
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


Savage Moon

Book 2 of The Grave-Speaker Chronicles

by Shari Malin



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Copyright

[image: ]




Copyright © 2026 Shari Malin

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

First Edition: 2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Table of Contents

[image: ]




First Carved Signature

Coven Blood Debt

Swamp Witch Welcome

Registry Rites Gone Wrong

Shadow's Fatal Kiss

Possessed Fangs

Pride Border Bleed

Vessel's Violet Call

Darkened Ritual Bind

Chamber's Awakening Roar

Violet Eyes Betray

Coven Spy Purge

Pride's Shadow Trap

Forbidden Swamp Archives

Council Verdict Knife

Lena's Feral Claim

Golem Blood Walls

Rory's Last Vision

Isolde's Neck Snap Redux

Whispers Under Mud



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


First Carved Signature

[image: ]




The fluorescent lights in the Macon City Morgue buzzed like angry hornets trapped in a jar, throwing jittery shadows over the scuffed linoleum. My steel-toed boots peeled up with every step, sticky globs of congealed blood tugging at the soles like desperate fingers. The air reeked of copper pennies and bleach, thick enough to choke a ghoul. I yanked Hades' leash tighter, my pint-sized Chihuahua sentinel already hackles up, his bulging black eyes locked on the swinging doors ahead. Hargrove had paged me twenty minutes ago—fresh body, treaty sig, get here now—and the prickly itch crawling up my spine said this wasn't your garden-variety stiff.

Hargrove waited in the exam room, his doughy frame hunched over a clipboard, coffee stains blooming like blood roses on his rumpled tie. His bloodshot eyes flicked up as I shoved through the door, but he didn't meet my gaze. Never did. "Locke," he grumbled, thick Georgia slur dragging the vowels like mud. "Sign here. Shifter. Marcus Hale, low-level delegate from Nash's pride. Gutted like a fuckin' fish in an alley off Cotton Avenue. Treaty ink still fresh on his paws." He shoved the clearance form my way, shuffling back with a wince from those bad knees.

I scrawled my name, the pen scratching harsh against the paper. "How fresh?" Hades growled low, a vibration rumbling through his tiny body, nose twitching at the slab beyond.

"Cooled maybe two hours. No witnesses. Uniforms cordoned it, but the runes... shit's weird." Hargrove wiped sweat from his sallow brow, glasses fogging. "Your circus now. Just don't let the ghost trash my lab."

There he was—or what was left of him. Marcus Hale sprawled on the steel slab, early thirties by the look, broad-shouldered panther shifter build now slack and pale under the harsh lights. His chest cavity yawned open like a ragged invitation, ribs cracked and splayed, intestines coiled in a slick pile like spilled ropes. But the real kicker? Blood runes carved deep into the meat of his pectorals, jagged lines spelling an archaic swamp curse I'd seen in Mama's old grimoires—blackwater rebirth, entity rise. No arterial spray on the walls; the kill had been precise, surgical, drained clean. Faint shadow residue clung to the skin, oily tendrils invisible to normals but prickling my wards like swamp gas. Hades bristled harder, fangs peeking from his bat ears, silent yips vibrating his frame.

"Easy, mutt," I murmured, scratching behind his ear. His fur smoothed a fraction, but those eyes stayed glued to the corpse. Dark magic hummed low, raising goosebumps under my flannel shirt.Fuckin' peachy. First signatory down, treaty barely dry.

I dropped my kit bag with a thud, unzipping it in sharp snaps. Chalk first—fat white lines snapping a perfect ten-foot circle around the slab, runes etched quick at north, south, east, west: binding anchors from Mama's playbook. Sage bundle next, Zippo flicking life into the dried leaves, bitter green smoke curling up like a lover's sigh. I crushed graveyard dirt from my pocket along the edges, murmuring the chant under my breath. Old words, gravelly on my tongue, laced with intent sharp as a grave digger's spade.

