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      High above Mercy’s head, the stars emerged in the dark sky. Candles and oil lanterns shone golden through the shutters of the houses of Kanta, and the chimneys of Farrell Mill were silent. Mercy had called the mill home for years, working to take care of werewolves there and creating her cure for lycanthropy. It was intimidating when she had first seen it years ago, but now that it was silent, it was haunting.

      Farrell Mill usually loomed over Kanta like a mechanical beast with its seven grinders belching steam into the sky. Unlike the rest of town, it never slept. The constant movement was due to the enslaved werewolves at first, but Mercy had convinced Thomas to release them. Now it ran on the gears and pulleys Thomas was so good at building. The ovens in the bellows beneath the building ran constantly hot, powered by coal instead of werewolves. They never went out, so the grinders always turned. The constant rolling roar echoed across Kanta.

      Or they used to.

      Mercy sat in the dilapidated truck beside Rose, looking to the starry skies for any sign of steam and straining her ears for any grinder. But she was met with silence.

      “It looks abandoned,” Rose said, her voice low in a hushed whisper.

      “That’s not possible. The grinders never stop.” Mercy’s voice shook. Her hands trembled on the dash.

      Rose put a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      Mercy didn’t know much about Rose, only that they had both been held captive at her old family home by a man named Oscar Krim. They had been forced to work for him, though Rose had been there longer than she had. Rose had been his pet werewolf, a housekeeper, and unwilling companion. She had been terrified of him. After Rose got beaten once, after Oscar found them talking, any chance of casual communication had shut down. After that, they didn’t risk talking very often, which was probably Oscar’s plan all along.

      Mercy was kept as the daughter Oscar never had. She had to cook and clean, but Oscar had ways of getting to her head. He had crawled under her skin and, even though he was dead, she thought about him far too often.

      Under Oscar’s watch, Rose had been chained up every night like a dog. To him, her nightly transformations into a murderous werewolf were an inconvenience. After Mercy worked up the courage to protect herself and kill Oscar, she had finally given Rose the partial cure she needed to get her lycanthropy under control. Together, Rose and Mercy had piled into the truck to reach Farrell Mill, her true home, her sanctuary. Now it, too, was a shadow of its former self, just like her childhood home.

      Why couldn’t things go the way Mercy planned for once?

      “Is there somewhere else we can go?” Rose asked as she looked around at the empty streets. “I may be safe against any werewolves that come hunting, but you won’t be.”

      The question pulled Mercy from her thoughts. She watched Rose look around with a pit of sorrow in her stomach. There was no other place for them to go. Not in Kanta and not in Crowsmirth. They might have better chances going back to Mercy’s house and scraping by a living with the two werewolves they left back there permanently changed by the Liquid Lead: Silver and Jamison. But even if that might save her and Rose, it wouldn’t save their friends. Thomas, Leyda, and Kit still needed them. And Andrei too…

      Mercy unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’m going inside. Wait here.”

      “What? But how are you going to get in? Do you have a key?”

      Mercy hopped out of the truck. As her boots hit the icy ground, she said, “No, but there’s a hammer in the back. We’ll break in.”

      Rose’s eyes went wide. “That door is metal. Somebody is going to hear you! They’ll find us.”

      “I once saw the sheriff get eaten by a werewolf in the middle of the night. I’m sure he screamed, but nobody came to help him. I don’t think people go out at night in Kanta, even when somebody needs help.”

      Rose shook her head. “What a strange place. Don’t they care about people getting hurt? One dead body could bring dozens of werewolves.”

      Mercy shook her head. “They don’t care about people dying. Not here.”

      Her boots crunching on the frozen ground, Mercy went to the truck bed and pulled out the hammer. Her fingers froze against the metal handle. In all honesty, she wasn’t sure if she could use it to break into the mill, but Rose transforming to tear the door off made her nervous. This was a safer place to die by werewolves than for a werewolf to transform. Someone breaking in somewhere would hardly be news, but a person transforming into a werewolf long after night fell? That was far too risky, even for her.

