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Prologue

The Den Grå didn’t move like a ship that was anchored; she wallowed in the dark swell, a heavy, iron-hulled trawler that had become a ghost in the shipping lane. She was dead in the water, drifting with the cold current of the North Sea, her silhouette jagged and unforgiving against the bruised, pale horizon of the Danish summer night.

The rescue team found her like this: abandoned, silent, and violated.

The main deck was a graveyard of industrial violence. The massive steel gantry was scarred, and the heavy-duty fishing lines—thick as a man’s wrist—weren’t just snapped. They had been wrenched apart. Some were sliced with clinical precision, while others were mangled, the synthetic fibers frayed and shredded as if pulled by a force that didn’t understand the physics of a winch.

Inside the crew quarters, the air was stale, smelling of cold coffee and old sweat. The bunks were empty, the mattresses undisturbed, but there were no personal effects left behind. No photos, no books. It was as if the men had been erased mid-breath.

The galley was a monument to a meal interrupted. Plates of salted herring and rye bread sat on the table, the food petrified and untouched, flies dancing in the stagnant air. A half-empty cup of coffee had long since evaporated, leaving a dark, bitter ring on the table.

The captain’s bridge was the worst of it. It was a hollow cage of glass and steel, abandoned to the elements. The navigation console was dark, the radar screen a dead, black eye staring out at the mist. The captain’s chair was turned toward the windshield, looking out at the endless, churning dark of the sea, as if the man had simply walked out of his own life and stepped off the edge of the world.

There was no blood. There was no sign of a struggle. There was just the oppressive, heavy silence of a ship that had been emptied of its soul.

Whatever had come aboard the Den Grå hadn’t wanted the cargo, and it hadn’t wanted the ship. It had wanted the people. And it had taken them without leaving a single sound behind. By the time the call reached the High Court, the Den Grå was just the third ship to vanish in a week.

The Janus Virus was spreading, and the sea was starting to swallow the evidence.
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“What were you thinking, John? Delivering 18 bodies to the upper crust of Midland City high society? The press was all over it. I know they were in the wrong, but that went against everything humane.”

“I needed to send a message.”

“And you did, John. A brutal one that got the attention of the High Court. They wanted to suspend you, but luckily for you, they need you.”

“Hell yeah, that’s what I’m talking about, Kat.”

“No, wait until you hear what they need you for. You’re being loaned out to a Sheriff in Denmark.”

“Denmark, South Carolina?” I asked.

“Denmark as in overseas.” Kat Karson laid it on me.

“Denmark as in Danish-speaking Denmark?”

“Yes, John. There are English speakers in Denmark as well. Don’t be that guy.”

“Is this a punishment?”

“Actually? I think it’s a promotion, to be honest. You’re representing the only living Warden in the High Court’s arsenal. That’s a high honor, John.”

“What are you peddling me right now, Kat?”

“No peddling, John. This is real. And no, it’s not a punishment. That will happen if you choose not to be an asset. Then, of course, they will punish you by deactivating you.”

The word deactivating didn’t sound good. But working outside the High Court’s good graces didn’t sound like a good idea, either. Whether I wanted to believe it or not, their respect mattered to me. Especially since the Wizard of Oz sits on a High Court chair. One of the people who put their faith and backing into me. I leaned back in the red leather booth with gold brass accents in the Lion’s Club. Kat Karson searched my eyes for rebellion, but she could tell it wasn’t there. How did I know? She slid her phone over to me, open.

“Here’s what we know so far, so you don’t go in blind.”

I sighed. “What’s the Sheriff’s name?”

“Jens Bak. They’re having issues with local sailors showing up butchered, skinned, or disappearing altogether.”

“This sounds like a job for their homicide department. What, they don’t have police there?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“How much more complicated?”

“They believe it is one of their Tell.”

“They have a Sheriff.”

“Their Sheriff and another have gone missing, or worse. It’s a threat they aren’t used to dealing with, and frankly, we think it is a Rabbit Hole Swell that may have opened and let something loose.”

“What kind of Tell?”

“That’s what you’re there for. Their Sheriff is out of his element and young. Newly minted.”

“Two sheriffs gone missing and a newbie.”

“They’re asking for help from the High Court, John. They’re one of your brother’s… Warden.”

“You had to lean into that, huh?”

“John, your title isn’t just a label. You stabilized the Swell here in Midland City. You are it. You’re a unit of sheriffs in one. It’s that or deactivation for eighteen months without pay. Your family can’t hold out for that long without financial assistance, can they?”

“They want to put me on ice for that long?”