The air thickened instant, pressure dropping like a summer storm rolling in. Cold fog ripped from Marcus's chest with a banshee howl, gray mist coalescing into a thrashing specter. The ghost snarled into form—clawed hands flexing, amber eyes blazing feral even in death, panther fangs bared in a ripped throat. Bloodless rags of his shirt clung to the translucent torso, runes pulsing faint on his spectral chest. He slammed against the circle's edge, ectoplasm sizzling where it met chalk, agony twisting his translucent face.

"Marcus Hale," I snapped, voice steady over the buzz. "Tatum Locke, neutral enforcer. Speak true—what the fuck carved you up?" Hades backed me up, hackles rigid, a low growl humming like a tuning fork.

The ghost's head wrenched my way, eyes narrowing through the haze. His voice rasped like wet gravel, edged with dying rage. "Pale bitch... violet eyes swirling like poison pools. Cornered me in the alley, reeking of rose and iron. Bone knife flashed—slit deep, whispering swamp rebirth. Said the treaty bleeds first, entity hungers for signatories." He clawed the barrier harder, fangs gnashing air. "She's marking us all. More coming—check your ink, enforcer. Death-mark's on every paw that signed."

Shadow residue flared brighter, tendrils licking the circle like hungry tongues. Alarms stayed silent this time—no magical blowback—but the air tasted sour, promising backlash. "Who is she? Coven? Rogue?" I pressed, sage smoke stinging my eyes.

"Violet eyes... coven scent, but twisted. Shadow magic, slips wards like water. Fuckin' promised eternity in the blackwater." His form frayed at the edges, runes on his chest glowing hell-red before he shredded into mist, sucked back to the slab with a final wail.

I exhaled slow, chalk dust gritty on my palms. No alarms, but that shadow shit clung heavier now, buzzing under my skin like bad moonshine. I snapped photos of the runes, then pried a carved fragment from his ribs—jagged bone sliver, pulsing faint with oily magic. Pocketed it quick, ignoring Hargrove's hungover stare from the doorway.

"Clean slate?" he muttered, shuffling closer.

"For now. Bag him triple, Hargrove—no leaks to the press. This hits the wires, Nash's pride riots." I wiped sage ash from my hands, Hades scampering to my boot for pets.

He grunted, already turning away. "Ain't my first rodeo, Locke. Watch your ass—sirens wailing city-wide. Looks like open season on treaty trash."

The drive back to my swamp-edge trailer blurred under sodium lamps, fog swallowing the Ford's headlights like greedy jaws. Marcus's words gnawed—violet eyes, bone knife, swamp rebirth. Treaty I'd helped forge, now bleeding out one sig at a time. Mutation plague scars still fresh; this shit could ignite war hotter than hellfire. My blood ran enforcer-neutral, but ghosts didn't lie—politicians did.

Gravel crunched under tires as I pulled into the drive, trailer hunkered low amid cypress knees like a rusted beast. Screen door creaked wide under my kick, Hades bolting straight to his water bowl with frantic laps. Inside smelled of stale coffee and fresh sage wards, runes etched into the pine walls glowing faint blue against the night. I flicked the kitchen bulb on, single swing casting long shadows over the scarred table.

Coffee brewed black as sin, percolator hissing like an angry spirit. I dumped sugar by the fistful, phone buzzing hot in my pocket. First text from Valerian:Coven access demanded. Details now, Ms. Locke—your pulse races. Share.Silk-over-threat, that vampire master prick. Gideon hit next:Who the fuck? Sending Lena to border patrols. Claws out if vamps involved.Growly emojis, all caps fury. Triad bonds tugged—possessive heat from both ends, my neutral ass caught in the crossfire.

I thumbed back quick:Shifter delegate gutted, swamp runes. Ghost IDs pale woman, violet eyes, bone knife. Shadow magic residue. Rune points Okefenokee. More hits coming.Sipped the brew scalding, bitterness grounding the adrenaline shake. Hades hopped onto my lap, nose buried in my flannel, still twitching at phantom scents.

