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      This sequel to Dawn of the Witch Hunters by USA Today bestselling author Morgan Wylie continues the story of Marie and Judson.

      Marie Blackstone is settling into her new life with Judson Carter in the beautiful box canyon they now call home. On a constant quest to prove her legitimacy—especially to the witches—Marie goes to great lengths to follow a feeling she’s only encountered once before and hoped never to again. Someone’s practicing the dark arts, but she can’t quite discern who.

      Within their growing settlement, darkness has found its way through the town’s protective wards. And it seems to have an insatiable thirst for magic—witch magic. When witches begin to disappear or turn up drained of their magic, suspicion and fear grow. And some are looking at Marie, the resident witch hunter.

      Finding her powers inconsistent and unreliable, Marie struggles to believe in herself and trust her abilities, especially as members of the town begin to doubt her. If she can’t find and destroy the black magic and save the witches, she could lose the life she fought so hard to find—and ultimately her soul.
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      1858 WHISPER FALLS

      Marie Blackstone meandered down an aisle, passing through new shoots of grape vines in the oldest section of the Blackstone vineyard. The aroma of the sticky sweet fruit wafted into her nose as she passed by. As she approached the large outbuilding, she expected to run into the waiting arms of her husband, Judson. Except he wasn’t standing with the barrels of wine where he was supposed to be. Noting her bare feet, Marie paused and slowly turned her head, realizing she was not alone. She took in the faces of a small crowd of townspeople around her, but something strange happened. Faces distorted and blurred. Her pulse quickened, and she looked around with panic.

      Where’s Judson?

      Beyond the blurred faces, trees slowly enclosed around them. Within the trees, Marie spotted something—something she couldn’t quite define. Dark wispy shadows of swirling masses wrapped around the trees, moving closer, stretching out tendrils of smoke, and invading the town and the people within it. Marie doubled over. Her stomach hurt so bad with the effects of dark magic she thought she would be sick. Her hands shook. Her head swam with visions of darkness, and dizziness took her down to her knees.

      Judson! Where are you? Marie screamed but no sound came from her mouth. Her words were trapped in her mind.

      Soon the townspeople faded from her view, consumed by the darkness as it moved closer toward her. Silhouettes emerged but not enough to recognize who or what they were. Were they supernatural? Were they creatures of some kind? Were they the souls of people she knew?

      Out of nowhere Judson shot out in front of Marie, holding some kind of tool—a small sword with a glowing stone, her family dagger—sending a jolt of light toward the darkness. The light mixed with the power Judson had somehow infused it with and pushed the darkness back with hisses of displeasure screeching through the night.

      Judson! Judson! Marie called again, but she couldn’t seem to reach him with her voice. Instead she reached out her hand to grab his, but he, too, faded away from her with the townspeople. Marie heard words before she also faded into nothingness:

      “Release me, Marie.”

      Then darkness swallowed her.
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        * * *

      

      Marie awoke gasping for air, doubled over in pain. Her brow was slicked with sweat as she opened her eyes and took in the room around her. She pushed back her long blond hair away from her sticky skin. Home. She was in her bed.

      A dream. It had all been a dream. Then why did she still feel so sick? Could it also be a warning?

      Marie wasn’t surprised to not see Judson in bed next to her. Since they’d been married, he’d been busy with blacksmith work. She called out, her voice dry and scratchy from sleep, “Judson? Are you there?”

      When Judson didn’t reply, she stumbled to her feet and went in search of him. The more she moved, the more she felt herself coming back from the brink of whatever ailment she had experienced. Her heart rate slowed to normal, and her breathing finally caught up with her. She had only felt a feeling so strong once before, when she and Judson had traveled across the country by wagon train with the other original settlers. They had stumbled upon an encampment of witches—witches who had been performing black magic. Unfortunately, her brother Dante and his band of rogue witch hunters had killed them all before she arrived and had the chance to stop him. He had been sending her a message: This is our calling. This is our destiny: to rid the earth of all those capable of destructive magic. However, Marie knew he wouldn’t stop at users of dark magic alone. No, he would kill any and all witches if he could. He felt it was their birthright.

      Marie felt differently.

