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      The Family Curse

      Anthony is at the mercy of a monster. This compulsion wants him to return to his family’s crumbling home filled with secrets. Most of all, the monster wants Nina. No one else will do.

      The Family Business

      Nina was born to hunt monsters—it’s in her blood. As sheriff, she keeps order and protects the town from the monsters prowling in the wilderness. The man who actively makes her job difficult shows up at her doorstep in the middle of the night. He was bitten and in a bad way, needing her help.

      Can Nina put aside her hard feelings and help her enemy? Or is it a trap?

      An enemy in need is still an enemy.

      No catching feelings allowed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Monsters of the Nexus

          

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, three colony ships left Earth and went off course.

      Way off course.

      The crew woke to find themselves on a planet that occupied a spot in the universe with unique properties. Technology failed. Power surges fried computers, and the ship that sailed the stars was grounded. The worst, they discovered, was yet to come.

      They had been altered during the long journey to Nexus. The hostile environment required certain genetic adaptations to survive. No one could have predicted the mutation that occurred when combined with the planet’s strange energy. Some became monsters. Others became hunters.

      For two centuries, surrounded by the broken technology of their star-faring ancestors, humanity has struggled to survive on a hostile planet. Knowledge vanished. Earth became a legend. Humanity slid into a dark age filled with monsters.
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      Nina

      Sweetwater Point

      Eleven Years Ago

      

      Nina was miserable.

      She adjusted the hood on her greatcoat. It didn’t help. She was still miserably wet, and the darkened sky only promised more rain.

      Early spring rain beaded on the surface of the waxed fabric, but the coat did nothing against the cold. She was chilled down to her soul. Mud caked her boots and damp seeped in through her boots. She longed for a pair of dry socks and good fur-lined gloves.

      Duty called, rain or shine. Such was the burden of a deputy.

      If she had a nice desk job, she could be both toasty warm and dry, but she had no such vocation. She could be an accountant or a librarian, but no. Nina had to follow in the family footsteps, which meant she was a monster hunter.

      After a fashion.

      Technically, Nina was a deputy. Wearing a badge was as close as she could get to monster hunting in modern times, and being a champion of law and order kept the community safe. If, when the seasons changed and the Nexus energies surged on the solstice, duty required Nina to patrol the streets for a wayward monster, she welcomed the opportunity.

      Welcoming the opportunity was easier in theory on a warm summer’s day. Less so in a freezing spring rain. Regardless, rain or shine, Nina was exactly where she wanted to be, protecting Sweetwater Point and the people who called it home.

      Monster hunting was an archaic profession. Once, when the human settlers were still finding their footing on Nexus and the entire colony was in peril of failing, the planetary government paid a generous salary. Hunters kept the colonists safe and the new settlements free from monsters.

      Not long after the first appearance of the monsters and the collapse of the original colonist’s technology, the Navarre family traveled west and settled at the end of the partially constructed railroad. There was no military fort then. Certainly no Sweetwater Point. They hunted monsters on the fringes of human civilization, making the land safe and a town possible.

      Now? There was the occasional bounty offered when a monster terrorized a village or township, paid out of the town coffers.

      Monster hunting had not paid the bills in some time. Short of funds, the Navarre family got creative. They became the law and wore a badge. A few—her grandfather, for one—went into politics or became lawyers. There was the odd blacksmith and even an accountant second cousin, but the majority of the Navarre family kept the peace in the town that sprouted where the railroad terminated. Sweetwater Point always had travelers, some going into the West Lands to make their fortunes, homesteaders bringing livestock to market and needing supplies, and the military.

      Soldiers were constantly coming and going to the nearby fort, and when they weren’t on duty, they were in town carousing and generally being a nuisance. The vampire Draven haunted the mountains to the west, a constant force impossible to ignore. While the vampire had not been seen out of his mountain fortress in more than a century, the military was always on guard.

