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CHAPTER ONE


I  leaned against the brick wall of the empty store that Clarissa ran up until the day she was murdered. Three months later and they had yet to rent it out. But I suppose that’s what happens when someone dies in a building. Specifically, murdered to summon a demon and attempt to bring back the dead. I sipped my coffee, and it helped fight off the cold that was working its way into my bones. It was an unnaturally chilly fall for Colorado, but I was coping with my leather jacket and coffee. I wasn’t sure why I was standing here, or why I felt the need to come here. I hadn’t been to Clarissa’s store since she’d been murdered. I hadn’t wanted to face the reality that she was gone. 
Most of the foot traffic in this area had hustled inside to escape the cold, leaving me alone on the sidewalk, leaning against the wall, and looking a bit out of place. Half of me was expecting Clarissa to come out and drag me in and I would find everything as it should be. Glass fairies in their little case, spell supplies on the other side of the store. But I knew better. I closed my eyes against the wave of grief. What the fuck was I doing here? 
I pushed off the wall and paused one more time, waiting for her to come out. The door didn’t move. The ‘For Rent’ sign didn’t disappear out of the window. She was really gone. I walked back to my car and climbed in, and my phone rang the moment I buckled my seat belt. 
“Special Agent Collins speaking.” I tried to keep the exhaustion out of my voice. Sleep had seemed scarce lately, and I was consuming more coffee than usual which was what was keeping me going, not that I was going to complain about more coffee. 
“Hey Abby,” Mason’s gruff voice came over the phone. Mason was one of the local detectives and my favorite to work with. Normally I’d be happy to hear from him because it meant a job. Right now though, all I really wanted was to go to the office and pretend like I was working. “Remember a while back with the demon case?”
A while back was only three months ago, but maybe it felt longer to him. “Yeah, why? Please don’t tell me we have another one on the rampage.”
“Well, that’s what I need to know. I have a very interesting circle here, and I think it’s right down your alley.” 
I rubbed my eyes. “Text me the address, and I’ll be there in a bit.” 
“Alright.” He disconnected the phone, and I waited for the text to come through. It’d been close to a year since PIB had assigned me to the Black Magic Taskforce. The caseload seemed to be lower than when I was a normal PIB agent, but the Paranormal Investigation Bureau needed the new task force to handle things that went above and beyond what standard agents handled. Like rampaging demons and creepy living dolls. But I was starting to think that it came with more nightmares. 
My phone dinged telling me that Mason had sent the location to me. I put the address in the GPS and let it guide me to my destination. The historic town of Manitou disappeared as I got on the highway and headed back into town. I followed the mechanical directions of the GPS until it led me to a familiar neighborhood. The one where my old house had been. Had been, because black magic had imploded it when someone tried to kill me. 
I raised a brow when I saw the cop cars and emergency vehicles at the entrance of the alleyway just down the street from the empty lot that was my old address. What the hell. He was being literal. It was right down my alley. I groaned at Mason’s attempt at a pun and parked my car. I got out and headed toward the crime tape. There were no gawkers around, which made me wonder where they were. I stopped at the crime tape and showed my badge to the officer there. “Special Agent Collins, I was called in by Detective Mason.”
The officer nodded and lifted the tape for me. “It’s bad, fair warning. We cleared the area for safety reasons.” 
That explained the lack of people. I touched my pentagram around my neck as a weird magic slid over me. It felt almost like sludge trying to make its way over my aura. As a witch, it seemed almost tangible to me. I didn’t want to get any closer, but it was my job to see what was going on. I forced myself to take another step forward and then another. As I moved, the pressure of the magic wrapped around me, squeezing me, making it hard to breathe. What the fuck happened here?
I took a deep breath and made my way over to where Detective Mason was standing. His hair was salt and pepper gray, sticking out every which way, which made me wonder if he had just rolled out of bed. 
I checked my watch. No, he should have been out of bed for a while now. Maybe he’d just been running his hands through his hair. I stepped up next to him and put a hand over my mouth. 
