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Wicked Ash

In the swamps of Georgia, a necromancer's power surges—and her darkest desires ignite.

by Shari Malin
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I jerked awake in my trailer, sheets twisted around my legs like some cheap grave shroud. Sweat slicked my skin, and my heart hammered against my ribs as if it'd bust out and run for the hills. The nightmare clung to me, those endless soul voids yawning wide, sucking at my magic like black holes in the goddamn ether. Ever since binding that swamp entity, my necrotic powers had gone haywire, mutating faster than I could spit. I glanced down at my arms, and there they were—black veins pulsing up from my wrists like ink bleeding through paper, thicker now, hungrier.Fuck,I thought, flexing my fingers. They burned, a deep, throbbing ache that whispered promises of power I didn't want to claim.

Hades vibrated against my calf, his tiny body rigid as a tripwire. Those bat-ears of his twitched, and his obsidian eyes glowed faint in the dim light, fixed on the shadows pooling unnaturally thick outside the trailer window. The Chihuahua wasn't just sensing ghosts anymore; this was something worse, a necrotic buzz that made the air taste like rot. I kicked off the sheets and swung my legs over the bed, boots hitting the scuffed linoleum with a thud. "Easy, mutt," I muttered, scratching behind his ears. He didn't yip, just pressed harder against me, a low rumble building in his throat. The shadows outside shifted, coiling like smoke from a fresh corpse, and my wards on the doorframe flickered weakly. Whatever was out there, it was already too close.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand, screen lighting up with Rufus Kane's name. I snatched it, thumbing the answer as I yanked on my hoodie, the one stained with grave dirt from last week's clusterfuck. "Tatum Locke," I growled, voice rough from sleep and that lingering dream-void.

"Enforcer," Rufus slurred, his bourbon breath practically seeping through the line. "Got a mess in the Okefenokee fringes. Swamp dredgers hit somethin' big—mass grave, dozens of skeletons. Treaty signatories, fresh as yesterday's kill. But here's the kicker: souls are gone. Ripped clean. No echoes, nothin'." He paused, and I heard the clink of a flask. "Need you out here yesterday. Registry's breathin' down my neck, but this ain't natural."

"On my way," I said, already stuffing my ritual kit into my battered duffel—silver wards, sage bundles, ghost-iron knife, the works. Rufus grunted something profane about mosquitoes and hung up. I glanced at Hades, who was pawing at the door now, eyes locked on whatever lurked beyond. My veins throbbed in rhythm, pulling toward the swamp like a fishhook in my gut.Not now,I told the power surging inside me. I grabbed my keys, slung the bag over my shoulder, and hauled ass to the truck, Hades leaping into the passenger seat with a snarl.

The humid night wrapped around me like a wet blanket as I gunned the engine, tires spitting gravel from my Savannah trailer park. Headlights cut through the dark, illuminating Spanish moss dangling like nooses from the oaks. The Okefenokee fringes weren't far, but the drive felt eternal, black veins itching under my skin, the nightmare's voids replaying in flashes—endless nothing, devouring everything. Hades vibrated the whole way, his glow pulsing brighter with every mile. My phone pinged again: Gideon's text.Pride scouts found rune marks on borders. Corrupted shit. Stay sharp, Tate.I gripped the wheel tighter, amber-eyed Alpha's warning hitting like a gut punch. Gideon Nash didn't text unless it was bad.

Rufus waited at the site, his rumpled trench coat flapping in the bog breeze, barrel chest heaving under the paunch. Floodlights from the dredgers cast harsh shadows over the churned mud, where bones poked up like broken teeth. Dozens of skeletons, twisted in agony, clothes rotted to rags but badges glinting—treaty signatories, enforcers from every faction who'd signed the Savannah accords. Rufus thrust a tablet at me, scans glowing with necrotic voids: bones hollowed out, no soul residue. "Total wipeout," he grumbled, uncapping his flask for a swig. Bourbon stench mixed with swamp rot. "Tried my scanners. Nothin'. Like they never had souls to begin with."

"Bullshit," I snapped, dropping to my knees in the muck. Mosquitoes swarmed, biting through my hoodie, but I ignored them. Hades snarled at the tree line, hackles up. I unpacked my kit, drawing a hasty circle with salt and my own blood—quick prick of the thumb, smear it in the dirt. The air thickened, humid weight pressing down as I lit the sage bundle, smoke curling thick and acrid. "Spirits of the bound," I chanted, voice steady despite the burn in my veins, "rise and speak. Who took your essence? What devoured your light?" Power flowed from me, necrotic tug pulling hard, but the circle fizzled. No ghosts rose. Just cold emptiness, a void that reached back, hooking into my magic like greedy fingers. It yanked, and I gasped, black veins flaring hot. Pain lanced through my arms, mutation pulsing in response, feeding on the nothing.Get a grip, Locke,I thought, breaking the chant. The husks stayed silent, mocking me with their bare sockets.

