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Chapter One
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For all of Rylan Howell’s years as a Darkfrey, only the mission mattered. Fighting the darkness, keeping the world and those he loved safe. No matter the cost.

Now Rylan’s world had been turned upside-down, but it felt right. 

Being home at Howell House felt right. 

Reuniting with his mother felt right.

Heading out on a hunt with his brother by his side again felt right.

Seeing Everly again, outside of her dreams ... was temporary. Rylan had made sure of that. 

His new team—a band of runts and outcasts by Darkfrey standards—chatted noisily in the back of Lian’s SUV as Rylan pulled over on Main Street of downtown Shroudhaven. 

Fog shifted and parted as they came to a halt. He could hardly see five paces ahead of the vehicle, even with the headlights shining bravely into the night. 

The asphalt was wet from an earlier rainstorm and drops flecked the windshield. Rylan twisted the key to turn off the engine, and the headlights extinguished. He shushed the others and they responded instantly. Maybe they weren’t as hopeless as he thought. 

The eerie silence of the early hours greeted them. A flickering illumination pierced the mist from the direction of their target location, causing strobing effect.

In the passenger seat, Callan eyed the flashing light with nebulous shadyr eyes, his dark hair feathering around his face. It was already longer than Rylan considered suitable back when they were both still at Darkfrey Estate, and it had been allowed to grow even longer since. 

Callan smirked. “The Boutique All seems like a weird place for a beshadowing. What ghast wants to hang out in a dollar store?”

From the very back seat, Denny leaned forward to the middle row where the girls sat. “Come on, we all want some booty call action now and then. I’m open to it any time, just so you know.” 

Light flashed off his blond beard as he grinned toothily and waggled his eyebrows.

Tammy’s grimace shuddered through her whole body. She’d tucked herself into the corner of the seat so that her lean face was half in shadow and her shaved, dark hair looked like a bruise spreading over her skull.

Everly’s friend, who Rylan didn’t even think should be there, finished applying some lip gloss as though nothing had been said. 

Cherry, sandwiched between the girls, whipped around and snarled, “Read the room, you deluded swine. No one thinks you’re booty call material, no one thinks you’re funny, no one will ever want you until you quit being such a selfish bigot.”

Woah. That was not the Cherry that Rylan remembered. 

There was pain and a level of viciousness in his voice completely unlike how he’d behaved while still a Darkfrey. He’d been more subdued back then, shy even, before he came out. Things changed after that. 

Rylan figured he’d be bitter about it. He was right to be. But the way Harper patted Cherry’s shoulder supportively, it seemed like something more was going on. 

There’s so much I don’t know. How are we supposed to be a team? 

Harper flung the side door open like a cannon blast in the silence. “Come on. Let’s get this party started! I want to be done and dusted before Everly wakes up.”

And how did this bliv end up on our hunt? 

Harper had shown up at Howell House in the middle of the night, just as the team had stepped out to deal with the weroth report. She carried a bundle of shiny gardening tools under one arm and wore an even shinier smile, and an apron. 

“Bellsy? What are you doing here?” Cherry had greeted her with matching enthusiasm.

Rylan glared at those smiles and the out-of-towner. Surely she’d experienced enough of Shroudhaven to know she shouldn’t be wandering around at night on her own.

“Just returning these to Lian. I’ve cleaned and sharpened them all for her, too.”

“It’s almost two in the morning?” Callan said it like a question, one Rylan was wondering as well.

“Is it? Time got away from me. Everly went to bed early, I think she’s still feeling a bit off, you know.”

Rylan’s teeth ground against each other.

Harper shrugged in a jangle of saws and secateurs. “So, I thought I’d get a few more things done.”

Tammy’s eye roll could be heard in her words. “Why are you wearing an apron?”

“Oops, I forgot to take it off. I was just baking some muffins.”

The whirlwind of a woman left Rylan confused. “I thought you were packing to leave?” 

“Yeah, I was packing, too. The muffins are for the drive tomorrow.” Harper hummed with energy, vivid green eyes bright and alert. “Hang on, if it’s 2 a.m., where are you all off to?”

“Shadyr business,” Rylan said at the same time Callan said, “Weroth hunt, at The Boutique All.”

Harper’s grin turned supernova. “I’m in! I’m coming, I’m coming too!”

“Well, there’s a sound bite for the spank bank.”

A chorus went up.

“Gross!” 

“Inappropriate.” 

“Denny!”

Harper ignored him, dashing over to put the gardening tools on the porch. “One last dose of Shroudhaven spookiness before it’s all over. It’s perfect!” 

Rylan grunted, “That’s not—”

“Cool,” Callan said over him. “Did you bring your axe?”

“No,” she pouted. 

Turning back to the tools, she plucked out some hedging shears and tested them with a few quick clips. Sshhhckt Sshhhckt. 

Her grin twisted up and her eyes narrowed wickedly. “These should do.”

“I don’t think—” Rylan tried again.

“Bellsy gets what she wants,” Cherry snapped.

Harper bounced on the spot, then filed into position with the rest of them. “You know, I don’t normally wear an apron when cooking but thought I could get one more photoshoot in. I was trying a more cottage-core look. Turned out super cute. Repainting the cupboard doors really helped. I’m going to miss shooting in that old house ...”

