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      Sacrifice is the thirteenth book in The NightShade Forensic Files Series. It is also the third book in The Shadow Files, a sub-series of the NightShade books.

      There is a strong story arc between the three Shadow Files books, and you will likely enjoy Sacrifice more if you have already read Salvage and Sabotage.
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      Jen Crunk held the box tightly in her hands. The paper inside rattled as she moved, but at least she couldn't crush it. Thank goodness.

      She hadn’t seen it yet, though she knew what was inside, or should be. The box had been handed off to her after she'd stood at the edge of the meeting. It wasn't her meeting; they just let her stay in case she had anything to add.

      It wasn't her paper, either, but she was now in charge of the precious piece.

      This farm didn’t hold her origins, but it was starting to feel like home.

      In an effort to do everything she could to save the place that she loved, she headed down the tunnel hoping this box would hold an answer.

      These people had become her family, even if she couldn't quite trace her connections. They were some distant relatives, but they’d opened their arms to her as if she were a sister, a daughter, a long lost cousin.

      She carried the box through the deep tunnel. The downward slope had felt odd beneath her feet the first few times she'd come, but now it told her she was heading towards safety. She wanted to see what was on this paper, where this piece fit with the others. If the jagged edges made it look as if it had been shredded imprecisely.

      So far, each of the pieces had appeared to be roughly the same size and shape. They hadn’t been shredded in haste or an attempt to destroy the original. She was convinced now that they had been carefully torn, separated in an effort to mute the original power. The pieces had been stashed in all corners of the world. Some were hidden and kept, carefully curated and passed from elder to elder. Others had been lost along the way, not cared for at all.

      That could be dangerous.

      Jen wondered what the hell was going to happen when they put the last piece into place.
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      Christina groaned and rolled over. Her ribs ached. She could taste blood at the side of her mouth, drying where her lip had split.

      She tried to open her eyes, but when that yielded nothing, she figured they were likely swollen shut. How was she going to get out of here if she couldn’t see? Sighing heavily, and hating herself for moving, she felt her ribs burn again. She groaned.

      Shit.

      Had she just alerted someone that she was awake?

      Not a good move, Christina. She tried to flex her toes. Toes worked! though she wasn't sure about much else.

      Her right leg ached, at best it was a deep muscular bruise—but probably down to the bone as well. She couldn't see to know if it was worth doing more than just flexing her feet inside her shoes.

      She would have rolled her leg to the side, but that might have alerted someone nearby that she was coming around—if she hadn’t already screwed that up.

      Stopping her movements and slowing her breathing for a moment, she listened but didn’t hear anything. Tensing her muscles, she hoped no one would see that. But pain shot up through her side, somehow passing from her quads up through her ribs and flashing white-hot pain along the entire side of her body.

      Fuck. She winced. Fuck.

      At least her mouth being bloodied and cracked stopped her from swearing out loud. The coppery bloom on her tongue told her she was in exactly as bad of shape as she thought she was.

      If anyone was still here, watching over her and waiting, they had to know by now she was awake.

      No more flexing muscles, Christina.

      Once her breathing calmed again, she waited for the sound of something else, something human, or at least close to human.

      She remembered the gash along her left hip. She could feel it now: Not the deep aching muscle, but the fiery burn of an open cut. Even just breathing moved her clothing enough to tell her the blood there was still wet. Where it dried, it grabbed at her pants and tugged at the wound.

      Just being alive right now was painful. Still, she was grateful for every minute of it.

      Christina didn’t know why they had left her alive. She wanted to believe it was because she had fought back valiantly. Maybe it would simply be too much trouble to kill her. Though, as she lay there with the sounds of the forest slowly seeping into her ears, she would be very easy to kill.

      But the death blow didn’t come. There was no sound of footsteps or even breathing from anyone nearby, just the soft whisper of wind through the leaves that covered the forest floor.

      She tried to take a real inventory, to register all the places that she ached. All the spots that burned. All the cuts that she already knew would need stitching, and the others that she hadn't noticed yet.

      A crew of Miranda Industry wolves had finally caught up to her. She was mad at herself. Christina had known she was being followed. She must not have covered her tracks as well as she thought.

      Now, she needed to get up, but she couldn't do anything until she was certain she was alone. She couldn't see with her eyes swollen shut. Maybe she could pry them open enough to get out of here.

      The goal would be to get back to her car and drive herself to a hospital. At least if she told the doctors that she'd been attacked by a wild animal they would believe her. Her body certainly bore the evidence. They would likely never be able to place exactly what kind of animal it was. Luckily, given the shape she was in, she likely wouldn't be expected to say.

      She could do that. She tried to pry her eyes open by force of will. It didn’t work. Shit.

      There wasn't more than one waiting for her, if that. The wolves that attacked her hadn't struck her as overly bright, more of the foot-soldier type. If there was more than one of them, she certainly would have heard them talking to each other, harassing each other, poking each other, or something stupid.

