

  	
  	
			 

			
		
For Holly

My bride, my love, my everything.

You're not going to believe what happens next!


D.C. McGannon


For Matt, Randy, and Heather

Best friends and fellow story lovers.


C. Michael McGannon


      

    


Charlie Sullivan and the Monster Hunters:
Witch Moon

––––––––
[image: ]


Charlie Sullivan and the Monster Hunters, Book 2

––––––––
[image: ]


Written by D.C. McGannon & C. Michael McGannon

––––––––
[image: ]


Wyvern’s Peak Publishing

Charlie Sullivan and the Monster Hunters:

Witch Moon

Written by D.C. McGannon and C. Michael McGannon

Cover design by Matthew D. Smith – www.mdsmithdesign.com

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © D.C. McGannon, C. Michael McGannon 2015

Published by Wyvern’s Peak Publishing. 2015

An imprint of The McGannon Group, Ltd. Co.

––––––––
[image: ]


Charlie Sullivan and the Monster Hunters: Witch Moon / by D.C. McGannon & C. Michael McGannon – 2nd Ed.

Summary: After their battle with the Dark Prince, the Monster Hunters answer an overseas plea for help and soon become entangled in a deeper plot between three of the most powerful witches in history.

2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

ISBN-13: 978-0-9854088-4-8

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

www.WyvernsPeak.com

Table of Contents

Glossary and Pronunciation Guide:

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

About The Authors

Across an ocean the portal village of Drakauragh suffers under dark magic and vengeful gods.

An ancient terror threatens our world once again. If the rising darkness has its way, the light of day will fail.

A plea has been sent to the Monster Hunters of Hunter’s Grove.

Hope is dim.

These are dark times indeed. The light is fading.

The Witch Moon rises.

Sign up for our Reader Rewards Newsletter and discover more great books from Wyvern’s Peak Publishing!
www.WyvernsPeak.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]


Glossary and Pronunciation Guide:
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Aisling – Pronounced ASH-ling.

Constructs – Automatons and creatures brought to life by magic. Examples include stone gargoyles, Exsecrifers, golems, and others. Can be created by Greaters, Lessers, and by humans.

Dark Prince – The varcolac royal in The Varcolac’s Diary, responsible for terrorizing the town of Hunter’s Grove and trying to raise the Ancients. The effects of his personal goals and of his defeat are far reaching and still causing trouble for the Monster Hunters around the world.

Dub – Pronounced DOW. A son of Carman, one of the three most powerful witches.

Exsecrifer – Exsecrifers are Constructs that are imprinted with curses, which they place on anyone who comes into contact with them. In The Varcolac’s Diary, it was the Dark Prince’s Exsecrifer that bit Liev and cursed him to die a thrice death.

Faoladh – Pronounced FAY-oh-lah. Guardian wolves.

Greaters and Lessers – Thought of as the social standing of a monster, based on various characteristics from wealth, influence, magical power, physical power, etc. When a hunter is assigned to a job, they tend to deal with the Lessers and work their way up to whatever is giving it purpose. Typically, a Greater.

Hecate – Pronounced he-KAY-tee. The Witch Goddess.

Ley Lines – Veins of magic and energy that run through the earth. Ley lines can be found in both the human world and the Otherworld. When many ley lines intersect, a portal to the Otherworld can open. Also, ley lines can be used to carry protective spells, set wards and traps, and for travel at magical speeds by certain monsters.

Otherworld – The disjointed and chaotic world of monsters. Unlike the human domain, the Otherworld is made of drifting dimensions and magic. Certain pockets seem to be connected to locations in the human world, linked by portals and ley lines.

Portal – A gateway between the human world and Otherworld.

Sluagh – Pronounced SLOO-ah. Spirits of the dead.
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Prologue
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“As the house burned to the ground, a shadow passed through the village. By morning, everyone was dead. It was the blind boy, see. They say he didn’t die in the fire—that he became something else under the witch’s spell. Something monstrous.”

Eldin paused for dramatic effect and looked around the campfire. His audience was captive, their young minds filling in the details of his gruesome story.