“John, what you did was not a breach of etiquette. Those bodies are considered proceeds to a Silver Debt. They are magical items for all intents and purposes. They can be used to inflame Rabbit Holes or open new ones. They needed to be cleaned. They carry the active Janus Virus.”

“Shit. I didn’t know.”

“I know, John. Rather than putting you on the shelf, the Wizard of Oz put his own reputation on the line to get you to be an asset elsewhere where they need you. I wouldn’t have brought this to your attention if this wasn’t serious. Many of the world’s strongest Tellian monsters come from that area of the world.”

“What do I tell my family?”

“Tell them you’re being tasked overseas to help out another sheriff. It’s the truth, John. We work in the light, remember?”

“You don’t know McKayla. You don’t have to share a bed and a son with her.”

“John, if you’re worried about your family, four sheriffs are being brought in to hold down Midland City in your absence. I will personally guarantee your family’s safety while you’re gone.”

“When do I leave?”

“Tonight.”
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The Wonder household was as unsettled as ever with the news that I had to take a trip overseas, especially coming so soon after our near-death encounter with Andrew Harker and the Armedis. My body hadn’t fully healed yet, and I was due on a private plane in an hour.

Alice gave me her two cents, especially after I’d promised I would take some time for her.

“You never broke your word to me before, John. Now you’re jet-setting across the world and not taking me with you. I want to see Denmark. It’s a beautiful place. I’d like to see Denmark in the summer!”

Then there was JE, who seemed as disengaged and non-confrontational as ever. Sometimes I wonder if my kid has interests outside of school and silence.

“It’s okay, Dad. We’ll be here when you get back.”

Of course, there was Mac. She let me have both barrels of how she felt, and she didn’t hold back.

“You aren’t going anywhere, John. I have money. You can take your suspension like a man and stay home. You aren’t Superman. You can’t save the world, John. Look at you—limping around, wincing here and there. You barely got out alive from some monster I still can’t fathom. But as soon as ole Kat Karson calls on you, you jump up like Mr. Bojangles and hop along like a good guard dog. You’ve got a family, John. You’ve got a woman. You’ve got kids who need you. You can take time off from being the Warden. Hell, they’re willing to put you in a deep freeze anyway.”

“Mac, I have to go. I already gave my word.”

“Kids, go to your room.”

Alice didn’t even put up her usual fuss about being called a kid. She stormed out with JE in tow. As she passed, I saw Alice mouth to me: “You deserve this.”

“Thanks,” I mouthed back.

Mac waited until she heard both doors close, then walked up to me. She looked me in the eyes and asked a simple question.

“Are you finding any reason to run from being a family man, too?”

“That’s not fair. I’m learning how all this works.”

“We’re not a machine, John.”

“What do you want me to do? This is who I am. You can’t fit me in a mold.”

“Kat Karson does. Just fine, actually.”

Say something, John. This isn’t going well. She is handing you your ass right now. Yeah, she might be right, but I couldn’t just keep taking blow after blow without reprisal. But if I was being honest with myself, was I running from being a family man? Probably, if I searched deep down. Another box I should come clean about with Mo Cantrell.

“John!”

“What? No, I am not running from being a family man. I have a job.”

“Yes. I am your job, John. JE, Alice. They are your job. We are your job.”

“You are married to Francisco; did you forget that?”

“Whose bed am I in every single night? Where am I every single night? Who has my body, mind, and soul every single day? Who is here, right in front of… forget it, John.”

Mac turned on her heel and walked away. I wanted to reach for her, but I didn’t. I don’t know why. She was right. She was here with me. McKayla brought me my son and was moving back here to build a family. Yet I felt the need to help all the way in Denmark. Two missing brother sheriffs was a big deal. But so was my family.

I needed to start packing, but I didn’t want to go into the bedroom. A big-shot Warden, scared of my own lady. I finally summoned my resolve for round two of another argument. I walked into the bedroom, only to have my heart melt from humility. There in my room, Mac was packing my bags. Roughly, but packing them nonetheless.

I went to my gun rack, took out the Mare’s Leg, and grabbed a satchel of rounds. I pulled out an extra shearling coat. She snatched it from my hands and packed it away in my leather suitcase. She worked around me, managing to ignore me with surgical skill. She knew how to deliver a frigid shoulder.

I decided enough was enough. I caught her hand as she reached to pack my T-shirts. She tried to pull away, but I didn’t let go. I pulled her into me. Tears started to flow down her tanned cheeks. Those beautiful blue eyes of hers pierced my heart, but I held strong.

“I’m sorry. I know you don’t understand why I have to do this. But this job is more than work. It’s my second chance to make a difference—not for some trophy or accolades on a football field. I finally found a passion that chose me. Can you, for once, believe in me in this next stage of my life? Can you try?”