      Mercy approached the front door of the mill, hammer gripped tight. The normal-sized door was part of a much larger metal entrance. When the mill was open during the day, the large door would be left open with guards. Werewolf hunters came to sell their catches to Thomas. These days, Thomas mostly took in werewolves who hadn’t been given Liquid Lead so they could cure and re-home them with the partial cure Mercy created. But with the mill closed, she had no idea if those missions were still happening. In fact, she had no idea if Andrei and Kit even made it back to the mill after that horrible day at Crowsmirth when Mercy had been kidnapped by Oscar. The thought of Andrei being out in the woods looking for her made her chest tighten so bad she had to place a palm to her ribs. Her heartbeat thundered under her fingertips.

      Calm down.

      She couldn’t lose it. Not here and not now. Not after surviving so much to get here. There was no point in letting her mind run off in a thousand directions of possibilities. None of that helped her find them. If anything, it would paralyze her to the spot. She reached for the door handle, hoping it would be unlocked. Hoping for the first time in her life she would be lucky. She wrapped a hand around the iron doorknob and pushed.

      The door was locked tight. It didn’t even rattle on its hinges.

      She huffed a puff of air into the cold night air. Nothing was ever easy, certainly not for her.

      Everything was solid metal: the door, the handle, even the hinges. It had no windows, no gaps, and no clear signs of weakness where she could pry her way inside. Thomas had built this entrance to keep out werewolves and intruders, and it seemed to work a little too well.

      “Try the hinges.”

      Mercy turned. Rose had come to stand behind her, bundled up against the cold. Beyond her, Main Street was empty, but the shadows felt too dark. Her eyes darted among the pools of darkness. It played tricks on her eyes. She kept seeing movement from the corner of her vision, but when she looked directly, she saw nothing. Were werewolves already approaching in those shadows, or was it just her imagination and paranoia?

      “Whatever you do, don’t transform here. I don’t know if it’s safe or not. A break-in is one thing, but if you transform out here, somebody might see something.”

      Rose held up her hands. “Calm down, I didn’t say anything about changing. I’m just trying to help you break in!” She chuckled. “I thought you said people don’t care about what happens in the streets at night?”

      Mercy shook her head. “This place is full of werewolf hunters. If you transformed here and someone saw you, they wouldn’t come out to get a better look. They would come out to kill the both of us. They would think you’re some kind of new breed or something. These people are superstitious, paranoid, and shoot first.”

      The mirth in Rose’s face faded. “I’m not trying to make light of this place. I’m just trying to help with the door. You looked like you needed me.”

      Mercy pressed a hand hard to her chest to relieve the tension building up inside again. “I’m sorry. I just—my friends are missing. I’m worried about them. This place is my home and I’ve never seen it abandoned like this.” She paused for a moment. “They’re more than my friends… they’re my family.”

      Rose gave her a sympathetic nod. “It’s okay. I can understand that. Just remember you’re not alone. You’re as eager to find your family as I am to find Leyda.” Worry creased between her brows. “Please. Let me help.”

      Leyda was Rose’s girlfriend, her love. Mercy had almost forgotten that. Everyone had thought Rose was dead when she wasn’t at the werewolf camp the last time they went. Leyda had fallen apart, crying and screaming. She grew even more hostile to Mercy afterward. This was about more than Mercy’s family. It was about Rose’s family too.

      Mercy turned back to the door. “You mentioned the hinges?”

      Rose brushed past her to the door. “They’re on the outside, which means we can take them apart and the door should fall off. It’ll take some time, but if you have something small, you could knock out the hinges with that hammer of yours. Or I could try to pull the door off myself. I think I might have to transform to do that.”

      Mercy imagined Rose wrenching the door off the wall as a fully transformed werewolf. There was no way that wouldn’t attract attention. Honestly, she wasn’t sure if Rose even could, considering Thomas built this place specifically to keep werewolves out.