Whatever had been in that circle was no more. Globs of flesh covered the circle as if whatever had been inside had exploded. Judging by the blood splatter on the concrete, that might have been the truth. The runes that surrounded the circle were the same ones that had been around the circle where someone killed Clarissa. 
Anger filled me. If it was the same bastard, I was going to kill him myself. But the thing was, it could have been anyone who knew the rune base. Though even the Cult of Ra hadn’t been able to translate them. I’d been working with a member to do just that. 
“I want pictures of the circle, and I want samples of the blood to find out who or what was in the circle.” I clenched my jaw. “And I want to talk to anyone in the area who might have heard or seen something.” 
Mason nodded. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m worried it might be the same person who summoned the demons. But this.” I motioned to the circle. “Doesn’t look like a demon summoning. It looks like a spell gone wrong.” 
“That’s unfortunate,” Mason muttered. “I’ll get you what you need. Currently, none of us have been able to find a witness, but if one turns up, I’ll make sure you get to talk to them.”
“Thank you.” I took a sip of my coffee and turned my back on the scene. “I’m going to be in the office for the day. I’ll poke around to see what else I might be able to find.” 
Mason didn’t answer, but he didn’t protest either, so I assumed that he was alright with me leaving. It wasn’t like I had a body to examine. Hell, there wasn’t going to be much for Jason, the medical examiner, to locate either. I cringed at the thought of poking around fleshy blobs. Suddenly I was glad that it wasn’t my job. 
***I got back to the PIB building and took the stairs to my floor. When I came out of the stairwell and into the hall, I couldn’t help but smile at the person standing at my door. Simon stood there, holding a bag of food. He knew the way to my heart. His caramel hair had gotten longer and almost hung into his hazel eyes. My heart pounded for a moment in joy at him randomly stopping by, but then the paranoia kicked in. 
“Please don’t tell me you’re here for bad news?”
Simon held up the bag. “Nope, I’m here to bring you food and to check in on you.” 
Since Clarissa had died, Simon had been promoted to ‘he who must check in on Abby.’ Though typically it had been a phone call here and there and an occasional pizza date. Not a surprise visit at the office. 
I raised a brow, my paranoia still wondering what he was up to. “Okay, I had coffee already.”
“I figured, which is why I didn’t bring any.” He waited for me to unlock the door with my key card. We both walked in, and he went right to my desk and set the bag down on top of it. “You were a bit late coming in though.”
I nodded. “I was down on a scene for a few minutes.” There was no need to mention that I had been at Clarissa’s vacant shop. “Nasty scene, globs of something all around. Blood splattered in a circle,” I muttered, my brain going back to the runes on the ground.
“Abby, we’re about to eat.” Simon looked into the bag. “I mean, if you’re up for it, because that sounds pretty bad.”
“Yeah well, that’s my life.” I ran a hand over my eyes. “How are the pups? They should be getting ready to join the world again, right?”
He nodded and handed me a breakfast sandwich, pulling another out for himself. “They’re excited. Travis is going to take them apartment hunting next week. They’ve all decided to stay together.” 
A wolf had changed the pups against their will, and they had been a bit unforgiving of their new situation, but they had adapted over the last year. “I’m glad to hear it. I’m sure they are ready to get out.” I unwrapped the sandwich. “Did Levi send you?”
“No, actually he hasn’t called me in a couple weeks. Can’t I just bring you breakfast?”
Maybe I was being too paranoid. “Yeah, I guess you can. It’s kind of nice. I don’t get breakfast delivered often.”
“I guess it’s something that I can do that Mario can’t.” 
The words sounded harsh, and I met his gaze. “I told you that the fake relationship with him is over. After he…” I almost screwed up and told Simon exactly what Mario had done. “Fucked up.” I wasn’t sure what Levi had told Simon about the situation, but I knew Simon wasn’t in on the fact that Levi was king of vampires. 
“Yeah, seems Levi is making Mario give you space too?” 