Rufus scratched his balding pate, eyes bloodshot over his half-moons. "Told ya. Clean as a politician's conscience. But check this." He nodded to a nearby cypress, bark scarred with a glowing rune—pulsing sickly green, reeking of old death. Hades lunged at it, yipping furiously, tiny fangs snapping at the air. I pocketed a bone shard from the pit, etched with matching death-runes, unfamiliar and vicious. They hummed against my skin, whispering power I didn't trust. My veins burned hotter now, black lines creeping toward my elbows, mutation accelerating in the void's presence.This ain't just a grave,I realized.It's a goddamn declaration.

My phone rang again, Valerian's name flashing. I answered, trudging back to the truck as Rufus grumbled about paperwork and offered another flask swig—which I declined with a glare. "Tatum," Valerian's voice slid over the line, silk over steel, that aristocratic lilt laced with command. "Rufus informed me. The voids are spreading. Return to the coven safehouse immediately. My people will handle perimeter."

"Handle my ass," I shot back, sarcasm dripping like swamp water. "These are my dead, Croft. Someone's poaching my territory, and I'm not hiding behind your fang brigade." His silence stretched, heavy with that calculating patience, the kind that made my skin prickle with unwanted heat. The triad bond tugged faintly, his ancient essence brushing mine—a velvet power play even over the phone.

"Insolence suits you," he murmured, dry wit cutting through. "But defy me at your peril, Grave-Speaker. The rival is ancient. He will sense your mutation." Click. Arrogant bloodsucker. I tossed the phone into the cupholder, veins throbbing in protest. Gideon texted again:Marks match old Carolina shit. Pride's locking borders. You need backup?I typed back quick:Handled. Stay frosty.But the pull from both men gnawed at me, their essences stirring something primal amid the crisis. Morally gray bastards, anchoring me whether I liked it or not.

The drive back was a blur of humid night and pulsing pain, bone shard warm in my pocket like a live coal. Hades paced the seat, growling low. My trailer loomed in the headlights, wards still flickering but dimmer, shadows thicker now. I killed the engine, grabbed my kit, and Hades bolted out, digging frantically at the doorframe. Splinters flew from his paws, and a chill slithered down my spine—first wraith whispers echoed inside, faint hisses like wind through cracked bones.Already here,I realized, hand going to my knife. The voids from the grave hadn't stayed buried. They'd followed me home.

I paused at the door, breath fogging in the sudden cold. Hades' vibrations intensified, eyes glowing fierce as he pawed harder, tiny body quaking against the wood. The whispers grew, layered and hungry:Empty... give... void...My black veins surged in answer, power coiling unbidden, mutation eager for the fight. Rufus's scans flashed in my mind—total soul erasure, no echoes. This was invasion, pure and simple. Some ancient fuck ripping magic from the roots, targeting me next. I gripped the doorknob, silver wards humming against my scarred palm.Come on, then,I thought, sarcasm my armor.Let's see what you've got.

Inside, the air hung heavy, trailer dim save for the glow of my veins casting eerie shadows on the walls. Hades darted ahead, snarling at the corners where darkness pooled unnaturally deep. The bone shard burned hotter in my pocket, runes pulsing in sync with the whispers. I dropped my duffel, sage bundle already in hand, but hesitated. The mutation whispered temptations—raw power to fill the voids, to claim what was taken.No,I shoved it down, pragmatic survivor kicking in. Rituals first, surrender never.

Flashback to the swamp hit hard: Rufus's flask glint, the silent husks, that cypress rune glowing like a taunt. Treaty signatories gone, factions on edge. Gideon's texts painted borders crawling with corruption, pride scouts dodging whatever shambling shit this rival cooked up. Valerian's demand echoed, possessive edge sharpening the triad pull. They were right to worry; my arms looked like a junkie's worst day, black veins forking toward my shoulders now. Pain lanced sharp, but so did the thrill—power like I'd never touched, dark and intoxicating.

