family, but she knew it wouldn’t have been anything close to the truth. She also knew that Opal’s name would never even be mentioned in any of the formal reports—especially if a Reaper was involved. The company would offer its condolences for any inconveniences to the local community, for roping off sections of road and mountain. They’d send out mandatory employee safety training videos, suggest grief counseling to those affected, and then move on to the next.

Entity thought moving her to Elliot’s Quadrant was an easy fix. She’d been out there, seen horrible, terrible things and survived. It made perfect sense. It required the least amount of effort on their part, and Alexys would be another replaceable cog in the machine if she couldn’t hack it.

Can’t never could.

But she’d have to. She’d already stepped into her father’s shoes, a pair that felt overwhelmingly impossible to fill, and somehow here she was, still standing. Alexys didn’t have to be the perfect Warden. She just had to be good enough, last long enough, to do right by Elliot. To do right by her father’s legacy.

She could be good enough at being a Warden to give herself the time and resources she needed to go after Opal herself.

She’d already killed eight witches, directly or not. What was one more?







CHAPTER 57



“Can’t Never Could.”

Michael Keane, Entity’s Hall of Heroes




Armed with her third coffee of the day, Alexys rode the elevator down to the basement. It was the lunch hour, and R&C was deserted. She felt her nerves returning as she walked the familiar hallway toward Nic’s office, his door slightly ajar. She stopped outside and took a deep breath.

Nic is fine, he’s alive, he’s sat right here in his office.

She knocked, and he welcomed her inside.

He was hunched over his computer, among the usual mess of papers, books, and folders just where she’d left him the last time she was down there. At least some things hadn’t changed.

“Hey,” she said, lingering in the doorway.

“Keane, er, Alexys.” He cleared his throat. “Please, come sit down.” Alexys set her coffee carefully on the desk and sat down across from him.

Nic looked as poorly as she felt. His eyes were a little bloodshot, and his hair was a wild frame of curls about his head. But color had returned to his skin, and the scrape just below his left eye was healing well.

He was looking at her with a tired half-smile. It tugged up the right corner of his mouth, but not enough to make his eyes spark the way she knew it could.

Suddenly, she felt incredibly awkward. How did you start a conversation with someone you’d shared a near-death experience with, spent multiple nights with, and had an increasing affection for? She looked down at her hands.

When had she lost her ability to talk with the man? Their arguments and banter were second nature, and she couldn’t remember the last time they’d sat in an uncomfortable silence for longer than a few moments. Their night together at his house, and the day after, had been an exhausted blur that her mind was only just catching up with. Sitting before him now, she felt her inner defenses breaking down, a floodgate crashing open and pouring all her feelings for him out into the open. Feelings she hadn’t been prepared to feel, in full, while sitting across from him.

The only topics her scrambled brain could think of were kissing Nic—the desperation, the hunger in it, but did he even remember it?—and Nic’s bleeding body cradled in her lap, her deal with the devil, and the world’s worst promotion sending her back to her very own personal hell.

None of those things made decent lunchtime conversation.

Nic cleared his throat and asked, “So, how are you?”

“Surprisingly well.” Alexys smiled, looking up to meet his intense gaze. “I’ve been sleeping too, which is …” Her voice trailed off before she finished, “Unlike me.”

“That’s great, I’m really happy to hear it.” He frowned and glanced at his computer screen. “It feels strange to be back in the office after everything,” he added.

“It’s kind of surreal.”

He nodded, and his gaze dropped to the coffee cup clutched in his hands. He stared down at the dark liquid like it might hold the answers to all of life’s mysteries.

She wanted those eyes on her instead.

“Have you had a debriefing yet?” Alexys shook her head. “Does your department even have debriefings?”

Nic winced and shrugged sheepishly. “I didn’t expect to, but yes, I did. I hadn’t considered the consequences of inserting myself in your case without permission or formal documentation to hunt down a possibly extinct creature.”

She gaped at him. Her words sputtered past her lips as they caught on a laugh. “Did you think they just wouldn’t care? Or that they wouldn’t find out?”

When he winced again, she realized that he, in fact, had. She bit back a laugh. Nic Dyre, one of Entity’s greatest minds, hadn’t thought ahead.

Incredible.

“In my defense,” he said, “they really should be thanking me for being so helpful on that case.”

She bit her lip. “Oh, yeah. Of course. Don’t tell me they aren’t giving you a performance bonus for breaking company policy?”

Nic’s glare held no real heat, and she could see the smile fighting at the corners of his mouth.

“No, they’ve done quite the opposite. I’ve been written up and threatened with disciplinary action if I don’t behave.”

“You? Behave? I’ll believe it when I see it.”

The tension in her shoulders eased, and the familiar comfort between them settled in. It was still such a relief to see him sitting before her, clever retort at the ready and a sly grin. It nearly made it easy to forget the images of cradling Nic’s head in her lap, of Agnes stabbing him, of the life leaving him while …

“I’m glad you’re here,” she said without really meaning to.

Nic reached across the desk and grasped her hand. “I’m glad you’re here, too.”

Alexys looked down at their joined hands and felt the same warmth flicker up her arm. She marveled at the size difference, lacing her fingers through his and giving his hand a gentle squeeze. Nic’s thumb stroked over the back of her knuckles. She watched his slow movements, her eyes finding the tender wound on his wrist. The marks from the rope burns were a stark contrast against his otherwise unblemished skin and crisp white sleeve. The bruises filled her with so much guilt, even if she wasn’t the one to put them there.

