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The fluorescent lights in the Macon City Morgue buzzed like dying hornets, casting jittery shadows across the blood-smeared tiles. My boots stuck with every step, peeling up congealed red globs that smelled like copper and regret. I tugged Hades' leash tighter, my pint-sized shadow of a Chihuahua hackles already up, his beady eyes fixed on the steel slab ahead. The coroner, a doughy guy named Hargrove with coffee stains on his tie, shoved a clearance form at me without meeting my eyes.

"Jane Doe," he muttered, voice thick with last night's bourbon. "Ripped apart like chewed jerky. Vitals gone, bones splintered like goddamn kindling. You sure you wanna wake this one, Locke? Thing's not natural."

I snatched the form, signing with a flourish. "That's why they pay me the big bucks, Hargrove. Three questions from the grave, then poof—shade clocks out. Keep your panties on."

He led me to the cooler, the door hissing open on a wave of antiseptic and rot. There she lay, or what was left: a young woman, early twenties maybe, skin pale as moonshine and torn to hell. Chunks of thigh missing, ribs splayed like broken wings, abdomen hollowed out. Fangs peeked from her ripped lips—vampire fledgling, fresh-turned by the look of her. Not a drop of blood left in the room, but the tiles told a different story.

Hades growled low, a silent vibration through his tiny body. His fur stood straight, nose twitching at something I couldn't see. Dark magic residue, thick as swamp fog, swirled around the slab. I felt it prickling my skin, raising goosebumps under my flannel. "Easy, mutt," I whispered, scratching his ear. "Mama's got this."

I dropped my kit bag, unzipping it with practiced snaps. Chalk first—fat white lines forming a perfect circle around the slab, runes etched at the quarters. Sage bundle next, lit with a zippo flick, smoke curling bitter and green. I sprinkled ash along the edges, murmuring the binding chant under my breath. Old words, passed down from Mama's chain-smoking lips, laced with graveyard dirt from my pocket.

"Anima mortua, audi vocem meam. Tres quaestiones, et libertas tua." Soul of the dead, hear my voice. Three questions, and your freedom.

The air thickened, pressure dropping like a storm front. Gray mist ripped from the corpse's chest, howling as it coalesced into a thrashing specter. The ghost was her, alright—wide-eyed terror, ethereal rags clinging to her shredded form. She clawed at the circle's edge, agony twisting her translucent face. Fledgling fangs gnashed, but no sound pierced the barrier.

"Question one," I said, voice steady as pine. "Who did this to you?"

The shade slammed against the runes, mist boiling. Her mouth worked silently at first, then words punched through, fragmented and wet. "Hybrid... abomination... hedge-witch's spawn. Quill... Persephone Quill."

My gut twisted. Persephone Quill—exiled hedge-witch, name whispered in registry backrooms like a curse. I leaned closer, hazel eyes locking on the ghost's frantic gaze. "Question two: why?"

She writhed, chains of my binding glowing faint. "Mutation spell... vampire venom fused with panther essence. Army... unstoppable killers. Purebloods purged... new order."

Hades barked silently, pawing the floor. The residue pulsed stronger, dark tendrils licking at the circle. Sweat beaded my scarred cheek, the old ghoul scratch itching like a warning. Hybrid abominations? Fuckin' hellhounds, that explained the splintered bones—no clean kill, just frenzy. Quill brewing monsters in the swamps, vampire-shifter mashups that regenerated faster than a politician lied.

"Last one, darlin'," I pressed, voice dropping low. "Where's she brewing next?"

The ghost lunged, face inches from mine, breath like ice and decay. "Okefenokee edges... blackwater labs. Your blood... grave-speaker rot-magnet. Draws the plague... like flies. Run, witch-blood... or join us."

Her warning slammed home, stealing my breath. My veins hummed, a faint gold flicker in my vision. Hades spun, staring at my chest like it glowed. The shade laughed, a wet rasp, then unraveled into harmless wisps. Three questions spent, soul fading to static.