Hades yipped sharply, lunging at the floorboards where mist began to curl. Wraith tendrils, early scouts from the grave. I lit the sage, smoke billowing, but the whispers only laughed, faint and mocking. My phone buzzed—Gideon again:Raids inbound? Say word.Valerian following:Do not engage alone.Too late for that. I pocketed the shard deeper, wards clinking, and faced the encroaching dark. Home sweet fucking home.

The mutation clawed higher, promising strength if I'd just let go. Hades pressed against my boot, anchor in the storm. Whatever this rival was—Ezra Blackthorn or some other soul-sucking prick—they'd picked the wrong Grave-Speaker to fuck with. Veins burning, knife drawn, I stepped fully inside, door slamming shut behind me. The whispers rose to a shriek, and battle lines drew in the stale trailer air.
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I slammed the door shut behind me, the trailer air thick with that bone-chilling rot. Hades lunged forward, his tiny body a black blur, snapping at the swirling mist rising from the floorboards. Translucent horrors coalesced there, wraith forms twisting into shape—hollow mouths gaping wide, draining the ambient magic from my wards like leeches on a vein. Their shrieks pierced the air, high and grating, pulling at my skin with icy fingers.

"Fuck you," I snarled, dropping my duffel and yanking sage bundles from the side pocket. I lit them with a Zippo flick, the flame dancing wild in the dim light, and hurled the first bomb straight into the mass. Smoke billowed thick, sage stench clashing with their void-stink, but the wraiths only laughed, ethereal forms shimmering through it. Hades darted between their tendrils, yipping fierce, his glow pulsing brighter as he nipped at the edges.

My black veins throbbed in response, mutation surging unbidden. I chanted hasty wards, voice rough and commanding, salt scattering from my fist in a wide arc. "By bone and blood, by earth and void, begone you soul-thieving shits!" Power ripped from me, raw and jagged, slamming into the nearest wraith. It convulsed, hollow mouth stretching wider, but I felt the backlash hit like a freight train. Black veins flared hot up my arms, forking toward my shoulders, pain lancing deep as my magic twisted against itself.

Two wraiths coiled closer, their forms solidifying into gaunt, eyeless faces with jagged teeth. I grabbed my ghost-iron knife, slashing at the first, the blade passing through mist but searing where it connected. Hades bowled into the second's leg-tendril, vibrations shaking the floorboards. The mutation clawed higher, whispering temptations of dominance, and I let it loose—raw force binding the wraiths by sheer will. They shrieked, voices layering into a cacophony: "Ezra... Blackthorn... claims... the voids..." Their forms dissolved into wisps, sucked back into the floor, leaving scorch marks and the echo of their master's name hanging heavy.

I staggered back, chest heaving, veins receding slow but burning like hellfire. Hades pressed against my boot, whining low, his eyes still locked on the shadows. Exhaustion slammed into me, knees buckling as I slid down the wall. The bone shard in my pocket hummed hot, confirming the name—Ezra Blackthorn, some ancient rival from Carolina exiles, poaching my territory with soul-devouring bullshit. My trailer reeked of sage and scorched ether, wards flickering back to life but weaker now. No time to collapse. I hauled myself up, grabbed fresh gear, and whistled for Hades. "We're out. Coven safehouse. Those bloodsuckers have better walls."

The drive through humid Savannah night blurred, truck tires humming on cracked asphalt, Hades vibrating in the seat beside me. My arms ached, black veins fading to faint shadows under my hoodie sleeves, but the triad pull gnawed insistent—Gideon's feral amber heat, Valerian's icy silk command. I gripped the wheel tighter, sarcasm my shield.Great, just what I need: two morally gray bastards stirring shit while ancient dickhead necromancer crashes my home.Streetlights cast long shadows, moss-draped oaks whispering warnings, and Hades growled at every flicker.

Valerian's coven safehouse loomed on the outskirts, a marble monstrosity disguised as old money estate, eternal candles flickering behind wrought-iron gates. Guards nodded me through, fangs glinting in the low light, and I parked beside a sleek black limo. Hades bolted out, yipping at the grand doors as they swung open. Valerian Croft stood there in tailored black silk, lean frame exuding lethal elegance, ice-blue eyes sweeping over me with possessive hunger. They locked on my arms, scanning the fading black veins like a predator scenting weakness.

"Tatum," he murmured, voice silken melodic with that archaic Southern lilt, drawing me inside with a hand at my lower back. The touch sparked heat, triad bond flaring, but I shrugged it off, stepping into marble halls lit by those undying candles. "Your timing is exquisite. Though you look as if the graves have claimed a piece of you."