Desk lamp clicked on in the corner, yellow pool spilling over my work bench. I fished the rune fragment from my pocket, laying it on the scarred oak. Bone-ivory, etched deep with curse-lines, it pulsed faint under the light—like a heartbeat, oily shadow tendrils leaking from the edges. Held it to the beam, and fuck me—the pulse quickened, veering steady toward Okefenokee edges. Blackwater heart, entity whispers Mama warned of in bedtime horrors.

Great. Swamp diving next, with vamps and panthers snapping at heels.The fragment warmed my palm, hunger-pull itching veins I'd thought ironclad. Hades yipped silent warning, ears perked at the window—pride sirens wailing distant, cutting the humid night like claws.

Phone rang sharp, Hargrove's number flashing. I snatched it, coffee sloshing. "Locke."

"Another one incoming," he grumbled, voice muddled thicker with bourbon now. "Vamp this time, prelims match your runes. Faction lines burning up—get clear before the circus descends."

"On it." I killed the call, pocketing the rune. Hades scampered ahead as I grabbed my kit—chalk, sage, Zippo, pistol tucked waistband deep. Trailer door banged shut behind us, gravel spitting under boots. Sirens swelled closer, treaty peace fracturing like old bone. Violet eyes waited in the shadows, and my blood sang bait.

The Ford roared to life, headlights slicing fog toward whatever fresh hell awaited. Hades rode shotgun, hackles eternal guard. Okefenokee called, black ichor bubbling secrets. Time to whisper graves louder.

But first, this new corpse. Hargrove's grumble echoed—more hits. Triad texts burned in my pocket, Valerian's silk demands and Gideon's snarls pulling tight. I floored it, wind whipping through the cracked window, sage scent clinging like a ward. The morgue lights beckoned again, buzzing promise of blood and ghosts. Marcus's warning clawed my mind:death-mark on every paw. Mine included, enforcer ink sealing fate.

Swamp fog thickened on the horizon, rune pulse thrumming against my thigh. Hades' eyes gleamed unnerving in the dash glow, tiny fangs bared at the dark ahead. Whatever violet-eyed bitch started this, she'd bleed answers before the entity rose. My rituals held firm; bones didn't bullshit. Coffee soured in my gut, but resolve hardened like chalk lines. Treaty guardians didn't fold— we carved back.

Sirens wailed tandem now, pride and coven howls bleeding into night. I gripped the wheel, pistol heavy comfort. First carved signature down; the ink ran red.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Coven Blood Debt

[image: ]




Valerian's text burned in my pocket like a fresh brand, silk-wrapped demand slicing through the sirens' wail. I floored the Ford toward Savannah, swamp fog clawing at the windows, Hades' nose twitching frantic at the dash vents. Hargrove's vamp stiff could wait—treaty enforcer called the shots, and the coven master's summons trumped morgue meat for now. Rune fragment pulsed hot against my thigh, shadow itch burrowing deeper, but I shoved it down with black coffee grit. Triad tensions simmered; Gideon's growl-text promised claws if vamps played dirty.

Savannah's outskirts swallowed me whole, crumbling antebellum ghosts hiding coven safehouses behind wrought-iron wards that hummed like live wires. Valerian's address spat me onto a sagging plantation drive, oyster shells crunching under tires, Spanish moss draping columns like funeral veils. The air hung thick with magnolia rot and undead hunger, pulsing from the shadowed porch. I killed the engine, pistol snug in my waistband, Hades leashed tight as we stepped into the humid night. Screen door creaked open before I knocked—Valerian Croft himself, lean frame cutting the dim foyer like a stiletto.

Ice-blue eyes locked on mine, hypnotic pull yanking my breath for a heartbeat, predator's promise of silk sheets laced with fang-pricks. Raven hair slicked back, cruel mouth curving welcome in tailored black silk, unbuttoned just enough to tease pale throat scars. Sandalwood and old blood cologne wrapped me tight, stirring heat low despite the clusterfuck. "Ms. Locke," he purred, silk-over-steel baritone dripping that archaic Southern lilt. "Punctual as death. Do come in—our guest awaits your... talents."