      The fight told her they were trigger happy. It was plausible that one of them would have shot a bullet into the air by now just for funsies. She hadn't heard any of that.

      Working her eyes open was more of a struggle than she expected. With another sigh—figuring anyone who was watching could just laugh—she reached up.

      “Ow!”

      That was her own voice. Touching her eyes hurt. They were definitely swollen shut. Dammit.

      Laying still again, she waited for the pulsing pain to subside. She could push outward and see if that hit anyone. If it did, she could make them tell her their name at least.

      With a slow deep breath, she searched outward as if she were a ripple on the pond waiting to run into something immovable. There were trees, leaves, rocks . . . nothing human.

      She tried it again and again got nothing. Christina breathed in, finally convinced she was well and truly alone.

      Then she got mad. They'd gotten the jump on her, and she had used her skills against them. It just hadn’t been enough this time.

      She was becoming more and more convinced that what she could do was simply some manipulation of light or waves. It had to be some level of conscious control over the near atmosphere, because it certainly didn't work from a distance, and it didn’t work when she was asleep. At no point had she ever dreamed anything and made someone believe that the floodwaters were rising or that unicorns were morphing into deer.

      She had never, without consciously knowing it, convinced someone that they were in love with her. Or that she was their girlfriend and the most popular girl in high school. She not only needed to be awake, she needed to consciously make the effort.

      Still, she waited a moment in case she heard, “Hello, Christina. My name is . . .” It didn't happen. She had to take the chance.

      Rolling slowly, Christina felt her ribs protest with every breath. Her leg shot fire each time she moved but she didn’t let it stop her. The only way out was to do it herself. No one was coming.

      No one was supposed to know she was here.

      The wolves had known.

      Getting to her hands and knees, she found the palm of one hand and the front of one knee were both in enough pain that she did not want to stay in this position. That meant getting to her feet.

      Where could she go without her vision?

      Feet first. Her toes had worked and, so far, she hadn't noticed any warning signals from the soles of her feet or her ankles. She’d just have to try it.

      Knowing that standing would be better once she got there, Christina slowly rose. She tried to blink. Her eyes still didn't want to open. She’d hoped they would simply get a little better on their own.

      Lifting the fingers of her left hand—which she hoped was not covered in blood—she pushed at the swollen puffiness. It still hurt like hell, but this time she managed to get her left eye open a tiny slit. Enough to blink slowly while the wet blurriness faded.

      She still couldn't see much, but it was better than nothing. She started to move down the trail, back toward her car. A few steps later she wondered if there was a tracker on it. Five painful steps later she wondered if there was a tracker on her. Or in her.

      Taking two more painful, fumbling steps back towards safety, toward the car, toward the hospital, she finally let herself admit the worst. Those fuckers had gotten two pages.
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      The tide of feelings hit Wade unexpectedly as he turned off the state road. There weren't even stoplights out here, just the occasional stop sign where roads crossed, often not even at ninety degrees to each other.

      He felt that deep longing for home that John Denver had sung about, even if Wade was heading completely the other direction. Also, he was smacked with fear, with concern of how he would find the homestead these days.

      So much had been destroyed. The place was supposed to be a secret.

      It wasn't as though nobody knew that someone lived out here. There were clearly buildings that could be seen from aerial shots. They weren’t blurred out on the satellite maps, and anyone could zoom in and see the houses and the fields.

      He’d tried himself once at a space museum display and saw that someone had again planted in the fields—he had no doubt a higher agency could tell a lot more. But for the longest time, no one had known who or what exactly lived in the little cluster of homes just outside Blue Shoals.

      Now, the wrong people did and that was a problem.

      Next to him, Noah reached out and grabbed his hand. The squeeze came without any words, as if all that was needed was acknowledgement that this was difficult. Wade breathed a little easier.

      The drive on these back roads would last several hours and Wade wasn't sure that he could take the surge of feelings for that long. But he didn't feel he had an option, he needed to come home. He needed to be part of the discussions.

      The Council had met before, and he’d been there though Wade wasn't an officially elected member. He didn't live here anymore, but they’d asked him and a handful of others to sit in. They wanted the opinions of more than just those who still resided at the de Gottardi/Little farm, because it was still his home.

      It was supposed to be a sanctuary.

      Wade swallowed. They couldn't trust it anymore. He knew when he got closer, he would see some of the burned out shells of the homes that had once stood. Some of which he’d helped to build. He knew that even in the short amount of time since he’d last been here, the grass would have grown up and nature would have started covering the wreckage.

      He wondered about the tunnels that connected the buildings. Had the wolves blocked the doors that opened into the former homes? Or had they left them as a secret entry for those who knew what had once stood there?

      Were there new tunnels being constructed? That would be wild. The ones he knew about had been there as long as he could remember.

      His family lived on the farm but the village had raised him and they encouraged him to go out into the world, go to college, pursue his dreams. He'd wound up becoming a physicist and then an FBI agent, none of which could operate out of the little community in the middle of the Ozarks.