I lifted her chin up to look me in the face. This was as vulnerable as I had ever been with her, and I hoped she could feel my conviction.

“I… I have always believed in you, John. But this job? It scares me. I’ve never seen you so hurt. You’ve been in and out of hospitals over the past few months, stitched together with duct tape and luck. I love you, John, and so do the kids, but we can’t move a dead man.”

“I will always come back home. Always.”

“You can’t promise that, John.”

“Sure as hell can. I just did.”
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The heat in Midland City didn’t just sit on you; it pressed down like a physical weight, thick with the scent of dry earth and spent fuel. The Cooper private airfield was quiet, a stark contrast to the commercial hubs, tucked away in a patch of scrubland that looked like it hadn’t seen rain in a month.

Kat Karson walked beside me, her heels clicking rhythmically against the tarmac. She didn’t look at me, but her presence was a constant reminder of the leash I was on. We stopped at the base of the folding stairs. The air coming off the turbines was a blast of furnace-hot wind, carrying the smell of ozone and burnt rubber.

She stopped, looking up at the sleek silhouette of the jet against the darkening sky.

“The pilot has orders, John. You land, you meet the contact, you fix it. If you deviate, the High Court won’t be as patient next time.”

“I get it, Kat.”

“Do you?” She finally locked eyes with me. “Because I’d like to see you come back in one piece.”

I didn’t answer. I just started up the stairs.

At the top, a flight attendant stood waiting. She was professional, clinical, and didn’t offer a forced smile. She simply gestured inside, her movements efficient.

Stepping into the cabin was like stepping into a different world. The heat of the Texas night vanished, replaced by a climate-controlled chill that smelled of expensive leather and recycled, sterile air. The interior was a masterpiece of indulgence: deep, caramel-brown leather seats that looked soft enough to swallow a man whole, and high-gloss wood trim that caught the soft cabin lighting.

As I walked down the aisle, the world outside went mute. The soundproofing was absolute—the roar of the airfield and the distant wind were erased, leaving a silence so heavy it made my ears ring. I sank into one of the seats. It was supple, vibrating slightly with a luxury massage function I didn’t care to use. I just sat there, feeling the weight of the Mare’s Leg in my satchel against my hip.

The door hissed shut behind me. The engine note changed—a low, distant thrum that hummed through the floorboards. I was alone in the quiet, heading toward a cold, foreign coastline.

The Warden was off the leash, and for the first time, I felt the space I was leaving behind.




“You are running John.” I remembered Mo Cantrell tell me after having aste evening meeting with her. 

“I have a job. Holy shit.”

“John why not take the suspension and spend time with your family?”

“What are we suppose to eat? Love? Why is it when I finally have a purpose and a direction. Everybody and their momma wants me to quit.”

“John, your work brings you in close proximity to the most violent of monsters. One that almost killed you.”

“Didn’t the High Court hire you to help me versus find a way to pressure me to quit?”

I could tell Mo Cantrell was getting irritated at my resistance. What did she expect? For me to bend to the will of her and Mac? I find my calling and the people I am close to want me to to step down. Now I have a paid professional agreeing with them.

“John I am not saying for you to quit. What I am saying is for you to look at the suspension as time with your family. You are not responsible for fixing the world’s problems.”

“Not the world. Just Midland City.”

“And Denmark?”

“Two brothers are gone and they must be found or avenged. Something bad is happening there and they requested my help. I didn’t go looking for them. They came looking for my help. But your logic states I should have said no.”

“You don’t want to say no do you John?”

“I ain’t turning down my calling.”

“John, you are putting your calling above your family. Don’t you see that?”

“You know what I see? I see a woman who thinks she knows what’s best for me but doesn’t know shit about me.”

“I am trying to help you.”

“For the first time in months I haven’t suffered with the headaches after I come to terms  with who I am. Now you are trying to tear it down. For what? Because I am finally aligned and may not need you anymore?

“You’re not being fair John.”

“Flip that mirror sister.”

“You stubborn son of… John you could lose your family behind your calling. Don’t you see that?”

I stood up. Grabbed my hat and started to make myself toward the door.

“John wait.”

“For what? Because the progress I am making doesn’t align with what you want? Let me tell you something doc. I came to you based on the High Court’s request. I trusted you. That trust ends now.”

I opened the door and walked out. 

“John wait. Please. Come back and sit. I want to listen. I can see how important your work is. I want to understand. I really do. I admit I may have been a bit narrow but I want to know. Give me that chance.”




The jet hit a patch of smooth air, steady as a heartbeat. I stared out the porthole at the sea of clouds below, illuminated by a moonlight that couldn’t reach the dark corners of the cockpit.

