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CHAPTER ONE

SIREN’S LULLABY
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Lullaby. Sweet, soothing, nurturing. A melody meant to cradle the soul, to hush the chaos into quiet. But life—life is nothing of the sort. It thrashes, it screams, it rips lullabies apart with jagged teeth, leaving only echoes of what could have been.

In the soothing echoes of the past, there they stood, grasping at the fading threads of a melody long lost—once a comfort, now a ghost. Reality twisted around them, unravelling at the seams, as they reached for the warmth that once was, only to find it slipping through their fingers like mist at dawn. The air thickens, modern sounds fade, and the world shifts. The hum of the present dissolves into an eerie hush, replaced by the distant crackle of torches and the low whisper of the wind.

A dimly lit medieval courtyard stretches before us, its walls tall and weathered, cradling the darkness like an old secret. Flickering torches cling to iron brackets, their flames dancing wildly as if warning of something unseen. Shadows stretch and shrink across the worn stone ground, shifting like restless spectre’s. In the centre, a group of children stand in a perfect circle, their rough tunics swaying as they murmur an ancient chant. Their voices—soft, rhythmic, unsettling—blend into the cold night, forming a melody that does not belong to joy. Their game is old, older than the stones beneath them, older than the firelight that barely holds the darkness at bay.

One child steps forward, their eyes gleaming strangely in the dim glow. The others fall silent. The torchlight sputters. A gust of wind snakes through the courtyard, carrying with it a whisper—something not quite human. Beth stands frozen at the edge of the circle, her breath shallow, the night pressing in around her. The torches spit and flicker, casting erratic shadows that stretch and coil like watching figures. The game is simple—they all know the rules. Mimic the old ritual, laugh, move on. But something about tonight is different. The air is too thick, the chant too heavy, and the unease curling in Beth’s stomach refuses to settle.

“Come on, Beth,” a boy sneers, his grin sharp in the firelight. “Scared?”

The others chime in, their voices laced with mockery, their eyes gleaming with anticipation. Beth swallows hard. She doesn’t want to do this. But saying no isn’t an option.

Heart pounding, she steps forward. She traces the symbols in the dirt with a hesitant hand, her fingers trembling. She speaks the words, barely above a whisper. A gust of wind howls through the courtyard. The torches sputter violently. The world seems to tighten, like it’s holding its breath. Then—a sharp gasp, followed by a dull thud. Beth turns just in time to see one of the children collapse, their body hitting the stone like a rag doll. The circle breaks instantly, gasps slicing through the silence. The torches shudder. The shadows creep closer.

The child doesn’t move.

Beth’s pulse roars in her ears. This was a game. Just a game. But now—now, the body lies still, too still, and terror slithers through the group like a living thing.

“No—no, wake up,” Beth stammers, her hands shaking as she reaches out. Her fingers barely brush the child’s skin when she feels it—heat. A searing warmth blooming against her chest.

Her pendant.

It glows faintly, pulsing with something ancient, something powerful. She doesn’t know how, doesn’t even think—she just acts. A rush of energy surges through her, flowing from her fingertips into the child’s limp form. And then—

A breath.

A shudder. The child’s chest rises. Their eyes flutter open. Beth exhales in relief—but the moment shatters before she can even process it.

“She’s cursed!”

The scream tears through the courtyard.

Beth flinches as the children stumble back, their faces twisting with something worse than fear—revulsion.

“A siren!” another yells, pointing a trembling finger at her.

“She shouldn’t be here—she doesn’t belong!”

The whispers grow, morphing into a frantic chant, a rising tide of panic. The torches burn hotter, their light searing, accusing. The shadows seem to lean in, hungry.

Beth takes a step back. Then another.

She was part of them a moment ago. But now?

Now, she is something else.

Beth jolted back to the present, the city streets stretching endlessly before her, slick with the sheen of rain and the glow of distant headlights. The past clung to her like a second skin, but the hum of the engine beneath her and the rhythmic flick of passing streetlights reminded her—she was here. Now.

“You, okay?” Lyra’s voice cut through the haze, steady yet probing. One hand rested on the wheel, the other tapping absently against the dashboard as they sped through the night.

“Yeah,” Beth murmured, her voice barely convincing. She shifted in the passenger seat, her grown form pressing against the leather, the space feeling smaller than it should.

Behind them, Sarah leaned forward between the seats, her eyes glinting mischievously in the dim light. “Are we there yet?”

“No.” Lyra shoved Sarah back, careful not to swerve the car as the tires hummed against the wet road.

Beth let out a quiet giggle, more reflex than amusement, before reaching for the volume knob. A five to an eight—not jarring, but enough to drown out the thoughts clawing their way to the surface. Celine Dion’s It’s All Coming Back to Me Now swelled through the car, the lyrics twisting into something almost mocking. Beth leaned back, her gaze flickering to the window. The dark trees lining the road blurred into smears of black and silver, flashing past in rhythmic pulses. Her breath hitched.

For a split second, the trees weren’t trees at all. They were figures.

Children.

Their faces were cast in torchlight, mouths twisted in horror, eyes wide and screaming without sound. Beth’s stomach clenched. The past wasn’t done with her yet. The air in the car grew thick, the warmth of her pendant suddenly noticeable against her skin, like it remembered too. The music, once a distraction, now seemed distant—warped, stretching unnaturally between time and memory.

She blinked. The trees returned. The road remained. The city lights flickered in the distance. But her hands—her hands were still shaking. The children scattered like startled birds, their frantic footsteps echoing through the courtyard. Panic clung to the air, thick and suffocating, their screams tearing through the night. Beth’s breath hitched as she watched them, their fear igniting a firestorm in her chest. They were going to tell.

The thought was pungent, suffocating, evident in the terror reflecting in their wide, accusing eyes. Beth’s family had suffered enough. The whispers, the watchful glares, the constant scrutiny of the village’s so-called committee—always waiting, always watching, ready to brand them as something other. She couldn’t let this happen. She had to stop them.

But how?

Her pulse roared in her ears, drowning out reason. Her tiny hands clenched at her sides, trembling as she took a shaky step forward.

Then—

A sound. Low, lilting, and wrong.

A lullaby wove through the night, delicate yet wooden, as if sung by something not quite human. It drifted from nowhere and everywhere at once, curling through the darkness like mist, settling over the children like a spell. One by one, they stopped. Mid-run, mid-scream frozen. Beth’s breath caught in her throat.

Their eyes were wide, unblinking, their lips parted in unfinished cries. Some teetered on the edge of movement, a hand outstretched, a foot barely touching the ground. But none of them moved. None of them could. The only sound was the eerie hum of the lullaby, seeping into her bones, whispering to something deep within her.

Beth staggered back, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Is this my doing?

She stared down at her trembling hands, the memory of warmth—of power—still lingering at her fingertips.

Had she done this?

The wind picked up, rustling through the courtyard, but the children didn’t react. Didn’t flinch.

Beth swallowed hard.

Whatever had just happened, whatever she had done—

It wasn’t over.

Like fleeting leaves caught in a dying wind, the children collapsed, one by one. Their bodies crumpled with eerie slowness, as if the world itself had pressed pause. And then—impact. A series of dull, echoing thuds against the cold, unyielding stone.

Beth dropped to her knees, her breath ragged, her body seizing with a pain she didn’t understand. Her hands pressed into the dirt, nails digging in, grounding herself in the only way she could.

She had done this.

A gust of wind curled around her, carrying a scent—familiar, ancient, laced with something both comforting and unsettling.

And then—hands.

Warm, steady hands closing around hers. Beth’s head snapped up, her tear-filled eyes locking onto Lyra’s. She looked the same as she always had in these memories—too young, too unchanged.

Whatever they were, whatever they had always been, time did not touch them the same way.

“I did this,” Beth whispered, her voice cracking, the confession tearing from her like an open wound.