I shrugged a shoulder. “It helps that every time Mario comes close to me, I trap him in a circle. With Clarissa gone, there’s no one else Levi trusts to pull the circle down.”  
Simon chuckled. “Never piss off a witch.” 
I cracked a small smile and started to eat my breakfast sandwich. Simon was mid-bite when his phone rang, and Werewolf of London filled my office. 
I raised a brow, and he swallowed his bite. “Travis.” 
I made an ‘ah’ noise and continued to eat while he answered it. 
“I’m still at PIB, what’s up?” Simon put his food down, and I turned to the computer to start doing some searches on the scene today. I didn’t have much to go off of, but if I could get a head start on the research, I’d be in better shape later on. 
Simon glanced at me and hesitated for a moment. “How do they know it was her?” 
I turned back to my computer and pretended to work. The tone in Simon’s voice was cautious, but it had caught my attention. 
“Pictures?” His voice raised a pitch. “Holy hell Travis, did you call PIB?” 
I rolled my eyes. Simon was sitting in PIB’s office, Travis probably thought Simon could report whatever he needed. 
I took another bite of my sandwich and put it down, trying to be patient. I wanted in on the gossip. I turned back to the computer and typed into the search bar what I knew about the crime scene. Unknown runes. Black magic. Possible exploded body. I hit enter just as Simon shot up from his chair. 
“You call that Alpha, and you get all the details from him. You call together those who live alone and tell them to be cautious of anything and anyone different. I’ll be down at Wolf’s Bane as soon as I can.” Simon took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’ll let her know to expect a call from Mason.” He disconnected the phone and looked at me. 
I tried to give him a bored look over the computer like I hadn’t been half eavesdropping on him. Simon sat down and grabbed his sandwich and didn’t say anything. I gave him a moment to process whatever news Travis had just delivered, and I turned back to my screen. To my surprise, our system had pulled something up based on my keywords. I string of similar stories from around the country, and it had started a month ago. I hadn’t seen anything on the news about it, but PIB tried to keep unknown magic cases on the down-low. 
I scrolled through the first article I saw and looked at what they knew about the victim. 
Werewolf. 
I swallowed and checked the next one. 
Werewolf. 
As were each of the ones that followed. But none of the packs had reported someone missing or anything strange. I looked at Simon. “Let me guess. You have a missing pack member, and Travis received some type of picture that had to do with black magic.” 
Simon met my gaze. “Pretty close.” He cringed. “Your crime scene?”
“Pulled up the results that are showing me similar killings with the victims all being werewolves.” I pressed my lips together. “I didn’t think I’d be getting another case for your pack. Not as part of the Black Magic Taskforce.” 
Simon gave me a weak smile. “Looks like we’re working together again then. There’s no way to keep this away from PIB since the crime scene is yours. I’m glad you’re the one who found it.” 
“Tell me what Travis said.” I pulled out a notebook and grabbed a pen. 
“He said that an envelope was dropped off at Wolf’s Bane, and when he opened it, he saw pictures of a wolf being torn apart in a progression of some sort. Like steps.” Simon ran a hand over his face. “In the end, all that was left was blobs of the creature.” 
“Do we know who it is?”
He hung his head. “A visiting wolf.”
“That’s why you needed him to contact the alpha.” I jotted down a couple things. “I’ll need that alpha’s contact information. Why was the visiting wolf in town?”
“She was looking at going to college out here. The last we checked, she was looking at a house to rent.” Simon’s voice shook. “Damnit, I should have sent someone with her.” 
I reached over the desk and took his hand. “This isn’t your fault.”
“I’m supposed to protect the wolves, Abby. First, someone skins my wolves, and now this?” 
The case he referred to was not a pretty one. Travis had been skinned, a few wolves died, and Simon had learned to check into everyone’s story.” 
“Where was she from?” 
“A little town on the edge of Kansas and Missouri. Luna Grove. Super small from what I understand.” He wrapped up the rest of his sandwich. “I have to get down to the club. I’m assuming I’ll see you there?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’m going to call Mason and let him know where I’m heading. I’ll also let Jason know to check the blood and take precautions since we’re dealing with a werewolf.” 
