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DELETED CHAPTERS FROM THE BEASTS OF BLOOD & SPIRIT

	Dear Readers,

	Not every scene makes it into the final version of a book, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t worth sharing. These deleted chapters from The Beasts of Blood & Spirit, A Nicole Beretti Thriller didn’t make the final cut, but they still offer an exciting glimpse into the story’s world. 

	I’m pleased to release them now, and I hope you enjoy these lost pieces of Nicole Beretti’s journey.

	Warm regards.
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	T


	he sudden, loud banging on the front door echoed through the house, cutting through the quiet morning like a thunderclap. Everyone froze, their eyes darting toward the sound.

	“What the hell?” Carter said, already rising from his seat. He moved cautiously to the door, stopping at a small gun safe mounted near the coat rack. He entered the combination quickly, retrieving his handgun before approaching the door.

	Beretti stood as well, her sharp gaze fixed on the door, while Lillian instinctively pulled Ethan closer, wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

	Carter unlocked the door and cracked it open slightly. Standing on the snow-covered porch was a man bundled in a soaked winter coat, his cheeks almost raw from the cold and exhaustion. 

	“It’s Jim Olsson,” Carter said, relaxing slightly but keeping the gun low and out of sight. He opened the door wider. “Come in, man. You look like hell.”

	Jim, the neighbor and Ryan’s father, stepped inside, shaking the snow off his coat and brushing his hands together to warm them. His face was lined with wear, his shoulders slumping as if under the weight of an invisible burden.

	“Thanks,” Jim said, his voice rasping from the cold. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

	Carter secured the door behind him, gesturing toward the kitchen. “What happened?”

	Jim exhaled, his breath shaky as he rubbed his hands together. “I was coming home from work and ran into some damn trees blocking the road. Had to leave the truck and walk the rest of the way in this storm.” He sighed heavily, shaking his head. “Somewhere along the way, I must’ve dropped my keys. When I got to the house, no one answered. I figured my wife might still be asleep, but I banged on the door, and… nothing.”

	Lillian stepped forward, her tone warm and comforting. “Would you like a coffee, Jim? It’ll help warm you up.”

	“Please, I’d love one,” Jim said gratefully, sinking into one of the chairs. He rubbed his hands together again, trying to coax the circulation back into his fingers.

	Carter gestured toward the agents. “Jim, let me introduce you. This is Nicole Beretti and Noah Jacobi, FBI Special Agents. Agents, this is Jim, one of our neighbors and a good friend of mine.”

	Jim nodded, offering a small but genuine smile as he extended his hand. “Nice to meet you both.”

	Beretti stepped forward, shaking his hand firmly. “Likewise.”

	Jacobi gave a polite nod as he shook Jim’s hand. “Good to meet you.”

	Lillian moved toward the counter, pouring a fresh cup of coffee. She set it down in front of Jim with a kind smile. “Here you go,” she said gently.

	“Thank you,” Jim said, gripping the mug like it was a lifeline, the warmth spreading through his cold fingers.

	Ethan appeared in the doorway, hovering uncertainly. Carter noticed and motioned for him to step in. “Jim, this is my grandson, Ethan. He’s friends with Ryan and Nick.”

	Jim offered Ethan a faint smile, his features softening slightly. “Hey there, Ethan.”

	Ethan gave a small wave, his cheeks tinged pink, then quickly retreated to the couch, clearly not eager to linger.

	As Jim took a sip of the coffee, Carter sat across from him, his expression growing more serious. “Jim, there’s something you need to know. Ryan’s not at home. He stayed at Nick’s place last night.”

	Jim's eyebrows shot up, his eyes following. “Ryan’s not home? Why?”

	“There was an incident,” Carter explained. “The boys were in the barn messing around with fireworks, but that’s not the real issue. The wolf-like creature that’s been attacking people…”

	Jim’s face dropped. “You’re talking about the one that’s been in the news. That thing?”

	Carter nodded grimly. “Yeah. It showed up at the barn. It got inside while the boys were there.”

	Jim’s mouth fell open, and he shook his head in disbelief. “It went inside the barn? What... what happened? Are they okay?”