Right. Yeah. That’s how she ended up with them.

Rylan didn’t like the idea of a bliv he barely knew tagging along. Everly trusted her, and so it seemed did Callan and the others, but trust wasn’t enough to save her from being turned inside out by an eidolghast. 

Rylan gritted his teeth and opened the driver’s side door, stepping out into the cool night. Misty rain wet his skin, and he ran a hand over his shaved head, glancing at the SUV as Harper stepped out like a star arriving for a Hollywood premier. Perfect makeup, perfect silky hair, perfect warm-brown skin, perfect Pilates princess figure. 

Rylan couldn’t see how this influencer fit into shadyr business. Even if his brother vouched that she was capable.

Capable or not, Harper was a human, and as far as he was concerned, she had no place joining the team on a hunt. 

“You’re going to stay close and keep your head down,” Rylan told Harper as he stepped onto the sidewalk to join her and the others. “We can’t be responsible for keeping you safe while we take down the eidolghast.”

“Save your over-protective ‘keep you safe’ bullshit for Everly. I’m here to hunt. I’m not weak.” Harper shrugged and tossed her dark tresses over her shoulder. “And neither is she, FYI.”

“Roast his ass,” Denny guffawed.

Cherry high-fived Harper. 

Rylan clenched his jaw. If this team showed him no respect, how was he supposed to lead ...? 

I’m not, he reminded himself. This isn’t my team. 

All eyes were on Callan, who was diligently checking over the street and shop front while the rest of them squabbled. His little brother had grown a lot, and leadership suited him. But Rylan was left feeling lost. He had no idea who these people really were, or what his place among them was. They seemed to have accepted the bliv more than they accepted him.

“Just don’t let your human need for ‘one last adventure’ get you killed, all right? Or we’ll see how strong Everly is when I deposit your corpse back home.”

Harper glared him down, tall enough to meet him eye to eye. “I do not know what she sees in you.”

A pang lanced through Rylan’s chest, and he battled to keep his expression even. 

Cherry’s bright-red hair flopped over his eyes in a blunt fringe, matching the red and white leather jacket he tossed back into the SUV. 

He draped an arm around Harper’s shoulders. “Leave Bellsy alone. She’s already been through several missions. She knows the game. Just chill already. You aren’t a Darkfrey anymore so quit with the arrogant asshole attitude.”

Rylan frowned and turned away from them, shrugging out of his jacket and shirt and chucking them back into the car before closing it up. All the shadyrs now wore only their flexible body armor and tactical pants, prepared for what was to come. 

Everything Rylan knew told him that Harper was a human and a liability.

But doubt stirred within him. How true was what he’d been brought up to believe by the Darkfreys? 

That deep-seated certainty that humans were weak, and that shadyrs in a hunting brace, shadyrs like him, were the best, the strongest, the only hope for the safety of their world from ever-encroaching darkness. Top of the food chain. But recent events left him questioning everything. 

Maybe those Darkfrey biases he was only now starting to acknowledge ran deeper in him than he knew. Maybe he was being an asshole.

He’d still keep an extra eye on the human, though. A dead best friend wasn’t the going-away gift he wanted for Everly. The pang in his chest returned.

There was a moment when trapped with Everly in her sleeping mind that Rylan had thought maybe they could be together. That all his self-imposed rules of the living world could be ignored, and he could just be with her, in her dreams, forever. 

Then his soul had been hurled back into his body and he’d woken to screams, and blood, and Everly, cold on the floor. 

She’d come back to him from that death-like faint, but it was the real wake-up call. Everly couldn’t be part of Shroudhaven, and shadyrs, and danger. He couldn’t handle seeing her hurt like that. She couldn’t be part of his life.

The mission remained. And there was no room for anything else.

Rylan checked his watch: twenty to three. Still several hours till dawn, but they didn’t have time to dawdle. The eidolghast—a weroth, according to Cherry who had sensed it during a late walk and returned for backup—needed to be taken down before sunrise when the street would be filled with potential victims. 

He cut himself off halfway through thinking they should just report it to the Darkfreys and let them handle it. 

That’s how Darkfreys think. I’m not a Darkfrey anymore, but I’m still a shadyr. I still have my mission.

The Boutique All had a wall of glass windows and doors on the first floor of the building that gave passersby an internal look at the chaotic madness of the emporium. Normally there would be holiday-themed scenes and mannequins wearing I Dropped a Call in Shroudhaven T-shirts, or a view of dozens of packed metal shelves leading off out of sight. 

Tonight, though, an eerie, strobing light pierced outward, silhouetting everything inside so the shapes juddered like possessed shadow puppets.

Callan returned from his recon down a side alley. “All set? We have potential access down here. Let’s move in.” 

The team followed quickly and reached a locked metal door beside two dumpsters overflowing with broken-down cardboard boxes.

Rylan was used to the privileges of being a Darkfrey, one of which was having access to almost anywhere in Shroudhaven if needed for a hunt. Having to force their way in seemed wrong, but he put his shoulder up beside his brother’s and the door gave under their combined strength. Callan grinned at him, then ushered everyone inside. 