“The ruins of the village still stand today, though nobody will go near it. Some say you can still see his milky white eyes lingering in those woods at night, searching for his next victim.” He raised a finger, pointing to the woods behind them. A few of the younger kids turned to look. Little Mary screamed when she saw two glowing eyes peering out from the trees. The others jumped, shrieked, and felt the blood rush from their legs and arms.

The figure stepped out of the trees and into the firelight, laughing as he held up two flashlights, shining them in everyone’s eyes. Eldin chuckled, as his duped audience turned to glare at him.

“Ah, that’s nothin’,” roared Jonathan Kelly. “We’ve all heard that one before.”

“You got one better?” challenged Eldin.

Jonathan leaned forward. “I do.” He paused and whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “Drakauragh!”

The fire crackled as sparks shot upward in a frenzy into the night sky.

A wide-eyed, light-haired girl leaned forward and urged Jonathan. “We aren’t supposed to talk about that, Jonathan.”

“Come on, Aisling. Afraid your grandmum is going to appear out of nowhere and tell us to mind our own?”

“No! I’ll do it for her. Mind your own. We don’t talk about...that place.”

Jonathan grinned, a dare twitching on his lips. “It’s not your grandmum that you’re afraid of, is it? It’s her that’s got you all bothered? Drakauragh’s witch mistress. The Sagemistress.”

“Don’t speak her name!” Aisling warned.

“When did you get to be such a scaredy cat?” asked Eldin.

“I’ve been to Drakauragh, and I know what’s happening there. It’s nothing to speak lightly of.”

“They’re just ghost stories, Aisling.”

“No! This one’s different.”

Jonathan leaned back against one of the logs circling the campfire, crossing his arms in a superior fashion. “Come on. It’s not like she’ll sick her wolves on us or anything.”

No sooner did those words escape his lips than the group heard something that caused every hair to stand on end. It was a mournful sound. One that was both agonized and enraged. It was the howl of a wolf, but a howl like no other they’d heard. Deep and angry, it sounded like the question of an extraordinarily intelligent being.

As if that weren’t enough, the answering howl, maybe half a mile away from where they camped, made their skin crawl in terror. It was a long howl repeated twice more.

In fear, the group dispersed and rushed to their tents as Eldin doused the fire. Aisling peered through her tent’s canvas door, trying to discern which way the sounds were coming from. The wolves are supposed to be farther north. What are they doing so close to grandmum’s estate? She wondered to herself.

Two white eyes peered at her from the trees. She saw them, gasped, and fell backward into her tent. She threw her sleeping bag over her head, wrapping herself with a false sense of security, praying whatever those white eyes belonged to didn’t have any interest in her.

Aisling and the others could hear what sounded like a hellish chase crashing through the distant trees surrounding her grandmother’s acreage.

Tonight might not have been the best night for telling ghost stories, after all.
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The messenger gritted his teeth as he raced over the sharp rock and through thick field grass. His heart echoed like the frantic hoof beats of his horse. He steered the beast wildly, dodging trees that appeared like violent specters—or wolves—from the swirling mist. He heard the alpha wolf’s howl, and the scout wolf’s answer, which was too close for his comfort. Having ridden from Drakauragh without stopping, his thighs were barely more than blistered flesh and his body ached as if he was the one being trampled between hoof and stone. He didn’t know whether it was the threat of the wolf pack pursuing him, or the importance of his message driving him through the pain. He simply knew that he had to keep riding.

A new succession of howls grated against the messenger’s ears—and his fear—filling him with anxiety. A tree branch gashed his forehead and cheek, and he cried out in pain. He leaned forward and dug his heels into the horse’s sides.

He had a message, and he intended to deliver it.
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The scout howled a question over a distance of miles to where the Alpha Wolf stood perched on the crest of a hill, his crimson eyes scanning the landscape.

Should I pursue the prey? the smaller wolf asked.

The Alpha took no time to consider. The horseman had to be stopped. He sent a gruff but long howl of confirmation, followed by a short bark.

Do it. I will be there soon.