      “Let me try it my way first,” Mercy said. “I think there were a few nails rattling around in the back of the truck.” Having something tangible to focus on helped ease the tension in her chest. She rushed to the truckbed and climbed inside, feeling around along the dirty, cold metal for the thin nails. She tried not to think about all the bloody belongings she had pulled out of the truckbed back in Oscar’s shed, or what kind of stains she was dragging her hands over to find the nails. It was hard to see them in the darkness and her fingers were so frozen it was hard to feel anything either, but eventually she found one. She hopped out of the truck and hurried back over to Rose.

      “Found one!”

      But Rose didn’t look at her. Instead, her gaze was focused on the road in the distance. “You better hurry. I smell werewolves.”

      Mercy looked back at the road. It looked empty still, but knowing Rose could smell them made the shadows more menacing. She shouldn’t be surprised werewolves were coming. It was night and only a few months back, Crowsmirth had been crawling with a hundred of them. Without a word, Mercy went for the door. She pushed the end of the nail into the bottom of a hinge and started hammering. The nail was rusty and the hinge sturdy, but after three solid hits, she did see the top of the pin start to lift up.

      “Mercy, if they come too close, I may not have a choice but to transform. I know you don’t want me to, but I’m not dying in this street and neither are you.” Rose braced her legs as though readying for a werewolf to leap on her any minute, lifting her arms up in a protective stance.

      Mercy winced, but nodded. The first pin came loose, and she had to pull hard to get it out. Two more to go. She could do this. “I understand,” Mercy said as she started on the next hinge.

      If Rose transformed, maybe they would get lucky and nobody would see it. Maybe she was worried for no reason. Maybe she was just panicking.

      A long, lonesome howl lilted on the wind, sending a chill down Mercy’s spine. Living out in the woods with her father since she was a child, she had gotten very good at pinpointing the distance of werewolf howls. This one was very close. Far closer than she liked. She hammered at the second hinge faster, but this one had rust on it that made it tougher to remove.

      “I think I can hold them off, at least for a little while,” Rose said, sounding nervous. “Give you some time to work.”

      A second howl joined the first and Rose went silent. Two werewolves. Mercy recalled Andrei struggling to fight off one werewolf back at the inn in Crowsmirth. Rose had only been given the partial vaccine a day or so back. She wouldn’t have the strength to fight off two.

      Rose must have come to the same conclusion because soon she was at Mercy’s side, prying at the pin while Mercy continued hammering on the base of the hinge. Rose didn’t say a word, but Mercy could see the terror clearly etched on her face.

      The second hinge came loose. Just once more to go. Mercy stood up on her toes to reach the uppermost hinge. It was an awkward angle, but she didn’t have a choice. Fingers frozen, she hammered. She kept missing the nail and hitting her fingers, but she couldn’t slow down. They had no time left.

      Rose tried to get her fingers under the head of the topmost pin, but it was a struggle for her too. She stopped suddenly and drew close.

      Her breath was warm against Mercy’s ear. “They’re here.”

      Mercy’s blood went cold. She turned to look behind them. Stalking toward them were not two, but three werewolves. They were fanned out, almost equidistant from each other, preventing any escape. Mercy gasped, and that tightness came to her chest again. The door was their only option left. Her brain leaped to an observation without her even thinking about it from years of research and taking notes: they were hunting as a pack. Just like the group at Crowsmirth.

      Werewolves were solitary hunters. They weren’t supposed to be pack hunters. Of course, after Crowsmirth, she ought to toss all her old beliefs about werewolves out the window.

      Rose put a hand on Mercy’s shoulder, gave it a squeeze, and walked toward the three werewolves. With a growl, she held her arms out in front of her. Her fingers lengthened and claws tore through her fingertips. Blood dripped down her arms, making rivulets that pooled onto the dirt road. Fur sprouted through her skin as her sleeves ripped to pieces. Soon her fully transformed werewolf arms hung down to her knees as Rose puffed hot cloudy breaths into the cold night air.