Alarms shrieked suddenly, red lights strobing. The slabbed corpse twitched—fingers curling, veins blackening under torn skin. Not done? Post-ritual reanimation? "Shitfire," I hissed, scooping Hades and bolting. Security goons pounded down the hall, boots thundering. I shoulder-slammed the cooler door, sage smoke my cover as I vaulted a gurney.

"Locke! Stop!" Hargrove bellowed, but I was already through the service exit, night air slapping humid and thick. My truck waited in the lot, old Ford rattling to life as tires spun red clay. Hades panted on the passenger seat, eyes still locked on shadows.

The drive to my swamp-edge trailer blurred, headlights cutting fog like a knife. Okefenokee edges—Quill's lair, blackwater bubbling with god-knows-what. Mutation plague fusing vamps and panthers? That shit would spark a turf war hotter than Satan's sauna. And my blood flagged as bait? Great, just fuckin' peachy.

I pulled into my gravel drive, trailer hunkered like a tin beast amid cypress knees. Screen door creaked as I kicked it open, Hades scampering to his water bowl. Inside smelled of stale coffee and sage wards, runes etched into the walls glowing faint blue. I flicked on the kitchen light, a single bulb swinging lazy.

Coffee first—grounds black as grave dirt, pot gurgling like a witch's cauldron. I poured a mug, steam rising thick, and slumped at the scarred table. Hades hopped up, staring at the window with that unnerving silence. Piecing clues: Quill's spell stole shifter essence, venom twist making hybrids that shredded vamps like jerky. Army-building bitch, hidden in the Okefenokee's maw. My blood drawing it? Mama never mentioned grave-speaker magnets for plagues. Gold flecks in my eyes—latent necromancy? Fuck that noise.

I sipped, bitter burn grounding me. The ghost's agony replayed—thrashing, fragmented screams. Fledgling probably sired wrong, left to fend in Macon's underbelly. Now fodder for Quill's experiments. Bastard purebloods wouldn't care, but mutations hitting neutrals? That's when shit escalated.

Hades' head snapped up, ears perked. My phone buzzed on the counter, unknown Savannah number flashing. I thumbed answer, drawl sharp. "Locke. Speak."

Smooth baritone slithered through, silk over steel. "Ms. Locke, Valerian Croft. You've touched something of mine tonight. Report to Savannah immediately. Compensation awaits."

Vampire Master of Savannah? Bloodsucker politics, rank as swamp gas. "Touched your what, fang-boy? Ghost's got three questions max, and she's cashed. Call back never."

"The fledgling was mine," he purred, unperturbed. "Her killer threatens us all. Come, or I'll fetch you myself."

I hung up, chucking the phone. Croft—calculating prick, brokered peaces with shifters through rivers of blood. No time for coven games. I drained the mug, refilling it, mind spinning worst-cases. Hybrids rampaging? Packs and prides would howl for war. Quill laughing from her bog.

Hades whined silently, pawing the floor. I knelt, ruffling his fur. "What you smellin', mutt? Dark magic tailin' us?" He stared at the door, body rigid. I grabbed my silver-loaded pistol from the drawer, runes on the grip warm under my palm. Trailer wards hummed, but something scratched outside—slow, deliberate.

Peering through the grimy window, fog cloaked the night. Another scratch, deeper, wood splintering. I cracked the door, mug in one hand, gun in the other. Claw marks gouged the frame—three parallel rakes, deep as knives, dripping ichor that sizzled on the step. Unnatural, too wide for panther, too precise for feral.

"Motherfucker," I breathed, slamming the door. Runes flared gold momentarily, holding whatever prowled. Hades growled, teeth bared at the wood. Plague already sniffing my trail, just like the ghost warned. Gold flicker in my veins again, temptation whispering power. Shake it off, Tatum. Brew more coffee, map the Okefenokee, gear up solo.