The Alpha Wolf had faith in his pack. This human messenger needed to be stopped. He knew the rider’s intentions, and had not so quickly forgotten the human fledglings that this messenger sought. It was the Alpha’s objective that the rider would not live to see the night through.

Behind him, his pack tensed and coiled their muscles, eager to hunt, to chase, to kill. He stood with a low, cautionary growl, warning them not to get in his way. Then the Alpha dug his claws between the dirt and rocks, and propelled himself forward, flying from the side of the hill and landing in the valley below.

He hit the ground in full pursuit of the rider. The young messenger was intent on delivering an urgent message—to the Monster Hunters of Hunter’s Grove.
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Chapter 1
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Knock, knock, knock.

There was a moment of shuffling from inside the house before Mrs. Vadiknov opened the door.

“Charlie! What a lovely surprise.”

Charlie smiled. “Hello Mrs. Vadiknov. Is Lisa here?”

A hollow expression arrested her face. She smiled, but it didn’t shine the way it used to.

“Da, she is in the library. I will get her.”

As Charlie waited, he glimpsed a little monster dusting the lamps in the living room and waved.

“Charlie!” squealed an exuberant Dräng. “It gives me great happy to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too Dräng. Where have you and—”

He stopped midsentence when Lisa emerged from the library. Dräng winked at Charlie and turned back to the lamps.

“Hello, Charlie,” said Lisa, her tone formal. She hugged a large book between crossed arms, always exuding a fashionable and studious aura. Charlie held his breath for a moment. Lisa’s black hair framed her porcelain face, and her high-collared white shirt and black-knit sweater accentuated her strong cheekbones and dark eyes. Charlie always became nervous when he thought of how pretty Lisa was. Her intellect was as much an attraction for Charlie as her eyes, her hair, or the strength of her character. He tried to mentally stop himself from staring at her, but it was no use. Dräng giggled, snapping Charlie from his awkward gaze.

“Hi Lisa,” he said, finally, smiling.

“You wanted to see me?”

“Well, yes, I was, um, wondering where you’ve been lately. We haven’t seen you or Dräng at the Key this week.”

“I’ve been...busy.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Reading?”

“Yes, actually.”

Charlie sighed. He had a feeling he knew what she was reading about. “I’m on my way over now. Wanna walk together? We can talk about what you’re reading.”

“Well, I’m still in the middle of researching something—”

“I would very much like to go,” said Dräng, appearing from behind Lisa. “No more co-co-a in the house. We can get more. Yes, yes. There is need for so much more yummy chocolaty!”

The little monster looked up at her with his biggest puppy-dog eyes, which were more frightening than cute. Still, it did the trick.

“Okay,” she said. “Fine.”

“Hooray!” cheered Dräng, jumping in place. He pushed Lisa out the door. “You two go before me. I will follow. The kitchen calls to be cleaned.”

He grinned toothily and slammed the door in their faces.

“What,” Charlie asked, baffled, “was that about?”

“Beats me.” Lisa looked just as shocked. “So...what’s on Loch’s training menu for the day?”

Charlie smiled. “He rebuilt the obstacle course again.”

Lisa rolled her eyes. “Oh joy.”

As they walked through the neighborhoods leading to the Key, a disheveled boy waved at them.

“Hey guys!” Donnie called. “What are you two doing?”

Charlie returned a half-hearted wave and said, “Nothing.” Lisa ignored him.

The former bully grinned. “Are...are you two on a date or something?”

“No!” they shouted at the same time.

“We’re headed to the Key, Donnie,” Lisa said with exasperation.

“Oh, cool. Can I come?”

“Nope. Hunters only. Sorry.”

Donnie’s smile slipped as the two kept walking past him.

“All right then,” he said. “Maybe some other time?”

“Maybe,” said Charlie, distracted. “See ya, Donnie.”

“Yeah. See ya.”
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On their way through town, Charlie and Lisa ran into Darcy and Nash.

“Hey, Lisa,” Darcy smiled big, running over to hug her friend. “We’ve been worried about you.”

“Worried?” asked Lisa, acting stifled by the hug. “What for?”