      In short, Sweetwater Point was a busy place. People and funds flowed through the town, which was exactly what the mayor and those with business interests favored. The sheriff had his hands full keeping the peace.

      How he found the time to fuss over her, she hadn’t the slightest idea.

      Lucas readjusted the hood on her cloak. “Do not let the fabric hang too far forward or you’ll obstruct your vision.”

      Nina scowled. “Surely rain will obstruct my vision.”

      “Then stand up straight and do not slouch.”

      Nina very much wanted to kick Lucas in the shins, but they were no longer children. They were adults with responsibilities. He was sheriff of Sweetwater Point and she was a loyal deputy. A deputy did not kick the sheriff in the shins.

      Even if he deserves it.

      She pushed her shoulders back and stood a bit taller.

      “You’re still a bit slouchy. You know, it’s not too late to apprentice to the blacksmith,” he said, his tone teasing. “Or finish your law degree like your ma wants.”

      Nina’s mother had been very disappointed when she quit law school and joined up as a deputy. Law school was always her mother’s dream and not Nina’s.

      “Blacksmith? These hands are too delicate for the forge.” Nina held up a gloved hand. “I’d rather be an accountant with Cousin Victor.”

      “You wouldn’t last a fortnight.”

      “I’d be warm and dry and inside.”

      “As an apprentice? You’d have one lump of coal all winter and a desk by a drafty window.”

      Unfortunately, that was a likely scenario. Second cousin Victor was not known for his generosity of spirit.

      “Spite will keep me warm,” she said.

      “Too stubborn to quit,” Lucas corrected.

      Nina gestured dramatically to their soggy surroundings. “And see how I flourish.”

      Lucas huffed in amusement, then proceeded down the muddy street at an impressive clip. “You need to be more than stubborn in this vocation. Be aware of your surroundings. The rain will mask the approach of any devil intent on malfeasance.”

      Nina held her tongue as she followed. Her cousin had a tendency to lecture. She did not mind as she knew it was a manifestation of his affection.

      “Your pistol is a good tool but don’t rely on it in close quarters,” Lucas continued. “You’re more likely to shoot yourself than a beast. Use your blade.”

      “This isn’t my first patrol,” she grumbled. Lucas gave some variation of this speech during every solstice or equinox. She wasn’t a brand-new recruit—she had six months’ experience, thank you very much—but there was comfort to be found in his familiar warning. While she had not spent as many years patrolling the town as Lucas had, she was far from inexperienced.

      “It doesn’t hurt to review the basics.”

      “I’m confused, cousin. Which end of the blade goes into the monster?” she asked, trotting alongside him.

      “That’s Sheriff Cousin to you.” He grinned. At least she assumed he grinned. Any expression was obscured by the rain and his mustache.

      “I can’t believe Aunt Prudy hasn’t made you shave off that ridiculous thing,” she said. “It looks like a caterpillar.”

      “As amusing as all this is, can we focus on the task at hand?” Captain Pearson’s clipped tone was as icy as the freezing rain.

      Nina glanced over her shoulder at the soldier. He was inordinately handsome, the kind of attractive with a straight nose, strong jaw, and silver hair at his temples that made her feel a little giddy. He wore confidence as easily as he wore his uniform. He spoke precisely and with clarity in a voice like cut glass, the kind of diction taught in expensive schools. Fortunately, his cool countenance and look of perpetual disdain helped her recover from handsomeness-induced foolishness.

      “You’re more than welcome to patrol on your own,” she said.

      “I sought the sheriff’s assistance for his tracking skills, not to wander about in the rain for hours.” The captain arrived at the sheriff’s office that afternoon with a problem. It seemed he misplaced—how embarrassing—a werewolf. Now the sheriff, every deputy in town, and a handful of soldiers scoured the streets searching for the wayward beast.

      Nina was not impressed. Nexus surges happened on a predictable schedule.

      A person could prepare. A responsible person.

      Captain Pearson’s lack of oversight was now her problem.

