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I stalked through the East End's fog-choked arteries, each breath coating my lungs with coal dust and desperation. The moon hung fat and accusatory above London's jagged skyline, not yet full but swollen enough to make my skin crawl with anticipation. Three nights until the change would force itself upon me, three nights of relative freedom before the beast demanded its monthly tribute of flesh and fury.

My boots struck cobblestones slick with something I refused to identify. The stench of rotting fish from the docks mingled with the yeasty reek of the brewery and the ever-present miasma of human waste. To ordinary noses, it would be merely offensive. To mine, it told stories—layers of information about who had passed through, what they'd eaten, whether they'd been afraid.

A woman's scream pierced the night, then cut off abruptly. My head snapped toward the sound, nostrils flaring. The wolf stirred beneath my skin, eager for violence.

Not yet. Not until we know.

I slipped between buildings, navigating the warren of alleys with the ease of long familiarity. The East End had been my hunting ground since Gabriel first brought me here as a boy, teaching me to track by scent through London's labyrinthine underbelly. "This is where they hide," he'd told me, his amber eyes reflecting gaslight. "The monsters who think themselves above the law."

Monsters like the ones who'd torn my parents apart while I cowered in a linen closet, breathing in the copper-penny stink of their blood.

The memory rose unbidden, sharp as broken glass. My father's roar as he transformed, desperate to protect us. My mother's voice, steady despite her terror, whispering for me to run, to hide, to survive. The wet, meaty sounds of vampire teeth tearing through werewolf flesh.

I shook my head, forcing the images back into their box. Twenty-four years had passed since that night. Twenty-four years of training, hunting, killing. The debt remained unpaid.

A flicker of movement caught my eye—a shadow detaching itself from deeper darkness. I pressed against cold brick, becoming part of the night. The figure moved with unnatural grace, too fluid for human joints. Its cloak billowed despite the absence of wind.

Vampire.

The wolf surged forward, clawing at my restraint. I tamped it down with practiced effort, though my fingernails lengthened to points against the rough stone wall. Patience had never come naturally to my kind. The Crimson Paw were hunters, warriors, executioners—not spies. But Gabriel had drilled the lesson into me with painful thoroughness: information before action.

The vampire paused at a crossroads, head tilting like a curious bird. Its hood fell back, revealing a woman's face—porcelain-pale with lips the color of fresh bruises. She lifted her nose, scenting the air much as I had moments before.

I remained motionless, controlling even my breathing. The crimson cloak I wore—a symbol of my pack and position—had been treated with herbs to mask my scent from other predators. Still, vampires possessed senses nearly as keen as our own.

She turned slowly, scanning the shadows. For an instant, her gaze passed over my hiding place, and I glimpsed eyes like polished obsidian—no whites, no iris, just bottomless black. Not a common vampire then. Something older. More dangerous.

My hand found the silver-bladed knife at my belt. The metal burned slightly against my skin, a reminder of its efficacy against my own kind as well as hers. The wolf whined, eager for the hunt to begin.

The vampire smiled suddenly, revealing teeth filed to delicate points. "I know you're there, puppy," she called, her voice musical and mocking. "I can hear your heart beating. Smell your anger. Why not come out and play?"

I remained still. Vampires lie as easily as they breathe—which is to say, not at all. This one wanted me to reveal myself, to abandon caution for the sake of pride.

She laughed, the sound like glass breaking. "No? Perhaps another time, then." She blew a kiss toward my hiding place, then dissolved into a mist that slithered away between the cobblestones.

I exhaled slowly, unclenching muscles gone rigid with tension. The vampire's presence in the East End troubled me. Her kind preferred the West End, with its theaters and gentleman's clubs—places where the wealthy and powerful gathered, ripe for manipulation and feeding. What business brought her to this squalid corner of the city?

The answer came as I rounded the next corner. The body lay sprawled across the alley, limbs arranged with deliberate care. A boy, no more than twelve, his throat torn open and his chest cavity splayed wide. The heart was missing.

I crouched beside him, ignoring the stench of death that clogged my nostrils. His eyes stared sightlessly at the night sky, reflecting distant stars. A chimney sweep, judging by the soot ground into his skin and clothes. No one who would be missed, except perhaps by whatever master had owned his labor.