Darcy stepped back, faltering. “Well, just...nothing, I guess.”

“We just want to make sure you can keep up with the rest of us,” teased Nash. “You know, since you stopped hitting like a girl.”

Lisa threw a friendly, but forceful punch to Nash’s bicep.

“That confirms it,” said Nash, rubbing his stinging arm. “You’ve started hitting like a girl again.”

“Let’s just get to the Key so I can beat your time again on the obstacle course.”

Nash laughed as they made their way through the Gate of Foreboding, as they now referred to the gate leading to Hunter’s Key.

Walking up the long driveway, Hunter’s Key looked down on them like a strict parent. A few weeks ago, the old mansion looked like a typical, run-down haunted house on a hill—like the ones you see in movies. But under Elizabeth Witherington’s careful eye, the grounds were manicured, the great fountain had been cleaned out and was now full of snow, and the Key looked cleaner than it had in two years.

Of course, simple upkeep would not change the Key’s ominous personality. It just made it more of a home and official meeting place for the Monster Hunters of Hunter’s Grove.

The young hunters were still poking fun at each other when they walked up the steps and made their way through the heavy front doors. That’s where the merriment stopped. Inside, Loch stood leaning against one side of the giant twisting staircase. His arms were crossed, causing his jacket to jut out at the bottom like wingtips. With a wild-eyed look to match his manic hair, he looked them over with a scowl.

“Lisa,” he said, managing something that looked like a smile. “Glad you could make it, girl. The team was getting shaky without you.”

She nodded. “Sorry, Loch. I had something I needed to take care of.”

“Understandable. Now then, about the obstacle course. We’re not running it tonight.”

“What? No way, why not?” Nash asked as Darcy, Lisa, and Charlie let out quiet sighs of relief.

“In lieu of the obstacle course, you have homework.” He reached behind him, picking up a massive stack of old, thick books, and dropped them on a table to the side of the staircase. The table wobbled and creaked as a wave of dust wafted out, surrounding their faces. Charlie, Nash, and Darcy recoiled, gasping for a breath. Lisa was giddy with excitement.

“The top one is How Monsters Invented Latin, and Other Magickal Languages. I want you all to study this one together, and then read the other books separately. Charlie, for you I have A Compendium of Spells and the Uses of Magic.”

Lisa looked at Charlie with a questioning look, mouthing the word ‘magic.’ He shrugged.

“Darcy, for you my dear, Theories on Enchanted Swords, Ward Amulets, and Other Weapons To Wield Against the Dark. Nash, you get A Modern Bestiary—”

Nash looked at the large, dust covered book. “You call that modern?”

“—and Lisa, for you there is Practical Uses for Odd Powers.”

“I’ve already read it,” said Lisa. “Good book.”

“Have you now? Then you can switch with Darcy.”

“I’ve read all of these, Loch.”

Loch narrowed his eyes. “Good for you,” he said, sounding disappointed. “Way to stay ahead of the game. Since you’re doing so well, you can help tutor the others. Now, we shall go see our visitor, who has kindly spared you from the obstacle course.”

“Not sure ‘spared’ is the word,” Nash mumbled, looking at his homework.

Darcy skipped up the steps after Loch. “We have a visitor?”

“Yes. He’s been in one of the parlors for the last ten minutes, waiting on all of us, so I’m told. Your mother is keeping watch over him. She says he looks worse for the wear, but that he refuses to rest until he sees ‘the hunters that defeated the Dark Prince.’”

They paused, wondering what a stranger would want with them.

Entering the main parlor room, Elizabeth Witherington, Priest, and Chen sat sipping cups of tea. Despite having become friends with the group, Priest and Chen were both still mysteries, centuries out of time after being held captive by the Dark Prince. Dräng passed the hunters in the doorway with a small stack of dirty dishes. He looked as though he had arrived at the Key some time ago, though Charlie and Lisa had left her house before him.

“Ley lines,” quipped Lisa.

“Yup,” agreed Charlie.

Dräng flashed a toothy, child-like grin at them as he retreated to the kitchen.