Lyra pulled her close, wrapping her in an embrace that felt like safety and inevitability all at once. “It’s okay,” she murmured, her breath warm against Beth’s hair. “Everything is going to be fine.”

But Beth knew better.

Over Lyra’s shoulder, she could see Sarah standing between the fallen bodies, her figure rigid, her presence wrong.

Her hands were stretched out over the unconscious children, her fingers trembling as an unnatural energy crackled in the air around her. Her lips moved soundlessly, forming words Beth couldn’t hear—words Beth didn’t want to hear.

The torches sputtered, their light bending toward Sarah like metal to a magnet. The shadows slithered unnaturally across the stone, writhing like living things.

Beth barely registered Lyra lifting her, carrying her away. She didn’t fight it—couldn’t.

Her mind was locked onto the scene unravelling behind her.

From a distance, she saw it—fragments, broken glimpses through blurred vision.

A twitch.

A breath.

Then another.

The fallen children—slowly, shakily—began to rise.

Sarah remained in the centre, her eyes glassy, her face devoid of anything human. Whatever force she wielded, whatever ancient rhythm she was invoking—it was working.

Beth didn’t know whether to feel relieved or terrified.

Lyra sat her down gently on one of the wooden four stands, her hands steady against Beth’s shoulders.

Beth’s body trembled, her mind screaming with questions she wasn’t ready to ask.

She didn’t know what scared her more—the power she had awakened that night... or the realization that her sisters had always known exactly what to do.

What were they?

Beth’s breath came shallow, her pulse an erratic drum against her ribs. She sat frozen, her fingers curled into her lap, her mind looping through the same impossible question.

Why were they so... different?

Lyra still knelt in front of her, watching with eyes too knowing, too ancient for someone who should have been just a girl. The same eyes that had never once reflected fear—not even tonight. Not even now.

The car lurched to an abrupt stop, tires shrieking against the slick pavement. Beth was thrown forward, her seatbelt locking tight across her chest as her hands shot out, gripping the dashboard for support. Beside her, Sarah jolted violently, a sharp gasp escaping her lips.

Beth’s pulse hammered as she turned to Lyra—so did Sarah.

But Lyra...

Lyra wasn’t moving.

She sat stiff, both hands gripping the wheel, her knuckles white. Her gaze was locked straight ahead, unblinking, frozen in place. A look of surprise clung to her features—barely there, but unmistakable.

Beth followed her line of sight.

And then—she saw it.

A suburban SUV, hulking and motionless in the middle of the road. Its windshield—gone. Not shattered. Not cracked. Gone. As if something had torn straight through it, leaving behind jagged edges and gaping emptiness.

Glass fragments glittered across the pavement, catching the headlights like scattered stars. The doors hung slightly ajar, yawning open into the night.

Beth’s breath came in short, sharp bursts.

The street was empty. Silent.

Too silent.

The kind of silence that didn’t belong.

A chill crawled up her spine.

Something was wrong.

And whatever had torn through that windshield—

It wasn’t gone. Or was it?

Lyra was the first to move.

Slow. Measured. Hyper-aware.

She pushed the door open and stepped onto the pavement, her boots barely making a sound against the wet asphalt. The air felt thicker out here—wrong. Beth could see it in the way Lyra held herself, muscles tense, head slightly tilted, as if listening for something just beyond the range of human hearing.

Sarah was next, sliding out of the car with an eerie quiet, her expression unreadable. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t so much as glance at Beth before following Lyra toward the abandoned SUV.

Beth exhaled shakily, her fingers still clutching the dashboard.

She didn’t want to go.

But she didn’t want to be left behind either.

Swallowing hard, she shoved the door open and stepped out, the night air wrapping around her like a cold hand. The moment her feet hit the ground, she felt it—the stillness.

The street stretched on beyond the SUV, but something was off.

The streetlights—normally bright and unbroken—had dimmed into eerie silhouettes. Only three still buzzed, their glow flickering weakly, barely holding onto existence. The others were nothing more than towering, deadened poles, swallowed by darkness.

And the ones still working?

Their glow barely reached the SUV, as if something was swallowing the light before it could touch it.

Beth’s breath hitched.

Something was here.

Watching.

Waiting.

And Lyra—Lyra knew.

The SUV stood in eerie silence, its frame still intact—except for the gaping wound where the windshield should have been. The night pressed in, thick and heavy, as if holding its breath.

Lyra moved first, her body taut with quiet tension. She hooked her foot under the passenger door and swung it open.

hand fell out.

Lifeless.

Slick with blood.

It hit the pavement with a sickening slap, the fingers bent at unnatural angles. The smell followed immediately thick, metallic, fresh. Lyra inhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of her nose.

Sarah, now standing beside her, did the same. “Don’t,” she warned flatly.

But Beth was already stepping forward.

She had to see.

Ignoring the burn of fear clawing at her throat, she leaned in. The moment her eyes landed on the scene inside, her stomach twisted violently.

A man slumped in the driver’s seat, body twisted unnaturally. The seatbelt still held him in place, but only just. Blood soaked his torso, darkening the fine leather seats beneath him. His face—Beth couldn’t even register his face.

And then, the woman.

Her head lolled against the passenger seat, her neck ravaged by jagged, inhuman bite marks. Blood streaked her pale skin, pooling in thick rivers down her clothes. But what sent ice through Beth’s veins—

The birthday hat.

Still perched atop her head, tilted slightly, clinging to the last remnants of something joyful. A fleeting moment of celebration, shattered.

Beth turned sharply, lurching to the side of the road as bile rose in her throat. She barely registered the sharp burn of acid before she was emptying her stomach onto the pavement.

“Told you,” Sarah muttered, unimpressed.

Lyra, still silent, followed the arc of the woman’s arm, taking in the death grip she had on a magazine. The glossy pages were ruined, drenched in crimson. Whatever perfect images had once been there were now unrecognizable beneath smeared, drying blood.

Beth wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, the acrid taste lingering. She was still catching her breath when Sarah rounded the SUV, stepping toward the back.

A beat of silence. Then—

“Ugh.”

Beth flinched at Sarah’s disgusted groan.

“Found it.”

Beth’s stomach churned. She didn’t want to know what it was.

But her feet moved before she could stop herself.

She rounded the car, eyes darting between the shadows and the weak flicker of the broken streetlights. Sarah stood by the open trunk, her expression unreadable.

Beth swallowed hard as she approached.

“You done?” Sarah asked dryly.

Beth nodded.

Sarah smirked slightly, then stepped aside.

And Beth saw.

The moment her brain caught up with what she was looking at, the world seemed to shrink—collapse inward.

Her breath hitched.

Her knees weakened.

And for the first time since that night in the courtyard—

Beth felt truly afraid.

Before their eyes lay a child’s head, slumped awkwardly against a small, lifeless body.

Blood. So much blood.

It streaked the rear seat windows in violent, erratic smears, as if tiny hands had tried—desperately—to claw their way out. The dark stains ran in uneven trails, dripping sluggishly onto the seats, pooling in the crevices of the upholstery.

Beth’s breath caught in her throat.

The child had tried to run.

She could see it in the way their legs were tangled, one foot twisted at an impossible angle, toes barely grazing the floor of the SUV. The small fingers—still curled in a frozen attempt to reach the handle.

Too little.

Too late.

The birthday hat—just like the woman’s—still clung to the child’s head, barely hanging on. A cruel reminder of what the night was supposed to have been.

A celebration.

Not a massacre.

Beth took an unsteady step back, the weight of the scene pressing down on her chest, squeezing the breath from her lungs. Her vision swam, dark at the edges.

Sarah let out a slow, measured breath. “Whatever did this...” she trailed off, her voice unusually careful.

Beth swallowed hard.

Lyra turned sharply, scanning the darkened street, her muscles tensed like a predator ready to strike.