Nic realized what Alexys was looking at and leaned forward to catch her chin with his other hand.

“Alexys,” he said, his gaze so intense, so full of unsaid things.

She wanted to apologize. She felt responsible for the wounds on his wrists and the ones she knew were hidden by his clothes. She wanted to ask if he was really okay or whether he was putting on a strong front for her sake. She wanted, desperately, to know if he remembered being stabbed, nearly dying, and if he knew about the deal she’d made to save him. And possibly, more than anything, she wanted to know if he remembered the kiss.

“Alexys, I—”

“I got promoted,” she blurted out. Somehow, it was the only thing she could manage to say.

Nic’s brow furrowed as his gaze returned to her.

“Pardon?” He sat back, withdrawing both hands.

“Well, it’s more lateral than upward, strictly speaking, and also pretty involuntary.” She made a vague back-and-forth gesture. “So, it’s really just a mandatory job change. But hey, I’m not getting fired, so … silver lining?”

His eyes searched her face for the true feelings hiding under the bad humor. “You’re not serious.”

“I am,” she nodded. “They’re giving me Elliot’s Quadrant.”

“That’s bullshit.” He slammed his fist against the desk, startling her. “That’s utter, incomprehensible, corporate bullshit! I can’t even begin to fathom how they thought this was an acceptable course of action.”

“You don’t think I can handle it?”

“Of course I know you can handle it, but you shouldn’t have to.” He grit his teeth, a muscle in his jaw flexing. “You’re good at your job, Alexys. They’d be stupid to move you.”

“There’s no alternative, and I have to pay the bills somehow.” Alexys shrugged helplessly. “Turns out I’m half decent at squaring off with monsters.”

He looked ready to argue—he had been the one to save her from the Jackalopes, and he had, in fact, been the one to track down the Hollow Walker—but he saw the weary resignation in her eyes and sighed.

“I can’t believe this.” He took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

“I’m the most stubborn person you’ve ever met, remember?” she said. “There’s no getting rid of me.” Some of the tension between them eased, and Nic nodded more to himself than her.

“You are stubborn, yes. If anyone could stay alive out of sheer spite, it’s you.”

“Exactly.” Alexys smiled at him and reached across the desk to take hold of his hand again. The touch brought his gaze up to hers, and allowed her to admire the brilliant gray of his eyes. Eyes she probably wouldn’t get to see very much of now, but she refused to dwell on that. “Plus,” she added, “I’ll be getting all my information from the world’s only walking encyclopedia.”

“Hmm,” he mused playfully. “You will have the entire R&C team in your back pocket.” Nic’s lips tugged up into a lopsided smile. “I might even grant you special privileges and let you skip the request forms.”

Alexys feigned shock. “You would do that—you’d break your precious R&C rules—for little old me?”

He opened his mouth to say something, but thought better. The playfulness left his eyes and he pursed his lips.

“Your father would be very proud of you, Alexys.”

The words hit like a physical blow, and she blinked furiously, forcing herself to keep any tears at bay. He had no idea how much those words meant to her, and somehow, because they’d come from him, they meant so much more.

“Oh, well.” She could barely speak, and she certainly couldn’t look at him. Alexys managed to whisper, “Thank you.”

She wanted to believe it so badly. She wanted to believe that she’d done right by her dad’s legacy, by his memory. That he was looking down at all she’d done and really was proud. The little girl in her that still missed him so much, still wanted to grow up and be just like him.

“He would be,” Nic insisted. His expression was so earnest it made her heart melt. “I know it didn’t go the way we wanted, but you did something no one else in your position could. And you were so incredibly selfless. You put your own safety second to mine, to Elliot’s. You survived a Haint, a witch, the Hollow Walker. What’s not impressive about all of that?”

“It wasn’t just me.” She tried to shrug away the compliments. “I had a lot of help.”

“All Wardens do,” Nic reminded her. “Even your father.” Alexys nodded because that’s all she could manage. “You were faced with impossible choices, and you made the best decisions you could. He’d be so proud of you.” He hesitated before adding, “I’m proud of you.”

Nic’s fingers squeezed around hers, and the touch steadied her. In that moment, tucked away in the dim basement, Alexys felt peace for the first time since finding out Elliot was missing.

She knew she had a world of chaos headed her way. That life as a Warden would be incredibly destabilizing, that she’d have to leave her home, her family, her friends … Nic. But she was a little bit hopeful. Once she put Elliot’s death behind her, once she got rid of Silas’s attention and dealt with Opal, then maybe her life would start to look … normal.

Nic checked his watch.

“I’m catching up with Hornsby shortly, but what do you say about a coffee at three fifteen?” Alexys smiled as she rose to her feet.

“I think I can pencil you in.”

“How kind of you.” His eyes swept over her. “And who knows, maybe I’ll even try one of those double-shot, sugar chai monstrosities you’re so fond of.”

“Hmm, I don’t know, Nic, it’s an acquired taste. I’m not sure your British palate is sophisticated enough.” She bit her cheek and turned for the door.

“Yeah, yeah,” he chuckled under his breath. “Oh, and Alexys?”

She stopped to look over her shoulder at him, unable to resist the draw of her first name in his voice. He leaned forward against his desk, chin resting on a fist.

“Yes, Nic?”

He grinned. “I look forward to talking about that kiss.”
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