Rylan’s boots squeaked on the white linoleum, scuffed by years of foot traffic. He kicked them off, as did the other shadyrs, leaving them in a pile by the door. The pull of his change already churned within him, and of any shadyr form, the weroth transformation was the least kind to clothing.

The door brought them inside where a divider wall separated a basic kitchenette from the main store. They emerged from the alcove between shelving piled in wicker baskets of all shapes and sizes, and drooping, floor-to-ceiling synthetic flowers that seemed to be rotten.

The store was deathly quiet except for the low, musical bars of “There’s a Mermaid in My Lighthouse” playing over crackly speakers. 

There’s a mermaid in my lighthouse, and her heart belongs to me.

There’s a mermaid in my lighthouse, she keeps staring out to sea.

Up ahead, the aisles seemed to stretch onwards into infinity. The more Rylan stared, trying to see the end, the more they wobbled and twisted in his vision. Thick, flickering fog pooled around his bare feet. 

All the signs of an eidolghast in residence.

The weroth’s presence prickled over his skin like hot embers. It was close but not too close—somewhere farther in the depths of the labyrinthine store. 

Rylan had no doubt it could sense them, too.
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At the first intersection of aisles, they stopped. Something cold and smooth touched Rylan’s foot, and he reached down to pull it from the heavy mist so he could identify it. A loose fluorescent tube. It buzzed incessantly, light strobing, despite having no power source. 

Across from him, Callan gently kicked another one, and it swirled beneath the low fog. The lights lay scattered throughout the store. 

“Watch out for broken ones,” Callan told his team. 

Cherry and Tammy had already become engulfed in the black, cinder-spotted smoke of their shadyr transformations. In gaps between the dark magic, their arms and legs jutted through, lengthening. Claws pierced from the tips of their fingers like curved blades. 

Wiry fur sprouted from every inch of their bare skin, and by the time it covered them, it would be thick enough to protect them from the weroth’s slimy acid. Or broken glass. 

Tammy and Cherry were still young, less practiced at containing their shadyr forms. The rest of them—Callan, Denny, Rylan himself—wouldn’t change until they chose to.

The potential for standing on a fluorescent tube with a bare human foot made Rylan consider changing now, too. But in the highly competitive Darkfrey braces, it was a point of pride to see who could hold off their change the longest. 

Callan, though, nodded in solidarity to Tammy, and began his change, too.

Denny, whispering a mini wolf howl, followed.

The shadyr form when in the presence of a weroth had birthed the age-old legend of the werewolf. For good reason, too, since when the transformation was complete, they looked exactly like the beast of lore.

“I feel like I should have brought some doggy treats,” Harper muttered.

“You changing already?” Rylan asked. 

As his change stabilized, Callan’s snout-like mouth twisted into a wolfish grin. 

“We do things a bit differently.” He elbowed Rylan, strong enough that it almost knocked him down. “Hey, just want you to know, it’s good to have you back.”

Rylan hesitated, suddenly feeling awkward as the only shadyr left in human form. “Glad to be back.”

“Feels great to be hunting together again, doesn’t it? As long as you’re feeling up to it.”

Rylan rolled the kinks out of his shoulders and shrugged. “Yeah. I’m feeling better by the minute.”

“You were in a death-like coma for weeks,” Callan pointed out. “It’s okay if you’re a little rusty.” 

Rylan didn’t miss the sly smile, even on the wolfish snout. 

“Could kill more ghasts than you in my sleep, little brother.” He returned the smirk.

“Wanna bet who takes this one down first?”

Harper stepped between them. “My money’s on Callan. Soldier boy here is too busy pretending he doesn’t want Everly around to have his head in the game. He hasn’t even suited up yet!”

Rylan hid his grimace, trying to keep it light. “Who invited you into our smack talk?”

Callan barked a laugh. “She’s got you there though.”

“She doesn’t, because I’m not pretending anything.”

Harper pushed past them and took the lead, poking through the shelves as she went. “Methinks he doth protest too much!”

Rylan eyed Harper as she plucked items from the shelves around them, arming herself with a thick canvas raincoat, leather work gloves, and a plastic face shield. 

She laughed flippantly at how ridiculous she looked, but she clearly knew enough about what they were up against to be planning ahead. She didn’t have a shadyr’s natural protection against weroth acid, so she was making her own. Maybe she did know what she was doing. 

“She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Rylan grunted to Callan as they broke into a fast stride to keep up as Harper continued around acorner, Denny, Cherry, and Tammy close behind.

“Sure. Suuure.” Callan grinned, all fangs. “I for one liked having Everly around again and I’m totally comfortable admitting that. You know I had a crush on her as a kid too, right? Hot older friend of my brother’s? Maybe I’ll ask Everly to stay.”

Rylan’s fists clenched and he smiled over equally clenched teeth. 

He’s just having a go at you, ignore him, you did the right thing telling Everly to leave.

In a shadow nearby, Tammy grunted. “Are we going to kill a ghast or fight over a woman who could literally suck your soul out of your body? To be honest, I’m in either way. Both sound like a great chance to opt out of this mortal meat-suit.”