      She wanted to find a way to coexist. She had friends who were witches, and her mother had found peace among them before she died. Marie chose to follow in her mother’s footsteps. Plus, she wouldn’t have Judson if she went along with the idea of who they thought a witch hunter should be. Judson may not have been a witch, but he was raised by one within an entire coven of witches. So to Dante, Judson was just as evil.

      Marie paused in front of an open window and gazed out at their beautiful new surroundings they called home—well, not so new, considering they had been living in the quaint box canyon area for a few years now. The sight of the mountains boxing them in on all four sides still warmed her heart and freely offered her peace, especially when a fresh thin layer of snow had fallen overnight, as it had the past night. Snow was early for September but not unheard of in the mountains. It wouldn’t last through the day, however. The sun had just barely begun to make its ascent into the sky, but soft pink still welcomed the coming day.

      Marie smiled when she noticed man-sized footprints traveling away from their home toward the shed Judson had set up as a blacksmith’s forge. He had earned quite the reputation for his metalwork around town, and he’d been attempting to catch up on orders he had yet to fulfill. She had no doubt that was where he’d been since before dawn, working his heart out. Judson’s personal metalwork took a back seat while he worked on orders for the townspeople, early in the morning or late into the evening, to make ends meet.

      Marie dressed for the cold winds of fall she was about to face and wrapped herself with a heavy shawl. Theirs was a modest home built right next to the land they had claimed for the vineyard they were cultivating with such love and devotion. The house had just enough rooms for the family who had traveled with them: Marie’s human father Hank, her human brother Rodney, her young adult hunter cousins Caroline and Michael, as well as a few other cousins who never fully awakened into their hunter side. Also, Rachael Stronghold—Marie’s best friend from the coven Judson was raised in—and Ahote Ahusaka traveled and lived with them. Rachael and Ahote were now married with an emerging toddler named Alo Stronghold Ahusaka, after Ahote’s brother and Rachael’s maiden name for her mother who died before they had arrived. Needless to say, they were living in tight quarters.

      Marie dreamed of one day being able to add additional rooms—perhaps even additional little cabins—to their home not only for family but for visitors who came to the area. The view was magnificent, and she wanted to share the peace and comfort she had found there with others. Then when the vineyard was fully functional and they had enough workers to sustain it, Marie dreamed of a larger, grander home closer to the falls to live out her days with Judson, hopefully raising a family of their own.

      For the last several years since arriving in town, the original settlers had begun calling the area Whisper Falls due to the way the falls had beckoned them, whispering into their souls, to come. And when they stood in the center of the little canyon, the falls sounded like a whisper, and so they had begun to build the town in that very spot. However, other names had been bandied about—many wanted to include haven in the name, since that was the purpose of the town—and there was still much discussion about it.

      As she exited the warm and cozy home—thanks to one of the early risers’ forethought to build a fire—she inhaled slow and deep, feeling the sharp sting of the bitterly cold air as it flooded her lungs, and smiled. Though jarring, the feeling reminded her she was alive. She loved fall in the little box canyon. It wasn’t unheard of to find snow this early; still, she proceeded with caution as she made her way toward the forge. Marie carefully avoided patches of ice and areas of thicker frost. Loving the squeaking sound her boots made against the snow, Marie paused to listen for the whispers from the falls. This time of morning, the town was quiet and the rushing water could clearly be heard. She closed her eyes and could practically feel the mist spray off the water and onto her face. Such a great sense of importance, of magic, and of purpose she felt next to the waters.

      The memory instantly took her back to when they had first arrived. She and Judson had picnicked by the edge of the lower pool. She had just discovered that the stone set into the dagger Judson had given her had immense power when it touched the magical waters, but when it was interlocked with her ancestor’s journal, the pages within had revealed much more about who she was as a Blackstone than she had ever known. The secrets and knowledge she had been seeking since her mother died had finally been revealed. It was also then and in that space, Judson Carter proposed to her—again. His action was not necessary, as they had been married in secret back in Virginia before they left, but he wanted to make a symbolic statement of their new life. Shortly after they established their life in the mountains and secured their position, they had asked Raffaele Augustine to marry them again. She wanted friends, not just strangers, to witness their union. And it had taken them some time and experience to gain that trust and companionship she had so longed for.
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