      The lengthening of her arms and transformation clearly shocked the werewolves. The middle one took a step back from her. The other two didn’t seem as frightened. In fact, they seemed incensed, snarling and baring their fangs. Perhaps Rose was seen as a competitor now. One of their own posing as prey.

      Mercy got back up on her toes and focused on the final hinge. It seemed foolish to not have Rose use her strength to pull the door off of its frame now, but Mercy knew the terror of the townspeople come morning might be more dangerous than three werewolves attacking them. She didn’t want anything to happen to her friend. Not again.

      The pin popped up finally and Mercy had to stretch her arm up to pull it out of the hinge. Her fingers sore, she yanked at the stubborn pin. Behind her came sounds of a scuffle. Mercy didn’t dare look back. As the pin fell into her hand, she grabbed the door handle quickly to keep it from falling. She dragged the heavy metal door to the side, just enough to slip through.

      “Rose, come on!” she cried.

      Even though she desperately wanted to turn back and see if Rose was even alive, she instead squeezed her body through the space. It was a tight squeeze, but she made it. The stillness that greeted her inside the cold entrance hall arrested her. She had never seen the mill look so empty, not in the years she had called it home. It reminded her of a tomb more than a factory. Panic rose into her heart when she thought of Andrei, but she pushed it away. She had to focus. Andrei wasn’t running from a trio of werewolves. She and Rose were.

      She turned back and saw one of the werewolves get flung against the truck, which wobbled on its tires. Then the victor came toward the entrance. Mercy backed away. It was a fully transformed werewolf.

      With a whimper, Mercy ran through the chamber, her footfalls echoing across the metal floor. The thumping sound behind her meant one of them had already gotten inside. Her heart thudded in her chest as she sprinted for the door that led to the catwalk of the first grinder.

      “Mercy, wait!” A distorted voice called to her.

      She warred with herself on if she should stop. If Rose had gotten hurt, she would need help. Then again, Mercy had no chance against those werewolves. She had no weapons, not even a gun or a set of electric prongs. Eventually, her conscience won out.

      She stopped and turned back, her legs jittery as she prepared herself to leap into action if needed.

      Behind her, several paces back, was Rose. On all fours, blood seeped from her pores. Fur retracted, claws receded, and she left puddles of blood in her path. Soon she had human eyes instead of those of a wolf. Rose had run for the door, only she must have had to fully transform to be able to fight the three werewolves at all.

      She hadn’t been ready for so much transforming. She had only been given the partial cure a day or so ago. Her body wasn’t ready for so much stress on it. Judging by the claw marks on her face and arms, the bite mark on her side, and the way she was panting, she hadn’t won that match. She had barely scraped by with her life. The torso of her shirt and top of her pants were barely hanging together, but at least she wasn’t fully naked in the frigid factory.

      Mercy was at her side in an instant.

      “Come on,” she urged. Looping one of Rose’s arms over her shoulders, she hauled her to her feet. “We can’t stop. That door won’t keep them back for long.”

      Rose nodded, trying to help, but she was sluggish. “I shouldn’t have done that,” she admitted. “I panicked. I should have listened to you and held off on transforming. I should have been helping you with the door instead. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Mercy said as they made their way up to the door.

      A loud, metallic clang jerked Mercy’s attention back to the entrance. The heavy metal door had been cast aside. A werewolf stood in the doorway. The moon cast its shadow across the floor. The beast tilted its head back and howled in victory, cold breath steaming out of its throat. The others joined in behind them, creating a cacophony of noise that echoed through the metal room.

      Mercy hissed in pain as her ears rang. Rose gritted her teeth against it. Together they hobbled to the wooden door that led to the first grinder. Mercy yanked open the door and closed it behind them. The bitter cold greeted them as snow fell softly from the dark sky.

      Rose looked around with wide eyes at the catwalk ahead of them and the long distance to the ground. “Mercy, we’re easy prey up here! I was hoping we would at least find a place to hide.”