That’s when Beth felt it—

A presence.

Something watching.

Not from inside the SUV.

From out there.

Beyond the reach of the broken streetlights.

Something was still here.

Lyra reached out, fingers ghosting over the woman’s lifeless arm. The blood hadn’t yet dried completely, still warm beneath her touch—too fresh. She pressed her palm against the unstained portion of the woman’s skin, closing her eyes.

A whisper of something ancient curled at the edges of her mind.

The tune.

It wasn’t a song exactly, but a rhythm—a pulse. Faint, yet insistent. It wove through her thoughts, drawing her deeper, closer, backward.

Beth watched, her body rigid as Lyra’s breathing slowed. Sarah, ever observant, tilted her head but said nothing.

The air shifted.

The moon overhead burned brighter—no, not brighter. It changed.

Its light, once cold and distant, now stretched toward them, casting elongated shadows that swayed wrongly. Beth felt something coil in her gut. She knew this feeling.

A pull. A summoning.

And then—

Lyra’s mind fractured open.

The present unravelled.

The night bent, folding in on itself as she was dragged into the moments before the massacre.

She was no longer standing beside a corpse.

She was inside the car.

The woman in the passenger seat was alive. The child in the backseat was laughing, small hands gripping the edge of a brightly wrapped gift. The man in the driver’s seat glanced over his shoulder, smiling.

A fleeting moment.

A perfect moment.

A track pulled up next—"The Same Moon."

The man started singing, his voice light, effortless, as if the lyrics had been etched into the back of his mind long ago.

From the back seat, the child joined in—soft at first, then louder, bolder, giggling between the words.

Lyra lay frozen, watching.

The woman in the passenger seat flicked through the magazine in her hands, her fingers turning each page with absentminded ease. A fleeting moment of quiet. A normal family, wrapped in the glow of a simple, peaceful night.

But Lyra knew better.

She scanned the darkness beyond the car, searching—waiting.

For movement.

For the shift in the air.

For it.

But nothing came into view.

No eyes lurking in the shadows. No silhouettes shifting against the trees.

Just the song playing on, weaving through the night.

Then—

A flicker.

So fast she almost missed it.

The reflection in the rearview mirror—something not right.

A distortion in the glass.

A shape, barely there, nestled in the dark corners of the back seat.

Behind the child.

Watching.

Lyra’s pulse slammed against her ribs.

She looked again.

But the mirror only showed the child, singing happily, eyes crinkling with joy.

And yet—

Lyra knew.

Something was already here.

The car screeched to a stop.

Tires skidded against the asphalt, the sudden jolt throwing the child forward against the seatbelt. The man’s grip tightened on the wheel, knuckles turning white.

Lyra tensed.

Something had made him stop.

She followed his line of sight, heart hammering against her ribs.

And then she saw it.

A figure.

Standing just beyond the reach of the headlights, where the road bled into darkness.

It didn’t move. Didn’t sway. Just stood.

Watching.

Its eyes—

Burning.

Twin embers, flickering like dying coals, yet alive, searing through the distance straight into Lyra’s bones. A stare that stripped away flesh, peeling her down to something raw and known.

The child whimpered. The woman’s breath hitched.

Lyra blinked—

And the figure was gone.

The night swallowed it whole, leaving only the empty road ahead.

Silence clung to the air, thick, suffocating.

The man exhaled, ragged, his grip still tight on the wheel.

“Did you see that?” the woman whispered.

But Lyra already knew the truth.

It wasn’t gone.

It was closer.

The windshield gave way.

One moment it was there—solid, real.

The next, it simply vanished, dissolving into nothing, as if the air itself had swallowed it whole.

Then—

Flesh on flesh.

A sickening, wet tear.

The man’s strangled gasp barely left his throat before his body jerked violently, yanked forward by something unseen. Blood sprayed across the dashboard, painting the cracked leather in crimson.

Lyra tried to move—tried to react—but it was too damn fast.

Too unnatural.

The woman’s scream was guttural, raw—then it cut off with a sharp gurgle. Her body spasmed, her limbs flailing uselessly as she was ripped apart, the life force draining out of her.

The child—

Lyra’s heart pounded as she locked eyes with him. His tiny hands scrambled for the door, his breath fogging up the glass in sheer panic.

Run, she willed him, though she knew—knew—it was already too late.

He gasped.

His body went rigid.

His small frame convulsed once—twice—before slumping forward, lifeless.

Drained.

Hollow.

Lyra clenched her fists, forcing her eyes shut, whispering words under her breath. Ancient words. Words meant to stop the bloodshed, to seal whatever horror had come upon them.

But nothing happened.

No divine intervention.

No salvation.

Just the cold, crushing weight of helplessness as something yanked her backward.

She crashed onto the pavement, breath punched from her lungs. Her vision swam—blurry, disoriented—but through the haze, she saw it.

A silhouette of pure evil.

The same burning embers for eyes, locked onto her, drilling into her very soul.

It was so close.

Too close.

Then—

It yanked her again.

Darkness.

A second of nothingness, weightlessness—

Then impact.

Lyra’s eyes flew open.

She was back.

Beth’s hand was on her shoulder, grounding her, anchoring her to the present. The warmth of her touch barely cut through the cold sweat coating Lyra’s skin.

"Do we have enough to worry?" Beth asked, her voice laced with desperate hope.

Lyra swallowed, but the fear wouldn't leave her throat.

Sarah stepped closer, her gaze sharp. "What did you see?"

Lyra’s breath hitched.

She forced the words out, her voice unsteady, breaking apart as she spoke.

"A demon."

A pause.

Then—

"The devil."

Another breath.

"A vampire."

Silence settled around them.

Not just fear.

Dread.

"And in morning news, the authorities are yet to determine the cause of death. Reports say that the family of three had just left their child’s birthday celebration, headed home, when the fatal event occurred," the radio droned, the static crackling faintly between words.

The sound blended with the rhythmic clink of metal on metal from the back. A wrench turned, slow and steady.

Under the half-lifted car, a figure worked in silence, boots barely visible from beneath the rusted frame. The shop smelled of oil and burnt rubber, thick and stale in the air.

The front door chimed, the old bell above it giving a hollow, strained ring.

Beth walked in first, her eyes drifting over the cluttered space. Dusty tools lined the walls, a fan in the corner groaned with each sluggish rotation. Sarah followed behind her, quiet, scanning the room with cautious eyes.

Lyra was last. She didn’t linger. She moved straight to the counter—then stopped cold, her head tilting, eyes narrowing as they swept the room.

Something felt off.

Beth distracted herself with a rack of faded magazines and crumpled brochures, flipping absently through them. One caught her eye — "Jay's Auto Shop" — bold letters splashed across the front, the image of a smiling mechanic awkwardly photoshopped beneath it. She squinted. The man looked familiar.

Sarah wasn’t paying attention to any of that. Her gaze locked onto the slightly open door at the back of the shop, its edge swaying just a little, like someone had brushed past it. A faint, mechanical hum seeped through the gap.

She moved toward it without thinking.

The door creaked as she pushed it wider.

Bright sunlight spilled into the garage, cutting through the dust motes hanging in the air. A car hovered slightly off the ground, its hood up, engine exposed. The wrenching sound was clearer now, sharp and deliberate.

Underneath, a pair of legs shifted.

Their footsteps echoed against the concrete floor as the three sisters moved closer, drawn in by familiarity, by comfort — but something still didn’t sit right. Each step felt heavier, slower — like the air itself pushed back against them.

They stopped, inches from the car’s front bumper.

The wrenching noise stopped.

Silence fell.

Beth tilted her head, her voice light. "...Jay?"

Nothing.

The legs didn’t move.

Lyra stepped forward, frowning. "Jay, come on, we know you’re under there." She leaned down, squinting to get a better look.

