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Prologue: The Sinking of Nodens 
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A sudden jolt woke Captain Robert Windermere from his well-deserved sleep. He was a light sleeper, easily roused, and yet, this was a rare and curious occasion. 

Rising from his cot, Robert looked out the porthole. It was still dark, with no sign of moonlight. It had to have been a wave. 

He laid back down, stretching limbs that were still tired from long hours at command. It didn’t sit right. Swaying was one thing; after a career at sea, it was the steadiness of dry land that felt strange underfoot. But a wave large enough to wake him? That was rare.

He tried to clear his mind of doubt. He knew his place, both at sea and with the Council. 

His bed beckoned Robert back to sleep, and as always, when his mind found peace, it found Nodens.

The Nodens was a stout, if outdated, vessel. A Tennessee-class battleship that had seen service in World War II and was highly decorated. The Nodens was worthy of legend, even if her original name was as classified as her new one. She was fast, dependable, and packed a punch. However, after thirty years of service, the Council only saw her as one thing: leftovers.

Robert was back adrift, returning to his place of rest at the feet of a greater power. Not the Council. He respected them, did their bidding, and even aspired to join them. However, Robert couldn’t look past their weakness. Pride.

After all the work the Council did to minimize damage in World War II, they still played second fiddle to the U.N. and their parent nations, who bartered their own deals in the shadows.  The knowledge the Council had shared with their allies and their strategies and machinations hadn’t even earned them a seat at the table.

Half asleep, Robert held out his hand and touched the cold, iron bulkhead. He could feel the ship's engines thrumming like a great heartbeat. A beating which, despite their power imbalance, seemed in synch with the beat of his own mortal heart. 

Even if the Council itself was bitter, Captain Windermere was not. As he lay alone in the darkness of his cabin, he felt victorious. All that work, the rites he had performed, and all the sacrifices he had made, were paying off. He had secured this position; he would use it to further his goals and, someday, win a seat on the Council. 

Another jolt, almost hard enough to knock him out of bed. He hadn’t felt waves that large in the sound since...

Robert rose and dressed himself. He could ignore it no longer.

Something was wrong.

It wasn’t just the Nodens that filled Windemere with pride – it was his men. A ship like the Nodens needed a sizable crew. Its complement was a thousand strong; some soldiers, some mechanics, and a handful of researchers. They were all handpicked, down to the lowliest deckhand. Not only did each man need to be qualified, but he also needed to have a history of loyalty and discretion. 

Staggering up the metal stairs and catwalks, the captain made his way throughout from the damp depths to the brightness of the bridge. There, he would find someone to blame. 

For their part, the crew was oblivious to their purpose on the open ocean. They knew who they worked for and understood the arcane nature of their interests, but the specifics were left intentionally vague. They whispered about sea monsters and ghost ships, but the captain didn’t care. What were a few rum-soaked tall tales? Provided no one worried about staff who “disappeared,” he didn’t care about the gossip. As long as they didn’t ask what was kept in the aft storage locker, they could keep their meager fancies.

“Lieutenant Andrews, what the hell is going on?” Windermere shouted as he walked onto the bridge.

His helmsman looked up, confusion filling his young face.

“A bit of choppy water, captain. Nothing unusual.”

Robert didn’t understand. For any other vessel, this was normal. Maybe he was overreacting.

The Nodens was his pride and joy; the fact that he got to name her after his patron was the cherry on top of a delicious dessert he intended to savor. Even if the Council couldn’t see past their own hubris, maybe he could learn a lesson from them.

“Report,” Robert said, rubbing his eyes. “Are we making good time?”

“We may arrive at the base later than expected,” Andrews said, before clearing his throat. “The rough water is slowing us down.  We're approaching a stormfront.” 

The captain could see it some miles away, settling on the dark horizon. Periodic flashes lit a cloudbank so thick it blocked out the moon and stars. Thunder followed each flash, so loud it rattled the bulkhead. An unusually mighty storm, but it was no matter. His patron controlled the sea, and Robert made sure he was kept sated.

“Continue. The storm will dissipate by the time we arrive.”

The young man looked unsure, but he didn't question the captain's orders. The crew knew Windemere’s abilities firsthand. No one had the navigation intuition he had.

Whitecapped waves grew in measure around them, lashing against the sides of the ship as if administering punishment. It wasn't a concern for a vessel the size of the Nodens, so Windermere put it out of his mind. He wasn't concerned; he was annoyed. The cloud cover wasn't dispersing as it should. Perhaps another member of the lower decks needed to be replaced when they made port.

They continued into the night, but the clouds didn't roll away as they had many times before. The waves should have died down, and the clouds parted. He should have been stargazing or sleeping, not holding onto a railing for stability.

“Captain, the water is looking a little rough out there,” Andrews said, his voice as choppy as the seas around them. “Should we continue forward?”