Anger swirled out of Rylan’s control, and he spun toward the goth girl. 

Restraint slipped away, and his change exploded around him violently. Flames of pain scorched his fingertips as his claws extended, and the entire expanse of his skin itched and burned as the fur burst from his pores. He grunted in pain and frustration.

When he emerged from the change, Callan stood between him and a wide-eyed Tammy, a concerned, warning look on his face. 

Hot air puffed from Rylan’s wolf-like mouth, and he shook his head, denying his anger. He hadn’t lost control of his change since he was fifteen. 

I must be weak from the coma, that’s all. 

He held Callan’s gaze and muttered, “Everly’s safer far the hell away from Shroudhaven. End of story.” 

Callan’s expression calmed, and he let out a slow breath. “I dunno. Look, jokes aside, seems to me life can take away what we love—” 

Rylan shot the darkest of looks at his brother. 

“—at any moment for all kinds of reasons. So, why should we be the ones that push them away?” Callan turned as he spoke, his gaze falling for a second onto the sullen wolf-girl behind him.

“Come on, let’s hunt already!” Harper all but yelled from up front, snipping her garden shears. “Which way? This place is a maze.”

Callan slapped a clawed paw onto Rylan’s shoulder. “You want to take the lead on this? You know ... if you’re up to it.”

Rylan snorted a laugh, sighed, then nodded. Best to focus on the hunt. Closing his eyes for the briefest moment, he opened his newly enhanced senses and tried to home in on the sensation of the weroth lurking somewhere in the store.

“This way,” he said, inclining his head as he took off to his left. 

The team fell into line behind him, moving past school supplies and a wall of greeting cards. The occasional sound of a toe-claw tapping the floor or Harper’s sneakers squeaking marked their passing. 

The next section held cleaning supplies: bottles of bleach, brightly colored containers of detergent, and more brands of floor cleaning fluids than seemed necessary. The lids on some had popped, and black fluid oozed and bubbled out the tops. The temperature grew colder the farther they moved into the store.

The aisle took a right-angle turn, then another, turning left, then left, then left and left again in an ever-shortening spiral, before branching out impossibly into seven different paths that cut out at strange angles. The beshadowing was already messing with space and dimensions, turning the cluttered store into more of a labyrinth than it normally was. 

Still the song played, warbling over the tinny speakers.

Hungry light shines over the waves and my mermaid she yearns,

When will I return, when will I return?

With a squeal of static, the music cut out, and a pre-recorded voice chirped, “Don’t forget to join our frequent buyer club for The Boutique All bonuses! Enjoy your time at The Boutique All, and remember, no matter the deed, The Boutique All has everything you need!”

Rylan always wondered if the name was intentional or a naive mistake. 

They must know how it sounds. 

He could hear muffled chuckles from Denny farther down the line. 

The recording ended in a glitchy crackle, and the mermaid song began again.

Somewhere nearby, something hard clattered to the floor.

Rylan stilled, his entire body going on alert. He held up a fist.

The strobing light made it hard for his eyes to adjust to their natural night vision, but his sense of hearing had sharpened until he could hear even the mice roaming through the walls.

And the weroth’s six needle-pointed feet tapping on the linoleum. It was on the move.

Signaling the others, Rylan put on a burst of speed and bounded along another aisle filled with pet supplies, shelves piled high with metal food and water dishes. The floor seemed to slope downward, and as they passed through, the bowls jumped off the shelves like popcorn in a skillet, clattering down into the distance. 

The clang of each dish hitting the floor ached in Rylan’s ears. “I’ve lost the trail. Can’t hear which way it’s gone.”

“There’s something,” Callan said, pointing.

What seemed to be a pile of mannequin legs that had merged into a strange, flesh-colored plastic insect, ambled past them in jerky, disjointed steps. Harper squeaked at the sight and skidded to a stop. 

“Woah.” Her phone was out of her pocket in an instant and she snapped a couple of photos, the flash merging with the strobing light around them.

“What? I’m not going to post them! Just for my personal mood board, I swear.” 

Rylan growled. “This isn’t a game.”

“I know. But that doesn’t mean life has to be spent as grumpy Mr. Serious Pants a hundo percent of the time, either. Tammy, can you eye-roll at him for me? You do it best.” Harper poked at her screen, blue light reflecting off her face shield. “Aw, they turned out all weird and blurry.”

“Sorry, babe.” Cherry patted her gently on the back. “Beshadowings are almost impossible to capture.”

Harper pouted. 

“Hurry up,” Rylan snapped, speeding up again. “We have to find this thing.”

A large, black silhouette stepped into the aisle ahead of him.

“I think it found us,” Denny said.

Rylan slid to a stop on his clawed feet.

The weroth balanced on six legs, each tapering to a point so thin it seemed physically impossible for the monster to be standing. Though it had no visible eyes, Rylan knew it had no trouble “seeing” him and his team in the foggy darkness.

It hissed in deep, undulating syllables. A disturbing green glow emanated from inside a toothy mouth, opening so wide it split its entire body in half.

Then it charged.