A wrench rolled out from under the car, spinning lazily until it clattered against her boot.

Beth chuckled softly. "You drop something, genius?"

The legs twitched.

The legs twitched. And finally, his body pushed itself off the car’s frame with a grunt.

“Ladies,” Jay’s voice boomed, rough and familiar, as he rose to his feet. Oil splattered his face and coveralls, streaked like war paint. He grinned, arms wide open. “Can I get a hug?”

“Don’t even think about it,” Beth shot back, playful but keeping her distance, her nose wrinkling at the sight of him.

Jay chuckled, his grin never faltering. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” His eyes landed on Lyra — the only one who wasn’t smiling. She stood rigid, arms crossed, unamused — like always.

“The killings. I think they’re back,” Lyra said, her voice steady, but the weight of the night before hung in it like a shadow.

Jay’s smile faltered for half a second before he wiped it away. He grabbed a dirty rag off the car’s frame, swiping at his face. “People die — always,” he muttered, voice casual, too casual, like they were talking about the weather.

He turned his back to them, walking toward a battered worktable cluttered with tools, oil cans, and an old, half-empty coffee cup.

“People die — always,” Sarah mimicked, her voice dripping with disbelief. “God, have you no soul?”

Jay didn’t turn around. “Hmm,” he mused, setting the towel down with a deliberate slowness. “You don’t hear that often.”

“Vampires, Jay,” Lyra said, her voice sharper now, the words cutting through the air. “Blood-sucking and everything.”

Jay paused, his hand hovering over the table. He tapped his fingers on the edge, once, twice — like he was weighing something in his head.

“How sure?” His voice was lower now, quieter. The humour was gone.

Lyra took a step closer, closing the space between them. “Positive.”

Jay exhaled through his nose, nodding slowly. He didn’t look at her, not yet. His gaze flicked past them, toward the radio inside the shop, still droning on about the family found dead in their SUV.

“The family of three?” he asked, though it wasn’t really a question. It was a statement wrapped in a dare — daring her to confirm what they both already knew.

Lyra nodded once.

Sarah added a quiet, “Mhm,” her voice small, almost reluctant.

Jay stared at the table for a beat too long. His hand flexed once, like he wanted to hit something but thought better of it.

“Then we’ve got a problem,” he said finally, his voice low and tense. He turned to face them, and for the first time, the easy, cocky smirk was gone.

His eyes were cold.

“They don’t stop at three.”

Amanda's footsteps came to a stop just on the edge of the door’s frame, giving a playful swirl. “So, how do I look?” she asked, her voice a little higher than usual — hopeful, but nervous.

Elizabeth stood by the dresser, tossing one of the outfits onto the bed without much thought. She turned to face her, one brow raised, a smirk tugging at her lips.

“Overqualified and underappreciated,” Elizabeth teased, her voice light but her eyes watching carefully.

“I’m serious,” Amanda protested, trying to sound playful but not quite nailing it.

Elizabeth’s smirk didn’t fade. “So am I.”

Amanda huffed, turning her back to the mirror, her hands smoothing over her pants with a frown. “I think it’s too tight. Don’t you think?” Her voice wavered, insecurity creeping in.

Elizabeth crossed the room and placed her hands gently on her sides, steadying her. “It’s fine. You’ve got nothing to worry about,” she reassured softly. But her voice was quieter now, less playful. Her eyes flickered — not at the mirror, but toward the pile of clothes on the bed. “It’s me who has to worry,” she said, forcing a chuckle that didn’t quite land.

Amanda pulled away fast, retreating to the doorway as if the room itself had become too stifling. “Right. School. We should be getting on,” she declared quickly, her voice brisk and clipped. 

The radio crackled to life, breaking the uneasy silence in the car.

"Dispatch, this is Raven 13. We have a confirmed 10-32 at Ashen brook Lane near the woodlands. Scene is active and unsecured. Requesting immediate backup, detectives, and EMS. Over."

Amanda’s hand instinctively went to the radio clipped to her uniform, but she didn’t respond — her throat tightened too fast.

Elizabeth blinked, her voice shaky. “10-32? But that’s... isn’t that homicide?” Her words tumbled out, hushed, like saying it too loudly might make it worse.

Amanda exhaled slowly, forcing her voice to stay steady as she reached for the radio clipped to her shoulder.

"Raven 13, Dispatch This is Sheriff Amanda Holt. Copy that, Dispatch. Requesting confirmation — how many bodies? Over."

Elizabeth leaned in slightly, her voice hushed but strained. “Bodies? Plural?”

Amanda didn’t answer, her jaw tightening. Her eyes stayed forward, scanning the road, but she felt Elizabeth’s worried gaze on her.

The radio crackled again. A voice came through — not Dispatch. It was someone else. Panicked.

"T-two... no, three. God — I think there’s a fourth. It’s bad. Real bad. Looks like an animal attack, but... no animal does this. Over."

Elizabeth stiffened. “Animal attack?” she echoed, her voice barely above a whisper.

Amanda didn’t flinch, her voice low and sharp.

"Copy. I’m almost on scene. Hold tight. Over."

The radio crackled again, but this time the static stretched longer, warping into something twisted and wrong.

A different voice broke through — weaker, strained. A whisper that barely made it through the interference.

"Sheriff... no. Don’t... it’s still here."

Amanda’s blood ran cold.

Elizabeth stared at her, eyes wide. “Did they just say—”

Amanda didn’t respond. She hit the gas.

The wind picked up, carrying the metallic tang of blood through the air. The road was too quiet — the kind of silence that felt wrong, like the world was holding its breath. Jay’s boots crunched over the sticky, crimson-streaked pavement, his long coat billowing slightly as he moved. His pistol, weathered and strange looking, hung low in his hand, finger ready on the trigger.

"We've got to hurry it up — backup en route," Jay muttered, his voice low and steady, but his eyes never stopped moving. He scanned the shadows, the surrounding trees, the distant hills. Anywhere something might be watching.

Beth swallowed hard, her hands trembling as she pried the bloodied radio from the dead officer’s rigid grasp. Her breath hitched when the last words crackled faintly through the static, repeating in her head like a bad dream:

"Sheriff... no. Don’t... it’s still here."

She rose slowly, her voice barely above a whisper. "It came back."

Jay didn’t respond right away. He moved to the SUV, his pistol’s barrel nudging the driver’s seat corpse. The man’s head, seemingly intact, tilted unnaturally — and with the lightest push, it rolled clean off. It hit the floor with a hollow thud, like it didn’t belong to the body at all.

Jay exhaled sharply, his voice a low growl. "One thing's clear — whatever did this wasn’t in control. Or it didn’t care."

Beth joined him, her stomach twisting at the sight. Lyra stood frozen by the rear window, her eyes locked on the kid’s body, still slumped lifeless in the back seat. His face was pale and hollow, his small hands curled up like she’d left him.

Sarah stepped up beside Jay, her voice uneasy. "Could it be one of Sam’s guys?" she asked, a flicker of hope in her voice — hope that this nightmare had a familiar explanation.

Jay shook his head, grim. "Highly unlikely. Sam doesn’t waste time on messes like this." His voice dropped lower. "Neither does her brother."

"If not them..." Lyra’s voice was quiet but steady. "Then who else?"

Jay didn’t answer. He crouched by the driver’s body again, pulling a small, bone-handled knife from his belt pouch. Without hesitation, he cut a thin strip of flesh from the man’s shoulder and brought it close to his nose, inhaling sharply.

Nothing. No scent. No sign.

He scowled. "It’s clean. Whatever it was, it didn’t leave a trace." His voice tightened. "That’s not good."

Beth’s head snapped up, eyes narrowing. Over the horizon, headlights flickered — an approaching sedan, too fast for a civilian car. The engine’s growl echoed faintly, but it wasn’t alone. There was a deeper sound, layered underneath — like a distant rumble, low and predatory.