      Nina gave the captain a withering glare. He failed to notice due to the hooded cloak and the rain, but the point was made. His face was not so handsome that he was above criticism. In fact, she prepared herself to deliver a blow of wit so devastating that handsome Captain Pearson would never recover when Lucas paused, holding up his hand for silence.

      They were near the river. The lights of the town burned behind them and the prairie on the other side of the muddy banks stretched out before them.

      “Can you sense it?” Lucas asked.

      “You’re better at tracking than I am,” she said.

      “The route to improvement is practice. Tell me what you feel.”

      “Rain.”

      Captain Pearson made a scoffing noise. “We do not have the time for a training exercise.”

      “As my deputy said, you are more than welcome to patrol on your own,” Lucas replied, his tone stern.

      “Get on with it then, witch.”

      Lucas turned his attention to Nina. In the same stern tone that she felt was unwarranted, he said, “Close your eyes and focus.”

      The work. This was no place for petty squabbles.

      “Very well.” She closed her eyes and attempted to focus on something other than her cold nose, damp socks, and general sense of misery.

      Monsters came in three varieties, for the most part. Beasts, or werewolves, were the most common. Their bites were contagious and could trigger a change in the unwitting victim when the Nexus energies surged. Vampires were less common and their hunger drove them into towns and villages, where they were quickly discovered. A beast could sequester themselves and suffer through the shift into their monstrous form in isolation. A vampire did not shift between human and monster form. They simply were, and they always hungered for blood.

      Again, the predictable nature of a beast’s transformation made Captain Pearson’s oversight even more egregious, but she would strive to be charitable. He could very well have ordered his troops to search for the wayward beast and stayed behind in the fort, but he was in the freezing rain, the same as her, a witch.

      The final group, the one her family claimed affiliation, were commonly called witches because they could sense the Nexus energy and feel the ebb and flow of it through the seasonal cycle. This sensitivity allowed witches to track disturbances in the energy fields. Some even had the ability to manipulate it and used this talent to create astounding artifacts imbued with Nexus energy. These artifacts combined with the ability to track gave them an advantage for hunting monsters.

      An occasional new variety of monster appeared, as nature loved nothing more than a novel mutation, but the majority fell into the expected three categories.

      Nina had a natural advantage of being a witch but a natural advantage did not equal talent or skill.

      Unfortunately.

      She started with the steady rhythm of the rain. The sound of it as it fell on cloth, on the earth and metal roofs. Then the noise of water impacting water, a gentle patter, expanding to the rush of the river. Swollen with winter melt and spring rains, the normally lazy river was energetic.

      Beyond that… buzzing, like insects on a warm summer’s day but also not. Her skin positively itched with awareness but there was nothing tangible. It was an ineffable buzzing.

      It was most vexing.

      “Stop. You’re thinking too hard,” Lucas said.

      Nina tossed her hands up in frustration, tired of the cold and the rain. “Pray tell, how am I thinking too hard?”

      “You get a line here.” Lucas pressed his index finger between her brows. “Relax. Be outside yourself. Cease being in your own way.”

      “Your unhelpfulness is astounding,” Nina grumbled. Relaxing was difficult when Lucas and Pearson watched her.

      “When your pa trained me up, he was equally opaque,” Lucas replied.

      Be outside herself. How needlessly mysterious. It was enough to inspire apoplexy.

      Nina took a calming breath and closed her eyes.

      Rain. Ineffable buzzing.

      Previous generations of family hunters left their insight in journals, or grimoires. Many volumes catalogued various monsters, their weaknesses and the most efficient means of extermination. Some explored herbs and their various uses, particularly for warding off monsters. A few early volumes included the experiments of artificers, their failed projects and successes. One well-worn volume was dedicated to the vampire Draven. That particular creature had haunted the edge of the known world for centuries.

      Nowhere, not in a single volume or even a single page, did anyone explain how they sensed the Nexus or manipulated it. They just did.

      It was exasperating.