But the scratches mocked me, fresh and hungry. Savannah call, Quill's lab, my blood singing. Night deepened, swamp chorus rising—frogs croaking dirges, gators bellowing low. Hades curled at my feet, sentinel eyes gleaming. Three questions left me with more riddles, and dawn nowhere in sight.

I paced the cramped living room, boots thudding on warped linoleum. Posters of ritual sigils peeled from the walls, incense holders crusted with old ash. Mama's old grimoire sat on the shelf, spine cracked from years of use. She'd taught me young—eight, kneeling in graveyards, whispering to shades while she chain-smoked Pall Malls. "Three questions, Tatum-girl. No more, or they drag you under."

Daddy's ghost lingered in memory, botched exorcism claiming him at my sweet sixteen. Smoke and screams, his face melting to bone. That's why the protocols—chalk, sage, no deviations. Tonight's ritual held, but the twitch? The residue clinging like tar? New breed of nasty.

Phone buzzed again—same number. Ignored. Instead, I unrolled a swamp map across the table, red pen circling blackwater inlets. Okefenokee sprawled like a beast, 400,000 acres of peat and peril. Quill's labs hidden there, bubbling vats fusing venom and essence. Panther-shifter blood—whose? Rogue pride, or captives?

Hades bolted upright, hackles exploding. A shadow flitted past the window—too quick, too tall. Claw scraped again, testing the wards. I chambered a round, silver bullet gleaming. "Come on, you hybrid fuck. Taste this."

Nothing lunged. Just the scratch, then silence. I exhaled, heart pounding gritty rhythm. Coffee cold now, but I sipped anyway, piecing more. Ghost's warning—my blood draws it. Grave-speaker lineage, death-touched. Necromancy bubbling under skin, gold flecks proof. Temptation to commune endless ghosts, bend them will. But that road led to Quill's madness.

Trailer creaked in the wind, cypress whispering secrets. Hades settled, but his eyes stayed vigilant. Unknown number texted:Resistance futile, Ms. Locke. Dawn approaches—your move.Croft's velvet threat. I deleted it, but chill lingered.

Midnight oil burned as I packed—sage bundles, chalk refills, silver knife etched with banshees. Pistol holstered, Hades' harness ready. Tomorrow, swamp run. Tonight, watch the scratches heal or deepen. Plague knocking, and my door was first.

The unnatural marks glistened under porch light, edges smoking faintly. Rune on the frame pulsed, sage ash flaking. Whatever made them regenerated slow, but persistent. Like the hybrids. I traced one gouge, finger coming away sticky black. Sniffed—venom rot, panther musk twisted wrong.

"Persephone Quill," I muttered. "Your abominations got manners issues."

Hades nudged my ankle, whining urgent. Inside, I bolted the door triple-time, wards blazing. Coffee pot refilled, stakeout began. Swamp night pressed close, alive with eyes. Three questions kicked off hell, and I was knee-deep already.
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I slammed the door shut, the bolt clicking home like a final judgment, and leaned against it for a long beat. My heart jackhammered in my chest, the silver pistol heavy in my grip. Hades paced at my feet, his tiny body vibrating with that silent growl that always set my teeth on edge. Outside, the swamp night pressed thick, frogs croaking their endless dirge, but those claw marks burned in my mind—too deep, too deliberate, sizzling with that black ichor like the devil's own graffiti.

"Fuckin' hellhounds," I muttered, holstering the gun and kneeling to Hades' level. His black eyes bored into mine, unblinking, nose twitching at the wards etched into the trailer door. Runes I'd carved myself after Daddy's exorcism gone south—faint blue glow pulsing now, holding whatever abomination had tested my threshold. I traced the scratches through the wood, finger coming away sticky, the stench of twisted venom and panther musk hitting me like a gut punch. Quill's handiwork, no doubt. First contact, and already knocking at my door.