Her voice broke through the tense quiet. "We’ve got to go. Now."

Jay followed her gaze, his eyes darkening. He didn’t argue. He just tightened his grip on the pistol, his jaw set.

"Yeah," he said. "Let’s move."

"Stay in the car," Amanda ordered, her voice low but firm. Elizabeth didn’t argue — not yet. She watched as her mom stepped out, gun drawn, moving with slow, deliberate steps toward the scene.

The flashing red and blue lights from the abandoned squad cars flickered against the trees, but no other movement stirred. The yellow and black crime tape fluttered weakly in the wind, barely holding onto the poles it was tied to.

Amanda’s voice rang out, steady but tense. "This is the Sheriff — is anyone there?"

Silence.

Her eyes scanned the area. Three sheriff-issued vehicles were spread haphazardly across the dirt lot, doors open, lights flashing. She approached the nearest one — empty. No officer in sight.

Her breath hitched as she rounded the SUV and saw him. A deputy, sprawled face-down on the gravel, motionless. His uniform was stained dark with blood, pooling beneath him. Her steps slowed, careful and measured. She holstered her gun for a moment, lowering herself down to check his pulse — and that’s when he moved.

His hand shot out, clamping onto her wrist with surprising strength. Amanda flinched, her free hand flying to her holster, but the man’s voice rasped out, weak and broken.

"Monster... demon... it’s here... the white light— then nothing."

His grip faltered. His body slackened. His hand fell away, leaving a wet smear of blood on Amanda’s sleeve. His head lolled to the side, eyes glassy and unfocused. He was gone.

Amanda stumbled back, reaching for her radio. Her voice came out hard and fast, her sheriff’s instinct taking over the panic bubbling in her throat.

"Dispatch, this is Sheriff Amanda Holt. 10-32 confirmed — multiple bodies. Repeat, multiple bodies. Scene is torn apart. Be advised. Requesting immediate backup and medical assistance. Over."

The radio crackled back almost instantly. "Copy that, Sheriff. Backup en route. Over."

Amanda took a shaky breath, forcing her mind to stay sharp.

Elizabeth, still in the car, strained to see past the police cruiser blocking her view. Her heart pounded in her ears. She saw her mom crouch, then stumble back, speaking into her radio. Something was wrong.

The pit in her stomach grew. Her instincts buzzed under her skin.

Without thinking, she cracked the door open and slipped out, moving as quietly as she could. The cold air bit at her skin, but she barely noticed. She rose up on her toes, trying to see over the hood of the car.

Then she felt it.

The faintest brush of something against her leg.

Her heart seized. She whirled around, expecting the worst — but it wasn’t what she expected at all.

A child.

Pale, small, and frail looking. He stared at her with wide, hollow eyes, his face smeared with dirt and something darker. Blood. His clothes were torn and ragged.

Elizabeth’s breath caught in her throat.

"Hey... are you okay?" she whispered.

The boy didn’t respond. His head cocked to one side, too slow, too unnatural.

Then he bolted — straight toward the woods.

"Hey, wait!" Elizabeth called out, instinct kicking in as she moved after him.

The boy didn’t stop. He didn’t even look back. He vanished into the treeline like a ghost.

And then, from somewhere deep in the woods — something else moved.

The trees rustled, branches cracking under something much larger than the boy.

Something that wasn’t running away.

It was coming closer.

Fast.

She didn’t worry about that — not now at least.

Elizabeth pushed forward, weaving through the tangled mess of branches and undergrowth, the boy’s small figure still flickering between the trees ahead. He was fast, impossibly fast for someone so small.

"Wait!" she called again, her voice strained and breathless. A low branch whipped past her face, nearly catching her cheek as she ducked beneath it.

The forest seemed to close in tighter around her. The further she ran, the darker it felt — like the trees themselves were leaning closer, listening.

The boy’s figure blurred into the distance, and Elizabeth pushed herself harder. Her lungs burned, her steps growing more frantic. He couldn’t be gone. Not yet.

She burst into a small clearing, her boots crunching against the damp earth. Her eyes darted around, searching — but the boy wasn’t there.

He was just... gone.

Her chest heaved. The silence that followed was thick, too thick. The kind of quiet that didn’t belong in a forest. It wrapped around her like a heavy blanket, smothering.

And then, it wasn’t quiet anymore.

A tune drifted through the air. Soft, faint — but familiar.

"The same moon...”

Her breath came in short, panicked bursts.

Then, cutting through the melody, came a sound that didn’t belong.

A child’s giggle.

High-pitched and sweet, playful even — but wrong. The giggle carried with the wind, twisting in the air as though it were part of the song itself.

It echoed once. Twice.

Then stopped.

Elizabeth swallowed hard, her throat dry. The clearing felt too open now, the trees too still. Her skin prickled as though a thousand eyes were watching from the shadows.

She took a shaky step back.

The giggle came again — closer this time.

Elizabeth spun around, heart hammering in her chest.

There he was. The boy. He stood at the edge of the clearing, half-hidden behind a crooked tree. His clothes were torn and dirty, his hair matted against his forehead. Wide eyes stared at her — too wide — and his lips curled into a lopsided smile.

Then, without a word, he turned and bolted.

"Hey — wait!" Elizabeth called, her voice catching in her throat. She didn’t think. Her feet moved before her mind could catch up, chasing after him once more.

Branches snapped underfoot, thorned vines scraped at her arms, but she didn’t stop. The boy stayed just out of reach, his small frame darting between the trees with unnatural ease.

Every time she thought she was getting closer, he twisted around another trunk, disappearing and reappearing further ahead.

Her lungs burned, legs screaming in protest — but the boy didn’t slow down.

The giggle came again, lighter this time, like it was teasing her.

Her pulse pounded in her ears. She wasn’t sure anymore if the sound was coming from the boy or from the wind itself, curling through the trees like it was alive.

Suddenly, he stopped.

Dead still.

Elizabeth barely managed to stop herself from crashing into him. She staggered, breathless, eyes wide.

He stood in a small patch of sunlight that had cut through the dense canopy above. His back was to her, head tilted slightly to the side.

The giggle was gone.

"...Kid?" Her voice was unsteady now.

The boy’s head twitched — a sharp, unnatural jerk — then slowly turned, too slowly, like something was forcing him to move.

His eyes met hers.

Only they weren’t eyes anymore.

They were black. Hollow. And they stared through her like she wasn’t even there.

His lips parted, and his voice came out in a whisper — soft, broken, and wrong.

"We’re under the same moon tonight..."

The song. His voice echoed the lyrics perfectly, but it wasn’t his voice. It was layered, distorted, like a dozen voices speaking at once — men, women, children. All trapped inside that tiny, hollow frame.

Elizabeth stumbled back, her throat tightening with a rising scream she couldn’t push out.

The boy’s head twitched again — and he smiled. Wide. Too wide.

Then, faster than before, he bolted into the trees.

And this time, she wasn’t sure she wanted to follow.

Elizabeth’s breath came in quick, shallow bursts. She spun around, her eyes darting between the trees. Every direction looked the same now — endless rows of twisted trunks and tangled branches. The way back was gone.

Her throat tightened. How far had she gone? The boy was nowhere in sight. The wind whistled softly, carrying that same eerie tune, faint and distant.

Swallowing hard, she picked a direction and moved forward. Her feet crunched over fallen leaves and brittle twigs. The forest seemed quieter now, unnaturally so — like it was holding its breath.

Then, she saw it.

A hulking shape loomed ahead, half-buried beneath a mess of vines and moss. Her pulse quickened. She stepped closer, her trembling fingers reaching out to pull the leaves away.

The more she uncovered, the more the figure revealed itself — an angelic statue, towering and elegant despite its weathered, crumbling edges. Its face, once serene, was now worn down to a smooth, hollow expression. One wing was snapped clean off, leaving jagged stone where it should have been whole.