“Of course,” Windermere said, each word dripping with venom. “Did you not hear me the first time?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” 

The young man kept his eyes on the horizon and away from the captain’s withering gaze.

knew he had to keep a strong hand with the seafaring lot. They didn't recognize his superior breeding. Didn't appreciate his finish. And most of them couldn't understand the characteristics that made him uniquely qualified to lead men.

It wasn’t until they were on the edge of the storm that Windermere’s brow furrowed. He'd made the proper sacrifices. Five men before leaving the dock. The gore was still fresh. He made better sacrifices in the past, but this was hardly a paltry offering. There had been enough blood to fill a bathtub. 

Why weren’t the clouds dissipating?

It got worse when they entered the storm. The water wasn’t simply rough, it was as grim and flailing as a dying marriage. The Nodens was struck with waves large enough to smash against the windows of the upper deck. Breakers staggered the crew, and the lightning was so close, it blinded with every strike. 

Windermere kept his composure; this, too, would pass like every other obstacle. Perhaps this was his patron testing him, making sure he still had the metal to continue in his stead. But then, a more insidious thought worked its way into his head. Nodens wouldn't have allowed a natural storm to affront him. But an anomalous one?

Captain and crew alike were thrown across the bridge as the Nodens shifted harshly port side, accompanied by the sound of buckling metal.

“Captain, we've hit something!” Andrews yelled, pulling himself off the floor.

Windermere scowled at his helmsman as he staggered to his feet. “You idiot, we're in six hundred feet of water! What could we have possibly hit?”

But he knew it was true.

It was large enough to rock the ship. Could it have been another vessel?

Below the bridge, the crew scrambled across the deck, searching for the source of the collision. Another slam and the ship pitched starboard. Robert wasn’t quick enough to both catch himself and look down. He did see how many ants were swept away.

“We need a visual on the object!” the captain ordered. 

They'd been hit on both sides. It didn't make any sense. 

He looked from one side to the other and saw the waves relentlessly lashing his ship.

Then, the seas settled. 

When Robert turned once more to the starboard bow, he made out a large shadow like a great oil slick in the waves. When the lightning struck again, he saw the glint of two gigantic eyes.

It was impossible. He’d done everything he was supposed to.

He couldn’t be forsaken.

“Oh my God,” Andrews whispered, walking over to the window to get a better look.

“No!” Robert yelled. “Don't look at it!” 

But the order was too slow.

Windermere turned his back and clamped his hands over his face. From between clenched fingers, he saw a prismatic shower of light cascade across the starboard side of the vessel. It was more powerful than any light he’d ever seen, brighter, harsher, and more beautiful than the sun. Composed of many luminous and simultaneous hues. 

When it stopped, he tentatively opened his eyes and watched as the battered cabin crew slowly pulled themselves to their feet. Robert’s men, whom he’d hand-picked for their fearful submission, passed him without a glance. 

“Andrews, return to your station!” Robert commanded, but the young helmsman gave him no regard. Any sense of fearful subordination had been replaced with indifference.

Andrews, along with the rest of the crew, shambled out the side hatch and into the rain. As if stumbling through a dream, they moved forward, giving their surroundings as little regard as they did their captain. And then, in total silence, they climbed the railing and leapt into the ocean. 

As Windermere looked on impotently, each one disappeared over the edge, taking with them all his privilege along with the persona he had built for himself. These men were nothing but tools and pawns, but they had been his.

From his perch, Windermere watched the crew on the main deck follow the bridge officers. One by one, they shuffled calmly to the edge and dove down into the black waves. He was unsure how many men he lost in that one flash of mesmerizing light, but he was starting to understand why it was happening.

Windermere rushed to the stairs and descended into the bowels of the ship. He nearly tumbled as the vessel was slammed once more.  He lost his footing multiple times as he was knocked back and forth in those clamorous halls, but he knew where he had to be. He knew where he could end this. 

He rushed on toward the cargo hold to the one compartment that no other crew member was allowed to enter. 

Turning a corner, Robert ran straight into a man, nearly knocking him down.

“Report!” Robert yelled at the man who was scrambling up the stairs.

Again, he received no response. Robert watched as more men followed, paying him no regard. 

He saw their shadows falling across the open portholes to his side. Each one was making their way to the deck to jump.

He didn’t have time to think about it, and he couldn’t risk looking out the portholes. He cupped a hand over his right eye, hoping to blind himself to any further light.

He passed through the cargo hold, weaving through crates and listening for opposition. Soon, he found himself at the far end, where he encountered Officer Higgins, standing at the door that Robert intended to open.

Robert crept up and watched from the shadows as the man tried to pry the door open. It was locked, of course, and no one else had the key. 

He considered how he would dispatch this man. Robert knew not to enter the hold and, if he knew what was in there, he was as big a threat as the one beneath the waves.