Hades bristled instant, tiny fangs peeking, but I scratched his ear and followed Valerian down creaking halls lined with velvet drapes and flickering gas lamps. The safehouse reeked of polished oak and drying blood, wards etched into baseboards glowing faint crimson. He led to a basement vault, iron door groaning wide on hidden stakes that pinned shadows in place. There, sprawled on a scarred worktable amid flickering candles, lay the vamp signatory—early forties appearance, gaunt face frozen in shock, heart staked clean through with rough pine slats nailed into the wood like a goddamn butterfly board.

Runes matching Marcus's swamp curse scarred the slats deep, blood-crusted lines spelling blackwater rise, entity hunger. No mess—the kill surgical, body drained to husk, fangs retracted in undeath's mockery. Shadow residue clung thicker here, oily swirls prickling my skin like fire ants under flannel. "Who the fuck is he?" I snapped, dropping my kit bag, Hades yipping silent warning at the corners.

"Elias Thorne," Valerian murmured, eyes narrowing on the corpse. "Mid-level coven enforcer, treaty signee. Found at dusk, pinned like this. Wards breached without trace—shadow magic, by your report." His gaze flicked to me, possessive heat flaring brief before shutters dropped.

Gravel roared outside, tires biting shell as Gideon's blacked-out truck barreled in. Door slammed like thunder, boots pounding porch steps, and the alpha stormed the vault with two pride betas flanking—massive shifters, eyes glowing amber fury. Gideon loomed 6'5" of bronzed muscle and gray-streaked menace, leather vest straining corded arms, scarred jeans hugging thick thighs. Amber eyes blazed on Valerian, primal musk of pine-earth-rage slamming the air like a gut punch. "Bloodsucker," he snarled, voice gravel avalanche. "Another sig down in your nest? Framing my pride after Marcus? I'll rip your fangs out treaty or no."

Valerian's lip curled, casual lean against the wall belying the tension coiling his frame. "Temper, Nash. Thorne was coven—your curs can't claim this." Ice-blue eyes iced over, fangs peeking in threat.

"Enough dick-measuring," I barked, chalk snapping white circle around the table, runes quick-etched at quarters. "Save the triad pissing contest for foreplay. Ghost first, accusations later." Hades backed me, hackles rigid, as I lit sage with Zippo flick, green smoke curling bitter. Graveyard dirt sprinkled edges, chant rumbling low from Mama's grave-laced lips in my memory. Air dropped heavy, pressure storm-front thick.

Fog ripped from Thorne's chest, shrieking mist twisting into translucent fury—vamp features sharpened agony, stake wound gaping black, runes pulsing on spectral slats. He slammed the circle, fangs gnashing silent, violet-swirled eyes from Marcus's tale flashing in my mind. "Speak," I commanded, voice steel over the buzz. "What killed you? True names."

The ghost hissed, voice wet silk and venom. "Isolde Kavanaugh... sultry taunts in the dark, rose-iron perfume choking me. Pinned me whispering treaty bleeds dry, entity feasts on signatories. Shadow slipped my wards, staked me laughing—'Coven falls first, sweet Thorne, then shifters drown in blackwater.' Her violet voids promised eternity chained." Form frayed, clawing barrier sizzle, before shredding to mist with a final wail.

Circle held, no alarms, but shadow residue flared hot, licking my veins like bad whiskey burn. I pocketed a blood-crusted stake splinter, etched shadow sigils pulsing faint under my fingers. Hades yipped sharp, nose pointed at vault corners—hidden cameras winked red in the gloom, coven's eyes everywhere.

Gideon rounded on Valerian, chest rumbling growl. "Isolde Kavanaugh? Your exiled bitch? She's coven scent—framing us to spark war!" Betas shifted tense, claws itching.

Valerian stiffened, eyes betraying flicker-doubt behind the ice. "Exiled in the plague for mutation experiments—weak, no threat. But... her taunts ring true." Voice slithered controlled, but tension cracked the silk.