The curious hunters found the visitor quickly, no doubt helped by his loud snores. A young man sat slumped at a small table in the parlor with a glass of water, a bowl of soup, and a crust of bread next to his head. He was athletic, but weary lines and a broken nose betrayed his youthful face. His clothes looked as though he had been caught in time—way back in time—ripped and stained with mud, sweat, and blood. No one recognized him for being local.

Loch approached the young man and shook him gently by the shoulder. “Boy, you wanted to see me?”

When the visitor didn’t stir, he shook a little harder, repeating himself. When a third attempt proved necessary, Loch raised his voice.

“Boy! Wake up!”

The young man stood with a yelp, fast awake, knocking over his meal in the process. He righted the spilled dishes and composed himself, mumbling. He noticed Loch standing there and jumped, frightened. Loch was certainly not a vision to wake to, especially after this wanderer’s journey.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, you must be the Keeper of the Key.”

Loch nodded, extending his hand. “That is correct. My name’s Loch.”

The visitor took his hand, shaking it rapidly. “Wonderful to meet you, Loch. Very good. Very good indeed.”

“Right,” said Loch as the visitor continued to shake his hand. “And your name is...?”

“Forgive me. My name is Derrick.”

“Derrick. That’s Charlie, Darcy, Lisa, and Nash. I’m assuming you’ve already spoken with Elizabeth, Priest and Chen. Please, sit. You must be tired after your journey.”

Derrick murmured his thanks, and sat heavy in the chair. Dräng came in to mop up the soup and collect the dishes, which disturbed the young man. He turned his attention back to the group and spoke, his accent thick, distinct, and difficult to understand.

“The plane ride was a new experience for me, but that wasn’t the problem.”

“And, pray tell, what was the problem?”

Derrick’s face blanched. “Faoladh. They chased me halfway across the country, it seemed. I rode a full day and two nights in the saddle to evade them, and just so. It...the ride killed my horse.”

“Faoladh?” asked Lisa. “Like, werewolves?”

He nodded gravely. “Aye! Straight from the pit, those beasts.”

“But I thought faoladh were good wolves?”

He shook his head. “There are no good wolves left in Éire.”

Charlie noted the look on Lisa’s face. She was looking at the newcomer, but her eyes told him that her thoughts were far away.

Loch saw it too, but he had to deal with the matter at hand.

“Why would wolves be chasing you, Derrick?”

“Well they’ve been quite active lately, attacking people for food. But, in particular, they didn’t want me to get here.”

“I see. And you are here because...?”

Derrick rubbed his eyes and stretched his neck one way and then the other, ready to talk business. “I hail as a messenger from the village of Drakauragh.”

Loch and Priest, at least, seemed to stir at the mention of Drakauragh.

“What’s your message, Derrick?” asked Priest, who stood by the fireplace. The firelight cast heavy shadows in the deep lines entrenched on his face.

Derrick reached for a muddy saddlebag on a chair next to him and revealed a beat up parchment. Standing again, Derrick cleared his throat and squinted at the paper. He began reading:


To the Monster Hunters of Hunter’s Grove, from Dunwick Sol of Drakauragh.

Dear friends, this message is written as a plea for your help. Our village of Drakauragh is being ravaged by foul creatures of dark origins, led by a witch mistress whose name I wish to neither speak nor write. I write to you because of your recent and astounding defeat of the Dark Prince, and also because I understand you have dealt with this witch before in the aforementioned victory over evil. News traveled into our village easily enough, but we cannot leave for fear of the beasts in the surrounding area. We are trapped. I beg you, come to our aid with haste. The next full moon, known to us as the Witch Moon, will give the witch, and the beasts at her command, power and means to take Drakauragh for their whims. By the time the Witch Moon rises, our town will surely be doomed.

In hopes of your prompt arrival, I pray for your safe passage through our treacherous land.


Dunwick Sol

When he finished reading the message, Loch held out his hand and Derrick passed the cracked and muddied parchment to him. He silently read over it again as the others waited.

“The witch queen...as in the Sagemistress?” asked Darcy. Derrick flinched.

“Aye,” said Loch, rolling up the scroll. “That would seem to be her.”