      Nina could only conclude that it was a concept so easily understood that it required no strenuous tutelage and, therefore, she was defective. Unable to sense anything beyond a buzzing, she simply lacked innate talent. No amount of practice would allow her to overcome this defect.

      A finger poked her in the forehead again. “Still thinking.”

      Nina swatted his hand away. She didn’t know how to be outside herself. She knew how to study. How to research. She knew that sound was a wave, invisible to the eye but not to other senses. It could be felt and observed, like rain rippling on water. The drops created a ripple and spread and intersected, creating void spaces. Nexus energy moved like water, surging and retreating, waves washing over existence.

      And just like that, she understood.

      Nina opened her eyes, grinning in triumph.

      “I can hear you,” she said.

      “Oh? And what do I sound like?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely silent.” Nexus energy moved through everything. Except a witch. They were a void, the Nexus energy moving around them like a rock in the river. Taking that idea one step further, monsters absorbed that energy. They weren’t necessarily loud but they did echo. Amid the buzzing of the Nexus, it was easy for an echo to be overlooked.

      Nina looked, and heard it.

      “To the west,” she said with confidence.

      Lucas returned her grin. “I knew you had it in you.”

      “Yes, and I intend to fully explain the chain of logic that helped me decipher this puzzle.” She’d write her thought process down in her own grimoire and help some Navarre witch at some point in the future.

      “Fascinating, but there’s nothing down this way,” Pearson interrupted. “The creature will be drawn to people. We should head back into the town center.”

      Pearson had a point. There wasn’t much along the river beyond docked riverboats, warehouses, and a tavern. No residential buildings. The area emptied out when the sun went down. The tavern, The Muddy Mudfish, might harbor a few loyal patrons but most everyone would be home.

      “Need I remind you that I am extending a professional courtesy to you, Captain?” Lucas said, his tone sharp. “If you continue to complain, I will send a bill to your commander.”

      Pearson made an angry huffing noise. “I’ll return to the town center. You continue to scout along the river. I think we’ll find that arrangement agreeable.”

      “Very agreeable.”

      Nina waved cheerily to Pearson’s departing figure. “You can tell he’s not used to being told no. A hazard of being too pretty, I wager. No one has the heart to refuse him.”

      Lucas grumbled an agreement. They continued past the empty warehouses, their windows dark. The street was wide here to allow for easy loading and unloading of goods. It was even paved with brick, for efficiency. Commerce refused to waste time dealing with the muck and the mud.

      Eventually, the river curved away and the street narrowed, continuing on straight as an arrow. Soon a tavern appeared, promising warmth, light, and whatever libations a tired dock worker might desire. During a solstice or equinox, such establishments operated all night. At sunset, the doors were locked and whoever remained inside was there until morning with people, food, drink, and entertainment.

      Nina was a touch envious.

      Lucas held up a hand, silently commanding her to stop. He cocked his head to one side, listening. Nina couldn’t hear much beyond the muffled noise emanating from the tavern.

      The door swung open and a man stumbled out.

      “You,” Lucas barked. The man jerked in surprise. “Get back inside.”

      “I’m headed home,” the man said, swaying on his feet. “Swore I’d be home before dark.”

      “Well, you’re too late for that. Go back inside and wait until dawn, like everyone else.”

      “The time got away from me is all⁠—”

      Lucas sighed, as if bone tired. He strode up the steps and turned the man until he faced the tavern door. Light and noise spilled out when the door opened, like a portal to never-ending revelry. Nina swore she could feel the warmth from the fireplace. Lucas shoved the man inside and the portal closed, leaving her in the freezing rain.

      Lucas stood in front of the door with his arms crossed, as if daring another person to try making a break for it.

      “We’ve better things to do than to play nursemaid to this lot,” Nina said.

      “We do.” He stepped away from the building, back into the dark and the rain. He scrubbed a face over his hand. “I lost the trail.”