      Had he maybe brushed up against something that had followed him back? He worried, and not for the first time, was it his fault Miranda Industries had found his home?

      The battle had been epic, and so many had died. They still didn’t know if they were safe here. Maybe coming back wasn’t the right thing to do, but they’d asked, so Wade would be here.

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Wade blinked. Noah had assured him before that he did not have the ability to hear what Wade, or anyone else, was thinking. Still, at times the man made him wonder.

      “It could have been anyone,” Noah added, not needing to point out that the wolves had come and gone of their own free will. That had been the goal of the place. It was just as likely what got so many of them killed.

      “I know,” Wade said to the windshield. But how many had tangled with Miranda Industries before?

      He didn't need to say that out loud. Noah might be newer to the job, but he understood. He asked, “Do you think they'll make the decision this time?”

      It seemed as though once he had spoken, all bets were off, and Wade leaned hard into the conversation. It was probably a good thing that he wasn't just sitting here and stewing in his own strange feelings.

      He shrugged. The council hadn't made a decision last time or the time before. Rather, they had and it had been to put off the decision. Needing to move the whole compound wasn’t an easy task.

      A major problem had been that connections were more global now and it became harder to find suitable places. Would it be worth setting up from scratch?

      That had been a huge topic at the last meeting: what a new “farm” would look like. For the de Gottardi and Little families, that meant building their own homes, constructing them the way that best suited them. It meant finding a place where they could have some level of connection between the units. The tunnels were fantastic, but not all ground was suited for tunneling.

      They discussed alternate ways of getting back and forth without being detected but hadn't come up with anything better. They also worried about how they would move a whole compound without being noticed. As tech became more fine-tuned, that became harder and harder to do. They were here partly because they’d moved before the days of scanning and facial recognition and satellite fly-overs.

      It was possible they could make all the effort of a move for almost no advantage. If anyone found where they were going, it would all be a waste.

      The conversation lulled after a few more questions from Noah that Wade simply couldn't answer. He'd requested time off from his special agent in charge, but Westerfield had pushed back. Wade insisted, pointing out the farm was important to more than just him in the NightShade division.

      While Donovan wasn't intrinsically tied to the community in Blue Shoals, they had welcomed him with open arms. If Westerfield had any intention of recruiting out of the younger pool that still lived here, alienating the family by not letting Wade have a handful of days to return home would not help.

      Wade had said all those things, but he didn't know if Westerfield was recruiting from this pool of wolves. In fact, he wasn't quite sure where Westerfield was recruiting from at all.

      Though concerning questions had arisen on their last case, that wasn’t new. No one had fully trusted their SAC for a while. So now Wade wondered if maybe he'd given up too much information, but not getting approved for the time off might have been just as bad.

      They stopped at the last little gas station on the way in. When he’d lived here, Wade learned early to fill up his car at every chance, because it was still miles before he got home. He and Noah grabbed drinks from the lone cooler inside and paid in cash.

      He only nodded once at the cashier, someone Wade didn't recognize, though that didn't surprise him. He hadn’t lived here in a long time.

      Later, Noah turned, and looked out the window over his shoulder. “You missed your turn.”

      He'd been here before, but Wade only responded by shaking his head. He hadn't missed the turn.

      “We're going the long way around,” he told his partner. “We have to check the perimeter and make sure we're the only ones coming in.”
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      Wade had finally circled the entire perimeter of the de Gottardi/Little estate. If Uncle Will and the council had their heads on straight, they already knew that he was here.

      He’d rolled the windows down and driven slowly once they’d gotten close to the family homestead. But he hadn't seen or heard or smelled anything, despite his best efforts. He’d even turned the radio off and made Noah stay as quiet as possible.

      “You still seem nervous,” Noah commented softly as they officially turned onto the property. They bounced over the long gravel drive that had never been updated, despite the means and the need. That was because upgrading it would show anyone looking how well used the road was.

      “You said you didn't see or hear anything. I don't understand. That should be good news, right?”

      “But I didn't get anything.” Wade had both hands on the wheel, knuckles whiter than they should be. He knew how to drive on gravel. And he knew specifically how to handle this road, despite the fact that sometimes he went years between making the drive. “Our people should have been out there too. Why was no one out there?”

      Shouldn’t he have seen someone? But he couldn’t, and even in his human form, he had better vision, hearing, and smell than most. In the far distance, Wade could see the tiny silhouette of a chimney and one wall. All that was left of a home that had been destroyed in the raid.

      The raised platform that all the houses were built with was still there, but he couldn't see it now. He simply knew from memory where the vines had started to creep around and reclaim the building the wolves had left behind.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t see anyone,” he huffed. Sometimes the family would be out, working, building something. But they hadn’t built anything new—only handled repairs—since the raid. In happier times, they'd be out and about. He might see a teacher leading a line of students from one school building to another or out into the field to study frogs and worms or look for deer.