Coffee pot still gurgled on the counter, forgotten in the chaos, so I grabbed a rag and bleach from under the sink. No way was I sleeping with that mess festering outside. I yanked the door open again, porch light flickering on like a reluctant witness, and scrubbed at the gouges. The wood splintered under the pressure, but the runes flared brighter, sage ash flaking off in protest. Claw marks resisted the bleach, black residue smearing like fresh blood, veins of darkness threading through the grain. Hades planted himself at the threshold, hackles sky-high, staring into the fog-shrouded cypress knees.

That's when I saw it—a black envelope, slid neat under the doorframe while I'd been inside piecing morgue riddles. No sound, no scent Hades hadn't already flagged. I snatched it up, the heavy vellum cool against my skin, sealed with crimson wax stamped in an intricate sigil: a coiled serpent devouring its tail, Savannah coven's mark. Valerian Croft, playing messenger in the dead of night. Classy bloodsucker.

Hades yipped silently, pawing at my boot, his warning clear as a klaxon. I broke the seal, unfolding the crisp stationery inside. Elegant script, like something from a goddamn gothic novel:Ms. Locke, your talents are required. My sires fall to this plague. Attend Savannah at once. Compensation exceeds your rates tenfold. Refusal invites complications. —V. CroftA platinum business card clipped inside, embossed with his name and a phone number that screamed old money and older grudges. Turf war politics, already clawing into my trailer life.

"Summoned like a fuckin' errand girl," I snorted, but the runes glowed faintly brighter against the intrusion, as if echoing my irritation. Hades nudged the envelope, teeth bared at Croft's scent clinging to it—cool marble and aged bourbon. Protection runes hummed approval at my touch, but that gold flicker in my veins pulsed again, unbidden, like the ghost's warning had taken root. Shake it off, Tatum. Brew more coffee, ignore the fang-boy.

But those scratches mocked me, half-cleaned and weeping ichor. Quill's hybrids sniffing my blood already, and Croft's envelope a velvet glove over steel fist. Savannah was two hours through humid backroads, straight into vampire heartland. I glanced at the clock—2 a.m., dawn chasing my tail. Fuck it. Better face the bloodsucker on my terms than wait for his "complications."

I tossed the rag, grabbed my kit bag—chalk, sage bundles, silver knife—and loaded the pistol with fresh silver rounds, the kind that burned fangers and shifters alike. Hades hopped into the truck's passenger seat as I fired up the old Ford, headlights slicing the fog like accusations. Gravel crunched under tires, trailer wards sealing behind us with a satisfied hum. The drive blurred into humid night, Spanish moss draping oaks like funeral veils, radio spitting static warnings of gators and ghosts.

Savannah's outskirts hit like a fever dream—crumbling antebellum mansions hiding coven safehouses, wards woven into wrought-iron gates. Croft's address led to a sagging plantation house on the river's edge, columns cracked like old teeth, Spanish moss heavy as chains. I parked in the oyster-shell drive, pistol tucked in my waistband, Hades leashed tight. Air thick with magnolia and decay, the safehouse pulsing with undead hunger.

The door swung open before I knocked, a thrall in crisp livery bowing low. "Ms. Locke. Master Croft awaits." He led me through shadowed halls, gas lamps flickering on portraits of stern ancestors who looked one bad moon from turning feral. Hades' silent yips echoed off marble, his nose wrinkling at the blood-scent under polished floors. We descended to a basement vault, air turning chill as grave mist.

Valerian Croft stood there, a vision in tailored black silk, his lean frame cutting the dim like a blade. Ice-blue eyes locked on mine, hypnotic pull stealing my breath for a heartbeat—predator's gaze, promising silk sheets and sharp fangs. Raven hair slicked back, cruel mouth curving in welcome. "Ms. Locke. Punctual. I admire efficiency." His voice slithered, silk-over-steel baritone with that archaic Southern lilt, stirring unwelcome heat low in my belly.