      “We’ll find him.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I’ll check the back. You stay here. That door was meant to be locked but apparently The Muddy Mudfish considers that to be a suggestion. Make sure no one else tries to leave. Use your whistle if something happens,” he ordered, and disappeared between the buildings.

      Nina waited, digging her hands into the folds of the cloak for warmth. She would like to say she faithfully followed orders, but she was not the most patient of persons and she was cold. It was easy to stay warm when in motion. Waiting in the rain only made her acutely aware of the numbness in the tip of her nose.

      She stomped her feet. Being in motion helped to keep her warm. Minutes passed. Lucas did not return. Another patron tried to leave the tavern. Nina stopped then with a fierce glare.

      Then she heard it. Metal rubbish bins clattered behind the building.

      “Sheriff?”

      No reply. It could be a cat, or it could be Lucas being caught by surprise.

      With a hand on her pistol, Nina went to investigate.

      Anthony

      This expedition was a waste. The entire scheme of having monsters in the ranks was shortsighted in his opinion.

      Did he imagine that the vampire Draven excluded monsters from his army? No. There had been too many reports of beasts and other green-skinned oddities to ignore their existence. The top brass wanted a weapon, and they couldn’t see beyond the benefits of having a tame monster.

      No monster was ever really tame.

      Anthony pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the medallion underneath the layers of cloth. The emblems were a family tradition for luck and protection. His parents had given it to him when he was a child, and he had worn it every day since.

      It was a touch eccentric as far as family traditions, but stories of the finfolk haunted the northern coast. They were greedy creatures, desiring gold above all, and used music to bewitch their victims. The stories never specified if the music was instrumental, like a mournful flute or haunting violin, or voice. He supposed it made little difference. The finfolk would trick sailors into crashing their ships on the rocks and looting the wreckage. They took survivors with them to live under the water, stealing brides and grooms and condemning them to a watery grave.

      At least, he had always assumed it would be a short time spent underwater before they abducted people drowned. The stories did not specify. That was the thing about folklore, it left gaps in the stories. The audience filled in the gaps with what seemed reasonable to them, making the legends feel true.

      Anthony had been absolutely convinced that their house was in the territory of a foul-tempered finfolk man. The only way to appease the territorial beast was to offer up small treasures. He left particularly nice shells, interesting rocks, and whatever shiny thing he could acquire, by the gate in the garden wall that faced the water.

      The little treasures were always accepted, which eased the anxiety in his young chest. That was likely the handiwork of a gardener or his older cousins. No one mentioned it, he never asked, and the territorial finfolk man never attacked the house.

      Children would believe any old nonsense. Now, he recognized the superstition for being exactly that.

      Anthony made his way up the dirt street to the main thoroughfare. The town was quiet; the inclement weather encouraging the residents to stay home for the equinox and turn in early.

      The frontier town wildly differed from the coastal town of his youth, Saltwick. Here the buildings were wooden, the roofs metal, and the roads unpaved. A staggering number of people flowed through Sweetwater Point, congesting the muddy roads and crowding the taverns, but somehow it felt open. The possibilities were as endless as the sky.

      Saltwick was old and worn. The streets were paved and the houses made of stone, but the people who lived there were as cold as the harsh wind off the northern waters. He hadn’t set foot in that forsaken town since he left at eighteen and he was glad of it.

      None of this was helpful.

      Anthony quickened his step. He needed to find his missing recruit, preferably before the man did something regrettable.

      An uncontrollable beast on the loose never ended well.

      The best recruits were enlisted soldiers who volunteered for the bite. They were loyal and understood. The raw power they possessed could shift the balance in battle. Only a small percentage transformed, even those with a family predisposition.

      To make up the numbers, recruits were drawn from the jails and less savory sources. Many took the bite to avoid the hangman. Even if they failed to transform, they lived out their days in prison. If they did transform, they served for ten years before being discharged with a pension.

      It was a fair deal when the alternative was the noose. Unfortunately, these recruits were unreliable and prone to vice. They had no pride in the uniform they wore and broke every regulation. Eventually, they all went rogue.