Before he came to a decision, Higgins cried out in anguish. It was the scream of a man at the deep end of despair, someone who was out of hope. Someone out of time.

Higgins clawed frantically at the door. Ignoring the blood and tearing fingernails, he pounded at the iron door until his hands were mush. When he could no longer raise his stumps to assault it further, he used his head.

The officer smashed his skull open across the door as Robert watched.

One less obstacle.

Walking forward, Windemere removed a small key from his pocket. He wiped the gore from the mechanism before unlocking it. 

It was only one lock. Security hadn't been a concern. Who would dare disobey his orders? But now he wondered if he should have left the thing on land. He hadn't expected there to be other forces that would covet its power.

He threw open the doors to expose the cargo within. Even in the near pitch black of the dank cargo hold, it shone radiantly—a massive, ivory statue carved in the likeness of a god. His god, Nodens. 

“Nodens, I beg of you. Protect me from the horrors of the sea. Protect your servant so that I may continue to perform your rites and offer you sacrifices.”

He wasn't expecting a verbal response, but he could usually feel the presence of his Lord. The eye of his master always fell on him as he prayed; he could always feel the power when he enacted his master's will. But, on this occasion, he was met with cold spiritual silence. A silence that was soon broken by the scraping shuffle of footsteps. The captain looked behind him and saw dozens of crew members staring at him; dull eyes lit only by the periodic flash of lightning.

It was a long shot, but he had to try and regain order.

“Go back to your stations and keep the ship afloat at all costs!” Robert shouted, hoping against all hope to reach them.

But they didn't respond; they began to shuffle forward. 

Robert stepped back and pulled the doors closed, shutting them from the inside and locking out his mindless crew. 

He could hear them rushing, flooding forward, and crashing against the door as relentlessly as the waves did the ship. 

The door held firm.

Maybe he could make it after all? Maybe if he beseeched his master once more—

A groaning resonance droned out as the hull tore open. It was unnatural in a way, similar to the sound of scissors cutting paper, but scaled up to half a foot of steel. The Nodens groaned as if torn asunder, and the captain could feel the ship listing as water flooded the cargo hold.

He wondered if the crew was being pulled out to sea or simply drowning in the hold. Which fate lay in store for him?

Panic overwhelmed his senses, causing every terrible choice to spin wildly within his imagination. If he opened the door, the compartment would flood, but if he stayed, he would go down with the ship. He would be trapped, slowly suffocating at the bottom of Puget Sound. 

That thing could simply wait for him to die, clasping his throat, eyes, and lungs swelling from the pressure and lack of oxygen.

There was no time to ponder his options further. The metal door before him tore apart as if it were damp paper. Water spilled in and sucked him out into the pitch black of the hold. 

As he was dragged into the dark water, he bumped against more than steel. Robert was disoriented, spinning, clawing for purchase in the frigid dark. 

He scrambled until he felt cold flesh press against his skin. It could have been the crew. 

As he pawed at the water, he found no end to it. Could there have been more than one?  Dozens of crew members, maybe? Dead men with dead eyes, staring at him through the water. 

That would have been a comfort. But he knew it wasn't true. A new revelation pulled his panicked mind out of survival mode and back to resolute despair. He knew that something else was in there with him.

With a sudden flash of luminous color, all of his questions were answered. 

The statue behind him was no more than polished ivory. He knew only one god, now.

There was satisfaction in that. Gratitude even.

Captain Robert Windermere relaxed and took a deep breath of frigid water.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: A Cold Sea 
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A cold sea breeze ran across Hermit’s Cove and ruffled Owen Lamont’s short, brown hair. He adjusted his coat. Summer was swiftly turning into fall, and made it hard to accommodate the wild temperature and weather variations.

He’d be in shorts by the afternoon, but with the sun still down, surrounded by darkness, the light salty spray filling the air was enough to chill him to the bone. 

He tried to warm his hands with a quick breath, hoping no one would notice.

“Bit too cold for ya, boy?” the old fisherman cackled through yellowed teeth. “Best answer your questions quickly so you can return to your desk.”

Owen smiled. It had been a while since he’d been up at four in the morning, but he knew he’d have to catch these men before they set sail. Sure, he was cold, but he’d brave far worse for a good story. This story, the one he could feel in the air, was good. It was worth the discomfort.

He put his hands in his pockets and approached the group of fishermen. Paulie, the middle-aged fisherman who was leading the conversation, would respect him more for being honest. There was no point in posturing with these guys; they knew how cold it was, and they knew he wasn’t made for it.

“You’re not wrong. I’m dying out here, guys,” he said, layering it on thick. “So, tell me. What’s been going on, eh?”

One of them stroked his graying stubble.