Simon stood, and I walked around the desk to let him out of the office. To my surprise, he grabbed my wrist gently and pulled me into a hug. I wrapped my arms around him and held him for a moment. We stood that way in silence for a moment, before he broke away and left the office. 
I sighed and went back to my desk and grabbed my phone to call Mason. His name flashed on the screen before I could even unlock my phone to call him. “I have a feeling I know what you’re going to tell me.”
“Travis the streaking werewolf called me.”
I snorted at the nickname. Travis had taken off at a crime scene after shifting back from wolf to human. He darted around downtown naked for a couple blocks, and it had rubbed Mason the wrong way. “He has pictures that are similar to our crime scene. The alpha got a hold of me already. Also, the system has turned up ten other similar unsolved murders.”
“Ten?”
“Yeah, I didn’t stutter Mason. Would you like me to spell it for you as well?” 
He was quiet for a moment. “Agent Collins, you might want to curb your attitude.” 
It was the first time in a while he had to remind me of that. “Sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t feel a whole lot like myself lately, and my sarcasm was starting to run off on its own. “There are ten other similar murders in different states, all the victims were werewolves, but that’s all we know. I’ll have to get a hold of the alphas in the areas to see if they can help spread some light on why they didn’t report it or what might have been going on.” 
“Thank you. I’ll meet you down at Wolf’s Bane to talk to Travis, and hopefully, he can keep his damn clothes on this time.” Mason disconnected, and I leaned back in my chair. This was one hell of a Monday. 
***I drove my newest car down to the club and entered the building. Travis, Simon, and Mason were all standing in front of the bar talking. Travis stood a bit taller than both men and could fill up an entire doorway because he was so broad. I used to be intimidated by him, but only because at our first meeting, he’d slammed me up against a wall. I walked up to the group, and Travis handed me a cup of coffee. 
I took it from him. “Thank you.”
“The pictures are bad, and it’s a bit early to drink. I thought coffee was the better choice.” Travis motioned to the envelope that Detective Mason was holding. “Simon has confirmed that the wolf is…was our visiting wolf Brittany Schroeder.” 
I held my hand out for the envelope. Mason handed it to me, and I set my coffee down on the bar before opening the envelope and pulling out the pictures. There in the images was the glowing red circle, and in the middle was a big wolf. Her fur held red and brown tones with a dark black stripe across one side. I flipped to the next photo, she was now in human form, and red and black light seemed to pierce through her. Her face was a mask of pain, her mouth open mid-scream as the light split her flesh. 
My heart pounded as I turned to the next image. The black and red beams had grown, and the wounds were now openly bleeding as her eyes were half open and her jaw slack. I hoped for her sake she was dead by this point. The next image was almost a mid-motion shot as the light tore through her body and the parts were scattered mid-air. 
My stomach churned, and I flipped to the last one. The globs of flesh and blood had landed in the circle. Whatever the magic was, it had torn her apart so viciously that we hadn’t been able to able to identify any of the body parts. I put the photos back in the envelope and took a few deep breaths to calm my heart and my stomach. I wasn’t going to pass out because of a bunch of pictures. I was stronger than that. 
“Abby?” Simon asked. 
“I’m okay, but holy shit I’m going to have nightmares from that.” I handed the envelope back to Mason. There was a lot of nightmare fuel there. I swallowed and picked my coffee back up. I wasn’t ready to drink it, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hide behind it for a little bit. 
“What do you think it was?” Mason asked. 
I shrugged. “Black magic is all I know at this point. We need to look into the victim of this crime and the others to see if they have a similar link.” 
“Brittany’s alpha isn’t answering his phone right now. I left a message saying we needed to talk.” Simon crossed his arms. 
“If you want, I’ll call him, or you can give him my information. Delivering news like this sucks.” I was getting to be a seasoned pro at it now. I sipped my coffee, and to my surprise my stomach accepted it. “Tell me about Brittany. She was out here looking at houses to stay at for college. She’s from Luna Grove. What else?”