      Mercy led her wordlessly to the ladder. “Climb down,” she said.

      Rose stared at her with wide, fearful eyes.

      “Don’t ask, just do it. Trust me.”

      Clenching her jaw, Rose started climbing, but not without giving Mercy a look as if she had lost her mind.

      In all honesty, Mercy wasn’t sure if this would work, but she refused to lead the werewolves back to the tower and possibly back to her friends. If this grinder could keep werewolves inside, then maybe it could keep them out, too.

      Even injured, Rose made quick work of the ladder. Mercy’s arms were burning before she was even halfway down. It was hard to believe she used to climb up and down these with ease just months back. Living with Oscar had impacted her body more than she realized. She had just hit the snowy ground when the sound of splintering wood made her heart leap into her throat. She looked up to the base of the catwalk and heard their claws clicking on the metal. Snow drifted down from the guardrails, unsettled by their movements. The werewolves were directly above them.

      Walking slowly, Mercy winced as her boots crunched in the icy snow. She half-expected to see one of the werewolves leap down beside her, but they didn’t. Rose was hidden beneath the catwalk, close to the wall. She sat in the snow, clearly too exhausted to stand. Still, she gestured for Mercy to join her, fear etched on her face.

      Mercy didn’t hurry, she took her time. That was the best option to keep from attracting their attention.

      They were pacing up above, probably trying to catch their scent. They would figure it out eventually. Werewolves, she knew, had an incredible sense of smell. They could smell humans from miles away. They would figure out where they were. Once they did, Mercy wasn’t sure what they would do.

      She finally reached Rose, who pulled her down into the snow beside her and wrapped Mercy in a warm embrace. Rose had tears in her eyes. Mercy had no idea what all Oscar did to Rose in her time serving him, or even how Rose was bitten and turned into a werewolf. But she imagined all of this only made things worse. Mercy had hoped bringing her here would be an escape, a rest after the violence they had seen, but it wasn’t. Mercy hated her own fear of Kanta had led them to this point. If they could have existed comfortably in Kanta during the day like all the hunters did, they wouldn’t have had to get here at night. They wouldn’t be fighting off werewolves. They could have come back to the mill, found a way inside, and be safe from the werewolves hours ago. Mercy hated that Kanta made everything so difficult for them.

      A howl pulled her from her thoughts. She looked up and suspected they were crowded around one spot: the ladder. That would give them away and tell the wolves exactly where they went.

      Suddenly something was flying through the air, big and covered in fur. Mercy gasped. One of them had flung itself over the edge in a desperate attempt to reach them.

      The werewolf thought it would land on its feet, but then it twisted wrong at the last minute. She closed her eyes, unable to watch. The crunch of bones made her cringe. Rose squeezed her harder and breathed faster. Mercy opened her eyes and saw its body sat motionless. Snowfall collected on its fur, but it was clearly no longer breathing.

      Rose put a hand to her mouth. “Why?” she whispered.

      Mercy pursed her lips. It was a good question and she wished she had time to investigate it. Instead, she was too busy trying to survive. She thought of the werewolves that had attacked Kit at her home, willing to hurt themselves on the electric fence for the betterment of the pack. The ones who had attacked Crowsmirth that long night who seemed to coordinate their attack to work together. Now these would kill themselves for a small chance at food. They were far more vicious and pack-oriented than the ones Mercy used to hunt with her father.

      She had her suspicions why they were like this. It would also explain their numbers skyrocketing at Crowsmirth. It felt like someone was trying to create an army. Knowing what she did about the people living in Kanta and Crowsmirth, she was certain someone would be cruel enough to do it. The part she hadn’t solved yet was why. If only she had time to solve the mystery she would. But right now her friends—no, her family was more important than anything. She would have to let someone else solve it for once. She had more important matters to deal with.

      “Do you think they’re leaving?” Rose whispered.

      Mercy stared at the base of the catwalk. Neither
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