“Not sure how you kids from the Observer catch on to this shit so fast. The Melody’s only been missing a day.”

Owen hadn’t worked for the Observer, a local journal focused on the supernatural, for years now, but he didn’t mind using its name to ease the conversation.

“We trawl the internet diligently,” he said, smirking.

No one got the pun.

“Well, as you know, the Melody has been missing for a full twenty-four hours. We can't hail the boys on the radio, no one is picking up their phone. And fishermen in these parts don’t stay out overnight.”

“Why is that?” Owen asked.

“We just know better,” a red-faced man in the group said before turning away.

Owen watched the man for a moment before adding.

“I can move on if it’s a touchy subject.”

“Best do then,” the elder fisherman said with implicit warning in his gravelly voice.

Owen nodded.

“Do you think the Melody might have gone down in that flash storm?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” The man cleared his throat and spit into the harbor. “That storm was the worst of them, but it’s been going on for a few months now. Weird weather.”

“Weird weather?”  Owen asked, wondering if he should jot something down if only to continue the journalist act.

“Sudden storms. Lost fishermen. Strange sightings...” the old fisherman said, trailing off.

“Strange how?”

“The Melody isn’t the first,” he said, his gaze moving to the water. “We know the risks of fishing in these parts. People who don’t heed them don’t last long.”

Owen put his numb hands in his pockets. 

“Do you think they were careless?”

Paulie scrunched up his red nose, but then his face slackened.

It was a fair question.

“Maybe,” Paulie said, kicking at the planks of the old dock. “Normally I’d think so, but we’re in strange times. Weird weather brings out weird things. Sometimes it’s in people, sometimes it’s in the catch...sometimes it washes up on the shore. Other times, it washes us out to join it.” 

His eyelid twitched; some nervous tick gained out at sea.

It was less of a tell for Owen as it was an early warning system. The energy of this tale ran up his spine and told him one thing. This was only the beginning.

“We’ve gotta head out. Sun’ll be out soon,” the old man said, slapping Owen on the shoulder. “Go warm those hands up, kid.”

The remaining fishermen cackled again before turning to their boats.

“Good luck out there,” Owen said and returned to his car. He liked to think of it as a company car. As with most things Aurelia and Hilary procured for the team, the fleet of cars was nondescript. They didn't stand out. Even he forgot what brand they were without looking at the emblem above the grill. They were nondescript black sedans. His wasn’t even the luxury model. Which was a shame – it was the perfect morning for a seat warmer.

Despite the attempt to be inconspicuous, Owen was pretty sure he stood out. To be frank, he didn't look like he could afford a car that nice. He'd be more discreet if he was driving around an old beater covered in rust, on the edge of being junk. But he wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. It drove nicely and did a good job of getting him home to the compound.

From the docks of Hermit’s Cove, it was maybe twenty-five minutes to Hampton Harbor. There was no morning traffic on those roads. Hell, there was nothing but local traffic outside of the weekends.

Birch Island might have been the second-largest island in North America, but it was sparsely populated. Outside of the Navy base in the north and Elizabeth’s Haven facing Washington, towns only had populations of a few thousand at most. It made traveling the surprisingly vast landmass quicker than a city slicker would assume.

But that wasn’t the whole journey. 

Once he was in the area referred to as Hampton Harbor, a loosely connected series of sprawling luxury estates and mansions, he had to venture past all the landmarks and celebrity retreats to an even more remote region.

Down a dirt road and into a paved but private one, Owen made it back to the mansion where he lived with the rest of his team. From the street, it wasn't much to look at. To appreciate the majesty of the house, you needed to see it from the water. It was a series of concrete boxes layered into the side of the hill that peered over the ocean with its many wall-to-wall windows. The two upper levels walked out into elaborate patios and gardens, where the fresh smell of flowers and forest filtered into the main living spaces.

Meanwhile, the basement, which was more spacious than the average family home, ended in a large multi-purpose area complete with scientific equipment, a much-appreciated minibar, and a large window looking out into the bay.

It was from that window that Owen found the most comfort. Out there, in the cold brackish water was Emma, easily the best listener in the world. 

When he arrived, he parked beside three identical cars and made his way inside. Everyone seemed to be there, which meant it was a perfect morning for a team meeting. A good chance to catch up on what everyone was working on, get new assignments, and brainstorm trickier mysteries as a group. That was always useful, but it also meant a chance for Owen to chat with Aurelia.

One thing he liked about having her as a boss was that she always caught up with him after every meeting. She knew he had a hard time expressing his concerns in front of the entire group and always heard him out.

It wasn’t lost on him that she had attained her position of authority because she was the most dangerous assassin on the planet. She was invisible to nearly the entire population and able to paralyze and steal time from anyone in an instant.

However, she merely didn’t rest on her laurels—she led by example and always made time for her team. 

She made time for Owen.