Her fingers brushed over the moss-covered chest, revealing more of the cold, rough surface beneath. The statue wasn’t just old. It felt wrong.

Beside it, half-hidden by overgrown brush, was a narrow gravel path — barely visible, like it had been forgotten by time. Her eyes followed the trail and landed on something else, standing opposite the angel.

Another statue.

This one was different.

It wasn’t angelic — it was monstrous. Twisted stone wings stretched behind its hunched form, and its face was a grotesque, snarling distortion. Its eyes were hollow, yet Elizabeth swore they were looking right at her. Its gnarled hands reached forward, frozen mid-snatch, like it had been lunging for the angel but never made it.

The two statues faced each other across the path — like they were locked in a silent, eternal battle.

A chill snaked down her spine. The air felt heavier here, thicker.

Elizabeth took a step back — and the gravel shifted beneath her foot. The sound echoed, unnaturally loud against the oppressive silence.

The wind picked up, whistling through the trees again. But this time... it didn’t sound like wind.

It sounded like breathing.

Deep. Slow. And close.

From behind the twisted statue, something shifted.

Not the statue itself.

Something behind it.

Elizabeth froze, her heart slamming against her ribs. A shadow moved — just a flicker — then was gone.

She stepped onto the gravel path, her movements careful and deliberate. The wind rustled through the trees, making the leaves whisper, but the tune had faded now — leaving only the sound of her own footsteps crunching over the stones.

More statues lined the path as she walked, each one facing its counterpart on the opposite side. They were different from the first pair — stranger, more distorted.

One was a regal figure, draped in flowing robes, but its face was missing, worn smooth like the wind had erased it. Opposite stood a hunched, grotesque figure with jagged wings, its mouth twisted into a permanent scream.

The next set was worse — two figures, both human-shaped but fused together back-to-back, their arms reaching in opposite directions as if trying to pull away from each other.

Her chest tightened. Each pair seemed to grow more twisted and desperate as she moved forward. The air felt heavier, pressing down on her shoulders like invisible hands.

Her legs burned, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. The path felt endless, winding forward with no end in sight. Each step was harder than the last, like the ground was resisting her.

Just when the thought of turning back entered her mind, she saw it — a break in the trees ahead. A clearing.

Her steps quickened, and she pushed through the last few branches, the brittle twigs snapping against her clothes.

The forest gave way all at once.

Elizabeth stumbled into the clearing, breath catching in her throat.

The space was massive, circular, ringed by more statues — dozens of them. They loomed like sentinels, their eyeless faces pointed inward, toward the centre.

And in the middle of it all stood an imposing structure.

It was unlike anything she’d ever seen — a tower, ancient and crumbling, yet still defiant against time. Its stone surface was covered in deep, jagged cracks, and twisted roots snaked up its sides like nature itself was trying to pull it down.

There was only a single car, parked unnervingly close to the entrance. It was rustic yet somehow still in mint condition. The gleam of a black Porsche 356 stood out against the decaying stone, as though it belonged to a different time — or a different world entirely.

She stared at it, puzzled. Only one car? For a place this massive? The emptiness made her skin prickle. Shocking, she thought to herself.

From somewhere inside the estate, faint voices carried on the wind — indistinct, low murmurs, like a conversation held just out of reach.

Her stomach tightened.

The door groaned, swinging open with a heavy, splintering creak.

Her instincts flared to life. Without thinking, she ducked behind one of the statues, heart hammering in her chest.

The figure that stepped out wasn’t what she expected.

A man emerged first — tall, lean, and unsettlingly poised. His clothes looked too clean, too sharp, for a place like this: a black crew sweater, a flannel shirt peeking out from underneath, and dress pants pressed so perfectly. It was the kind of outfit you’d expect at a funeral — not in the shadow of an ancient, crumbling tower.

His face was sharp, angular, but... wrong. His skin looked too smooth, stretched taut over his cheekbones like it barely fit. His jaw moved once, like he was testing it, as though the very act of existing in this place was uncomfortable for him.

Elizabeth squinted from her hiding spot behind the statue, trying to make out the colour of his eyes. She couldn’t. Every time she focused on them, they seemed to shift — dark, then pale, then something in between. It made her stomach twist.

He paused, head tilting ever so slightly, like a dog hearing a distant whistle. His nostrils flared.

Elizabeth froze, biting down hard on the gasp clawing its way up her throat.

His head snapped suddenly in her direction.

Her pulse slammed against her ribs.

He didn’t blink. His face didn’t move. He just stared, his body perfectly still except for his chest rising and falling in slow, measured breaths.

Elizabeth didn’t dare breathe.

For what felt like an eternity, they stayed like that — him staring, her holding herself rigid behind the statue. Her muscles screamed, but she didn’t move.

Then his lips parted, just enough to speak. His voice was low, too smooth to feel natural.

"Hmm."

He turned, walking away like nothing had happened.

Elizabeth waited — heart thudding, breath shallow — until the sound of his footsteps faded completely. Her muscles trembled as she mustered enough courage to steal a peek from behind the statue.

Nothing.

The clearing was still, almost too still. The wind that had carried the distant tune earlier was gone, replaced by an unnatural hush that pressed against her ears. The car — still sat untouched in front of the tower. The door hadn’t moved. He hadn’t gone back inside.

Her eyes swept the area, faster now, anxiety bubbling up. He was tall — she should’ve seen him retreating somewhere, but there wasn’t even a flicker of movement. No crunch of gravel. No rustle of leaves. It was as if he’d vanished into the air.

"Where did he go?" The question echoed in her mind, her throat tightening.

Elizabeth leaned out further, her whole face leaving the safety of the statue’s cover. She scanned the clearing again, desperate for any sign of him. Still nothing. Her pulse quickened.

It didn’t make sense. He couldn’t have gone far — not without her seeing or hearing something.

"The car’s still here... he didn’t drive off. And the door..." she glanced at the tower again, "...he didn’t go back inside. I would’ve heard it shut."

Her mind churned, racing to piece the fragments together.

"So where is he?"

A faint sound, barely a whisper, stirred the silence.

It wasn’t ahead of her.

It was behind her.

Slow. Deliberate. A single breath — one that wasn’t hers.

Elizabeth’s stomach dropped, her heart slamming into her throat as an icy feeling swept over her. The air felt heavier, like the atmosphere itself was bearing down on her. She turned, dread curling around her ribs like a vice.

His eyes were waiting for her. Dark. Piercing. They weren’t just looking at her — they were inside her, sinking past skin and bone, into her very soul. Yet despite the fear crackling in her chest, there was something else — something she couldn’t explain. His presence felt too close, too consuming, but still... alluring. Like gravity itself shifted to hold her in place.

"Where is who?"

His voice was smooth, low, but it wasn’t just a voice. It felt like it crawled into her head, wrapping around her mind. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t human.

Her breath hitched. Had he heard her thoughts? She hadn’t spoken out loud, had she?

"It was all in my head... wasn’t it?"

More questions clawed at her mind, twisting and tangling faster than she could grasp.

"Are you lost?" he asked, tilting his head just slightly, like he was studying her. His eyes drifted lower, watching the way her chest rose and fell with uneven breaths.

"The sheriff..." she stammered, the words tumbling out unsteadily as she gestured vaguely in the direction she came from. "And a kid... and then the statues, the path... you."

"You."

He didn’t flinch. His face didn’t change. But his eyes... they deepened somehow, like the darkness inside them stretched further.

"Me?" His voice stayed calm, unnervingly smooth — a quiet contrast to the hurricane of fear knotting inside her.

Elizabeth couldn’t find her voice. She pressed her back tighter against the statue, trying to steady herself. She couldn’t stop trembling.