Hesitation and silence captured the room as the group considered the nature and magnitude of the message.

“Will you come to our aid?” asked Derrick, exhausted.

“The next full moon is a week from now,” said Elizabeth. “They can’t possibly...”

Loch looked at Elizabeth, then at Charlie and the others. “They can. It’s a long shot in a very dark place, but they can.”

She began to speak, to caution that these children—that her daughter—couldn’t possibly make the journey that quickly and be expected to deal with someone as powerful as the Sagemistress. The huntress inside stopped her, to argue against this would be to discredit what they had recently accomplished in their own town. It had to be done.

“The Sagemistress was freed after the varcolac’s defeat,” Loch continued. “We knew that would happen. Now it’s time to clean up the mess. This is what I’ve been preparing you for.”

Charlie forced himself to step up, ignoring the nervousness swirling in his stomach. “Then,” he hesitated, hoping he was making the right decision. “We’ll do it.”

Loch placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It will be dangerous.” He wanted them to go, but at the same time he felt uneasy about sending four teenagers across an ocean.

Nash crossed his arms and leaned against the doorway, nonchalant. “We’ve been in dangerous positions before. And besides, we’ve already dealt with her.”

“No, you didn’t. Not like this. She’s been around since before humans started keeping track of things. Under the varcolac, the Sagemistress’ powers were weakened. Stifled, to keep her in line. Now she’ll be regaining her old strength, and she’s probably got the numbers of two covens under her leadership—at least.”

“Witches haunt Drakauragh,” Lisa said. Everyone looked to her. “What else? You said werewolves?”

Derrick shifted uneasy. “Wolves, yes, only miles out of Drakauragh. Boggarts, too. And some of the ugliest faeries on God’s green Earth. The witches, though, are the worst.”

“I’m up for the trip,” she said, not hiding the anxiety in her voice.

“I say we go,” Charlie reiterated. “We didn’t shy away from the varcolac or the Otherworld, and I don’t think we should play it safe just because it isn’t our town that’s in trouble this time.”

Darcy looked to her mother. Elizabeth Witherington, though reluctant to let her daughter venture into a place that was known to be hyper-sensitive to supernatural forces, nodded her approval. After all, who was she to keep her own rescuer from their shared destiny?

“What about Dad?” Darcy whispered.

“I’ll stop him from wringing his hands.”

Darcy smiled, thankful. “Then what are we waiting for?”

They all looked to Nash.

“What’re you looking at me for? As if I’m gonna stay here and let you have all the fun!”

The adults in the room nodded grimly. Loch cleared his throat. “Guess that means no homework. You’ll need to pack light for this journey. Drakauragh isn’t a place you reach by bus or plane. It won’t be an easy trek in. And you, Derrick, should get some rest. You’re welcome to a warm bath and whatever else you need to feel at home.”

“Thank ye much, sir.”

Priest shifted his position from the fireplace. “Loch, a word with you?”

“Certainly. You four, I had Dräng set lunch in the kitchen. Elizabeth, Chen, you’re welcome to hot dogs, if you haven’t eaten yet.”

As Charlie and the others headed for the kitchen—a regular hang out for the group since that first time they entered the Key—Chen whispered to Mrs. Witherington, “Hot dogs? What is this he speaks of?”

Priest and Loch watched them go. Derrick started to snore at his place at the table.

“Boy must be tired,” said Priest, gruff but sympathetic.

“Let’s talk upstairs so we don’t disturb him,” said Loch.
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Chapter 2
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Dräng was wearing an apron and mittens to keep the boiling water from burning his bare arms and round belly. It was comical, seeing an impish creature dressed in a chef’s attire.

“Hot doggies, ready for eating!”

He pushed forward six plates, each piled with stacks of hot dogs.

“Um, Dräng?” Lisa prodded. She had spent the most time with the former Chief of Assistants, and she knew his quirks better than anyone else at this point.

“Yes, my Lisa?”

“Buns?”

“My buns?” He patted his backside, offended.

Nash called out from the other side of the kitchen. “Got ‘em. Catch!”