	“They’re fine,” Carter reassured him. “They were scared out of their minds, but they used fireworks to defend themselves. They managed to hit it in the back, and it ran off into the woods. They’re lucky it didn’t do worse.”

	Carter leaned forward, his voice steady. “He’s safe now, thankfully. That’s why the agents are here—to help us figure out what we’re dealing with and how to stop it before anyone else gets hurt.”

	Jim glanced at Beretti and Jacobi, his expression a mix of worry and curiosity. “Appreciate you being here,” he said, his voice quieter now.

	Beretti nodded. “We will do everything we can, Mr. Wilkins.  Your son is a very brave boy.”

	“Thank you. Call me Jim,” he said, glancing at both agents. Slumping further into his chair, his exhaustion now mingled with fear. “I don’t even know what to say. I... I can’t believe this.”

	Beretti watched him closely, her keen eyes noting the strain in his posture, the unspoken burden he was carrying.

	“You know, it’s... it’s been rough,” Jim began, his voice low and uncertain. “Work’s been brutal lately, and when I’m not working, it feels like everything’s falling apart at home.”

	Carter exchanged a glance with Beretti as Jim continued. “Nick needs me to be around more, but I can’t. I’m working late shifts just to keep the bills paid. And my wife...” He trailed off. “She hasn’t been herself in a long time. Some days, it’s like she’s not even there.”

	Beretti sensed his hesitance. She could tell he wanted to say more, to unburden himself, but he wasn’t quite there yet.

	“You’re carrying a lot, Jim,” she said gently, her tone steady. “It’s not easy doing all this on your own.”

	Jim’s lips tightened into a thin line, but he nodded. His gaze stayed fixed on the table, his exhaustion evident.

	Carter reached over, giving Jim’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’re doing your best, bud. For Ryan, for everything. That counts for a lot.”

	Jim nodded again, his voice quiet. “Thanks. It just... doesn’t feel like enough sometimes.”

	“We’ll get through this storm first, and then we’ll figure out the rest,” Beretti said.

	Jim exhaled, his body sagging further into the chair, as though the acknowledgment alone lightened his burden, if only slightly.

	Beretti glanced at Ethan, who was wide-eyed and quiet, taking in the heavy tension of the room. She made a mental note to keep an eye on him.

	This storm wasn’t just keeping everyone inside. It was forcing truths long buried to surface, whether they were ready or not.
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	amela Olsson’s head throbbed as she stirred awake, her face sticky from drool that had dried against the couch cushion. She groaned and rolled onto her side, blinking against the dim light filtering through the curtains. Her mouth felt like sandpaper, and the stale smell of alcohol lingered in the air.

	The coffee table in front of her was a graveyard of bad decisions. An empty wine bottle, a half-smoked cigarette crushed into an ashtray, and a takeout container from two nights ago. She stared at it all for a moment, her stomach growling with a dull ache she couldn’t shake.

	It had been over a year since she lost her job at the diner, a year spent spiraling deeper into a fog she couldn’t escape. At first, she tried looking for work, but each rejection and unopened email felt like another brick in the wall closing in around her. Her erratic outbursts had driven away friends and locals alike, leaving her isolated. Now, she didn’t even bother trying. Most days, she numbed herself with cheap wine, letting the hours blur together into an empty haze.

	Her stomach growled again, pulling her from her thoughts. She sat up slowly, her head spinning, and rubbed her temples. Hunger pains stabbed at her, a reminder of how long it had been since she’d eaten anything substantial.

	“Goddamn it,” she mumbled, pushing herself to her feet. She staggered slightly, catching herself on the arm of the couch before making her way to the kitchen.

	She opened the cupboard doors, squinting at the sparse collection of canned goods and dry cereal. None of it appealed to her. “Shit,” she said, slamming the cupboard shut and turning to the fridge. Inside was even worse. An old jar of pickles, half a carton of milk, and some questionable leftovers she didn’t dare touch.

	“Nothing,” she grumbled, slamming the fridge door.

	Her eyes darted to the small counter where she usually kept her wine. The empty space taunted her, and she felt a surge of frustration rise in her chest. “Great. Just great.”