"Cut the charm, Croft," I snapped, chin up against his power play. Hades growled low, straining at the leash. "Your fledgling ghost spilled on Quill's mutation bullshit. I'm here for the payday, not coven recruitment."

He gestured to three steel slabs, shrouded forms twisted into feral husks. "My sires. Drained and warped." He unveiled the first—a once-elegant vampire, now veins black as tar under translucent skin, claws elongated into hooks, fangs split like a serpent's. Mutation had hollowed them, eyes milky with rage even in death. Blood pooled thick, stinking of rotroot and stolen shifter essence.

"Graphic as fuck," I whistled low, kit bag hitting the floor. Hades backed up, hackles exploding at the residue swirling like smoke. Dark magic thicker here, pricking my skin like needles. "Three each, Croft. That's the deal."

"Proceed." He watched, unblinking, proximity radiating cool hunger that raised goosebumps on my arms. Power imbalance hit hard—Master vamp in his lair, me the lone grave-speaker with a yapping mutt. But protocols were ironclad. Chalk circle bloomed white around the slabs, runes snapping into place. Sage ignited, smoke curling bitter. I chanted the binding, voice steady despite his gaze boring into my neck.

Mists ripped free, three shades howling in unison—agony-twisted sires thrashing the barrier. "Who?" I demanded of the first, her ethereal form clawing air. "Persephone Quill," she spat, voice wet gravel. "Her spell... stole panther blood... fused our venom. Hybrids rise."

"Why you?" Fragmented rage boiled from her. "Pureblood purge. New order from the muck."

"Where next?" Her mist boiled black. "Swamps call more... your blood sings to it." She unraveled, warning echoing the morgue ghost. Second and third confirmed: Quill's hedge-witch grudge against registries, fueling army from stolen shifter essence. Turf tensions spilled—Croft's coven shrinking from abomination raids, Gideon's panther pride encroaching on weakened borders.

Ghosts faded to static, slabs twitching faintly post-ritual. I straightened, wiping sweat from my scarred cheek, hazel eyes meeting his. "Quill's confirmed. Mutations hitting your ranks hard. Gideon's pridesniffing weakness?"

Valerian stepped closer, scent enveloping—bourbon and eternity. His fingers brushed my arm, cool fire igniting veins. "Precisely. Alliance, Ms. Locke. Your grave-speaking pierces veils my blood cannot. In exchange, my protection. Blood samples from these husks to counter the magic. And perhaps... more intimate aid." Hypnotic pull deepened, obsession glinting in ice-blue depths, fangs subtle in his smile.

Heat flushed my skin, proximity too damn close, power coiling like a promise of fangs in silk sheets. Morally gray bastard, veiled threat wrapped in charm. "Fuck your alliance, fang-boy," I snarled, stepping back, Hades snapping at his polished shoes. "I hunt solo. Take your protection and shove it up your aristocratic ass. Payday now."

He chuckled, low velvet rumble, slipping a thick envelope into my hand—crisp bills exceeding tenfold, as promised. "As you wish, darlin'. But the plague touches us all. My whisper will linger." His voice echoed in my mind as we turned, a psychic thread promising pursuit, obsession uncoiling like smoke.

Hades growled low the whole retreat through shadowed halls, thrall escorting us to the door. Night air hit humid and freeing, truck rumbling to life. Savannah receded in the rearview, but Croft's gaze clung, hypnotic heat lingering between my thighs. "Persistent bloodsucker," I muttered to Hades, who panted approval. Drive home blurred, pistol on the seat beside sage bundles, mind spinning Quill's grudge—exiled witch raging at registries, brewing apocalypse in Okefenokee blackwater.

Trailer loomed welcoming amid cypress, wards still humming against the scratches—now scabbed over, black veins receding slow. I parked, Hades scampering inside first, and hit the kitchen for fresh coffee. Grimoire open on the table, pages flipping to Quill's faded entry: ousted from Appalachian covens for flesh-warping, grudge festering decades. Blackwater labs, stolen blood fueling hybrids that regenerated mid-shred, hunger endless.