      Such was the case of Ben Jollett. Imprisoned for theft, he agreed to the bite. Now, just a few short weeks later, he was on the run. Faced with the realities of a soldier’s life, Ben decided that he would rather be a fugitive.

      Conscription never worked. Even when it did, the creatures had a limited life span. The military asked for ten years but few lived to see the end of their servitude. The officers in charge only saw the creatures as weapons, not living, breathing people, and were thrown into the most dangerous situations. The fatality rate was staggering. If a beast was fortunate to survive, they needed an anchor. If too much time passed without a soul to tether the monster, they went feral. Dangerous. Beyond dangerous. And despite the orders and mission briefings from senior officers, no one could force a bond. It happened organically or not at all.

      Artifacts would be the most useful. Genuine weapons infused with Nexus energy, relics from the colonial age, in the hands of loyal and true soldiers? They would be unmatched. Not even Draven with his army of monsters lurking in the mountains could stand against just an elite force.

      Unfortunately, artifact quality ranged from the legendary to the worthless. Legendary artifacts were few and far between. A skilled artificer spent their lives perfecting their craft and could hope to forge one true artifact. The demand far outstripped the supply. The government could pass a provision demanding that all artifacts be surrendered but that would create more problems than it solved. Namely, artifacts were to be found in the possession of monster hunters, who would never surrender the weapons, and collectors, who were too wealthy to be ignored.

      There was no resolution down that path.

      What the military needed was witches.

      Their skills at tracking monsters were unparalleled. They could manipulate Nexus energy and use that to enhance weaponry. While they might never make a tier one relic, imagine the benefit of lesser improvements. Rifles that aimed true. Pistols that never misfired. Spyglasses with improved vision.

      Anthony considered the deputy. She understood loyalty and duty. Her skills at tracking needed to be improved, but that wasn’t anything time and repetition couldn’t cure. She’d be a useful tool but perhaps she was too loyal. She’d never leave her cousin, the sheriff.

      Perhaps he could seduce her. He saw the way she looked at him with appreciation.

      The notion filled him with instant revulsion. That was something his brother Roderick would do. Anthony would never stoop to such manipulation. There had to be another way.

      Could he appeal to her sense of patriotism? Join his company of monsters for the greater good of all humanity?

      Anthony pulled at the collar of his coat. The rain felt like needles of ice on his skin.

      A scream pierced the night.
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      Nina

      The beast was on her before her eyes had time to adjust to the gloom of the alley. Heavy paws pushed her into metal rubbish bins. They clattered as they tipped over and she slammed into the hard ground. Mud that had been squishy under her feet was suddenly rock solid. It stank like stagnant river water and garbage.

      She screamed, she was sure she did, because the moment she hit the ground, the air left her chest and there was only the sound of a growl.

      Surprise and panic flowed hot through her, distracting her from the frustration of not sensing the beast. That was her purpose, after all.

      Nina rolled onto her back, kicking at the beast. He loomed over her, large and blocking the minimal light. Her foot connected but did little. A large clawed hand swiped down, knocking the pistol out of her grip and onto the ground.

      Nina twisted and lifted herself to her hands and knees. The beast lunged down, its hot breath on her, and snagged her cloak into its maw. The clasp pulled against her throat, choking her.

      She cried in distress, reaching for the clasp. It broke away and she fell forward, catching herself with her hands.

      The metal of the pistol glinted in the moonlight. She scrambled forward, desperate for the weapon. She barely had the training for this. As a child, she learned to shoot and how to defend herself in a fight, but that was years ago. Those skills atrophied if not used and rather than stay in Sweetwater Point and hone those skills as she learned from her elders, her mother sent Nina away to finishing school to polish away her rough accent. After that, she studied law.

      Nina hated it then and she hated it now because it left her helpless, unless Ben Jollett was interested in discussing common law or playing the pianoforte. She couldn’t track, she couldn’t fight… she was useless.