      He remembered growing up here, learning in the small, pale yellow school building. The teachers had talked to the kids who could about transforming. They’d taught proper techniques for walking the woods as themselves, for storing clothing, and finding their way. For the kids who couldn't, they discussed the ability to live a life well beyond the edges of the de Gottardi/Little farm. Even for the ones that could, they encouraged the kids to go out and find who they were whenever possible.

      It wasn’t a cult, Wade thought to himself righteously even as Noah softly whispered, “I hate to say this, but it kind of has the air of a cult.”

      At least he laughed. The movement in his chest felt good, but a bit rusty, as if he hadn't laughed for a while. “Anyone can leave anytime.”

      “I know.” Something slid under Noah’s tone, letting Wade know there was a but coming. “But you can't talk about it. You can't bring people back here. And if you do, the outside forces are going to come and tear your people apart.”

      Sadly, it was all true, but it wasn't because of a religion. And it wasn't because people within had no free will of their own. It was because of what they were. Because if people saw them prowling in the woods at night, maybe just going for a run, they'd be petrified. The timeline wasn’t as far removed from pitchforks and torches as they liked to believe.

      If something went wrong in the nearby village, Wade and his people would be blamed, regardless of guilt. It had led more than one of them to have either a mental break or a moment of Fuck-it-all. Because people would think the wolves were responsible even if they weren’t. If you were getting the punishment anyway, you might as well commit the crime.

      Wade hadn’t done it, but he understood.

      Then there were those like Aidan Heath—making it worse for all of them. Donovan's father had grown up likely without a pack at all. As with any group, the wolves weren't automatically all decent, good people. Wade had pulled a few of the reports he could find. Once he lined it up, it was obvious: there was a string of assaults and murders in Aidan Heath’s wake.

      He moved himself and his young son often to hide what he was. But from a distance, with a big picture view, it was clear. If someone pissed Aidan Heath off enough, they didn't tend to live to see the next sunrise. And, a lot of times, pissing Aidan Heath off simply meant existing.

      Wade was still often surprised that his friend Donovan had come from such stock. He’d grown up all alone, thinking he was the only one, when the fact was there were robust communities on all continents.

      Now here was Wade, driving back onto his own family property, not a soul in sight, and it made him worry that Miranda Industries had infiltrated the place again and was already here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Christina lay unmoving on the cool sheets, still unable to get comfortable. Several of her strings of stitches now itched. Though she repeatedly told herself that meant they were healing, it didn’t change that she desperately wanted to scratch them.

      The good news was she couldn’t get to the stitches anyway. They were under layers of gauze and tape, so she only tugged at them slightly, but didn’t damage the time-consuming work of the doctor who’d stitched her. Unfortunately, the tape also itched.

      She was too bruised to lie or sit or even stand comfortably. So she stayed where she was, talking herself through the passage of time. Christina consoled herself that the people running the hotel didn't care much that she'd paid with cash, looked pretty beat up, and actually seemed to believe that her name was Amelie Jason.

      The clerk had been rightly concerned about her story of a car accident while traveling through Europe. The lie continued that she had no family nearby and simply needed a place to recuperate.

      Room service knocked on her door every day at eleven a.m. and five pm. precisely. The poor clerk was very worried about her. Each day Christina—as Amelie—shook her head that, no, she hadn't been able to get in touch with any family yet.

      Her parents were on a cruise and the dog sitter was not yet able to make contact. All of it lies. The staff believed every bit of it because Christina made them.

      Then she worked to make them forget any specific details about her just in case anyone came looking. A beat-up, clearly American woman in her fifties would let anyone with Miranda Industries know that Amelie Jason was Christina Pines.

      At least she’d seen her own scans and hadn't been able to detect any trackers placed inside her. She was glad she’d thought of it, as it would have been a good reason to let her live. Set the rabbit free and follow it to the den.

      She filed that thought away for future reference, then she’d had the scans sent back to the US. As soon as her SAC Derek Westerfield let her know that he'd received them and sent them to the appropriate doctors, she'd begun to wonder. It was unlikely the Miranda wolves had left her alive as bait. Hopefully, it also meant that Westerfield hadn't done anything.

      Because it occurred to her as she was getting stitched and scanned that Miranda wasn’t the only one who might want to track her. Westerfield might, too. Whether that was overreaching paternalism or something more sinister, Christina couldn’t tell. She was no doctor, but she hoped she was right and there were no trackers in her.

      Once she found someplace she could transmit information without that being a beacon to find her, she would send it to Donovan and get a professional opinion she could fully trust. Just not yet.

      But not having a tracker on her was only one part of the puzzle. There was every possibility others were still following her. Maybe the wolves from Miranda knew exactly where she was staying down to the room number. They might be watching her and hadn't acted because they didn’t consider her a threat.

      On the one hand, if she was awake and alert, she could cause some pretty threatening beliefs. On the other hand, Miranda had proven fairly conclusively that if enough of them could get a jump on her, she couldn't completely fend them off.

      She'd caused some damage and she had to hope that was why they'd left her alive. Because if it wasn’t . . .