Its strange legs bent at unnatural angles as it slithered in a rush at Rylan. The force of impact threw him off his feet. Gravity vanished as he rolled through the air, and then he bounced off the unforgiving floor. 

He rolled twice before coming to a bone-jarring halt against an endcap of dryer sheets. Two dozen boxes that smelled like eucalyptus rained down on him, and he batted them away irritably, surfacing from the overwhelming scent with an immediate headache. 

I am off my game. This is embarrassing. 

Cherry, Tammy, and Denny leaped over his body and bounded toward battle with the weroth. As a team, they well outnumbered the ghast, so Rylan wasn’t too worried about Cherry and Tammy’s novice abilities or Denny’s tendency to preen and prance when he should be fighting. 

Callan didn’t seem worried either as he casually helped Rylan up.

As Rylan stumbled back to his feet and fell into a loping run to join the party, he caught sight of Harper.

She let out a powerful battle cry and wrenched the garden shears in her gloved hands. They snapped right in two, and the bolt that joined the halves pinged onto the floor. The feverish glint in her eye and confidence in her shoulders was ... not normal. Not for a human coming face-to-face with an eidolghast.

Surprised by the brutality in her expression, Rylan found himself slowing. Watching her.

Harper dashed into the fight, keeping speed with the werewolf-shaped shadyrs beside her. Her twin shear blades flashed in the strobing lights.

She was under the beast first. She swirled the shears elegantly, each slice accompanied by a tennis-player’s grunt. One, two, three legs, cut out from beneath the beast.

What the ...

That wasn’t paper she was chopping through. No matter how spindly they appeared, a weroth’s legs were all bone and sinew, hard as steel. 

Black acid spurted from the wounds, and the eidolghast staggered and stumbled, smashing into the shelves beside it. An avalanche of basketballs and tennis rackets rained down. Harper dodged back, landing as spry as a cat.

Cherry, Tammy, and Denny reached the weroth next, each targeting a leg of their own. 

Rylan and Callan followed, racing in time. As mirror images, they leaped into the air, flying for the monster’s bulbous body. 

Rylan slammed into the beast, digging his claws deep into the ghast’s black-hole-colored fur as its filaments waggled around his hands. Callan landed beside him, shooting him a grin. Rylan found himself smiling back. 

The creature wobbled wildly on half its remaining limbs, bucking and trying to throw them. Rylan reared back, slicing his razor-tipped claws across the black expanse beneath him. Slimy, deep-green blood appeared, and the weroth let out a short, sharp cry of fury. 

Callan swiped next, dislodging a hunk of acidic flesh that splattered onto the low ceiling. 

“You trying to steal my kill?” Rylan scoffed.

Callan got another swipe in first. “Gotta show my team I’m as cool as the legendary Rylan Howell.”

Rylan’s wolf-like mouth turned up on one side, and he dug faster into the oozing flesh of the monster. 

A crash came from the other side, and Callan looked down. Another smash clattered as the weroth rammed one leg and the shadyr attached to it against the shelving. Tammy cried out.

“Careful!” Callan hissed at her.

“I’m fine!” she snapped back.

“How do we finish this thing off?” Harper called from below. 

The sound of a blade slicing was followed by the spatter and sizzle of acid.

The weroth kicked out, shaking Cherry free from another leg. It stabbed that same limb forward, attempting to skewer him on the floor. 

Cherry skittered out of range, then yelled, “There’s a weak spot, deep in its back! That’s what those two are digging for.”

Rylan thrust both arms into the hole they had created, tearing backward in an attempt to wrench the gash wider. Callan shouldered into him, jostling for the best position to get his claws into the kill spot. 

A figure appeared, flying toward them, silhouetted in the stirred-up fog and strobing lights. In a flurry of flying, silky hair, and sizzling raincoat, Harper landed with a ferocious cry. Both shear blades plunged deep into the hole the brothers had made. 

The weroth stilled. A harsh, susurrus gurgle escaped its glowing maw. Then its remaining legs crumpled beneath it. It slammed down onto the floor.

Callan and Rylan jumped off to the sides. Harper tumbled in a backward somersault, skidding on all fours on the blood-slickened floor. 

Her chest heaved as she grinned and panted, straightening herself up. “Did you see that? I did it! I took it down!”

“I think it was really a team effort,” Rylan muttered. 

With the eidolghast defeated, he brought forth his shift, swirling in shadowy magic until he’d returned to his human form. Callan and Denny followed suit, but Cherry and Tammy remained changed. 

“Don’t diminish this for her!” Cherry snapped, giving Harper a furry high five. “You were amazing, but I never had any doubt.”

The weroth corpse sizzled, melting in its own acid. The shear blades oozed upward out of the gore, worn and pockmarked from the caustic onslaught. 

“Aw, I liked those. I think dual wielding is definitely a good look for me. Remind me to replace them for Lian.”

Harper shed her outer protective layers and brushed herself down. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes gleamed bright with a strange mixture of excitement and something that looked a little too like bloodlust. As she took her gloves off, a faint scar line shimmered on her wrist in the low light. She pulled her sleeves down again, covering it.