Charlie caught the bag of hot dog buns and began to distribute them to everyone.

“Those buns,” Lisa whispered to Dräng. “And typically we only eat one or two hot dogs per serving.”

“Ohhhh,” Dräng cooed.

“Hey, I don’t mind,” said Nash. He outfitted all of his hot dogs with a bun, ketchup, and mustard. Darcy scrunched her nose, ever the one to mind her etiquette, and politely removed five of the extra dogs from her plate.

Chen picked up two of his, without buns, and examined them. “These are strange.”

“Here, try some of this,” Nash said and tossed a bottle of ketchup across the bar. Chen reached up with lightning-fast reflexes and caught the bottle.

“So, you kids are ready to do this?” Elizabeth asked. The mood grew heavy.

Charlie swallowed his mouthful and nodded. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”

“How far are you willing to go for the right thing?” she asked.

Life paused for a moment. Each of the four remembered the friend they had lost. Lisa choked back tears.

“To the end,” she answered quietly.

“We were pretty good at it the first time,” boasted Nash, trying to lighten the mood.

“It’s more than being good at it,” Darcy said, a touch philosophical in the presence of her mother. “It’s what we’re meant to do.”

Mrs. Witherington waited before pressing on. “It sounds like you might run into a pack of wolves along the way. Are you all...okay with that?”

They muttered their willingness and sat for a moment in reflection.

“These hot dogs,” asked Chen, “they aren’t really dogs are they?”
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Entering an old storage room filled with antique tables, mirrors, and random artifacts, Loch closed the door behind him and grabbed two dusty chairs, swinging one around and taking a seat.

“What’s on your mind, Priest?”

It felt strange to Priest to be addressed in such a manner. Loch was the authority in Hunter’s Grove, and he respected that, but Priest was the older man—older by the mark of a couple hundred years. Times had changed, and Priest felt out of his comfort zone.

Priest took the seat Loch had set for him, looking the scruffy man in his eye. “Drakauragh. What do you know of it?”

“I know it’s a sensitive location for supernatural activity.”

“Aye, you could say that. Drakauragh was feared even in my day.”

Priest leaned forward.

“I may have been stuck in the Otherworld for longer than most men live, but I can tell you one thing...Drakauragh is a dangerous place, Loch. Those kids, they can’t just parade in and deal with the Sagemistress like they did the Dark Prince.”

Loch sat back with a breath, frowning, nodding. “I understand. That’s why I want you to lead them.”

Priest stiffened with shock. “Me?”

“That’s what I said, yes.”

“Why not you? You’re their mentor.”

“Just today,” Loch explained, “Fish and Dink found the mutilated remains of animals scattered from the woods to the street. I’m afraid some new threat is already here in Hunter’s Grove. I need to be here to face whatever it is that’s casting its shadow here.”

Priest crossed to a window overlooking the Key’s grounds. “I can’t even find my way through this blasted house! I am in no shape to lead a group of juveniles into battle on the other side of the world.”

“But Drakauragh was, if I remember, your post.”

“How...how would you know that?”

“I know my history, Priest. But never mind it. The land and those witches are things you should be familiar with. Your experience would be invaluable on this journey.”

“Éire—Ireland, as you call it now—was my homeland. She’s changed, no doubt, with time. Just like everything else has.”

“She has. But not by much. Drakauragh itself has hardly been touched by modern civilization, and much of the land around it remains country and rural areas.”

Loch stood up and tried to smile reassuringly.

“You’re right that they can’t just go in and take out the Sagemistress, lickety-split. Charlie’s a good leader, but he’s young and lacks experience, and I won’t be able to go with them. They need your help.”

Priest was quiet for a few, long moments. He was lost in this new world, and he felt useless floating around Hunter’s Key without purpose. Perhaps if he got back to work as a hunter, then his life could have meaning again.

“Aye. It will be my honor.”
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Later that evening, an event was unfolding at the Vadiknov house. Raised voices, one over the other, confused the air. Lisa was breaking the news to her parents—or trying to, at least.

“Mama, I have to go!”