"Wraiths crashed my trailer," I shot back, voice gritty with fatigue. "Direct hit. They named Ezra Blackthorn before I smoked 'em." Hades scampered ahead, sniffing the polished floors, his bat-ears twitching at hidden corners. Valerian led me to a side chamber, velvet drapes and crystal decanters gleaming, a silver tray waiting with medical tools. Clinical intimacy radiated from him as he gestured to a chaise, eyes gleaming with ancient hunger.

"Your blood, Grave-Speaker. For analysis." His fingers brushed my arm, cool and precise, rolling up my sleeve. Black veins pulsed faintly under his gaze, and he drew a syringe slow, the prick sending a shiver through me. Possessive, yeah—his touch lingered, thumb tracing a scar as crimson filled the vial. Heat stirred low despite the crisis, bond pulling insistent, scents of aged bourbon and midnight silk wrapping around me. He analyzed it under a glowing rune-lamp, brow furrowing slightly. "Confirmed. Rival necromancer taint, matching Carolina exiles. Blackthorn's signature—soul consumption pure and total. He's marked you."

Before I could snap back, the doors burst open, Gideon Nash storming in like a thundercloud. Towering at six-four, shaggy black hair streaked silver, amber eyes feral and glowing, leather jacket straining over scarred muscle. He shoved pride reports into my hands, snarling low. "Swamp shifters corrupted, Tate. Milky eyes, shambling like the dead. Borders breached." His gaze raked Valerian, hackles rising, beast rumble vibrating the air. Hades yipped at him approvingly, darting to his boots.

Valerian didn't flinch, setting the vial down with deliberate calm. "Panther. Your reports are noted. But raids now would be folly. We need intel—"

"Fuck your intel," Gideon growled, gravelly voice thick with Southern grit, stepping closer until they chest-butted tension. "We hit the swamps hard, rip out the rot before it spreads to my pride." His amber eyes flicked to me, possessive fire banking the rage, and the triad scents hit full force—Gideon's wild musk and earth, Valerian's crisp eternity—stirring unwanted heat in my core. My veins throbbed in rhythm, mutation feeding on the pull, body responding despite my sarcasm.Of all the times for this bond bullshit to crank up...

"Enough," I barked, shoving between them, reports crumpling in my fist. "Gideon's right about the threat, Croft's right about not charging blind. Blackthorn's ancient, soul-ripping fuck. We plan." Tension crackled, their stares pinning me, heat coiling tighter. Hades yipped sharp at a hidden coven camera in the corner, shadows dancing oddly there, but I ignored him, pulling the bone shard from my pocket. It hummed warm, runes glowing faint.

I gripped it tight, testing its pull, and visions flashed hard—Ezra Blackthorn's gaunt form, hollow cheeks and milky eyes, chanting over mass graves in the swamp depths. Stringy iron-gray hair whipped in necrotic wind, skeletal hands weaving voids that sucked souls like vacuums. He turned in the vision, blind gaze piercing straight to me, rasping whisper echoing: "Your power will feed my legion, Locke." I gasped, dropping the shard, veins flaring black again as backlash hit. Gideon lunged, massive frame pinning me steady against the chaise, his rumble vibrating through my chest, hands gripping my hips firm. Valerian was there in a blur, cool fingers on my wrist, checking pulse with clinical possessiveness.

"Breathe through it," Gideon rumbled, breath hot on my neck, body heat chasing the chill. The contact amplified the bond, heat pooling low, my hips shifting instinctive against his hold. Valerian's eyes darkened, hunger sharpening as he leaned in, lips brushing my ear. "The shard anchors his trace. Use it wisely, my love." Their scents overwhelmed, primal and commanding, stirring a detailed ache between my thighs. I shoved them back, sarcasm cutting the haze. "Down, boys. Crisis first, power play later."

My phone rang shrill, shattering the moment—Registry panic, Rufus Kane's bourbon-slurred voice blasting through. "Tatum, more voids. City cemeteries hit. Souls gone, wraiths swarming headstones. Registry's losing its shit." Gideon's growl deepened, Valerian straightened with lethal calm. Tension crackled thicker, their eyes on me hungry and fierce. I grabbed my gear bag, knife sheathed at my hip, sage restocked. Hades pawed insistent at the door, ready. Blackthorn had invaded my home, named himself, triggered the bond's fire. Time to hunt the bastard.

Valerian's hand caught my arm as I moved, cool touch sparking again. "Not alone." Gideon's nod was feral agreement, amber eyes promising violence. The triad pull intensified, their presences anchoring my mutation even as it terrified me. Fine. We'd face this together—vampire master, panther alpha, and the Grave-Speaker with voids in her veins. Ezra Blackthorn wouldn't know what hit him.