“Luna Grove is a primarily supernatural community. She wanted to leave because the majority of the population is witches.” 
I wrinkled my nose and wondered if that was the connection there. Wolf wants to escape a majority witchy community and dies via black magic. I was starting to see a trip to Luna Grove in my future. 
“Are you offended?” Travis asked. 
I shook my head. “No, I’m worried there’s a connection there. I know some warlocks and witches that dabble in black magic, but even that is more violent than they’ve done.” My mind turned to my uncle Oliver, but he was still MIA and not talking to me. 
“Could those people tell you who might be capable of something like this?”
I knew someone who was working on translating the runes. “I might have a connection that can help me out. I’ll need a copy of the pictures.” I locked my jaw. 
“Anyone I know?” Mason asked. “I don’t know if I want an unknown source in on this.”
I nodded. “I know someone who has been trying to translate the runes since they showed up. Merick.”
“A good resource to have at your back,” Mason agreed and then looked at Simon. “You okay with bringing in a linguist?”
Simon nodded. He knew Merick from a couple different times. He also knew that Merick masqueraded around as my cat. “I trust Abby.” 
It was good that someone did. “Get me a copy of the pictures, and I’ll give him a call to run them by him.” 
“I’ll e-mail you a copy.” Mason sighed. “Until then, research what you can and tell me if anything shows up.” 
“I will.” I sighed and turned to go back to my car. I held up my coffee. “Thanks for the coffee, Travis.” 
Simon took a few quick steps to catch up to me. “I’ll swing by tonight? Talk to you and Merick?”
I hesitated slightly. I’m not sure what made me hesitate. Maybe the potential for Mario to show up and get jealous like the last time Mario caught Simon and me together. In the end, I nodded. “Yeah, that sounds good.” If Mario showed up, I’d trap his ass in a circle. Again. “I’ll see you later tonight.” 
Simon nodded and turned back to talk to Travis and Mason. 
I climbed into the driver’s side of the car, started it, and waited for just a moment. Luckily for me, it didn’t explode. 





CHAPTER TWO


A fter an entire day of research turning nothing up except rumors here and there, I walked into my house ready to get into my sweatpants, drink some coffee or wine, and relax. Except I had to talk to Merick about the death. 
A meow from inside told me that he was currently in his cat form. Osiris was what I had named him before I  realized he was a warlock in disguise. A minute after the meow, I heard a voice. 
“Abigail.” Mario’s Italian accented voice came from the kitchen. 
I took a few deep breaths, so I didn’t murder him right there. “I thought we all had an agreement about popping into my house?”
He came around the corner and crossed his arms. “You never let me in when I knock, and tonight, it’s important.” His black hair looked like he’d just rolled out of bed, but of course, maybe he had, it was just after dusk after all. His dark eyes met my gaze and to pull it all together his skin was slightly darker than most vampires, making him almost too handsome to resist. Almost. 
“Levi could have come instead,” I shot back and put my bag on the counter. 
He stood there and considered me for a moment. “Levi is busy with a council meeting.”
Lovely. “Okay, so what’s so important that you’re here?”
“Ira has left us several victims. The council and Levi want to move you to a safe house.” 
I stared at him for a moment. My initial reaction was to lash out at him and scream, but that wasn’t going to help the situation. “No.” Was what finally came out of my mouth. 
“Abigail, Ira wants you.” 
“And he almost had me. Had my uncle not negotiated for my safety, I’d still be in that situation,” I snarled at him. It had been his fault I’d ended up in Ira’s hands. Mario had betrayed me because of the influences of his maker. I had come to understand that he hadn’t been in his right mind, but it hadn’t meant that I had forgiven him. “I refuse to go into hiding. I have a job and nasty case on my hands.”