As he reflected on his last failed attempt to make her laugh, Owen’s stomach gurgled. When he left, it had been far too early to eat. He swung by the kitchen to see what Billie had made. 

Billie was the communications expert on the team, although expert seemed such an insufficient word for it. She didn’t maintain electronic communication; she maintained a psychic connection while using her uncanny prophetic abilities to interpret meteorological and statistical data to provide the team with everything they needed to plan a mission and maintain strategic advantage in combat.

She was also a dedicated and passionate cook, a fact Owen appreciated on early mornings. He’d need a full stomach and energy to spare to tell Aurelia about his afternoon plans. 

Billie almost always whipped up a big buffet before the weekly meetings. That meant everybody had a full stomach before they started new assignments. It also made the meetings oddly comical for Owen. It was weird talking about supernatural threats that might eliminate humanity with a big plate of eggs and bacon on your lap.

Not that he would ever complain.

Today, he found a spread of sliced fruit on the black marble countertop. It was disappointing, but maybe for the best given his lunch plans. He could smell the citrus in the air, and while he was beginning to look forward to digging in, he wondered why it was so simple. Maybe she was trying to convert him—

“I’m not trying to make you a vegetarian, silly,” Billie said, stepping into the room. “I figured with all that greasy food you’ll have later, a bit of fruit would be the ticket.” 

She was wearing a bright pink sweater with the hood pulled over her dirty blonde hair. Her charming but pallid face was, as usual, encircled in headphones. She was outwardly friendly and compassionate to a fault. But she kept an emotional distance from everyone, especially Owen. But it was nearly imperceptible at this point, and Owen respected her enough to leave it alone. 

Owen looked down at the spread again and smiled. He hadn’t even been near her and she still knew he had lunch already planned.

“Of course. Thanks, Billie.”

Billie swung back and forth on her heels; hands buried in her pockets. 

“Everyone’s already up, though, so hurry and get your food together.”

Owen had become used to Billie's ability to predict his words and thoughts. And in this case, it was a relief. He wouldn’t have had the self-restraint needed to avoid heavier foods. He grabbed some pineapple, a handful of grapes, and a small portion of honeydew before making his way to the living room.

The entire Birch Island cell of ARC, the Agency for Retrieval and Control of paranormal anomalies, was there waiting for Aurelia.

Trish sat on the edge of one of the black leather sofas. Her tanned face was cast down as she scrolled on her smartphone, pretending he wasn't there. She wore a light pink floral shirt and gray slacks, which were baggy on her slender frame but complimented her spikey red hair. Owen didn’t have a sense for fashion but figured Trish did.

Of course, he wouldn’t have bothered mentioning it to her. The compliment would be met with sarcasm at best, and derision at worst.

Their relationship started contentious but now it was closer to a rivalry. There was a lot of poking and prodding, but in the end, Trish only wanted to see Owen improve. At least, that’s what he hoped. Within her field, he had no hope to match her – she was a supernaturally gifted tech and engineer. But someday, with practice, he hoped he could catch up to her in her second-best skill set: martial arts.

Leaning against the gray stone-accented fireplace, Valentine assessed Owen with her placid gaze. No emotion crossed her face, at least none that Owen could see, but this was normal. Behind her brown eyes were the shifting calculations of a machine. As usual, she wore her favorite color, purple, accenting her dark brown skin and eyes. But it was the color of her blouse, along with dozens of other conscious preferences, that reminded Owen that she was more than her cold calculations. 

Valentine had perfect recall and the ability to crunch statistical data to make predictions with the accuracy of a supercomputer, but she also had personality. She was a messy eater, she liked to indulge in idle conversations she didn’t start, and she was loyal to a fault. Owen didn’t see a computer when he looked at her. He saw a friend.

Hilary relaxed on the couch opposite Trish. Hilary was the only member of the team not in her twenties, but her age was impossible to determine. She looked to be in her mid-to-late thirties, but her stories and demeanor alluded to a person far more wizened. A smile always danced on her bronzed face and her hazel eyes never failed to twinkle, giving away her playful attitude. But, in moments of crisis, she possessed a confidence only age can secure. She wore a black suit that screamed ‘secret agent’, aside from her black leather gloves, which had elaborate runes stitched in a variety of colors and patterns. 

She was always fastidious in her appearance, but Owen could see some changes. She was wearing more makeup than usual, and her black hair, which was usually pulled back into a long ponytail was carefully spun into bouncy curls. 

Owen pondered this as he sat beside her on the couch. Hilary stretched her legs out, balancing her heels on the corner and making the glass coffee table into an impromptu footrest. On her lap was the house cat, Quasar, marring her black suit with white hair. He clearly cared less about Hilary’s appearance than she did.