"Name. Do you have one?" he asked, stepping forward, closing the distance between them inch by inch.

"Elizabeth," she barely managed to push out.

"Philip," he replied, his voice almost... warm. Too warm. Their breaths mingled in the sliver of air left between them.

For a heartbeat, the world around her felt like it didn’t exist. The woods, the clearing, the tower — gone. It was just the two of them, his eyes anchoring her in place, drowning her in a quiet, unnatural calm.

Then her phone buzzed.

The vibration against her leg jolted her like a slap, yanking her back to reality. The clearing, the statue, the tower all slammed back into her awareness, sharp and unforgiving.

She stumbled aside, fumbling the phone out of her pocket and pressing it to her ear with shaky fingers.

"Where are you, Elizabeth? I thought I said stay in the car," Amanda’s voice came through, sharp and laced with anger.

"I..." Elizabeth tried to explain, but the words stuck.

"Where are you now? You've got to get to school, remember? It’s your first day." Amanda’s voice softened, but it didn’t ease the growing knot in Elizabeth’s stomach.

"One of the officers here will take you. I’m still held up," Amanda added.

Elizabeth’s throat tightened. "Don’t worry, Mom. I’m sure I’ll make my way." The words spilled out, but even she didn’t believe them.

Amanda wasn’t convinced either. "How?"

Elizabeth’s eyes flicked to Philip. He hadn’t moved. He was still watching her — too still, too patient, like he knew exactly what she was thinking.

"Working on it," she answered, voice hollow.

Elizabeth sighed. "So, what happened?"

Before Amanda could speak, another voice cut in through the call — male, older, serious. "Sheriff, this is Dr. Lee."

Amanda’s voice came back, hurried now. "Later, honey. Remember — don’t talk to strangers."

The line clicked dead.

Elizabeth lowered the phone slowly, the weight of Amanda’s last words hanging heavy in the air.

Too late."

Elizabeth barely realized she’d spoken aloud. Her voice felt like a ghost of itself, barely above a whisper. She turned back toward Philip, slower this time, her movements heavy with dread.

That’s when she saw her.

A woman stepped out from the shadows behind him, graceful and fluid, like she belonged to the darkness itself. Her black top clung to her figure, the fabric sleek and unforgiving, while her skirt moved around her like it wasn’t made of cloth at all — more like smoke. Her hair fell in dark, perfect waves, framing a face that was too beautiful to be comforting. Her crimson lips curled just slightly, but the smile never touched her eyes. They were sharp. Cold. Studying Elizabeth like she was a specimen under glass.

Elizabeth felt her stomach twist.

The woman leaned in close to Philip, murmuring something low, too quiet to hear. The sound slithered through the air like it wasn’t meant for human ears. Philip didn’t respond — not with words. His head turned sharply, his gaze locking onto Elizabeth with renewed intensity.

"Get in."

The command was quiet, but it wasn’t a request. It was an order, and something about his voice made her legs move before her mind could protest.

He turned, walking toward the car. He pulled the door open, waiting.

Elizabeth hesitated, her heart hammering hard enough to feel in her throat. She stepped forward slowly, her pulse a thunderous drumbeat in her ears. As she passed the woman, she caught it — the faintest sound, soft and unnatural.

The woman sniffed her.

It wasn’t a casual breath. It was deliberate, sharp, and assessing — like a wolf testing the air for prey.

Elizabeth stiffened, every nerve in her body screaming to run. But her legs wouldn’t listen. She didn’t even realize she was holding her breath until she collapsed into the car’s seat, her lungs burning as she finally exhaled.

Philip slid in after her, calm, composed. He shut the door with a heavy, final click.

The engine rumbled to life, unnervingly smooth for such an old car. The tires crunched over the gravel, the sound too loud in the suffocating quiet. 

The woman didn’t move. She just watched, her head tilting the same way Philip’s had. And that smirk — it was still there. It widened, slow and deliberate, like she knew something Elizabeth didn’t.

Elizabeth’s throat tightened as she glanced at Philip. His eyes stayed on the road, cold and unreadable. The car moved faster, the path blurring past them. It wasn’t the way she came. It was bigger — wider — like the forest itself had shifted around them.

She looked into the rearview mirror, her chest tightening. The woman was still there, her figure small in the distance now. But that smirk was too clear, too sharp, even as the trees swallowed her whole.

Elizabeth’s voice was barely a whisper.

"Where are we going?"

Philip didn’t look at her. His voice came low, steady, but carrying an edge that made it feel more like an interrogation than a conversation.

"You moved here, why?"

Elizabeth blinked, caught off guard. It wasn’t the answer she expected. It wasn’t an answer at all. Her surprise flickered to the surface for a moment before she forced it down, her throat tightening.

"I..." she started, but the words stuck.

He didn’t look at her. His eyes stayed fixed on the road, hands steady on the wheel. His profile was sharp, his expression unreadable. Like he already knew the answer but wanted to hear her say it anyway.

Elizabeth swallowed hard, her voice quieter this time. "My mom... work. She wanted a fresh start. So did I."

The weight of the truth felt heavier than it should.

Philip didn't react — not right away. The silence stretched on, thick and uncomfortable, until it felt like the car itself was holding its breath.

Elizabeth exhaled shakily and sank back into the seat, her body sinking into the worn leather. Her heart still hammered in her chest, but the adrenaline was starting to drain, leaving her limbs heavy and her mind foggy.

Her eyes flicked to the window, watching the streets blur past. The buildings seemed taller, reaching in, closing around them. The world felt farther away with every second.

She didn’t realize how tightly she was gripping the edge of the seat until her knuckles started to ache.

Philip finally spoke, his voice quieter this time — almost thoughtful.

"Fresh starts don’t exist here."

Elizabeth's stomach twisted. The way he said it didn’t sound like a warning. It sounded like a promise.

"How about you? What's your story?" She questioned, trying to sound casual, though her curiosity pushed harder than she meant it to.

Philip didn’t answer right away. His eyes stayed forward, unwavering as the car weaved through a courtyard thick with people. The crowd moved sluggishly, but their eyes didn’t. Elizabeth noticed it — the way heads turned, their gazes lingering on the car, on them. It wasn’t curiosity. It was something else. Watchful. Expectant.

Her throat tightened.

Philip’s expression didn’t change, but his fingers curled a little tighter around the wheel, knuckles barely flexing.

The car finally pulled into an empty space, unnervingly isolated from the crowd. He shifted the gear into park, then stepped out without a word.

Elizabeth blinked. "Hey—" she started, but he was already moving around to her side, opening the door.

"We’re here," he said flatly, voice devoid of anything resembling warmth.

Elizabeth stepped out slowly, watching him. He didn’t meet her eyes.

"Are you always like this?" The question slipped out before she could stop it, frustration bubbling under her skin. The way he deflected everything, the way he acted like none of this was strange — like she wasn’t practically kidnapped by him.

Philip finally looked at her then, his face unreadable. For a second, she thought he might actually answer.

Instead, his voice was cool and dismissive. "You’re welcome."

He shut the door behind her and turned without another word, heading for the entrance ahead.

Elizabeth let out a slow breath, biting down her frustration. Her eyes wandered, scanning the area — and that’s when she saw it.

The building loomed ahead, towering and oppressive, its spires clawing at the sky like jagged stone teeth. Dark, weathered bricks stacked high, their edges softened only by age and the relentless grip of ivy snaking up the walls. The windows were tall and narrow, more like watchful eyes than glass, their panes dulled by time and grime.  

Banners hung from the upper balconies, deep crimson with gold lettering that seemed to shimmer unnaturally against the dull gray backdrop. One banner rippled in the breeze, its edges frayed and whispering softly, as though the fabric itself was trying to speak.  

*Crimson Peak.*  

The words were bold, yet elegant, stretched across the cloth like a warning.  