"Swamp raids now," Gideon snarled, inches from Valerian's face, musk clashing blood-scent. "Rip her trails before more bleed."

"Subtle infiltration," Valerian countered, fangs bared brief. "Raids ignite the powder keg you howl to avoid."

"Boys," I drawled, wiping chalk dust, sarcasm blade-sharp. "My neutral ass is soaked in both your scents—save the standoff for when fangs meet claws proper. Isolde's shadow slips wards; we triad up or treaty shreds." Heat tugged low, possessive pulls from both warring hot in my blood, morally gray bonds twisting tighter amid the gore.

They backed off grudging, Gideon's amber searing mine with promise-growl, Valerian's hypnotic stare stirring silk-dark hunger. Hades scampered lead as we climbed to humid night, safehouse pulsing watchful behind. Truck roared off, betas flanking Gideon, my Ford tailing toward Savannah's rotting veins. Thorne's words clawed—Isolde, bleeding treaty dry. Rune pointed swamp, but ghost clues whispered warehouse haunts first.

Dusk bled to full dark as I ditched the Ford two blocks from the ghost's alley-echo, abandoned warehouse hulking like a gutted beast amid chain-link and kudzu veins. Hades led silent through busted chain, nose frantic on cracked concrete slick with old oil and fresh ichor. Air reeked rotroot and blood-mix—vamp crisp laced shifter musk gone sour. Shadow hunger pulled sharper in my veins, unfamiliar itch promising power laced poison.

Inside loomed vast, moonlight spearing rust-girders, puddles gleaming black. Hades froze, yips vibrating tiny frame at a loading dock shadow. There—rose petal smeared thick with mixed blood, vampire silver swirled panther red, pinned under boot-knife etched Isolde's sigils. Calling card, bitch's taunt. I snapped photos, pocketing the petal, when feral heat slammed from rafters—panther form dropping massive, midnight fur rippling muscle, copper eyes blazing ambush.

She pinned me hard against girder-cold, jaws inches from throat, hot breath pine-rage, claws pricking ribs through flannel. Hades lunged yipping, nipping heels frantic. I bucked, elbow cracking jaw, pistol whipping free—but she rolled fluid, shifting mid-leap to compact mahogany-skinned woman, cornrows beaded protective, scarred knuckles flexing laugh. Lena Warrick, Gideon's beta scout, naked glory gleaming sweat-slick under moon shafts, curves lethal and lush, copper eyes purring amusement.

"Damn, enforcer," she barked, clipped Southern with predatory purr, not stepping back. "Scented you for Isolde's spy—treaty bait stinks too sweet." Her gaze raked me slow, flirty heat sparking aggressive, full breasts heaving close, thighs brushing mine intentional. "Alpha warned you'd poke shadows. That petal yours?"

Heat flushed unwanted, her feral intensity clashing my triad pulls—jealousy flicker from absent males sharpening the thrill. "Locke," I growled, holstering pistol, Hades circling wary. "Ghost sent me. Isolde's card—mixed blood, swamp residue. You?" Shadow hunger throbbed veins, her musk stirring dark urges morally gray and raw.

Lena laughed low, grabbing fatigues from shadow, dressing unhurried—camo hugging athletic frame, bone necklace swaying between cleavage. "Tracked same shit pride borders, Okefenokee fringes. Blood trails don't lie—vamp-shifter brew, shadow twisted. Gideon's snarling raids, but I scout quiet." Copper eyes locked mine, flirt jabbing deeper. "You smell like triad heat, Locke—pine and blood all over. Room for teeth in that mess?" Her hand brushed my arm, electric graze promising bared claws and throats in the dark.

Triad bonds yanked possessive—Gideon's growl echo, Valerian's silk claim—but Lena's aggressive spark ignited counter-fire, dark romance pull gritty and intense. "Flirt later, Warrick," I shot back, sarcasm edged heat. "Swamp tracks match my rune pulse. She's baiting war, entity hunger rising."