But as we stepped into the hall, Hades yipping at that camera again, the heat lingered, bond whispering temptations of surrender amid the storm. My veins pulsed steady now, power humming darker, hungrier.Hold on to your humanity, Locke,I thought, sarcasm bitter.Or let these two drag you into the abyss.The marble floors echoed our steps, candles flickering like trapped souls, and the night waited hungry outside.

Gideon slung an arm around my shoulders, possessive weight grounding me, his growl low for my ears only. "Pride's got your back, Tate. No swamp fuck takes what's mine." Valerian flanked my other side, fingers trailing my spine with velvet threat. "Nor mine. The coven mobilizes at dawn." Their touches burned, explicit promise threading the words, power play thick as swamp fog. My body responded traitorously, nipples hardening under my hoodie, core clenching at the dual claim. Profanity rose in my throat, but I swallowed it, pragmatic survivor mode kicking in hard.

We paused in the foyer, maps unrolling on an antique table—swamp fringes marked red, city cemeteries circled black. Rufus's update painted grim pictures: fresh husks in Oak Grove, wraiths dragging essence from fresh burials. "He's building something," I muttered, tracing a rune pattern matching the shard. "Legion from the voids." Gideon slammed a fist down, cracking marble faintly, amber eyes blazing. "Then we raid at first light. Lena's scouting trails."

Valerian arched a brow, silken voice dry. "And walk into traps? No. My fledglings infiltrate first, drain intel from the corrupted." Gideon whirled on him, fangs flashing. "Your leeches stay out of pride lands, fang-face." I stepped in again, shoving reports aside. "Argue later. Bond's pulling hard tonight—use it." Admitting it sent heat flushing my cheeks, but the mutation fed on their proximity, veins stabilizing under dual essences. Hades circled our feet, vibrations easing, his glow dimming to content.

Hours blurred in strategy, candlelight dancing shadows on their faces—Gideon's scarred intensity, Valerian's flawless calculation. Scents mingled intoxicating, musk and silk stirring visions of tangled limbs, blood-smeared skin, primal claims amid the grit. Gideon's hand found my thigh under the table, rough palm squeezing with gravelly promise. "After this, Tate... you and me, no holding back." Valerian's foot hooked mine, cool intent gleaming. "Us."

I met their stares, sarcasm fading to gritty resolve. "Win first. Then maybe." But the pull promised more—detailed intimacy forged in blood and power, morally gray surrender to the triad's fire. Phone silenced, shard pocketed, gear ready. Ezra's wraiths had welcomed themselves to my world. Time for payback.

As dawn's first gray light filtered through stained glass, we moved out—truck revving, limo purring behind. Hades rode shotgun, eyes on the road ahead. Veins quiet now, but the heat lingered, bond unbreakable. Blackthorn had fucked with the wrong crew.
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Lena Warrick led us through the Okefenokee Swamp trails, her lithe frame slicing ahead like a blade through kudzu-choked vines. Her green eyes slitted narrow, tracking fresh prints in the muck that smelled too much like rot and wrongness. Gideon prowled at my side, his massive shoulders brushing mine with every step, amber eyes glowing faint in the pre-dawn haze. Hades stuck close to my boots, his tiny body vibrating low, bat-ears twitching at shadows only he could sense. The air hung thick, humid as a fever dream, cypress knees poking from blackwater like drowned fingers.

"Tracks are fresh," Lena muttered, her voice a clipped predatory snarl with that Southern twang. She crouched low, fingers tracing claw marks gouged deep into a cypress root. "Not pride. Something twisted. Smells like your dead-boy problems, enforcer." She shot me a feral grin, honey-blonde braids swinging, bone beads clacking soft. I nodded, gripping my ritual knife tighter, the bone shard from Valerian's safehouse burning hot in my pocket. Black veins itched under my sleeves, mutation whispering temptations I shoved down hard.

Gideon growled low, the sound rumbling through his chest like distant thunder. "Lena's right. Pride betas reported shamblers last night. Milky-eyed fucks stumbling from the deep swamp." His hand found my lower back, possessive weight steadying me against the pull of the triad bond. Heat sparked there, unwanted but insistent, his wild musk mixing with the bog stench. I shrugged it off, sarcasm my armor. "Great. Soul-suckin' party in my backyard. Let's crash it before Blackthorn sends invites."