      There was no way to be sure. Not yet. Just because there wasn’t a physical tracker didn't mean there wasn't some kind of metaphysical one. Not being a witch herself, she had no good way of checking if spells or hexes had been cast upon her.

      She did have a plan to head out and get some sage, but that was a few days away at best, and she hadn't figured out how to ask the hotel clerk for a bundle and a lighter. Also, could she—even if she pushed them—trust the hotel workers not to leave obvious tracks pointing right back to her?

      Eleri had cast other spells in the past, making things that clung light up. Once found, they could be removed. But Eleri was a powerful witch from a long line of witches, even if she wasn't highly practiced.

      She was good, Christina knew. But El’s mother had denied all evidence of her bloodline and Eleri hadn't had any idea what she was until well into adulthood. Unlike the Dauphine sisters, who were born into a household that practiced their magic from birth. Those girls knew their weaves and hand casts before they said their first words.

      And they were in league with Miranda Industries now.

      Then there was Christina who'd spent her time honing other skills. Though she’d cast a few times as Eleri’s helper, that was the extent of Christina’s knowledge.

      So now she had no idea if there were spells clinging to her or following her around like little ducks. Not that she was walking around much these days. She flexed her leg again, gritting her teeth through the pain of the bruised muscle and bone. The doctor had confirmed that one. He’d also told her she needed to do regular slow movements so she didn't get too stiff.

      She did them because neither option was more painful and probably he was right. She considered simply using her own skills on herself. She could certainly make herself believe she felt better.

      How had she gotten to be this age and used her skills in so many different ways—ones that had worked and others that backfired—and still really not have tested them on herself? In the end, she couldn't actually alter reality.

      The doctors had been very clear that she needed a handful of days to rest, relax, and heal. She didn't even know how to do the first two. The third was supposed to occur if she just sat back and let it happen. She let her thoughts war between checking herself for a spell tracer and actually healing.

      She stayed put. Getting out would let them know where she was even if there wasn’t a tracker hex on her. She knew better. But, just in case, she tried not to even think of the other page she had sent.

      Making the mistake of rolling over, Christina tugged again at the stitches on her left hip just a little too hard. The move also rubbed against the back of her shoulder where she both had a cut and deep muscle pain. She had bruised tendons from where the wolves had dislocated it.

      She hadn't even noticed that particular damage during the walk out of the woods. It was the doctor who pointed it out. No surgeries though. She told herself that was a win. Then she added, still alive.

      The problem was that reaching out to her fellow agents in NightShade was a beacon in and of itself. If she was lucky, no one actually knew where she was. But letting them know what had happened would change all of that.

      Even if she told them, she would still be here alone. No matter how good they were, they couldn't cross oceans and continents and get here before Miranda.

      Christina thought about the two pages that had been on her when she was attacked. She thought about the way the wolves had stolen them. At least she’d already suspected she was being followed and had taken measures. Obviously not good enough, since she was lying in this hotel room, breathing heavily, angry at the world, and simply waiting for time to pass so she could heal.

      But she smiled to herself. At least she'd gotten one thing right.
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      Jen stood to one side of the room, hands tucked behind her as she leaned against the wall. She was again here to listen and grateful she'd been invited.

      On her left, stood Wade. She’d met him the last time he and his FBI agent partners had come to the farm, though all of that had been under duress. She had been a recent arrival at the time and though she'd now been here for well over a year, she still felt new.

      A lot of the people who lived here, and certainly the ones in this room, the ones sitting at the table anyway, had been born and raised here. Some of them almost never left.

      Her place at the edge—back against the wall, mouth closed—was where she felt she ranked. Wade's partner, Noah, wasn't in the room at all. She would vote if she was asked. That was all.

      Noah wasn’t here because he wasn't a wolf, not in the clan, as Jen had always referred to it herself. On her other side stood Leona. Unlike Jen, she didn’t lean back and pretend to be a spot on the wall. Leona stood ramrod straight, her white hair pulled tightly into a low ponytail, her clothing all black: tank top, black jeans, boots.

      Leona had changed. Before Dr. Murray Marks had raided the compound and killed several of her friends, Leona had been mad at the world. Unable to find her place, she’d broken rules, fought whenever she could, and snuck out more nights than Jen could count. Jen had considered her the largest brat she knew.

      She’d tried for grace because Leona had a lot to deal with. She was a wolf, but with her own shocking coloring, she’d been a bit of an outcast. Her own bad family hadn’t helped, sending her back to the farm as a kid “for Uncle Will to deal with.” She’d been dealt a shitty hand.

      But at that time, Leona had been turning around and dealing that same shitty hand to everyone around her. Jen had wondered why Art and Will put up with her, but now she realized maybe they'd seen what Leona could become.

      Jen was just sad that it had to happen this way. Leona was an asset now and Jen hoped she was, too. No one had sent her to the farm for the wolves to “deal with.” She would have loved it. Instead, she’d had to discover the place on her own. She would do whatever she could to protect the clan, even if that meant they couldn’t protect the land.