My fingers brushed his forehead, closing eyelids already growing stiff with rigor. "I'll find who did this," I promised softly. "They'll pay in blood."

But even as I spoke the words, I knew this killing was different. Vampires feed on blood, not organs. They didn't arrange their victims like grotesque dolls. This bore the hallmarks of ritual, not hunger.

Something glinted in the boy's clenched fist. I pried open rigid fingers to reveal a silver coin, its surface etched with a spiral pattern that seemed to writhe in the gaslight. The metal burned against my skin, but I forced myself to examine it closely. The spiral terminated in a stylized raven, its eye a tiny chip of obsidian.

The coin matched descriptions I'd heard from Gabriel—tokens left by the Winter Court's assassins. Fae killers who collected hearts for purposes no mortal mind could comprehend.

I pocketed the coin, ignoring its sting against my thigh. If the Winter Court operated in London again, the Compact that kept peace between supernatural factions would shatter. War would follow, with humans caught in the crossfire.

The East End would suffer first and worst, as it always did.

Rising to my feet, I scanned the rooftops and shadows. The vampire woman was gone, but her presence near this killing raised questions. The fae and the vampires had been enemies for centuries. If they now worked together, something fundamental had shifted in London's supernatural landscape.

I needed to alert Gabriel and the pack. We would need allies—perhaps even that private detective I'd heard rumors about, the one who worked with Scotland Yard's supernatural division.

The wolf inside me paced restlessly, sensing the hunt to come. I welcomed its eagerness now. Soon enough, I would give it free rein to track the killers who threatened my city.

My parents' murderers would have to wait. This took precedence—not just for the pack's safety, but for all of London. The dead boy's face burned in my memory, joining the gallery of victims I carried within me. Each one a promise of vengeance unfulfilled.

I melted back into the fog, following the vampire's fading scent trail. The East End stretched before me, a hunting ground ripe with secrets and dangers. My territory. My responsibility.

The Crimson Paw would protect what was theirs. I would make certain of it.

***
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THE PINS MOCKED ME from the map, each crimson point a silent accusation. I traced the pattern with my fingertip, careful not to smudge the chalk markings I'd drawn connecting them. The gaslight above my desk sputtered, casting my shadow in grotesque proportions across Inspector Fletcher's scowling face.

"Random killings, Bellamy. Street violence. Nothing more." Fletcher's voice grated like a rusty hinge. His yellowed teeth flashed beneath his mustache as he jabbed a thick finger at my carefully annotated map. "You're wasting Yard resources chasing phantoms."

I straightened, smoothing my skirts with deliberate calm. My enchanted pendant warmed against my breastbone, a subtle warning I'd learned to heed.

"With respect, Inspector, random killings don't extract specific organs according to lunar phases." I tapped the first pin. "Heart removed during waxing crescent." Another pin. "Liver during first quarter." A third. "Eyes during waxing gibbous."

Fletcher's nostrils flared, the wolf in him barely contained beneath his human veneer. "Coincidence. Or a madman's fancy."

"Seven victims. Seven organs. Seven phases." My voice remained steady despite the familiar burn of anger in my chest. "The spiral pattern carved into each corpse matches ancient Winter Court sacrificial rites."

"Your obsession with fairy tales—"

"Is why the Commissioner assigned me to this case." I cut him off, a liberty that made his face flush crimson. "These aren't random acts of violence. They're ritual sacrifices with specific purposes."

Fletcher's gloved hand slammed onto my desk, rattling ink bottles and sending my father's pocket watch spinning. "Purpose? What bloody purpose could there be in gutting street urchins?"

The pendant at my throat pulsed hot, then ice-cold. My breath caught. Something powerful stirred nearby – a presence that made the air taste of metal and frost.

"We'll continue this discussion later, Inspector." I reached for my greatcoat, fingers finding the hidden pockets where my alchemical vials nestled.

Fletcher blocked my path, his bulk an immovable obstacle. "We're not finished, Bellamy."

"Something's happening." I slipped past him, my hand already closing around the brass handle of my service, self-reloading flintlock pistol. "Near Blackfriars Bridge."