“Grayson can—” 
I cut him off. “Agent Yorkingson cannot take this case. It’s a black magic case, and he is not on that taskforce.” I met Mario’s gaze. “You tell Levi that I’m on a case, I’m not taking a vacation, or hiding, or running away from Ira.” 
Mario let out a sigh. “You are the most stubborn and infuriating witch.” 
“So I hear, now leave.” 
I saw him debate for a moment, but in the end, he bowed his head and disappeared. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, my life was a mess, and being in danger was nothing new, but I still had nightmares of the brief time I had spent with Ira and Hannah. I didn’t want to repeat that. 
A few deep breaths later, I turned to my cat and stared at the naked creature. “I’m seriously going to have to get you a sweater as the weather gets colder or people are going to start questioning things.” 
In a strange shiver of magic, the cat morphed into a human. His dark skin and hair hinted to his heritage. “Don’t you dare.” Merick shook his head. “I don’t need a sweater, and honestly, if vampires would stop visiting, I could probably get away as living here as a roommate instead of a cat.”  
“Yeah well, until we’re willing to tell Levi that we’ve been lying to him, you’re going to have to stay as a cat.” I went to the coffee maker and started making a pot of coffee. “I need you as a consultant on a case.” 
“Oh?”
I nodded and scooped the grounds into the filter. “We have a murder with the same runes that killed Clarissa.” For once I didn’t stumble over the words. “The witch or warlock killed a visiting werewolf this time. Simon is coming over to discuss it as well.” 
Merick cursed. “Where is all this black magic suddenly coming from?”
I shrugged and turned on the coffee maker. “Hell if I know, but I guess it’s job security.” 
He snorted. “Only you, Abigail. What do we know so far about this?”
“The wolf is from a small town called Luna Grove —”
“Oh, I know that place.” He laughed. “That’s home to some of the most powerful warlocks and witches known to us.”
I stared at him. “Don’t tell me that, because I’m pretty sure I’m going to have to visit there.”
He was silent for a moment. “You can’t go alone.” 
“You going to tag along?”
He shook his head. “No. It’s an automatic death sentence if I go. The cult has agreed to stay out of their territory. They have the numbers to out-magic us.” 
That wasn’t comforting. “We’ll see where the case leads me.” 
The doorbell rang, and I glanced at the security panel to see Simon standing there with pizza. I opened the door and greeted him with a smile. “Come on in. Merick was just telling me about what a lovely place Luna Grove is.”
“Your sarcasm hurts.” Simon chuckled and kissed my cheek. It was a bit of a surprise, but I welcomed it. “From the way Brittany made it sound, it wasn’t horrible, as long as you stayed on the good side of the local coven.” 
“And look what happened to Brittany.” I shook my head. “Have you talked to her alpha yet?”
Simon nodded. “I have. He was upset and shaken and asked for a night of grieving with the pack before PIB starts asking questions. I told him I’d see what I could do.” He met my gaze. “Think you can do that?”
“Yeah, I’ll call later tomorrow. Tonight, we’ll focus on what we know.” I pulled up my laptop and logged into my work e-mail. Mason had e-mailed me a copy of the photos. I didn’t bother to warn Merick about the gruesomeness of the images because I was sure he’d seen worse. 
I spread the photos out in order on the screen and turned it to face Merick. He took a sharp breath. “The good news is, that it matches that Cult crime scene, the bad news is, we still haven’t made any headway on the runes.”
“Same runes as Clarissa’s death, but obviously different results. If I knew the warlock’s true name, maybe I could trace him back to Luna Grove and make a connection there, but all we have to go on is Carson.” I sighed and grabbed a piece of pizza. 
Both the guys looked at me. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast, I’m hungry, and I’m over the gore.” 
Merick snorted, and Simon shook his head. “We know that Brittany and all her background papers point to the pack at Luna Grove. I met with the alpha when he visited here.” 
Simon had once made the mistake of not checking into a visiting wolf’s background before. It hadn’t ended well. 
“Okay, not much other than being a werewolf showed up on the other victims.” 
“So?” Simon asked
************