Mug steaming, I leaned into the bathroom mirror, splashing water on my face. Hazel eyes stared back, gold flecks flickering unnaturally—too bright, pulsing with that corruption twinge. Veins under my freckles hummed, death magic singing temptation: unlimited ghosts, no three-question limit. Power to bend shades eternal, control the horde. I blinked hard, gold fading, but chill settled deep. First symptom, just like the ghost warned. My blood drawing the plague, necromancy bubbling unbidden.

"Not tonight, you bitch," I whispered to the mirror, slamming the cabinet. Hades curled at my feet, sentinel eyes on the door. Croft's whisper echoed faint:I'll linger.Quill's shadows clawed closer, corruption whispering sweet. Coffee burned bitter, swamp chorus rising outside. Solo hunt just got bloodier.

I paced the cramped living room, boots thudding soft on linoleum, mind replaying the vault. Those sires—elegant faces warped to husks, black veins like rivers of night under skin. Mutation didn't just kill; it twisted, fusing venom and essence into something profane. Quill's genius or madness? Exiled for experiments like this, probably, registries culling her kind to keep the balance. Pureblood vamps and shifters hated change, but her army would rip the old order to shreds.

Croft's proximity replayed too—cool fingers on my arm, eyes locking with that hypnotic pull. Heat he'd stirred wasn't just fear; it was raw, unwelcome desire, power imbalance twisting want into danger. Alliance proposition hung heavy: his protection for my skills, blood samples as bait. Protection from what? Gideon's prides, or Quill's spawn? And that "intimate aid"—veiled promise of fangs and silk, obsession glinting like fresh blood.

Hades whined, pawing my ankle, pulling me back. I knelt, ruffling his ears. "Yeah, mutt. Fang-boy's trouble. But so's goin' solo against swamp labs." Envelope's cash weighed my pocket—enough for months of sage and silver. I'd earned it, dragging truths from the dead while he watched like a hawk.

Back at the table, I sketched runes on scrap paper, variations to counter mutation residue. Sage ash mixed with stolen ichor from the door could brew a ward stronger than trailer defaults. Gold flicker hit again, eyes stinging in the bulb's glow. Mirror check confirmed: pupils dilating unnatural, gold swirling like storm clouds. Corruption twinge deepened, visions whispering—ghosts kneeling endless, armies at my command. Shake it. Protocols first.

Phone buzzed—unknown number, Savannah prefix. Ignored. Probably Croft testing resolve. Instead, I unrolled the Okefenokee map wider, circling inlets where blackwater hid labs. Ghost words overlapped: edges, bubbling vats, stolen blood. Panther essence—Gideon's pride? Neutral rogues? Turf war brewing hotter than August asphalt.

Dawn crept gray through blinds, swamp mist rolling thick. Hades dozed vigilant, ears twitching at every creak. Claw marks outside fully healed now, wood scarred but whole—regeneration mocking my bleach efforts. I sipped cold coffee, piecing next moves. Hit the swamps solo, track Quill's trail before she brews more. Croft's samples? Tempting, but his obsession screamed trap. Corruption in my blood? Fight it with rituals, not surrender.

But that whisper lingered, Croft's voice threading dreams already teasing sleep. Gold eyes stared from the mirror one last time, promising power. Fuck the plague. I'd question it into oblivion, three at a time. Trailer wards hummed steady, Hades' warmth grounding. Night's business done, but war just scratching the door.
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Dawn light filtered gray through the trailer blinds, chasing shadows but not the itch in my veins. Hades pawed at my boot, his black eyes sharp on the Okefenokee map spread across the table. Gold flecks still swirled unnatural in my mirror reflection last night, but coffee and protocols shoved the corruption twinge down deep. Quill's trail pointed to swamp trails—blackwater inlets where her labs might bubble with stolen blood. I packed the kit: chalk, sage, silver knife, pistol loaded with hybrid-busters. Hades hopped into the truck first, sentinel as ever.