"Damn it, woman—"

But I'd already descended the stairs, my boots striking a staccato rhythm on the worn steps. The pendant pulled me forward, its enchantment tugging like an invisible thread. London's evening fog embraced me, cold tendrils slithering beneath my collar as I navigated the labyrinthine streets.

Gas lamps cast sickly halos through the mist, illuminating cobblestones slick with recent rain. My breath plumed before me, crystallizing in the unnatural chill. The pendant grew colder still, frost forming along its silver chain.

Winter Court magic... Strong enough to affect the physical world...

Blackfriars loomed ahead, its stone arches disappearing into swirling fog. The bridge stood empty, abandoned to the night and whatever lurked within its shadows. My steps slowed as I approached, every sense straining against the supernatural silence.

The first sound came as a mechanical click – precise, deliberate, utterly inhuman. My hand found my flintlock pistol, drawing it in a fluid motion born of years of practice. The pendant directed my gaze upward, to where a shape perched atop a gas lamp.

A raven. But wrong...

Its feathers gleamed with metallic luster, too perfect in their symmetry. Wings folded with the precision of clockwork, joints moving in unnatural increments. Its head rotated toward me – a full one-hundred-eighty degrees – revealing eyes of polished obsidian that reflected no light.

Our gazes locked. The creature's beak parted, revealing gears where a tongue should be. A sound emerged – not a caw, but the whirring of tiny mechanisms.

"What are you?" I whispered, the words escaping unbidden.

The raven's head tilted at an impossible angle. Then, with a sound like scissors through silk, its wings unfurled. Each feather caught the lamplight, revealing intricate etchings along the vanes – the same spiral pattern carved into the victims.

My flintlock pistol rose, tracking the creature as it launched itself skyward. The pendant burned against my skin, urging pursuit. I fired once, the report echoing across the empty bridge. A single metal feather spiraled down, landing at my feet with a musical chime.

The mechanical raven wheeled overhead, its flight path describing the same spiral as its markings. Then it dove into the fog, a streak of midnight against the gray.

It knows I'm following. It wants me to follow.

The rational part of my mind screamed warning, but the pendant pulled me forward. I snatched up the fallen feather, its edge sharp enough to slice my glove. A drop of blood welled, freezing instantly on contact with the metal.

"Bloody hell," I muttered, pocketing the feather and giving chase.

The raven led me through a maze of narrow streets, always just visible enough to follow. My boots splashed through puddles that reflected fractured images of the creature's flight. The buildings pressed closer, leaning inward like curious spectators to some macabre performance.

A child's wooden toy lay abandoned in my path – a half-carved otter, its features rough but recognizable. I faltered, remembering the reports of missing children near the river. The pendant tugged insistently, drawing my attention back to my quarry.

The mechanical raven perched momentarily on a chimney stack, its head rotating to ensure I still followed. Steam billowed around it from a nearby vent, wreathing its form in ghostly tendrils. Then it was airborne again, wings beating with metronomic precision.

I pursued it down an alley where shadows moved independent of their casters. The cobblestones beneath my feet shifted subtly, rearranging themselves into familiar spiral patterns. My breath came in ragged gasps, visible in the unnatural cold that accompanied the raven's passage.

The pendant grew heavier with each step, its enchantment straining against whatever power animated the mechanical bird. I pressed on, determined to discover the creature's purpose and the hand that crafted it.

Find the raven, find the killer. Find the killer, stop the rituals.

The hunt carried me deeper into London's twisted heart, where gas lamps flickered and died, surrendering to darkness that seemed almost alive. Still, I followed the metallic gleam of wings, my resolve hardening with each step.

Whatever waited at the end of this chase, I would face it. The victims deserved nothing less.

***

[image: ]


THE STENCH OF DEATH clung to my nostrils, a miasma of copper and offal that no amount of lavender oil dabbed beneath my nose could mask. I crouched beside the victim, my skirts pooling around me on cobblestones slick with blood and morning dew. The body –what remained of it– told a story more horrific than most could bear to read.

"Spiral pattern..." I murmured, tracing the air above the wound without touching the ravaged flesh. "Precision cuts... Ritualistic removal of the heart..."