      She knew what was important.

      Others ringed the room, like her. All had been carefully hand-picked and voted on by the entire council before they’d even been invited. She also knew more than one of the people seated at the table and talking animatedly over each other had to have vouched for any of the people at the edge. A lone vote wouldn’t get you into the room.

      She focused back on the council at the table. Some were excited, some angry, some thoughtful.

      “I don't know how to move and hide it and neither do any of you,” Jay said as he smacked his hand onto the table. As Jen watched, his nails curled just a little before retracting. Some of them had difficulty reining it in, especially when emotions ran high.

      “What's the alternative?” Elizabeth asked. “If we stay here, then we know they know where we are. If we move, at least we have a chance.”

      “We’ll be vulnerable while we're moving and while we're building. If we don't get a place at least as good as this one, we're vulnerable when we get there.” Jay replied, his jaw tight.

      “Well, I don't know how to find a place better.” Martha spoke up, her gray hair scraped back against her head, making her expression harsh. Her dark green eyes were sharp despite the fact that nothing else about her was. She was round, soft, and her wrinkled face most days looked like it would be smiling while she baked cookies. Not today. In here, she spoke her mind. “There are fewer and fewer places where society isn't encroaching.”

      “It's true,” Jay added. “Kids all want cell phones. And it's really hard to convince someone that age that linking up and providing your information could be dangerous.”

      “Well,” Martha added calmly, though Jen felt tension in that word. The older woman didn't smack her hand on the table or lean forward, she softly commanded the attention of the entire room. “I don't want to leave this meeting again having decided not to decide. It's why we brought everyone in.”

      She waved her hand toward the outskirts of the room to those standing against the wall. Though Jen didn't move and neither did Wade, Leona straightened. If she had saluted, Jen wouldn't have been surprised.

      “I say we take a preliminary vote. Not that this is going to make the decision,” Martha clarified to those who jumped forward in protest. “It’s just so we can see who's in favor of moving and who's in favor of staying.”

      Jay was nodding along. “Let’s find out, then I’d like to go around the room and each say what are the advantages of that position?”

      Martha looked to Will, about the only one here who outranked her.

      He nodded. He hadn't jumped into the conversation yet. Though Jen worked with him closely enough and knew he had strong opinions, he hadn't voiced them here. “All in favor of moving, hand up.”

      He counted the hands, motioned them down, then said, “And all against.”

      Will didn't openly sigh but Jen could see it. “Some of you didn't vote.”

      He turned to face Jen who was almost directly behind him. She had chosen the spot, more comfortable there as if she were his delegate. Somehow Will had seen that she didn't vote and asked her directly, “Is it because you don't want to put your opinion in? Or is it because you don't have one?”

      “I haven't decided yet,” Jen told him, trying to keep her voice steady. She was grateful when he turned and looked to the others who also hadn't voted.

      His gaze pinned Wade next.

      “I don't live here,” Wade offered with a shrug. “I don't feel I should get to decide where you live.”

      Will nodded again, taking that into consideration as well. Leona, of course, had voted. Her hand went up for staying. Jen wondered what her reasoning would be.

      “All right, try again,” Will said. “This time, just those at the table. For starters, does anyone in the council not have a vote?”

      One hand went up, leading the council to hammer their way through that for a while. Will told them they’d talk both sides and then ask the table again.

      It was much later when he took the second vote. “Has anyone changed their mind while we were talking?”

      Another hand went up.

      Jen felt the fist clench around her heart. There were too many variables, too many moving pieces. Too many opinions. She was afraid Will was simply going to have to make the decision and dictate it to the group, whatever that might look like.

      He stood, placing both hands flat on the table. “For everyone in the room, how many of you have changed your opinion? I mean whether fully or partially, from hearing the other arguments here tonight?”

      Jen blinked at the number of hands that went up—one of which was her own. She thought she'd be the only one and yet, damn.

      “It's still too fluid,” Will sighed. “And I'm going to introduce one more problem.”

      Jen was not prepared when he turned around and looked at her and said, “Jen, can you update everyone on where we are with the parchments?”
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      Wade leaned against the wall, not as a way of relaxing but to force himself to stay back and maybe to keep his mouth shut. Next to him, Jen stiffened, apparently surprised by Will’s question of what was going on with the parchments.

      Announcing their existence right into the packed room had been a surprise to Wade, too. The council surely knew about them, but there were many other people in the room. He looked around now, not surprised to see looks of confusion.

      A hand went up on the far side of the room. “What parchments?”

      Will had maybe overstepped his bounds. Did the council know he was going to put this out to the room now? Around the table, several faces looked a bit surprised. Elizabeth didn’t even try to hide her shock.

      Maybe this had been Will’s plan all along. He turned back and addressed the room at large. “The first parchment came to us in the bottom of the duffel bag some of the FBI agents found. The writing on it isn’t English or any language in common use today. Over the years, several other languages have been added to it. Or at least we think they have.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      He looked back to Jen, but she kept her lips together. Wade wasn’t surprised, he hadn’t seen her want to take center stage. Ever.