We pushed deeper, vines snagging at my hoodie, mud sucking at my scuffed boots. Hades yipped sharp, pawing at a twisted stump ahead. Lena froze, her claw-scarred cheeks tightening. "There. Totems." We gathered close, the air turning colder, void energy pulsing like a bad heartbeat. Cypress stakes rose from the mire, carved deep with soul-siphon runes that glowed sickly black. They hummed low, drawing essence from the air, and nearby—shifters' corpses sprawled, drained to husks. Skin sallow and stretched tight over bones, eyes milky voids staring at nothing. My stomach twisted, recognition slamming hard. Just like the mass grave.

"Fuck," I breathed, stepping closer despite Gideon's warning rumble. Hades vibrated fierce against my leg, obsidian eyes glowing. One totem pulsed stronger, runes writhing like worms. I drew my ritual knife, silver wards glinting, and slashed deep into the wood. Power surged from me, necrotic force clashing with the void—binding it, disrupting the siphon. But feedback hit like lightning, ripping at my veins. Black lines flared hot up my arms, forking wild, pain lancing deep as the totem's curse clawed back. I staggered, vision blurring, knees buckling into the muck.

Gideon's arms wrapped around me in a blur, his massive frame pinning me steady against his chest. Beast rumble vibrated through us both, deep and primal, chasing the chill. "Easy, Tate," he growled gravelly, breath hot on my neck, hips pressing firm to hold me upright. His scarred hands gripped my waist, thumbs digging into hipbones, power play thick as the humidity. Heat pooled low despite the agony, triad bond amplifying every touch, my core clenching against his unyielding bulk. Black veins throbbed in rhythm with his pulse, mutation feeding on his essence, stabilizing jagged. I gasped, nails digging into his leather jacket, body arching instinctive into the anchor. "Shit... it's pulling... hard."

Lena watched wary, green eyes flicking between us, but she kept her post, knife out. "Pride betas are turning hostile. Found two more like these husks shambling back to camp. Milky-eyed from totem exposure. They're snarling at anything alive." Gideon nodded once, rumble fading as my veins receded slow. He didn't let go right away, possessive hold lingering, amber eyes dark with hunger. "We'll burn the rest. No more totems on pride land." I shoved free finally, cheeks flushing, sarcasm biting. "Yeah, after I don't puke. Blackthorn's marking territory with my own damn magic."

We torched the stakes quick, flames hissing unnatural in the damp, void energy screaming as it died. Hades pawed insistent at the ashes, sniffing runes that matched Miriam's warnings. Back at Gideon's pride camp, mud churned deep from heavy boots, fires crackled low under moss-draped oaks. Betas eyed me warily from the shadows, whispers slithering like snakes. "Her veins... black as the void." "She's turning like the husks." Fear hung thick, mixing with the smoke of roasting gator. Gideon strode in alpha command, fangs flashing at a murmuring cluster. "Eyes front, pack. She's triad. Ours." His growl silenced them, amber gaze sweeping possessive, but tension simmered.

I knelt by the fire, totem fragments spread under lantern light, runes pulsing faint. Hazel eyes shadowed, I traced the carvings, bone shard humming in echo. "Soul-mercy cults. Miriam warned of this—ancient shit where they 'free' souls by devouring them whole." Gideon loomed behind, hand heavy on my shoulder. "Buildin' an army from the drained." Lena nodded, tossing a waterskin my way. "Pride intel says more totems deeper. Scouts vanishing." Hades growled low at the camp perimeter, shadows thickening unnatural there.

A sleek black limo purred into camp then, cutting the grit like a knife. Valerian Croft stepped out, coven guards flanking—pale faces, fangs glinting. His raven hair swept back, ice-blue eyes locking on me with calculating hunger, tailored midnight silk hugging his lean frame. "Tatum. Reports of your... discovery reached me." His voice silken melodic, archaic lilt wrapping velvet threat. Gideon stiffened, rumble building, but Valerian ignored him, handing over a slim folder. "Vampire fledglings vanishing into voids. Drained mid-hunt, husks left with Blackthorn's mark."

I flipped the pages, photos matching the swamp horrors. "Totems are active siphons. Pulling from the living now." Valerian knelt graceful beside me, cool fingers brushing mine on a rune photo, spark jumping. Triad pull intensified, his crisp eternity scent mingling with Gideon's musk, stirring heat low. "Indeed. Coven borders breached. We unite forces." Gideon snorted, arms crossing massive. "Your leeches stay back. Pride handles its own." Tension crackled, power play thick, their stares clashing over my head.
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