Tammy rolled her shoulder, wincing and tugging at her body armor that was too tight for her. Rylan frowned. She must still be wearing the same Darkfrey armor she had from when she was kicked out years ago. 

He was so used to having access to new resources whenever he needed them, but he realized now that the armor he wore, that he’d left the Darkfreys with, might be the last he’d ever own, too. At least he wasn’t still growing, like the goth teen.

Callan moved closer to her. “You okay?”

“Ugh, I’m not a baby. Go check on Denny or something for once.”

“I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Denny yelled from a pile of sports drinks nearby. “Except for this raging boner from watching Bellsy in attack mode.”

“I swear he makes me want to barf out my ovaries,” Harper grunted, and Tammy snorted a laugh that left the others shocked. 

She quickly schooled her animalistic face back into a scowl. “What? I mean, she’s right.”

Harper squealed in glee at Tammy’s approval and skittered over with a hand up for a high five from her, too.

Tammy folded her wolf claws, just as black as her normal hands, under her crossed arms. “No.”

Smiling regardless, Harper let out a long, satisfied sigh. “What next? We left this place in a real mess. Should we clean it up for them? I can fit on some cleaning. Won’t take long at all.”

Cherry sniffed. “I think we should call in the Darkfreys and have them handle clean up. They have to be good for something, after all. Plus, I’m wiped.”

Rylan’s muscles also held an aching tiredness despite the enhancements of the werewolf form, but he wasn’t about to admit weakness. 

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Callan nodded, punctuating it with a yawn. 

Tammy lifted her snout to the ceiling. “Do you hear that?”

Rylan shook his head. “Hear what?”

As if to answer him, police sirens wailed to life.

Rylan groaned. “Ghast dammit. I bet this place had a silent alarm. We gotta get out of here before the cops show up.”

“What about the body?” Harper asked. “Won’t they find it?”

Rylan turned back to the corpse, but it had mostly melted into a disgusting black puddle by that point. “I’m more worried about them seeing a couple of werewolves running around than what’s left of that.”

The group headed for the exit at a quick clip—easier now that the beshadowed fog was dispersing and aisles ran in straight lines again. The fluorescents had ceased their strobing, plunging the store into darkness. 

The shadyr night vision kicked in properly for Rylan and the others, and he checked for Harper in the gloom, but she seemed to move with as much confidence of sight as the others. Something weird was going on there ...

But it didn’t matter. 

He’d already done his duty in chasing Everly, which meant Harper too, out of town. Tomorrow, they’d both be on their way, and whatever Shroudhaven weirdness had taken root in Harper would likely fade away. Even the entity inside Everly had only shown itself when she’d returned to Shroudhaven. Hopefully, it too would die off, outside of this darkness-tainted town. 

Reaching the back door, Rylan snatched up his boots, and still the song played on an eternal, eerie loop.

There’s a mermaid in my lighthouse, and her heart belongs to me.

There’s a mermaid in my lighthouse, to her I own the key.
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Chapter Three
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The ice-and-fire adrenaline crackling through Harper’s system was heightened by the arrival of flashing blue and red lights that shone down the alleyway to meet them.

Rylan and Callan, who’d been ahead of her on their journey through the store, came to an abrupt halt several feet out from the exit. Still pulling their boots back on, they checked up and down the alley. 

Harper stepped toward the main street and lights. “Want me to go hold them off? I can distract them.”

Callan grabbed her arm and twirled her around before she could walk any farther. “No. I think there’s another way out down here. Better if we can all get away unseen.”

“Especially the young’uns with their shadyr hangover,” Denny said. 

Tammy’s shimmering galaxy-eyed gaze landed on him, and her face—barely recognizable in werewolf form—contorted with effort. A hint of blackness swirled around her, then faded again without any change. She groaned fiercely. She and Cherry carried their boots with them, clutched in their front paws.

“You’ll get there,” Callan offered. 

She eye rolled. 

“But for now, let’s get out of here.”

The store exit wasn’t far down from the main street, and the flashing lights were way too close to the left, so the group turned right and jogged along the grimy, narrow path between buildings. Sodden, slimy scraps of cardboard and newspaper slipped under their feet, and rodent-shaped shadows darted away from them up ahead. 

Harper knew the team was fully visible as long as they were in the alley. The moment an officer appeared at the entrance, they’d be seen, and there was nothing they could do about it. 

She didn’t exactly relish the idea of being arrested for breaking and entering, but the excitement of running from the cops, and being so close to being caught, made the situation that much more exhilarating. Power rippled through her veins and made her feel capable of anything.

What I could have done with this power six months ago ...

Maybe her entire life wouldn’t have been blown to bits. When Bryce had doxed her and all the internet had access to her home address, she could have done with a magic boost.

She wouldn’t have felt so vulnerable in her own home. She wouldn’t still have nightmares about how close the gap was between her fleeing what should have been her safe haven and the moment when that random man showed up with a gun. 

She could have fought back, not felt so ... powerless.

But then you wouldn’t have moved in with Everly, she reminded herself. 

She disliked the idea of life without her bestie. But she refused to be powerless again. Refused to get anything wrong, do anything below the highest of standards. Refused anything other than total control. 