	She grabbed her phone off the counter and opened the local delivery app, hoping she could at least get some groceries or booze brought to the house. She tapped through the options, but a banner at the top of the screen stopped her cold:

	“NO DRIVERS CURRENTLY AVAILABLE. PLEASE CHECK BACK LATER.”

	Pamela’s face twisted in frustration. “Lazy shits,” she growled, tossing her phone back onto the counter. “Can’t even work when there’s a little snow.”

	She glanced toward the window, her annoyance bubbling into desperation. Heavy flakes of snow were falling steadily, blanketing the driveway and the surrounding trees. The storm had clearly dumped several feet overnight, and it wasn’t letting up. She didn’t care. She needed food, and she needed wine. Sitting in this house, sober and alone, was not an option.

	She grabbed her jacket from the hook near the door, pulling it on hastily. Her boots were old and stiff, but she forced them on anyway. She stuffed a pack of cigarettes into her pocket, along with the car keys, and fumbled for her gloves and scarf.

	The moment she stepped outside, the cold hit her like a slap in the face. The snow was up to her calves in the open areas and every step sent a fresh wave of icy misery into her boots. She cursed under her breath, shivering as she zipped up her jacket.

	The car sat in the driveway, almost completely buried in snow. Pamela waded through the drifts toward it. When she reached the driver’s side door, she tugged on the handle.

	It didn’t budge.

	“Come on you bastard,” she said, yanking harder. The snow had packed tightly around the frame, freezing the door shut. Pamela leaned her weight into it, gritting her teeth as she pulled with both hands.

	The door remained stubbornly closed. She kicked at the snow piled against the bottom, cursing loudly.

	“Piece of shit!” she shouted, her voice muffled by the wind. She grabbed the handle one last time, jerking at it furiously, but it wouldn’t give.

	Defeated, Pamela stumbled back, her boots slipping on the ice beneath the snow. “Fine!” she yelled, throwing her arms up in frustration. “Guess I’ll walk!”

	Pamela trudged toward the woods, her steps wobbly and uneven. The pounding in her head worsened with each movement, and her vision blurred faintly. Hangovers and storms were a miserable combination. She grumbled under her breath, cursing her decision to leave the house as snowflakes clung to her lashes.

	She glanced toward the driveway, briefly considering turning back. But no, this shortcut through the woods was supposed to save her time. “Stupid idea,” she said aloud, her voice cutting through the quiet snowfall. She adjusted her jacket and pressed forward.

	At the edge of the woods, the trees offered slight reprieve from the relentless wind. Snow piled less deeply here, caught by the overhanging branches of the towering evergreens. Patches of uneven ground revealed frozen roots and jagged rocks hidden beneath the snow, making every step treacherous. Her boots skidded several times as she struggled to find firm footing.

	Pamela slowed her pace as the wind hissed through the branches. The sound carried an odd, mournful quality, making her shiver despite the layers she wore. Her breath came faster now, visible in short, foggy bursts, and her legs burned with every step. Pulling her jacket tighter, she spoke aloud to herself, her tone irritated, “Why the hell am I doing this?”

	Her foot slipped again, sending her stumbling forward. She caught herself against the rough bark of a tree, snow tumbling from the branches above and dusting her head and shoulders. She brushed it off with a sharp shake of her hand, whispering, “Fantastic. Just great.”

	The woods around her felt vast and isolating, the trees forming an imposing canopy that muted what little light filtered through the overcast sky. Her focus wavered as the incline ahead became steeper, and without warning, her boots lost traction again. This time, she fell hard, her face plunging into the cold snow.

	“Damn it!” Pamela snapped, pushing herself up and spitting out a mouthful of icy grit. Her soaked gloves made her fingers ache, and she glanced down at the ground, searching for whatever had tripped her.

	She gasped.

	Just beneath the surface of the snow lay the mangled remains of a fox. Its fur was clumped with blood, its body torn open, ribs jutting grotesquely toward the sky. The ground beneath it was stained dark red, and fresh snow was beginning to cover the carnage.

	Pamela scrambled backward, her heart racing as her gaze remained locked on the gruesome sight. “What the hell happened to you?” she whispered, her voice shaky. A surge of nausea churned in her stomach, but she forced herself to look away.