Billie had followed Owen into the room then plonked herself down beside Trish. Everyone on the team was close, but those two were best friends. On a squad where everyone took turns saving each other’s lives, that meant something. Owen wasn’t sure why, but he respected this closeness. They had been through it together, and Trish was especially protective of Billie.

All of them were waiting for Aurelia. If Owen knew anything about her, she was probably already present. Unable to spot her, he followed Q’s gaze to an empty space. He focused and looked intentionally in the same direction to find her leaning against the wall by the window. 

She was the tallest person in the room by some measure, even beating Owen’s respectable height of six foot two. She was clad in the same black suit as Hilary. However, even if their clothes matched, they didn’t project the same aura. Hilary managed to make the suit fit her feminine characteristics; Aurelia looked sharp. Her lean, athletic frame, stern, pale face, and piercing gray-blue eyes gave her a powerful demeanor that bordered on dangerous. She looked like the weapons-grade version of a special agent. And all of that was just surface level. 

It wasn’t her athleticism or world-class marksmanship that filled so many with fear. It was her unnatural ability to remain undetected. The majority of people couldn’t see her. Those who could, she could debilitate with an errant thought, rendering them inert and defenseless. She was the root of many conspiracy theories, the cause of missing time, and the reason why many powerful figures died in mysterious circumstances.

She was the Woman in Black. 

When Owen’s eyes met hers, she stepped forward to the encircled team as if she had been waiting for someone to notice her. Her blonde ponytail flicked behind her head.

“Okay, everyone, let’s start with updates and then we'll get to new matters. Hilary, have you and Trish made anything of the recent Bigfoot sightings?”

“No,” Hilary responded, startled as if she, too, hadn’t noticed Aurelia until she spoke. “As usual, I couldn't find anything worth following up on.”

Trish ran her hands through her crimson hair. 

“Yeah, I scoured everything I could online. It was just the usual hoaxes and the dumb people who fall for them.”

Billie huffed.

Owen turned to her. “What, is dissecting a Bigfoot one of your bucket list items as well?”

“No!” Billie protested, “I'm just a believer. Besides, he’s supposed to be a gentle giant. It would be better to leave him alone.”

Owen smirked. “So, if we found a dead one, you wouldn't want to dissect it?”

“No,” Billie said, frowning. “I mean... it would be disrespectful not to dissect him at that point.”

Aurelia sighed. 

“Good to know the peanut gallery is in full effect today.” She paused and looked over a piece of paper she held in a manilla folder. “I don’t even blame you. Things are slow this week. And I hear you have somewhere else to be, Owen?”

Shit, did she already know about his lunch meeting?

“Nope, I’m here and present.”

Owen leaned back on the sofa, trying to look innocent. 

“I got up early to check a lead in Hermit’s Harbor and then rushed back to make sure I didn't miss our meeting. And my lunch plans are pretty casual. Only work adjacent.” 

“It's true,” Billie said holding her hand up. “He did rush back.”

Billie had a connection to satellite data. It somehow filtered its way into her head, further enhancing her predictive powers. It also meant with a simple thought she could tell where any member of the team was on the island.

Trish raised her hand, mocking Billie’s gesturing.

“He does have a reservation, though. You’ll probably have to leave soon if you want to get to Elizabeth's Haven in time, Owen.” 

She turned her gaze back to her phone before adding, “Oh, and paying for a missed reservation is a sucker's game. Don’t reserve next time, and don’t give everyone your credit card number.”

Owen shot forward in his seat. 

“Have you hacked into my bank account again?”

Trish shrugged. 

“It's hardly hacking with the security you have for your money. You use the same password for everything and you're with a credit union. Fucking clown shoes.”

“My point is, I'm here for the assignments and the briefing. I'll try to keep my comments to a minimum,” Owen said, holding up his hands in defense.

Aurelia peered at him over the top of her black sunglasses. 

“Appreciated. Though, my expectations are low. Is there anything about your lunch meeting worth investigating further? You did say it was, how did you put it, work adjacent.”

“No, probably not. Some friends at the Observer want to discuss a new venture of theirs. It could be nothing.”

He purposely left out the more contentious manner of how they meant to investigate.

Aurelia nodded before looking back down at her papers. 

“Sounds good. That leaves the aftermath of that whole sea monster hoax fiasco. Billie, Trish, has there been anything to be concerned with online?”

Both shook their heads.

“Nope, nothing,” Trish replied.

“Agreed,” Billie echoed, eyes seeming to wander as she turned her mind inward. “Plus, satellite images show that traffic in the Bay has gone back to normal numbers, so I don't think this is going to continue to snowball.”

When they investigated the sea serpent hoax, they found no credible evidence of the supernatural. However, they did see some trends that made it worth bringing in another party. It wasn’t their kind of weird, but it was still an ARC case, even if it was a job for the clean-up crew. 

Owen raised his hand which caused Aurelia to sigh.