Finally, a turn in the alley showed itself up ahead. 

But not before a gruff, angry voice called out, “Hey! Stop! Stay where you are!”

The group ignored the directive and put on another burst of speed. Harper followed Callan around the corner, her blood pumping as fast as her sneakers on the ground. Excitement pulsed through her, and she smiled broadly even as heavy boot falls chased after them.

The dingy alley was crisp and bright in Harper’s eyes, and she kept pace easily with the three soldier boys and two werewolves by her side. Their sheltered path ran out quickly, expelling them onto a brightly lit street. 

At that time of night, the street was still and empty, and it would be a long run to the shelter of the next alley. There were barely even any parked cars to hide behind. 

Harper still didn’t know the town as well as the others. “Which way?”

“Where can we hide?” Cherry asked, wide-eyed as he scanned the relatively bright and barren view. 

Callan’s eyes searched the roof tops, settling on the lowest. “You think you two can get up there? The rest of us ... I don’t—” 

“Running from something?” A voice muttered. 

From the shadows of a shop entrance beside them, a figure stepped out.

Tall, lanky, with a hint of a potbelly beneath his black skull-and-lightning T-shirt. The older man had a beard that hung down his chest and ended in a thin braid, and his eyes were surprisingly blue. Harper had met this Shroudhaven legend once before.

Barry.

Tucked under a streetlight a little way down the block was his ever-present cardboard box.

Everyone seemed too nonplussed to reply. 

To their credit, Tammy and Cherry attempted to hide their werewolf forms behind the others, in complete futility. But Barry didn’t seem at all surprised at their monstrous appearance. 

“Go on. Quick. Into the box.”

“Um. What?” Harper managed. 

Barry’s cardboard box sat against a red brick wall with a tarp and a floral sheet dangling over the opening. He grabbed the corner of both and ripped them back, exposing the inky abyss inside. There was no way it would be big enough to hide them all, not even if they lay on top of one another like they were piling into a coffin.

No one moved until a glance back showed three police officers turn down the alley their way.

“Get in,” Barry hissed, one pale hand flapping erratically.

With a shrug, Callan dove in first. Cherry and Tammy went next. Harper expected to see a furry elbow or foot jutting out, but somehow, they all fit. Denny and Rylan shared a look and followed as well. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” Harper muttered, getting down onto hands and knees.

Only seconds after Harper crawled in, Barry’s lighthearted voice filtered through behind her. “Good morning, officers! If you’re seeking the children who passed through, they’ve gone down that street and around the law office.”

The odd old man really had protected them.

With hardly a grunt of gratitude, the officers stomped off into the distance.

Harper expected to come to a quick halt and need to climb into someone’s lap—not Denny’s, please not Denny’s—but instead, the darkness kept going. 

And going. 

And going.

Until the cardboard above her head vanished, and a space tall enough to stand opened around them.

Harper straightened, and a flashlight popped on behind her as Barry joined them. 

He stood up with a wise smile beneath his fluffy gray mustache. “Welcome to my box.” 

Callan arched his neck, looking all around. “This ... is some box.”

Barry chuckled and joined Callan at the front of the group. “Damn straight, boy. My box is a special box.” 

Denny coughed, but even he was apparently too shocked to pick that low-hanging fruit. 

“But you kids are a bit special too, aren’t you?”

Tammy cowered, hiding her werewolf form behind Callan. “You’re not scared of us? Of how we look?”

Barry gave a raucous laugh. “I know about everything going on in this town. I’m not scared of you scamps.”

Rylan returned to them, having walked off a little ways. “How far does this thing go?”

“Woah, woah, slow down. Don’t go wandering off without me. You could get lost forever down here.”

“It’s a straight tunnel,” Rylan said flatly. 

“That’s what you think. Follow me. Let’s lay low for a bit to make sure the cops are gone, then we’ll pop you back out wherever you need to be.”

“Wherever?” Callan raised his eyebrows. “So, this is how you always show up everywhere.”

“Did you know?” Harper asked, wondering why he’d been willing to lead his team into the box for shelter. 

Callan shrugged. “I’d heard some weird rumors that made me think it was worth a shot in the squeeze we were in. Figured it was regular Shroudhaven weirdness but didn’t quite realize the scope of the weirdness. Does this system extend all over town?” 

Barry nodded and combed his fingers through his beard. “Only a few places I can’t get into, or don’t want no truck with.”

He pointed a finger at the straight tunnel ahead of them and made a gesture as though selecting a direction to take. Waving his flashlight like an airplane conductor, he walked away at a slow, leisurely pace.

With a few shrugs and wary glances, the team followed along. There was enough room to walk two abreast, and Harper ran her hand along the wall to her side. 

It was cardboard, all of it, scrappy squares and torn-off sheets layered over each other with staples and tape. Disconcertingly, it gave under her fingers, just like being within a cardboard box, rather than some solid tunnel through the earth. She shivered, wondering what might be on the other side if it tore.

In the middle of the group, Cherry and Tammy’s shadyr hangover must have expired because they swirled up in magical smoke and emerged again as themselves. There was a large acid burn on Cherry’s pants, and he poked at it, muttering how he hated weroths. 