She grinned wicked, sharing snapped photos on her phone—ichor trails gleaming fern-deep, matching petal residue. "Fringes crawling hybrids, corrupted by her shit. Alpha'll want this." Parted with lingering stare, her copper promising more jabs, my veins thrumming first true shadow pull—hunger not mine, whispering power's bloody price.

Back in the Ford, Hades panting shotgun, petal safe pocketed beside stake. Savannah lights blurred rearview, Okefenokee calling blacker. Isolde named, Lena's tracks converging—treaty ink ran red, but my rituals whispered louder. Triad simmered jealous-hot, morally gray lines blurring with every pulse. Shadow itched deeper, promising graves I'd bind or bleed for.

Phone buzzed—Gideon's text: Warehouse? Lena reports. Claws ready. Valerian silk-slicked: Intel shared, darling? Your pulse races faster. I thumbed back joint: Isolde confirmed, mixed blood card. Swamp fringes next. Triad up. Heat coiled low, possessive wars fueling the hunt. Hades' eyes gleamed warning, tiny sentinel against the dark rising. Treaty guardians didn't break—we carved deeper.

The drive twisted red clay, humid pine choking vents, rune and petal pulsing tandem toward blackwater heart. Lena's flirt lingered skin-hot, sparking visions of tangled limbs and bared fangs amid the gore—dark romance gritty as Georgia mud. But shadow hunger clawed insistent, veins burning unfamiliar fire. Mama's warnings echoed: power twists the speaker. Fuckin' peachy—enforcer blood bait, entity whispering sweet.

Safehouse vault replayed mind's eye—Gideon's amber fury inches from Valerian's ice, my sarcasm mediator in the crossfire. Thorne's hiss chilled deeper than death: Isolde's taunts, treaty dry. Cameras winked memory, coven's eyes on us all. Hades yipped low, nose to glovebox where stake splinter hid. I pulled it, sigils glowing faint under dash light—shadow veined like corrupted marble, promising rituals darker than sage.

First pull hit hard at warehouse drop-off, black hunger surging blood-thick, urging me to taste the petal's mix. I crushed it fist-tight, copper-shifter tang staining skin, fighting the urge to lick clean. Morally gray edge sharpened—neutral enforcer cracking under power's profane call. Lena's naked ambush replayed vivid: mahogany curves pinning me, copper eyes devouring, flirty threat laced violence promise. Triad jealousy would explode—Gideon's possessive roar, Valerian's chained eternity vow—but fuck, the spark ignited something primal, steamy tension coiling thriller-tight.

Fog thickened horizon, Okefenokee's breath humid promise. Isolde's game escalated—signatories pinned and carved, war keg primed. My scars itched, necromancy surging shadow-tainted, rituals evolving bloody. Hades leaned tiny head on my thigh, vibration steadying the pull. We raced night, pistol heavy, sage faint ward against the entity rising. Treaty bled; I'd whisper graves till answers poured red.
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The Ford's headlights carved ragged paths through the thickening fog, red clay backroads twisting like veins toward the Okefenokee's black heart. Hades rode shotgun, his tiny frame vibrating with frantic yips, nose jammed against the dash vent sniffing rune trails that matched the pulsing fragment in my pocket. Gideon tailed close in his truck, Lena's intel burning fresh in our group text—swamp fringes crawling with corrupted shit. Valerian's sleek sedan brought up the rear, his silk-smooth reply laced with that possessive edge:Follow the shadows, darling. I'll bind what bites.Triad heat simmered low in my gut, morally gray pulls from pine-musk alpha and blood-scented master clashing hot amid the hunt. Treaty signatories bled; we'd carve answers from the murk or die trying.

Cypress knees punched up from the gravel like skeletal fingers, moss veils draping heavy as the humid night choked the vents. I killed the engine at the trailhead, boots sinking into peat mud that sucked greedy at my steel-toes. Hades bolted leash-free, scampering ahead through fern-choked mazes, his bat ears twitching at invisible pulls. "This way, mutt," I muttered, kit bag slung heavy, pistol snug in my waistband. Gideon dropped from his truck like a thunderclap, towering frame radiating feral heat, amber eyes scanning the dark with glowing promise. "Scent's thick here," he growled, gravel voice rumbling chest-deep. "Rotroot and shadow—Lena's trails match."