      A heavy paw hit her in the middle of her back, sending her back to the frozen ground. The pistol was just out of reach. She rolled to the side and sprang to her feet. Nothing good would happen as long as she lay prone on the ground.

      Nina drew the dagger that was in her boot. She pointed the silver blade at the beast but it seemed laughably small. What could her little dagger hope to achieve against a beast twice her size?

      The beast—Ben Jollett—snarled. His face was almost human, like a waxen mask had melted and reshaped itself. The nose was wrong. The teeth were sharp and very wrong. The jaw certainly opened far too wide. Every inch was covered in thick dark fur. Despite all this, he was recognizably human.

      Maybe it was the white patch on his chin humanizing him, but Nina hoped he wasn’t completely lost to the monster. She said, “You need to gain control of yourself, Ben.”

      He took a step closer, hot breath wafting over her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      The beast huffed, as if amused. How could she possibly hope to hurt him when he so flawlessly demonstrated how easily he could hurt her?

      With her teeth, she pulled off the glove from her free hand and reached for the whistle hiding under her shirt. Eyes never leaving the beast, she fumbled through the many layers to find the cord around her neck. Her fingers were numb and clumsy but she found her prize.

      The whistle was sharp and shrill. The beast lunged. She moved to the side, whistle clamped between her lips. At least she could still dodge. That skill hadn’t completely vanished.

      The beast’s paw snagged the cord and pulled until it snapped.

      Nina swiped her blade at the beast’s face, the edge glancing off of something. With her luck, it was fur and she gave the werewolf a trim.

      The beast swung again. This time she was less nimble and he caught her. It was a solid blow to her ribs. She stumbled into the side of a building, landing hard against the wood siding.

      Nina pushed herself upright. This wasn’t a fight she could win. The beast overpowered her in every way that mattered. She needed to run.

      So, she turned tail and ran.

      And promptly tripped over the overturned rubbish bins.

      A dagger sailed overhead and landed in the beast’s shoulder. He roared in pain.

      Nina knew that knife. It was part of a matching set made by her great-great-so-and-so uncle, the blacksmith, an artifact enhanced with the power of the Nexus to fight monsters.

      Lucas stood to the mouth of the alley, blocking the exit, the other dagger in his hand.

      The beast charged Lucas, completely ignoring Nina. She scrambled to her feet, acutely aware of the pain in her ribs and the numbness in her gloveless hands.

      With her dagger in hand, Nina ran at the beast. She sank her blade into its back. The beast turned its snout and snapped but was otherwise unaffected. It shook her off, knocking her into the mud.

      She grabbed the lid to the rubbish bin. It was bent but solid. She swung it wide, clipping the beast in the shoulder. It turned, roaring in annoyance, and she hit it again in the head.

      The beast staggered back.

      The dagger sailed from Lucas’ hand, this time planting itself in the beast’s eye. While the beast pawed at its face, claws flailing wildly, Lucas dashed in to retrieve the dagger from the shoulder.

      A clawed hand connected with Lucas’ abdomen. Fabric tore. Lucas grunted but gave no indication of pain.

      Nina jumped on the beast’s back, one arm around its neck and the other driving her dagger into the injured shoulder.

      “The cuffs!” Lucas shouted, clutching his stomach.

      Nina reached down to her belt and found nothing. “I dropped them.”

      The beast lunged forward, entirely focused on Lucas and ignoring Nina clinging to his back. Huge paws swiped at Lucas, who moved sluggishly. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Here.” Pearson held up a pair of silver cuffs and tossed them to Nina.

      She reached up to catch them, losing her grip and falling back to her feet. Not to worry. She darted to the side and clamped a band on the beast’s wrist.

      His entire body stilled, then he flung his arms wide and roared. It must have rattled windows because it rattled Nina’s bones.

      Pearson used a rope to wrap around the beast’s legs. He pulled and the beast toppled over. Nina took the opportunity to wrestle the beast’s other arm into position to secure the cuffs.