The drive twisted through red clay backroads, humid air thick with pine and peat. Okefenokee Swamp Trail swallowed the Ford whole, gravel giving way to mud ruts under cypress knees draped in moss like widow's veils. Hades' nose twitched frantic from the passenger seat, silent yips vibrating his tiny frame. Mutation residue hung heavy here—rotroot stench mixed with panther musk gone sour, black ichor trails gleaming wet on ferns. I killed the engine, boots sinking into muck as I stepped out, pistol drawn low.

"Lead on, mutt," I murmured, unclipping his leash. Hades bolted ahead, low to the ground, weaving through tangled roots toward a fresh kill reek. Flies buzzed thick, a warning chorus over churned earth. The corpse sprawled half in shadow—a shifter scout, panther pride by the tattoos, but twisted profane. Throat torn ragged by his own claws, veins black and bulging like rivers of night under tawny skin. Half-vampirized eyes stared milky, fangs elongated wrong beside panther canines. Quill's mutation had turned him feral before suicide, ichor pooling sticky around shredded paws.

Horror clenched my gut, but I knelt steady, gloved hand probing the wounds. Fresh, less than an hour old. Hades circled tense, hackles exploding at invisible threats. Dark magic prickled my skin like needles, singing that forbidden temptation in my blood. Three questions could spill Quill's bait—corpse still warm enough for the ritual.

A massive frame dropped from the cypress branches above, thudding heavy behind me. Heat slammed first—primal musk of pine, earth, and rage—then rough hands pinned me face-first against bark, my pistol knocked flying into the mud. I bucked hard, elbow jabbing back, but his corded arms locked like iron bands. Broad chest crushed my spine, stubble scraping my neck as amber eyes blazed inches from my face when he wrenched my head sideways. Gideon Nash, panther Alpha, all 6'4" of scarred muscle and feral fury, his growl rumbling through bone.

"Mine," he snarled, nostrils flaring at my scent. "Pack now, woman. Your blood calls my beast." Fated mate recognition lit his amber gaze, pupils dilating feline, possession hot as swamp fever. Power surged between us, imbalance thick—his claws pricking my hips through denim, heat coiling low despite the pin.

Fuck that noise. I kneed up hard into his groin, breath exploding from him in a pained grunt. He loosened just enough; I twisted, scarred cheek raking bark as I shoved free, boots slipping in mud. Hades lunged, snapping at Gideon's heels with bared teeth, tiny terror buying me space. I snatched my pistol, leveling it at his chest, heart hammering wild.

"Touch me again, cat, and I'll silver your balls," I spat, Georgia drawl laced with venom. "Ain't your pack bitch. Back the fuck off."

Gideon straightened slow, chestnut hair shaggy and streaked gold in dawn light, amber eyes never leaving mine. Leather jacket strained over pecs, cargo pants mud-splattered from the drop. He smirked through the pain, rubbing his crotch, but that musk overwhelmed—primal pull stirring unwanted heat between my thighs. "Scent don't lie, Tatum Locke. Fated. My beast rages without you. Question the scout. Now."

His command grated, alpha bullshit thick, but the corpse demanded answers. Pride tension crackled; eyes watched from the underbrush, scouts ghosting edges. I holstered slow, glaring daggers. "Three questions, Alpha. That's the dead's deal. Touch me wrong, Hades gets your ankles for breakfast."

He nodded curt, massive frame stepping back but close enough his heat radiated. I knelt by the scout, chalk circle snapping white around the ruin. Sage ignited bitter, smoke curling thick. Chant rolled low from my throat, runes flaring gold-tinged—corruption flicker unbidden. Mist ripped free, the shade howling agony, translucent claws raking air.
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