	Her mind raced with questions she didn’t want to answer. What could have done something like this? A wolf? A bear? She shook her head, forcing the thoughts aside. None of it mattered right now. She just needed to keep moving and get out of the woods.

	“Just keep going,” she mumbled, her voice barely audible over the wind. She pushed herself to her feet, her legs trembling. The cold seemed to bite deeper into her skin, sapping her strength with every step.

	As she continued forward, Pamela couldn’t shake the sense of unease settling over her. She clenched her fists tightly in her gloves, her body tense as she scanned the woods for movement. The shortcut wasn’t feeling so short anymore, and a quiet, insistent voice in the back of her mind warned her she had made a terrible mistake.

	Still, she pressed on.

	 

	 


3

	E


	than’s bedroom felt heavy and uncomfortable, the air thick. Beretti stood at the center of the room, her eyes scanning every corner. The morning light filtering through the curtains seemed unable to push back the darkness clinging to the space.

	Jacobi fidgeted by the door, appearing uneasy. “What ya doing?” he asked quietly.

	“The Dogman ghost doesn’t show itself anywhere else. Not the yard, not the living room. It’s confined to this bedroom.” She crossed her arms, frowning. “That means something. We just don’t know what yet.”

	Jacobi nodded. “And it was dormant for years, right? Until Ethan started sleeping in here?”

	“Right,” Beretti said. “Years since Diana left this room behind. Then Ethan shows up, and it starts again.” She glanced at Jacobi. “And then it showed itself to us.”

	Jacobi shifted uncomfortably, his eyes darting to the far corner of the room. “You think it’s tied to the room or the people?”

	Beretti tilted her head. “We’ll see. But let’s not rule out a connection to Diana just yet. She was here first. And she left abruptly, cutting contact with her mother soon after. There’s a pattern here. We just have to find it.”

	Beretti motioned for Jacobi to start searching. “Look everywhere, closets, drawers, under the bed. Anything that seems out of place.”

	Jacobi moved to the closet without protest, while Beretti approached the bookshelf. It was cluttered with the usual collection of a teenager. Dog-eared novels, tangled cords, gaming magazines, a scattering of trophies. As her eyes scanned the spines, she spotted a thick hardcover jutting out slightly, its placement just a little off.

	She slid the book out, revealing a smaller, leather-bound journal tucked behind it.

	“What is it?” Jacobi asked, leaning over her shoulder.

	Beretti turned the journal over in her hands. “It’s a journal,” she said, flipping open the cover. A large, yellowed tooth slipped from between the pages and hit the floor with a dull clink.

	Jacobi bent down, picking it up carefully. “What the hell is this?” he asked, holding it up for her to see.

	Beretti frowned, her eyes lingering on the sharp, curved edges of the tooth. “It looks like a large canine tooth,” she said, her voice uncertain. She shook her head, her gaze drifting back to the journal. On the inside cover, her eyes landed on the name written there. “Diana.”

	Jacobi straightened. “Ethan’s mom?”

	Beretti nodded, already flipping through the pages. The entries were typical at first, full of teenage angst and rebellion—complaints about school, fights with her mom, and notes about boys she liked.

	Beretti read aloud:

	I’m so over this place. Mom doesn’t get me at all. I can’t wait to get out of here.

	She skimmed further, pausing at another entry and reading it aloud:

	Sometimes, I think I hate her. She’s always on my case about everything. What I wear, who I hang out with, even the music I listen to. It’s like she doesn’t even want me to have my own life. I fucking hate it here.

	Beretti flipped another page and found Todd’s name.

	Surprise, surprise. Mom hates Todd. She’s hated him since the second I introduced them. She says he’s trouble and that I shouldn’t be with him. We had this huge fight last night, and now she’s banned him from the house! Seriously, who does that? It’s so freaking unfair.

	“Sounds pretty normal,” Jacobi said.

	Beretti turned a page, pausing when she spotted an entry written in a much lighter tone.

	Todd found something cool by the river today. We were skipping rocks when he saw a tooth, just lying there in the mud. It’s huge! He gave it to me and said it might bring good luck. I brought it home and put it on my dresser.

	"That's interesting," Beretti commented, continuing to flip through the pages. The tone shifted after that entry, the handwriting growing uneven and frantic.