Valerian emerged silk-smooth from his sedan, lean predator slicing the fog, ice-blue gaze locking mine with hypnotic tug that stirred unwelcome silk-low fire. "The runes lead true, Ms. Locke," he purred, archaic lilt wrapping my name like fangs. "Isolde's perfumed rot lingers—shall we greet her pets?" His tailored black clung damp to alabaster skin, unbuttoned throat teasing fang scars that begged my teeth. Heat flushed gritty, dark romance pull yanking despite the gore—possessive wars fueling the thriller pulse.

We pushed into the swamp edge, cypress labyrinth swallowing sound, blackwater bubbling lazy under stilted hush. Hades led unerring, weaving knees and roots, his silent growls vibrating warnings at oily swirls I couldn't see but felt prickling my scars. Gideon scouted flank, claws itching half-shifted, primal musk clashing Valerian's blood-cologne in charged air. My flannel stuck sweat-slick, shadow hunger from the warehouse petal throbbing veins insistent, promising power's profane kiss.Fuckin' peachy,I thought, sarcasm blade-sharp.Neutral enforcer turning bait—Mama'd chain-smoke a lung over this clusterfuck.

Pipe smoke curled prophetic through the murk ahead, bayou shack hunkered on rotting stilts over inky water, hurricane shutters scarred with glow-runes. A lanky figure rocked porch-side, ginger curls wild under a threadbare hoodie, stormy green eyes glazing distant as mutters spilled lilting Cajun. Rory Beaumont—swamp witch exiled from Louisiana blood hunts, Lena's whispers painting him cryptic but clutch. Hades scampered stilts, yipping frantic till Rory's gaze snapped wary, pipe pausing mid-puff.

"Easy, chiot," Rory drawled, lyrical drawl thick with bayou rhythm, freckled hand raising placating. "De swamp sings y'all close—treaty scents heavy wid blood debt. What pulls de enforcer an' her beasts to my door?" His ritual-burned arms flexed cautious, cargo pants stuffed with herb bundles glowing faint inner magic.

I climbed creaking stairs first, rune fragment thrust out pulsing. "Tatum Locke. This carved your fringe delegate and a coven stiff—ghosts hiss entity hunger. You the seer who knows blackwater secrets?" Gideon loomed behind, growl low protective; Valerian flanked silk-silent, eyes probing Rory's haunted glow.

Rory's green eyes glazed visions brief, pipe smoke wreathing prophetic as he snatched the rune, fingers trembling faint. "Entity-script, cher. Old one buried 'neath swamp heart, slumbered since de great flood. Treaty blood spilled in plague's wake—mutation ichor woke it hungry." He waved us in wary, shack reeking sage and pipeweed, walls papered yellowed maps veined with spirit paths. Table cluttered vials bubbling shadow wards, a bone-carved map dominating center glowing pulse.

"Craves guardian sacrifice," Rory continued, sing-song prophecies spilling as he brewed tea thick with rotroot. "Grave-speaker blood like yours, Locke—pure conduit fer de dead's whisper. Feed it Tatum's vein, it shatters peace wid war hymns." Hades circled his ankles approving, tiny sentinel vibe easing tension.

Gideon slammed fist table-crack, amber eyes blazing feral. "No fucker bleeds my mate," he snarled, gravel avalanche thick with possession, massive frame crowding Rory's space. Heat slammed primal, his pine-earth rage stirring my core illicit despite the threat—dark romance grit twisting tighter.

Valerian leaned elegant, ice-blue hypnotic on Rory. "Binding rites, witch? Coven lore speaks shadow chains—what twists does your herb offer?" Voice slithered silk-over-steel, fangs peeking threat-promise, stirring counter-heat low and velvet.