My enchanted pendant thrummed against my collarbone, its silver chain growing colder with proximity to the corpse. The magic that had killed this poor soul lingered like a foul perfume, detectable only to those with the right senses. Winter Court magic, but twisted into something perverse.

The mechanical raven's feather burned in my pocket, its unnatural chill seeping through the fabric of my coat. I'd followed the creature for hours last night, only to lose it in the fog near the Thames. Now, in the harsh light of morning, another body awaited my scrutiny.

"Bellamy!" 

Inspector Fletcher's voice cut through my concentration like a dull blade. His boots splashed through puddles as he approached, each step deliberate and heavy with authority. The constables flanking him kept their eyes averted from the grisly scene, their faces pale beneath their helmets.

"Sir." I straightened, my knees protesting after so long in a crouch. My voice remained level, professional, betraying none of the irritation his presence inevitably sparked.

Fletcher's nostrils flared as he surveyed the corpse, his mustache twitching with distaste. "Another one for your collection of oddities, I see."

"This is the fifth victim with the same markings." I gestured to the spiral carved into the chest cavity. "The same precision. The same—"

"The same wild theories about supernatural nonsense." Fletcher cut me off with a dismissive wave. "The Commissioner is concerned about your... fixation, Bellamy."

My fingers found the pendant, its cold metal centering me. "With respect, sir, these are not random killings. They're ritual sacrifices with specific—"

"Enough." Fletcher's voice dropped to a dangerous growl. "You're to report to my office at noon. I have a new assignment for you."

The pendant pulsed against my palm, a warning. "Sir, I'm close to a breakthrough on this case. If you'd just—"

"A simple burglary case in Mayfair." Fletcher continued as if I hadn't spoken. "Wealthy merchant claims valuable artifacts were stolen. Nothing... unusual." His lips curled around the word with disdain.

"But sir—"

"And you'll be partnered with Michael Aurelius."

The name struck me like a physical blow. Michael Aurelius. The Crimson Paw's alpha. A werewolf who stalked London's shadows with the same determination I did, though our methods differed considerably.

"Aurelius is not Scotland Yard," I said carefully, measuring each word. "He's a private investigator with... unconventional methods."

Fletcher's smile didn't reach his eyes. "The merchant specifically requested him. And I specifically request you remember your place, Assistant Inspector Bellamy." He leaned closer, his breath hot against my face. "Your... peculiar talents are tolerated only so long as they produce results. Understood?"

The pendant grew colder still, responding to my anger. I forced my voice to remain steady. "Perfectly, sir."

"Noon. My office." Fletcher turned on his heel, gesturing for the constables to follow. "And Bellamy? Leave the occult nonsense behind. This is a simple theft case. Nothing more."

I watched him retreat, his broad back rigid with satisfaction at having diverted me from my true investigation. Only when he disappeared around the corner did I allow myself a single, sharp exhale of frustration.

The corpse stared up at me with empty eye sockets, its secrets still locked in death. I had precious little time before noon to document everything, to search for the clues Fletcher and his ilk would never see or understand.

My fingers worked quickly, sketching the spiral pattern in my notebook, noting the precise angle of each cut. The pendant guided my observations, growing warmer when I focused on significant details – the frost crystals along the wound edges, the faint smell of machine oil that shouldn't be present in a human body.

A constable approached hesitantly, clutching an envelope. "Miss Bellamy? This was left for you at the station."

I took it without looking up from my notes. "Thank you, Constable."

Only after completing my examination did I turn my attention to the envelope. No postmark, no official seal. Just my name in a bold, slashing hand I recognized immediately.

Something fluttered from the envelope as I opened it – a slip of paper that landed face-down on the cobblestones. I bent down and retrieved the note from the floor, addressed to me in familiar handwriting.

Unfolding it, I read:

Dear Elizabeth, I hope this note finds you well. I am writing to inform you that I have taken it upon myself to partner with you on your investigation into the white werewolf attacks. I believe my skills and knowledge will be of great assistance to you. Meet me at the docks at midnight. Come alone. Yours sincerely, Michael Aurelius

My eyes widened in surprise. Michael Aurelius, offering his help? The alpha of the Crimson Paw pack was notoriously territorial, preferring to handle supernatural threats within his domain without outside interference. For him to reach out...