“Something to add?”

Owen tried to think of something to roast Trish, but he panicked at the last second and lowered his hand. 

“No, sorry.”

Aurelia rolled her eyes and looked across at her team.

“Good work, all of you. I know we weren’t directly involved but seeing the early warning signs and calling in the right people kept public knowledge to a minimum. Clean-up arrived so early they even saved a few people.” 

The clean up crew was an ARC group that specialized in handling situations that needed further attention after being de-escalated or neutralized. They dealt with all sorts of logistical headaches: witnesses to relocate, artifacts to recover, and bodies to bury.

They also handled cases that had gotten completely out of hand or were missed by agents entirely. From what Owen had heard, for every case ARC encountered and solved, there were two others they didn’t get to in time.

Hilary said the Birch Island cell did better than average, but, given how many ongoing cases they had, Owen could only imagine what fell through the cracks.

Aurelia cleared her throat.

“We will also keep an eye out for more credible sightings,” she continued. “We’ll get you a sea monster one of these days, Billie.”

Billie squealed and kicked her legs. Owen often forgot how young she was. She had been pulled into this world much earlier than he and had so much more experience, but part of that meant she never grew out of some of her more charming qualities.

She'd been hardened but she never lost her childhood whimsy for the supernatural, especially her love of cryptids.

“Okay,” Aurelia continued, “we only have one new case on the agenda today. With that in mind, Owen, if you're going to keep investigating that thing with your friends, it's going to be secondary to the main mission, is that understood?”

Owen waved a hand. “Sure, I'll keep it on the back burner.”

“Right now, the team has a single priority,” Aurelia slapped the folder down on the table, revealing various photographs and handwritten reports.” We have more cases of lights in the sky.”

Owen could feel a shiver run down his spine. “You don’t think the Centipods are back, do you?”

Owen and the team had dealt with a strange alien race that Billie had dubbed Centipods nearly a year before. They had come to an arrangement and the beings had left the planet. If they had returned....

Aurelia shook her head. “No, think classic lights in the sky.”

“Is it those shitlord Greys again?” Trish asked, slamming a fist down on the arm of the couch.

Valentine quickly scanned the documents with a short glance. 

“It has all the trademarks of Grey activity. Strange lights in the sky, abductions, animal mutilations.” 

Owen’s eyes went wide. “Okay, so grey aliens are real? I thought the whole alien thing was extremely rare?”

“It is rare,” Billie said. “They aren’t aliens in the classic sense. They aren’t from space, so much as another version of Earth. Think interdimensional refugees.” 

She paused in reflection. 

“Or prisoners. We’re not sure. Either way, they're from an alternate version of our planet and share a very similar genome to us.”

Owen felt like he was starting to get a grip on his new life as a paranormal investigator, but every meeting brought out new facts that made it clear he still had a lot to learn.

“So, are they here doing research or making a home?”

“It's unclear,” Billie said, quietly. “They've been operating for an unspecified amount of time. Some people think it's been decades, some think it's been centuries. But, either way, you’d think they would have gotten past the whole abduction and mutilation thing by now. They can't have anything left to learn about our biology.”

Owen was getting that familiar feeling again.

“So that means they’re....”

“A bunch of assholes,” Trish said, voice full of venom.

Owen nodded to her. 

“I was going to say sadists, but if the shoe fits.”

Owen frowned, remembering how dealing with an anomalous faction came with more complications than hunting a singular entity.

“Oh God, do we have to dance around this one and try to ruin their plans and drive them away? The whole political rigmarole?”

The leaders of ARC, known only to Owen as the Council, had many treaties with supernatural entities. It sometimes meant protecting humans came at a political cost, if not a fatal one.

“No, we can just kill them,” Aurelia said without hesitation.

“Huh, it's that simple?” he asked.

Aurelia waved the question away. 

“We can't get anything out of their technology, so ARC has a flat million-dollar bounty on each one of their bulbous heads.”

Owen looked over to Trish. 

“Why isn’t their tech valuable?”

“Because it isn’t actually that advanced. It uses materials we can’t reproduce on our earth, so we couldn’t recreate their ships or weapons even if we wanted to. They’re spooky little dickheads, but the machines they use aren’t impressive, just weird. The UFO you’re picturing right now? It’s just a nuclear-powered kite. It can’t even leave orbit without tearing apart. That’s how we got the first wreck back in the forties.”

Owen had more questions, but he had promised to be good. He would follow up on this in his own time.

“Okay, so interdimensional delinquents. At least we can make some real money here.”

Hilary looked at him with an almost condescending amount of sympathy. He knew before she spoke that he was about to have his bubble burst.

“Afraid not, Owen. It would be millions for an independent contractor, but as ARC employees, we’re talking about a much smaller bonus.” 