“Nyet!” cried Mrs. Vadiknov, her Russian accent becoming more pronounced. “No, no, no. I lose your brother, I don’t want to lose you next.”

She crossed her arms in stubborn defiance. Lisa looked to her father, and back to her mother.

“They need me. We’re a team!”

“So? They can learn to work without you as a team.”

Lisa looked at her father again, desperate. Mr. Vadiknov had remained quiet since their conversation had begun. He sat, listening, in his rocking chair, stroking their cat, Tsar. Lisa was tempted to reveal her ulterior motive for going, but she couldn’t. Instead she continued to argue the other reason for going. She was a monster hunter, and this was her duty as part of a team, and as a friend.

“Papa,” she pleaded. “Please! I have to go. I would be letting them down if I didn’t go. They need my help, just as I would need theirs.”

Mrs. Vadiknov produced a scowl at her husband worse than an angry Stygian witch, and shook her head in warning. Mr. Vadiknov spoke calm and deliberate.

“Marya,” he began, braving the scolding look in her eyes. “Marya, our daughter is growing up. She’s doing the world a great good. Why should we stop her?”

“She is only a child. She shouldn’t be sent out to do what older, more experienced people can do.”

“But our Lisa is gifted. This is the lot she’s been given. Let her make the most of it.”

Mrs. Vadiknov turned to her daughter and pointed a shaky finger.

“Go to your room.”

Lisa huffed and stormed out. She couldn’t help but glance at the white-painted door opposite her own black door. Tears blurred her sight against her attempts not to cry.

Though their voices were quiet and calm, Lisa could hear the tension in their voices. She wiped her eyes and entered her room, making sure to slam the door, since she could no longer give her verbal opinion.

Lisa curled up on her bed in the dark and prayed for a miracle.
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Chapter 3
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The Sagemistress rolled her charts of the moon, placing them back into the hollowed shelves of the carved-bone table.

“From Drakauragh we will spread out, and take this island back. You’ve let the humans live with too much freedom here. This land must be ready for when the Ancients rise.”

“It wasn’t as simple as that,” hissed Carman, witches around her nodding in agreement. “After the Dark Prince so easily subdued you and half of our coven under his rule, the hunters of this island began a crusade against our kind. That we have survived at all—”

The Sagemistress rose to her full height, letting a glamour of terror permeate the room. “Is this how you governed while I was away, Carman? With excuses and whining like a petty girl? It’s no wonder the coven faced near-extinction.”

Carman sneered. “We did better for ourselves than you give us credit for. We had just begun to thrive when you returned. Between the hunters and the spreading of humans and their pompous religions, and the fact that Hecate’s power still stifles us—”

“Do not mention the goddess’ name in my presence,” the Sagemistress said with a wave of her hand.

A scratching at the door of their crooked house brought the coven to pause. The Sagemistress made a gesture with her hand and the door flew open.

A scouting wolf entered the room, its head bowed in regret.

“What do your pets want?” asked Carman.

“Silence!” the Sagemistress warned, impatient with the witch she had once considered her apprentice. Laying a hand upon the wolf’s head, the Sagemistress listened to the beast’s mind.

“The messenger escaped. The hunters will arrive soon.”
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The school’s final bell rang through the halls to a chorus of whoops and hurrahs from students who’d survived another school day.

Among the sea of faces, Charlie, Nash, and Darcy drew close and exited the school together, skipping down the steps. Normally, Lisa was with them, and the four teens would spend their day training or hanging out at the Key, although no one had seen her that day.

They spent most of their free time at Hunter’s Key these days. More than just a lair or secret hideout, it had become a part of them just as much as being monster hunters had. Plus, it was definitely the coolest place to hang out since the town’s sole video game arcade had shut down.

Usually, Dräng would meet them in the giant foyer of the Key, but Dräng was nowhere in sight today. Loch was looking over the railing at them from the third floor balcony. His voice echoed as he called out to them.

“It’s about time you showed up. We’re all waiting on you. Get your derrières to the war room, if you please.”

When they entered the large, circular room, they were surprised to see Loch, Dräng, Priest, Chen, and Derrick
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