      “There,” she said, hands on hips and only a little out of breath. “One werewolf hogtied.”

      “This is not a sideshow,” Pearson muttered.

      Lucas said nothing.

      “What do you think, sheriff?” she asked.

      Her cousin held himself up with one arm against the side of the building, the other wrapped around his abdomen. Blood seeped through the fabric and between his fingers, dripping onto the ground.

      “Lucas?”

      The sheriff fell to his knees.

      Anthony

      The deputy—Nina—was remarkably composed as she unwound the scarf from around her neck and pressed it to the sheriff’s bleeding abdomen. Calm. Competent. Both admirable qualities.

      “Lucas, stop fighting me,” she said, steely resolve in her voice.

      Three soldiers now gathered in the alleyway’s narrow mouth.

      Anthony removed the dagger still lodged in the beast’s eye. It vibrated in his hand.

      An artifact. The edge glowed violet.

      The other dagger had fallen to the ground. He retrieved it, wrapped them both in a handkerchief, and slid the set into the inner pocket of his greatcoat.

      “Secure Jollett and put a muzzle on him. Take him back to base,” he ordered. “I’ll deal with him later.”

      Nina muttered reassurance to the unconscious sheriff. Frankly, Anthony thought it was a blessing to be passed out. She lifted her gaze to Anthony’s. “Don’t just stand there. We need a surgeon.”

      Yes, that was a concerning amount of blood.

      “The town’s sawbones is a drunk. We’ll use my surgeon,” he said. Pointing to the nearest soldier not currently wrestling with the extremely uncooperative werewolf, he ordered, “Go to the fort. Fetch Doctor Garza.”

      Nina shook her head. “It’s too far. Get Doctor Bell.”

      She pressed her hands against the sheriff’s stomach. Blood seeped out between her fingers. Time was of the essence. The sheriff did not have the luxury of waiting for a trip to the fort and back.

      “Will he be sober?” Anthony asked.

      “Dammit, Pearson, you could be there by now. Stop being an ass.”

      Fair.

      A soldier looked to Pearson for confirmation.

      “Make it happen,” he said. “Quick.”

      A single soldier took off at a run while the other two used rope and cuffs on Jollett. He fought, snapping his teeth.

      “Put a muzzle on him first. If you don’t have a muzzle, stuff his mouth with your gloves.”

      The sheriff moaned.

      “Hush. The doc will be here soon,” Nina said to him, even though he appeared to be unconscious. She brushed back the hair from his forehead, leaving a smear of blood.

      There was so much blood.

      The scarf did a piss -poor job of stopping the bleed, no matter how much pressure she applied. She looked around, as if realizing this, and searched for an alternative, which was the muddy cloak on the ground. Her hand reached for it.

      “Use this.” Anthony removed his greatcoat and offered it to her.

      “You’ll freeze.”

      “Back home we call this a pleasant day,” he said. “I’m not made of sugar.”

      “Thank you,” she said, accepting the coat.

      Folded in half, it covered Lucas like a blanket but it did stem the flow of blood.

      “We should move him indoors. Somewhere more hygienic,” he said.

      “Wychwood House isn’t far.”

      “The tavern is closest. Plenty of light for the doctor.” And a fire to dry off by.

      “Are you suggesting The Muddy Mudfish is hygienic? I’ve seen their kitchen.”

      “Yes, I imagine they don’t scrub down the tables daily.”

      “If ever,” she said.

      “You do realize how serious an injury like his is?” Anthony asked. “If he doesn’t bleed out, he’ll become infected and wish he had bled out.”

      She gave him a glare sharp enough to cut. Fortunately, Anthony was impervious to glares.

      “All the more reason to be home, isn’t it?” she snapped.

      “As you command.” With a grunt, Anthony lifted the unconscious sheriff into his arms. The greatcoat, now ruined, shifted but did not fall. “Lead on.”
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