As if feeling Owen’s energy darken, she held up a hand, a gesture that made Aurelia sigh in aggravation.

“But hey, no fretting, it’s still for the greater good. We can’t have little psychos probing everyone on the island. That’s my job.” 

Everyone groaned, except Valentine, who cocked her head to the side.

“I also wouldn't mind getting a new espresso machine,” Valentine said in her usual monotone voice. “The bonus would cover an upscale model.”

Aurelia seemed to contemplate the idea for a moment before returning her attention to the group.

“Bonuses and appliances aside, if no one has anything else to report, I want everybody working on this immediately. Dismissed.”

As the group began milling out of the living room, Owen walked through the sliding glass door and out to the balcony. He was trying to quit, but all of this staring into the fresh air was making him want to fill his lungs with smoke.

“Hey, Owen,” Aurelia said.

She was already out there on the balcony, somehow making it out without him noticing.

“Hey, Auri.”

“You still haven't earned that.” 

Aurelia was protective of her nickname. Still, Owen saw her smile slightly, so he knew he wasn’t in any real trouble.

He sighed.

“I've been here for over a year now.”

“And you've done great work. But Trish was at two years before she started trying to call me that. Valentine barely ever does.”

“She'd only ever call you that if she knew you preferred it. Does that mean you don’t prefer it?”

Aurelia rolled her eyes. 

“What I prefer doesn't matter. You'll get the right to be familiar someday. Get a couple more big wins and we’ll talk.”

“I’m looking into some missing ships but that might need to bake a bit.”

Aurelia folded her arms and considered it.

“The weather has been bad. It could be natural causes.” She tapped her foot. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

Owen smirked at her and leaned against the railing. He was growing a bit too comfortable for his own good.

“Who knows? I have a feeling my friends are making some kind of show. I might get proof of a ghost on tape.”

The slight joviality that tinged Aurelia’s demeanor evaporated.

“Is that what you plan on doing?” 

She didn’t yell, but her response was somehow worse. 

“So, you’re going to bumble around in the dark and get videotaped doing it? Do you think it’s appropriate for an ARC agent to be making one of those stupid ghost-hunting shows?”

He’d already thought about this and was prepared for a debate. 

“Yeah. And I get the security concerns,” Owen stuttered out. “But remember, I'm already a bit of a name in this field. If anything, the fact that I haven't produced any public information in over a year seems more suspicious than letting the world know I'm still on the island.”

ARC agents, as a rule of thumb, only ever introduced themselves by first name. They gave fake names to the public, but to each other, it was strictly given names. Anything else would be considered rude. After all, it would just be a lie. 

Owen, on the other hand, was a public figure in the field before being recruited. His full name was a known quantity, along with his background. The idea that the wrong people already knew everything about him kept him up at night.

“That's true,” Aurelia said, contemplatively. She was silent for a minute before seemingly coming to a decision.

“Just watch what you say and stay off-camera as much as possible. Even if you’re a known quantity, there is no reason to draw attention to yourself.” 

She looked away, lips pursed. 

“Try to be discreet.”

“I always do.”

Aurelia raised an eyebrow.

“Being sarcastic and having discretion are not necessarily mutually exclusive,” Owen said, lighting a cigarette and taking a long draw.

Her expression turned back to disapproval.

“I thought you were quitting.”

“I am quitting. I've been working on this pack all week. This is what quitting looks like for me.”

“It's only Wednesday,” she retorted.

“Yeah, but I'm counting Sunday, so that's most of a week, right?”

Aurelia walked over to him. As she reached him, she shifted her weight back as if considering standing closer before deciding it was better to hold back. 

“If you need some support in quitting, let me know... or someone on the team.”

“Yeah. Of course.”

“Cancer would be a really stupid reason to lose you.”

Owen blushed but hid it by turning and putting his cigarette out on the railing. 

“Consider it done.”

Aurelia took her glasses off and looked at Owen. Her eyes were softer than normal. 

“Could you do another thing for me?”

Owen smiled. 

“Even beyond the dumb ghost hunting bit and the dumb aliens bit?”

“Yes, other than those two dumb things, consider this another personal request.”

Owen couldn't help but get excited. He knew so little about Aurelia and any opportunity to do something for her seemed like a gift. 

“Yes, of course. What is it?”

“Can you check on Emma? I'm not great at reading her and I can't seem to talk to her as well as you can, so can you check on her?”

He was hoping for something else. Maybe something that would require spending more time together. But he would also never turn his back on his favorite octopus.

“Sure, what’s the concern, though?”

Emma was an empath, and, while highly emotional, she was also incredibly stable. Owen saw her as the emotive glue to the team, always supporting everyone else. It would be strange for her to need anything. 

“She seems despondent and a bit pale today. I think something's been going on for a while, but it might be getting worse.”

“That’s weird, I
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