Mo wanted me to sit down. She wanted me to explain the “why” of the Warden, as if it were a simple choice I’d made from a menu. She didn’t get it. She couldn’t. How do you explain to a civilian that the headache—that constant, throbbing pressure behind your eyes—only vanishes when you’re standing in the middle of a war zone? When the “Tell” is active, when the adrenaline is the only thing keeping the noise in my head from drowning out the world, that’s when I’m actually clear.

I looked down at my hands. They were steady now, but they still carried the faint, jagged white lines of the last few months.

I wasn’t running from my family. I was protecting them from the version of me that existed when I wasn’t running. If I stayed, if I sat on a sofa and pretended that the world wasn’t tearing at the seams, the man they loved would disappear anyway. He’d be replaced by a shadow who couldn’t sleep, who flinched at the sound of the wind, who couldn’t stand the smell of his own home.

I adjusted the satchel at my hip, feeling the cold, hard weight of the Mare’s Leg.

Mo was right about one thing: I was putting the calling above the family. But I was doing it so that when I finally came back, I’d be a man worth coming home to.

The jet banked, the wings catching the light. Somewhere beneath that blanket of clouds, the Danish coast was waiting. The silence in the cabin felt less like isolation now and more like a tactical advantage.

I closed my eyes. The headaches were gone. I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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The descent was an exercise in precision. The luxury of the cabin didn’t mute the subtle change in pitch as the pilot began the long, banking approach. I looked out the porthole. Denmark didn’t look like home. Where Midland City was defined by rugged, high-altitude ridges and expansive, sun-baked basins, this was a landscape of deep, vibrant greens, slate-gray water, and long, lingering twilight. Even in the middle of summer, the light here had a cool, translucent quality, stretched thin across the horizon as if the sun didn’t quite know how to set.

The private airstrip at Copenhagen Airport wasn’t the sprawling, frantic chaos of the commercial terminals. It was tucked into a quiet, industrial pocket of the coast, bordered by tall, wind-swept grasses that danced in the steady breeze off the Øresund Strait. The sky was an endless, churning canvas of soft grays and deep purples, reflecting the dark water below. It felt like a place where secrets were kept, hidden away from the prying eyes of the tourist gates.

The plane touched down with a surgical smoothness, the tires kissing the tarmac with barely a shudder. As we taxied toward a solitary hangar, I watched the ground crew. They weren’t moving with the hurried, chaotic pace of an American airfield; they were methodical, almost somber. A light, cool rain had just finished, leaving the concrete to glisten like a dark mirror under the floodlights.

As the engines spooled down, the hum that had been my only companion for the last several hours vanished, replaced by a sudden, jarring silence. The cabin pressure hissed, and the door swung open.

The air that rushed in was a shock. It wasn’t the intense, thin-air heat of a Midland City summer afternoon—it was crisp, smelling of salt, wet earth, and the brine-heavy scent of the North Sea. It was a clean, sharp cold that bit through my shirt. I stood up, the weight of the Mare’s Leg a familiar comfort against my hip, and stepped to the threshold.

Below, the tarmac was damp and reflective. Standing near a nondescript black sedan, illuminated only by the flicker of a distant runway light, were two figures.

The first was a tall man with brown hair, wearing a cream-colored sweater under a brown leather jacket, paired with khakis and work boots. The second was a woman of average height with a striking face. Her blonde hair was slicked back into a tight bun, and she wore a navy coat over a black dress shirt and black trousers, finished with combat boots. She stood at attention, rigid as a rail.

I walked down the steps carrying my suitcases and saddlebags, letting my gait do the talking, my hat brim pulled low over my eyes. As I neared them, the man stepped forward while the woman remained at rigid attention.

“Warden John Wonder?”

“Warden John Wonder.”

“My name is Jens Bak. I am pleased to meet you.”

He extended his hand, and I took it with a hearty, firm grip. I felt him tense up the moment he realized he was shaking hands with a man who could likely bench-press his sedan. He clearly hadn’t been expecting a 6’6”, 310lb Black man with a massive gold chain and a gold-and-diamond grill to walk off the plane into the heart of Scandinavia. His accent was sharp, the way he said my last name clipped and clinical, with an exaggerated, labored emphasis on the W—as if he were trying to keep his distance by keeping the syllables stiff.

“We don’t have a lot of time to catch you up to speed. We have to meet with the brass.” He gestured to the woman. “This is Master Chief Gunner Holm.”

She was captivating up close, with a dead-eyed stare that looked like it could see straight through a man’s soul. Definitely military.