The pendant warmed against my skin, no longer responding to danger but to possibility. Michael possessed knowledge of London's supernatural underbelly that even I, with all my studies and investigations, couldn't access. The werewolf community kept their secrets close, sharing them only with those they trusted implicitly.

And now he wanted to meet. At midnight. Alone.

My gaze returned to the corpse, to the spiral carved with inhuman precision. The white werewolf attacks had escalated in recent weeks, coinciding with the appearance of the mechanical ravens. Was there a connection? Did Michael know something I didn't?

The church bells tolled eleven, reminding me of Fletcher's summons. I gathered my notes and equipment, mind racing with possibilities. I would meet with Fletcher, accept the burglary case as ordered, and play the obedient assistant.

But when midnight struck, I would be at the docks, seeking answers from a werewolf who might hold the key to stopping the killings before more innocent blood stained London's streets.

What did Michael know that I didn't? Why was he so interested in my case?

A chill ran down my spine. I sensed I was about to enter a dangerous, mysterious world where nothing was as it seemed.

With a deep breath, I tucked the note into my pocket and left the crime scene, determined to uncover the truth behind the white werewolf attacks.

***
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I STALKED THE DOCKS with my senses stretched taut as bowstrings, each breath drawing in the Thames' fetid bouquet. Coal smoke and rotting fish competed with the sharper notes of human sweat and fear. My nostrils flared, sorting through the miasma for anything unnatural.

The moon hung bloated above London's jagged skyline, not yet full but swollen enough to make my skin prickle. My inner beast stirred restlessly beneath my human shell, claws scraping against the cage of my ribs.

— Not yet. Soon, but not yet.

I adjusted my crimson cloak, the weight of silver-tipped daggers reassuring against my thigh. The Bellamy woman would arrive at midnight—Scotland Yard's reluctant mystic with her alchemical baubles and academic theories. I'd read her file: brilliant but sheltered, dangerous in her naivety. The Crimson Paw needed allies within the Yard, especially with Fletcher's recent... activities.

A church bell tolled eleven, its bronze voice echoing across water slick with rainbow-hued pollution. I still had time to investigate the strange emanations that had drawn me here before our meeting.

The scent hit me first—ozone and copper, the unmistakable perfume of blood magic. My teeth ached in response, canines threatening to lengthen. I swallowed the growl building in my throat and moved toward the abandoned warehouse at the pier's end, each step silent despite my size.

The building exhaled decay through broken windows, its wooden bones rotting from decades of neglect. Faint light flickered through gaps in the boarded entrance—not the steady glow of gas lamps, but the erratic dance of ceremonial flames.

I pressed my ear against splintered timber. Voices chanted in discordant harmony, their words a bastardized mixture of Latin and something older, something that made my wolf bristle with ancestral memory.

"Corvus spiralis, sanguis potentia," they intoned. "Thrice bound, thrice broken."

My fingers found the silver coin in my pocket, its spiral pattern suddenly burning against my skin. Raven. Spiral. Blood power. The pieces aligned with sickening clarity.

The warehouse door yielded to my shoulder with a protesting shriek of rusted hinges. Five robed figures froze mid-chant, their faces hidden behind crude masks fashioned from raven feathers and clockwork gears. At the center of their circle lay a child—unconscious but breathing, chest rising and falling beneath a chalk-drawn spiral.

"Evening, gentlemen," I growled, allowing a hint of the beast to roughen my voice. "Interesting choice of venue for your... devotions."

The tallest cultist stepped forward, brass goggles glinting where eyes should be. "This doesn't concern you, stranger. Leave now, and we'll forget this intrusion."

I smiled without warmth. "I'm afraid I can't do that. You see, this is Crimson Paw territory, and we take a dim view of blood rituals involving children."

Recognition rippled through them. One whispered urgently to another. The leader's posture stiffened.

"The wolf-man," he hissed. "Fletcher warned us about you."

— Fletcher. Of course.

"Then he should have warned you better." I shrugged off my cloak, allowing them to see the muscles coiling beneath my shirt. "Last chance to walk away."
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