The entrance was no less inviting — heavy iron doors, blackened with age and adorned with intricate patterns that twisted into shapes that almost resembled faces if you stared too long. A wide stone staircase led up to it, cracked and uneven, like the earth itself resisted the foundation.  

Elizabeth stared up at the institution, a weight settling in her chest. It wasn’t just the size or the ominous banners. It was the feeling — the undeniable sense that this place was more than it seemed. That once you stepped inside, you wouldn’t come out the same.

Amanda approached slowly, her boots crunching softly against the gravel. The air felt wrong — too still for a crime scene, too quiet for the carnage around them. Dr. Lee was crouched low over the body of an officer, gloved hands moving with unsettling precision. Despite the jagged, unnatural fractures twisting the man’s limbs, she studied him with a detached calm, like this wasn’t the first time she’d seen something like this.

"How worried should I be?" Amanda’s voice broke the silence, steady, but the edge of unease betrayed her.

Dr. Lee didn’t flinch. She glanced at Amanda, her eyes sharp and analytical, scanning her like she was part of the crime scene. "Do you believe in the supernatural, Sheriff?" Her voice was smooth, low — too casual for the state of the body in front of her.

Amanda blinked. "What? Like unicorns?" she scoffed, the attempt at humour falling flat. The weight in her chest tightened.

Dr. Lee’s expression didn’t shift. "Child’s play," she murmured, turning back to the body. "No."

Amanda swallowed hard, crouching beside her. Her throat tightened at the coppery tang of blood hanging in the air. Dr. Lee reached out, turning the officer’s head gently — and that’s when Amanda saw it.

The officer’s throat was torn open, but it wasn’t a clean cut. The skin was jagged, uneven — like something had ripped it apart. The edges were still wet, blood oozing sluggishly despite the man being long dead. His eyes were wide, bulging, frozen in sheer, unfiltered terror. His jaw hung slack, unnaturally unhinged, as though he’d been screaming when his neck was torn out.

Amanda bit back the bile rising in her throat. Her stomach twisted, but she forced herself to stay still.

"You’re not used to the sight of blood yet, are you?" Dr. Lee observed, not even glancing up. Her voice was too clinical, too aware.

Amanda exhaled shakily through her nose. "I’ll manage."

Dr. Lee hummed softly, almost amused. "You’ll have to. This... won’t be the last time."

Amanda’s heart gave a hard, uneven thud against her ribs.

"Mhm, what am I looking at exactly?" she asked, her voice low, tight, her eyes fixed on the grotesque wound.

Dr. Lee tilted her head slightly, brushing her fingers near the torn flesh. The moment her gloved fingertips touched the wound, the blood stirred — it moved. It wasn’t a drip or a smear. It slithered, sluggish and wrong, like it was alive. It seeped up toward her touch, the viscous, dark red sliding unnaturally, reaching.

Amanda recoiled instinctively, her breath catching in her throat.

Dr. Lee didn’t flinch. She stared down at the grotesque wound, her expression unreadable. "This wasn’t human," she murmured, voice low and sure. "Whatever did this... didn’t stop when he died. It fed. Until barely anything was left."

Amanda swallowed hard, her voice strained as she tried to grasp some kind of logic. "So... no to unicorns, no to us — what else is there?"

For a second, Dr. Lee said nothing. Then, to Amanda’s surprise, she chuckled softly — low and dry, like Amanda had unknowingly cracked through the wall of her detached demeanour. It wasn’t a comforting sound. It felt like the kind of laugh you give when there’s no better answer.

"You’re asking the right questions, Sheriff." Dr. Lee sat back on her heels, peeling off her gloves with a snap, her eyes never leaving Amanda’s. "But you might not like the answers."

Amanda stared at her, waiting, dreading.

Lee sighed, gesturing to the officer’s mangled throat. "See this tearing? It’s not clean, not even close. Jagged, uneven — but look here." She pointed to a series of small, circular punctures along the edges of the wound, barely noticeable beneath the gore. "These are bite marks."

"Bite marks?" Amanda echoed, stomach twisting.

Dr. Lee nodded slowly. "At first glance, you’d think animal attack. A dog, maybe. Canine teeth leave deep punctures, then the tearing comes from shaking the prey. But this..." She paused, her gaze narrowing. "It’s too deliberate. A dog bites to kill quickly — to end a fight. Whatever did this didn’t care about that. The spacing’s wrong. The depth is inconsistent. And the tearing..." She trailed off, her eyes darkening. "It’s like it wanted him to feel it. Every second of it."

Amanda felt her skin crawl. "So, what, are we talking about a wolf? A bear? Some kind of rogue animal?"

Dr. Lee tilted her head slightly, that ghost of a smirk returning — but it didn’t reach her eyes. "A wolf wouldn’t have left the body. A bear wouldn’t have stopped. This wasn’t an animal, Sheriff. It was something that wanted to be mistaken for one."

Amanda’s throat tightened. "Wanted to be mistaken for one? What the hell does that mean?"

Dr. Lee’s voice dropped lower. "It means whatever did this isn’t hunting for food. It’s hunting for sport."

For a moment, neither woman spoke. The wind tugged at Amanda’s hair, and the distant hum of radio chatter barely broke through the weight of what had just been said.

Lee stood with unsettling calmness. She carefully packed her samples into a small, silver briefcase. The locks snapped shut with an unnervingly final click. She stepped closer — too close. Her voice dropped to a whisper, just for Amanda’s ear.

"Be careful who you trust, Sheriff. It’s already watching."

Before Amanda could respond, Lee turned and walked away, her figure disappearing into the haze of flashing lights and uniformed chaos.

Amanda stared after her, the doctor’s words coiling around her mind like smoke.

"Sheriff."

The voice cut through the fog in her head, and Amanda turned sharply. A man stood a few feet away, his uniform marked with the emblem of the department. His voice was steady, but his eyes flickered with unease.

"The media... what are we supposed to tell them?" he asked, his voice low, like he didn’t want to disturb whatever was hanging in the air.

Amanda blinked, trying to force herself back to reality. Her throat felt dry.

"I... I’ll figure it out," she said, though the words felt hollow.

The man studied her for a moment, like he could see the weight pressing down on her shoulders. He gave a small nod, his voice softer this time.

"It’ll come to you, Sheriff. It always does."

She didn’t know if he was trying to reassure her or himself.

He stepped closer, extending a hand.

"Daniels. Deputy Daniels."

Amanda stared at his hand for a second longer than she should have, then shook it, her grip firm despite the tremor in her fingers.

"Amanda Holt," she replied, her voice steadying.

"Let’s get you out of this mess, Sheriff. I’ll lead the way."

He turned, guiding her toward the cluster of patrol cars and waiting cameras. Amanda followed, but her mind wasn’t on the reporters or the flashing lights.

It was on Dr. Lee’s final warning.

Be careful who you trust.

She swallowed hard, her pulse quickening.

The worst part wasn’t the warning itself.

It was the fact that, deep down, Amanda already knew it was true.

Whiskey. Stale — bittersweet. The smell hit first, thick and smoky, clinging to the air like it didn’t want to let go. The low hum of conversation buzzed through the room, broken only by the occasional clink of glass against wood. The place wasn’t a brothel — that much was clear — but the women? Oh, the women were something else entirely. They moved like they owned the place, eyes sharp, smiles sharper, watching everyone who walked through the door like they were sizing up prey.

The lighting was low, flickering from old, brass sconces that lined the walls, casting warped shadows over the patrons. The air felt thick, charged, like a storm was waiting to break.

Jay stepped in first, boots landing light, barely perceptible beneath the hum of the room. He moved like he belonged, slow and deliberate, cutting through the tension like a blade. Lyra was a step behind him, her gaze flicking around the room, picking up every exit, every face, every potential threat.

Beth and Sarah hung back, closer to the centre of the room
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