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”

“We don’t have to stand on ceremony here, young lady. Call me John.”

“Yes, sir. John.”

“This way, Warden.”

The local Sheriff—or skorif, as it is spelled here—walked me over to a silver, four-door Mercedes. The trunk popped when I reached the back, and I placed my bags inside. I noticed the heavy artillery the man packed. Impressive gun collection, neatly arranged and fastened to the sides. That’s when I noticed Master Chief Gunner Holm staring at me, or through me, like she’d never seen a Black man before. Her blue eyes were as stunning as they were professional.

As Gunner Holm took the wheel, we drove off and navigated around the airport until we exited the large complex, merging into the bustle of heavy traffic. I noticed Holm’s foot was serious on the gas pedal as we sped around cars exiting Kastrup airport. She zipped and weaved through the highway like she was a New York City taxi driver late with a fare. As we entered the city, things opened up.

What struck me first were the bicycles. Even this late in the evening, they were everywhere—a river of them moving in precise, silent synchronicity along the dedicated lanes. They looked like ghost riders against the backdrop of the older buildings, their thin frames and blinking lights cutting through the blue, maritime dusk.

We passed through the outer districts, where the architecture shifted from industrial steel to century-old brick—deep, weathered reds and browns that seemed to soak up the fading light. Everything felt tight, compact, and deliberate. There was no wasted space here. The streets weren’t wide, open arteries like the ones in Midland City; they were narrow, winding veins that had been carved out over hundreds of years, squeezed tight by buildings that stood shoulder-to-shoulder, their copper roofs oxidizing into that signature pale green.

The skyline was a strange mix of history and modern utility. We passed spires and towers that pierced the bruised purple sky, their silhouettes ornate and jagged, standing guard over the low-slung, modern glass structures that housed the city’s new money.

The rain had left the streets slick and glowing, the asphalt acting like a mirror for the amber glow of the streetlights and the cool blue neon from the shop windows. It was a clean, quiet city, devoid of the grit and noise I was used to. It felt like walking into a museum where everything was kept under glass, pristine and untouchable.

I looked over at Holm, who sat in the driver’s seat, her posture as rigid as if she were still standing on the tarmac. Her hands gripped the wheel with a practiced, lethal ease, and her foot was heavy on the gas. She zipped and weaved through the highway traffic like a New York City taxi driver late with a fare, carving gaps in the commute that shouldn’t have existed.

Bak sat beside me, his hands folded in his lap, staring straight ahead as if he were afraid to look at me again.

Beyond the window, the Øresund Strait appeared in flashes between the buildings—a flat, dark sheet of ink that separated this place from the rest of the world. It was beautiful, sure. But as I watched the lights of a distant ferry crawl across the water, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were heading into a trap—one wrapped in expensive leather and polite, clipped syllables.

“So lay it on me.”

“Are you asking where your hotel is?”

“You said we are heading to see the brass, right?”

“Yes, sir,” Bak said, looking confused.

“How much further to the brass?” I asked, my voice sounding like a low rumble in the silence of the cabin.

Holm didn’t turn around. She just kept her eyes on the road, her blue gaze fixed on the taillights ahead. “Ten minutes, John. And I suggest you prepare yourself. They aren’t as used to… your kind of authority as the High Court is.”

I just leaned back, watching the Danish night blur past, and let a small, sharp smile touch the edge of my grill. Good, I thought. Let them be unsettled.
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Chapter 5

We arrived at Stovenhelm. It was a monolith of white, poured concrete rising stark and unadorned from the heart of downtown Copenhagen. It lacked the ornate flourishes of the city’s historic spires; instead, it favored a brutal, functional simplicity—sharp angles, recessed windows, and a complete absence of decoration that made the structure feel less like an office and more like a fortress disguised as modern architecture. It was a building that didn’t want to be noticed, and in that, it succeeded perfectly.

We pulled down a steep, winding ramp into the underground parking. The air grew damp and tasted of exhaust and wet stone. A uniformed attendant stepped out of a glass booth, blocking our path as a yellow-striped gate remained lowered. Holm didn’t waste a word; she just flashed her credentials against the glass. The guard’s eyes flicked over the badge, he offered a sharp, singular nod, and the gate buzzed upward.

We drove deeper into the concrete bowels of the structure until Holm killed the engine in a reserved space. She and Bak were out of the car in seconds, moving with an urgency that told me we were already behind schedule.

“I must tell you first off, Warden,” Bak said, his voice echoing against the low ceiling as we headed for the elevator. “Sheriffs do not have law enforcement powers in Denmark. We are considered support and advisors when dealing with matters of the Tell and supernatural anomalies. Special Branch sends us



































