      “Over the last year, we’ve collected several more pieces, making it clear they were all part of a larger document. Age testing, various handwritings, and a few language changes suggest the information on the parchment had been gathered by several cultures over time.”

      “And we're collecting more?” another voice asked.

      Wade looked up, recognizing the face but not remembering the name. He hadn't been home often enough.

      “We are,” another voice, another face he recognized, though, when Wade had last been here, the man had been a teenager. “Because we have a safehold, right?”

      “But do we?” Elizabeth pressed from the other end of the table.

      Will tipped his head in acknowledgement. They were all silently admitting that they weren't as safe as they had once been, and they certainly weren't as safe as they would like to be.

      “The parchments tell a story of the origin of wolves as we know it.” Will was watching the room and Wade did, too.

      Around him, eyes widened, eyebrows raised, postures changed.

      Before anyone else could ask a question, Will spoke again, likely making sure he steered the conversation. “It also seems to be some kind of spell to bring gifts into the world.”

      “Gifts?” Leona asked.

      Will briefly turned to look over his shoulder, acknowledging that he knew who asked. “We don't exactly know. Maybe like the witches who were here the last time. Or like the FBI agents who helped us fight against Murray Marks’ raid.”

      “And Miranda Industries,” Leona added again. Will was looking the other way, but Wade caught her gaze and nodded.

      “Christina Pines, who most of you met the last time she was here, is collecting the pieces and trying to get them to us. In fact,” Will pointed, “Grigori Davalos was her courier for the last piece she sent to us.”

      To the left of the door, a dark-haired and dark-featured man lifted a hand. Another face Wade hadn't recognized. He had assumed this man arrived at the farm most likely the way Jen Crunk next to him had: a wolf alone in the world.

      Getting word of the farm was a breath of fresh air to them. Finally finding other wolves was life-changing. It took a while to gain the trust of someone who not only knew the de Gottardi/Little farm existed and would welcome and foster family members with open arms, but could tell them where it was and introduce them to the group.

      He’d known the man—Grigori—was a wolf. They could all smell it on each other. Now he understood Grigori knew Christina and was maybe the most recent person to have seen her. Wade hoped to ask about her after the meeting.

      Again, Will turned around in his chair, twisting, hands on the back, so he could face Jen. He put her on the spot again. “So where are we with this?”

      Next to him, Wade felt her straighten again. At least she was a little better prepared this time. For a moment, Wade amused himself thinking that Will had literally thrown her to the wolves. But he had better listen.

      “We have a handful of pieces, some of which fit together and some don't.” She took a deep breath and moved her gaze from answering Will directly to looking at the room at large. “By the writing on them, we can tell some are older and some are newer—though newer is still a mostly forgotten language.”

      When no one else spoke, she kept going. “With the last piece I put into place, we can calculate we're missing anywhere between five and thirty other pieces⁠—”

      Wade felt himself react even as he heard an audible gasp from others.

      “Thirty?” several people asked at the same time.

      “We don't know how large the original parchment is,” Jen said. “We have no idea if there are other more ancient languages further back than the ones we saw. It's also plausible that we’ll get five more and see all our edges and we're done.”

      “Then we’ll have the whole spell?”

      If Jen saw who had asked, Wade couldn't quite tell. But she turned toward the quadrant of the room the voice had come from. “It appears to be a spell, even though it's different languages from different times.” Jen nodded though she hadn’t really said yes. “There's a first layer, which we think will be a full spell, but it looks like other pieces were added to it, like it was maybe cast multiple times over the course of history.”

      “Why are there pieces?”

      Jen turned to the other side of the room. Wade felt his head volley with hers, but once again he missed who had asked.

      “It appears that whoever had it most recently tore it into roughly equal sized parts and distributed them across the world.” She sounded confident, even though Wade could sense the slight tremor of her hands through the air around her. She was doing fine.

      “They were hiding it.”

      “It appears so,” Jen tried to smile.

      Wade wanted to jump in and help. She had clearly not been ready to be put on the spot, but she was handling it better than she probably thought she was, and it wasn't his place.

      “So,” Elizabeth stood from her seat at the table, hands down, her gaze laser targeted on Will as she asked, “We're gathering pieces of a spell that someone went to great pains to make sure no one would gather again? Is that what drew Murray Marks and his soldiers here?”

      Will didn't rise to the bait Elizabeth offered. He only shook his head. “The soldiers came before we got the first piece, but it is clear now that they want it.”

      Wade had to appreciate that Will didn’t discount Marks and Miranda wanting something before it was even here. A handful of years ago, Wade would have deemed the thought silly. Working with NightShade for over a decade had stretched his capacity for belief. But now he believed it was possible.

      “Can we just give it to them?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Do you want them to have that kind of power?” Will volleyed quickly, though he still didn’t stand. He exerted quiet authority by staying seated, as if her questions didn’t merit more. “They are trying to find the other pieces just like NightShade is.”