The memory of the man in nice slacks crawling out of Barry’s box and giving Barry a hug came to Harper, and the time he approached Harper during her argument with Everly. “Um, Mr. ... Barry?”

“Juuust Barry.”

“You’ve helped other people too, right? You do this a lot, don’t you?”

“Ah well, I got a good setup here for avoiding danger, which never seems far off in this town. Filthy with monsters, as I bet you know.” He trailed off, his blue eyes going unfocused for a moment. 

Then he shook off the reverie, his braided beard swishing as he took long-legged strides. “Figured I could put this place to good use.” 

“This place ... Just how did you get it?” Rylan asked, frowning at the cardboard around him as though it could attack them at any second. 

Barry tilted his head and hummed. “It was so long ago. I collect things, you know.”

Like that explains it. 

Harper shook her head. “Why’d you help us? We were being chased by cops, not monsters.”

“Not monsters?” Barry guffawed. 

When everyone only stared back, he cleared his throat. “Well, I’m not much of a fan of law enforcement. Whose laws, anyway? Nothing more than a system of oppression ...”

Barry’s muttered rantings continued as the single long tunnel went on. From time to time he would pause, seem to ponder which direction to take, then follow along the only available route again. 

He moved too slow for Harper’s liking. Adrenaline arced like electricity through her veins, heightened by the Bane’s magic. 

The first time she was cut by the ancient blade was an accident when she’d snatched it away from Everly. The rush of power was so intense she’d almost pulled a door off its hinges in her panic. But then the cut healed, faster than possible. And Harper tested the effect of the Bane on her skin again.

She’d lost count of how many times since then she’d refreshed the magic with another small slice ...  She’d been on a high of productivity and strength and energy.

Now the eidolghast was dead and the cops were long gone, the lack of exciting things to do made her itch for more. 

The rush of her pounding pulse when she’d sliced into the weroth’s tough skin ...

The exultation that sung in her veins when she’d cut off three of its gross, spidery legs ...

Fighting monsters and crawling into magical cardboard boxes—how was she supposed to go back to normal after this? Back to a life she’d been so powerless in.

It will be different this time. 

This time, she’d have the Bane. It had been agreed by the Howells that it should remain in Harper’s care. Because it was somehow related to the Beast of Teeth and Stars, they decided it should stay close to Everly, but not too close. 

Since Harper had already taken possession of it, the decision was easy. Lian also liked the idea of how Mordan Darkfrey would react when he found out they’d allowed an ancient shadyr artifact to be taken out of Shroudhaven by a bliv. She’d chuckled about it for hours.

Still, having the Bane didn’t feel like as much fun without also having monsters to hunt. As much as Harper would love to dismember some of the human monsters in her life, that was generally frowned upon. 

“I’m going to miss all of this so much,” Harper said with a pout. “I feel like I just got a taste of the good stuff, then was told, ‘No more monster hunting for you, little missy!’ and sent back to my room.”

Up ahead, Rylan grunted. “Don’t go getting any ideas. You’re leaving Shroudhaven. Everly, too. Neither of you belong here. It’s not safe.”

“Not safe for the eidolghast,” Harper retorted. “Remember who took the kill tonight?”

“You got lucky. Most of that luck being that you had five shadyrs backing you up,” Rylan said. 

Harper stomped over a fold of cardboard. “You’re lucky I respect Everly’s decision to go because I would otherwise be staying just to spite you.”

She glared at his back to show him she meant it, but he didn’t turn around. He’d been grumpy since he woke up from his strange coma. Harper studied the subject of her best friend’s uber-crush. He could no doubt be considered hot. Strong brow, chiseled jaw, darkly good looks, about three of every muscle.

She didn’t really think Everly would be into that broody alpha personality though. Maybe he was different when they were kids, before the Darkfreys got their hooks into him. 

But Harper couldn’t see the appeal in him at all. The more she thought on it though—and Bryce’s betrayal gave her plenty of time and reason to think on it—she couldn’t seem to remember the appeal of any of the men she’d ever had in her life.

In front of her, Cherry caught her eye over his shoulder. 

“We’re going to miss you too, Bellsy. I don’t know what I’m going to do, losing you as well—” he choked on the last words. 

Harper reached forward to take his hand and squeeze it. “You’re going to call me. And I’m going to call you. As much as Shroudhaven reception allows it.”

Up ahead, the tunnel stopped at an apparent dead end. Barry pushed against the cardboard, and a door that had been unevenly cut into it popped open. Flakes of kraft paper shed from the rough edges. 

Stepping through the narrow doorway, they emerged into a cavernous room. Flattened cardboard and pegged-up sheets broke the space into sections. To the left, ragged old mattresses with bedsides made of boxes created a rough dorm area. Lamps of all shapes and sizes sat beside beds and in corners, brightening the patchy brown space with warm light. 

Harper couldn’t tell how they were being powered. A large dining table with eleven mismatched chairs could be seen down another path. Straight ahead, a range of threadbare armchairs sat in a circle, over which on a long rope hung an asymmetrical, arty, single-piece crystal chandelier, glowing softly. 
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