Rory chuckled haunted, tossing a shadow ward bundle—dried herbs tied bone, glowing oily pulse. "Dis binds de tendrils, but twists users fierce. Visions flood, power surges tainted—use wid care, or drown in its hymn." His green eyes pierced mine prophetic. "De swamp feeds on de reckless, cher. Trust de riddles, or blackwater claims."

I snatched the bundle, crushing sage-fierce under nose testing—visions slammed instant, flooding blood-hot: Isolde Kavanaugh chanting over fresh graves, platinum waves whipping, violet voids swirling as shadow tendrils carved runes into screaming flesh. Rose-iron perfume choked the air, her sultry laugh promising treaty's end. "Fuck," I gasped, scars burning electric, necromantic surge ripping veins raw. Power throbbed dark, morally gray hunger promising graves unbound.

Hades erupted yips frantic, bolting door—perimeter breach slammed reality. Murk exploded gators corrupted, massive jaws lunging from blackwater, eyes glowing shadow-void, scales veined ichor pulsing. One snapped stilts, shack shuddering violent; another breached porch, fangs dripping acid-rot.

Gideon roared beast-form half-shift, claws raking jaw clean off in gore spray, blood arcing hot as he ripped throat wide, primal musk peaking rage-sex. "Mine!" he bellowed, amber glowing feral, muscles rippling explicit under scarred vest—dark thrill yanking my pulse despite chaos.

Valerian blurred vampire-fast, fangs sinking corrupted hide, draining essence in wet sucks that echoed profane, alabaster hands pinning thrashing bulk as black ichor flooded his mouth. Ice-blue eyes locked mine mid-feed, hypnotic promise laced blood-lust:Your power calls, darling—taste it with me.Heat coiled velvet-gritty, triad pull surging intimate amid slaughter.

I dropped circle quick around the shack, chalk snapping runes amid splatter, sage lit frantic—but gators breached inner, one lunging my throat. Pistol barked twice, bullets punching eyes, but it thrashed on. Shadows peeled spirits from hides, howling wraiths clawing air. "Bind!" I chanted, graveyard dirt flung binding chant—Mama's words fusing Rory's herb, tendrils snapping taut as ghosts shrieked trapped. Power burned scars molten, visions of Isolde's altar flashing blood-drenched, my veins throbbing entity hunger explicit, profane surge begging release.

Rory hurled vials shattering corrosive on flanks, lyrical curses bayou-thick as green acid ate scales. Lena's absence nagged—scouting deeper?—but triad frenzy coordinated lethal: Gideon's claws pulped spines, Valerian's drain left husks desiccating, my bindings sealed spirits screaming. Final gator thrashed impaled on splintered stilt, Gideon's boot crunching skull gore-slick, blood painting his bronzed chest explicit invitation.

Panting ragged, scars pulsing new power alarming-hot, I slumped against Valerian, his arm silk-possessive around waist, fangs grazing neck tease. "Your surge calls shadows, Tatum," he murmured, baritone velvet hunger. Gideon crowded other side, hand gripping thigh bruising, amber searing protective-jealous. "No sacrifice claims you," he growled, lips brushing ear primal, triad heat peaking dark-romance fire amid cooling gore—morally gray bonds sealing blood-oath gritty.

Rory etched map hasty, bone stylus veining paths to deeper veils. "Dis leads entity's fringe—follow at moon's blood, or turn back. I'll guide reluctant, cher—visions bind me too." His haunted green flickered my scars, prophecy heavy. Hades scampered approving, bundle clutched my fist pulsing.

We backtracked cypress maze, trucks mud-slick roaring gravel, my veins thrumming tainted power insistent. Shadow hunger whispered Tatum's blood perfect, entity pull specific as a lover's claim—guardian bait in treaty's fragile ink. Triad scents clung sweat-mingled, Gideon's musk and Valerian's blood stirring low ache explicit, promising tangled release to tame the surge. Phone buzzed Hargrove's gravel-slur: "Locke, third body—human registry official, carved worse'n the rest. Meet Macon, now. Ain't pretty."
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