      Wade jumped in now, unable to hold back. “Christina is our agent. She is actively searching missing pieces now that we know they exist. We had other agents searching through Murray Marks' holdings, and they found a piece that he had stashed in his own archives.” Biting his tongue, Wade held back the rest. The attack, the bombs, the witch.

      He was about to open his mouth again when Will said it for him. “Murray Marks is dead, but Miranda Industries is still strong. The Dauphine sisters are still alive, and nothing has dampened in their power.” He stopped and looked around the room before adding, “and it's very possible that these pieces of parchment and whatever this spell is, whatever we find out when it's finally put together, is drawing them here. But not protecting it would be a thousand times more dangerous.”
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      Jen frantically climbed the last stairs, her head almost bumping into the floor above her. The stairs were thankfully solid, stone set into the dirt beneath the old house.

      It was dark in the tunnels, and she needed to get out. The panic she'd barely been holding at bay clawed at her. It had built as she ran for the door, but now that she was here, so close to freedom, it slashed and burned.

      Reaching up, she pushed against the trapdoor above her. She'd been here before, she knew the door was heavy. She expected it to resist, but not like this. She was crouched into the tight space of the highest stairs, so she could use her weight to push upward. But it wouldn't give.

      Was something across the top, holding it down?

      Oh god. She pulled back for a moment. Was somebody standing up there? Did they know she was down here from all the noise she’d made?

      Even as she talked herself down, her throat clenched. From the way her chest rose and fell quickly, she wasn’t doing a good job of it. If someone was up there, it had to be one of their own, or they would have shot downward at her through the old floor, flung open the door and hauled her out, or even just asked what the hell that was beneath their feet.

      She should holler out for them to move. But nobody commented about the fact that she'd been banging on the trapdoor from underneath. She tried again to take a deep breath and only halfway managed before she pushed again. This time, she heard the slight groan of the hinges.

      They'd not been keeping these oiled and quiet. They didn’t lead to the kitchen inside someone's home anymore. In fact, when she emerged, if a drone flew over or someone was nearby, they would see her come up through the floorboards. But she had to get out.

      She'd been down in the tunnels for too long, locked in the room with the artifacts, the bones, the books, and the parchment laid out across the table. It taunted her with its missing pieces and unknown size.

      The hinges, she thought, What a dumbass. She was pushing on the wrong side. Still trying to get herself together, Jen took two steps down and pushed again from the other end. This time the door opened, if only a little. It was still heavier than it should be, making her again wonder what might be up there. But she had to get out.

      She had no idea what she was stepping into even though she should know exactly. It should be the open air, and it should be the land the de Gottardis and Littles loved and fought for. Even if the house was burned to almost nothing it was still one of theirs.

      Leaves scattered as she pushed the door. She heard a stick and a rock that tumbled away as she let the light and air in. That accounted for the extra weight. Nothing sinister after all.

      She should have peeked slowly, made sure she wasn't seen, but she threw the door wide. It fell back, clapping against the dirt and leaves and rocks on the other side.

      It should have laid flat, but it didn't. Too much had built up since the house burned, since anyone else had come through here. Climbing up, she crawled out onto the floor, her hands and knees in the leaves and the twigs. It was damp. Her insides recoiled, but it was still better than where she'd been.

      In a moment, she was on her feet, head thrown back, hands on her hips, taking deep gulps of clean air before it occurred to her that she'd simply made herself a target.

      This was the bullshit of all of it. But her nerves finally calmed with the wind blowing in the trees overhead. No gunshots rang out. She felt no sting of a knife or a dart and slowly she turned, seeing no one.

      The houses were far enough apart that it was fine to see no one. This one had been on the outer edges of the property even when it was occupied. Maybe not the safest place for her to push her way out. But she was upright and breathing and finally able to start calming the fuck down.

      She could have made it out of the tunnels sooner, but her anxiety had taken over and she had made a few bad choices. Eventually, she followed one wall, telling herself it didn't matter where she went, just that she ended up out.

      Squinting at the distance, she could see the trees at the property edge. There was a road that traced the line, though road was a very strong term for two ruts in the dirt. Once upon a time there'd been gravel. That was where Murray Marks and his soldiers had crossed.

      She'd barely been here for a handful of months, when the invasion had occurred. Jen had slowly been feeling like the community was home—more of a home than she'd ever known before.

      Will had been kind enough to take her under his wing. He’d made her a bit of an assistant and even had a few heart-to-heart talks about her history. He was the one who’d told her she must be a recessive. If there was anyone in her family who had the same trait, they were very good at keeping it quiet. Or they were dead.

      “That’s not uncommon for the wolves off the farm,” Will told her. She’d felt better about the ragged path she’d taken to find this place and herself. He'd even hooked her up with Cecily Longwood. Cecily had come in six years before Jen and was now married with her first child on the way. She was a success story, a wolf happily ensconced in
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