	Jacobi read over Beretti’s shoulder:

	I hear things at night. Scratching on the walls. Breathing when no one’s there.

	Beretti’s turned another page. The entries became more fragmented. Diana described shadows moving in the corners of the room, a low growl that woke her in the middle of the night.

	“Here’s one,” she said, reading it aloud:

	It doesn’t leave the bedroom. It watches me, waiting. I think it’s angry, but I don’t know why. Yesterday I woke up with scratches all over my arms. It is starting to really freak me out.

	Jacobi exhaled sharply. “This all started after she brought the tooth home.”

	Beretti nodded, flipping back to the earlier entry. “‘I brought it home and put it on my dresser,’” she repeated under her breath. “She didn’t know what she was bringing with her.”

	Jacobi frowned. “And then what? She left the room and the ghost behind? That’s why it went dormant?”

	“Seems like it,” Beretti said. “But now Ethan’s in here. Maybe the ghost sees him as a replacement or maybe he woke it up somehow. Either way, it’s active again.”

	Jacobi crossed his arms, his voice uneasy. “What do we do with the tooth?”

	Beretti pulled the jagged canine from her pocket, holding it between her fingers. “Logically? If it came from the river, returning it might break the connection. It could appease whatever this thing is.”

	She hesitated, her eyes narrowing as she turned the tooth in her hand. “But... I keep thinking about last night.”

	Jacobi raised an eyebrow. “What about it?”

	Beretti stared at the tooth, her voice lowering. “When it appeared... I felt something. It wasn’t just fear. It was... sadness. Like it was lost. Like it didn’t belong here anymore, but it didn’t know where else to go.”

	Jacobi shifted uncomfortably. “You think it’s trying to leave?”

	“Maybe,” Beretti said. “Or maybe it’s looking for something, or someone, it lost. Maybe Diana. Maybe the tooth. I don’t know yet.”

	She slipped the tooth back into her pocket. “But if this tooth is its anchor, we need to get it out of here. And soon.”

	Jacobi nodded, though his unease was evident. He turned to the window, his breath fogging the glass as he peered out into the storm.

	“Tracks,” he said suddenly.

	Beretti joined him, her sharp blue eyes scanning the snow outside. A faint trail of footprints cut across the yard, uneven and large, disappearing across the street into the tree line.

	“Who would be out there in this?” Jacobi said.

	Beretti’s gaze hardened. “Let’s find out.”
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	eretti zipped up her jacket, the thick fabric brushing against her chin. The house was warm, but she could already feel the chill from the storm waiting just outside. She glanced at Jacobi, who was already bundling up, pulling his gloves on tightly.

	“You sure about this?” he asked, his voice low but serious.

	“Yeah,” Beretti replied. “We don’t ignore tracks like that. Not in weather like this.”

	Jacobi nodded.

	Beretti stepped to the locked gun cabinet near the entryway, spinning the combination dial quickly. The cabinet clicked open, and she retrieved her rifle, checking the safety before slinging it over her shoulder. Jacobi followed suit.

	“What’s going on?” Carter’s voice came from behind them, and they turned to see him standing in the kitchen doorway. He looked between them, his brow wrinkling at the sight of the rifles.

	Jacobi adjusted his coat. “We saw some tracks outside, cutting through the snow. Looked like someone walked into the forest.”

	“In this weather?” Carter said, stepping closer.

	“Exactly,” Beretti said, her voice firm. “We’re going to check it out.”

	Carter paused, glancing at the window where the storm still raged. 

	“If someone’s out there,” Carter said, “then as sheriff, it’s my obligation to go.”

	Beretti hesitated. “You don’t have to…”

	Carter cut her off. “It’s not just about obligation,” he said, pulling on his heavy winter jacket. “It’s about safety. If someone’s out there, they’re in serious trouble, and we can’t leave them to freeze, or worse.”

	Jacobi gave a slight shrug, and Beretti nodded reluctantly. “Fine,” she said. “Grab your coat.”

	As Carter went to retrieve his gear, Lillian appeared in the hallway, her expression pinched with worry. “What’s going on?”

	“Just checking something,” Carter said, pulling on his gloves and zipping up his coat. He gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Stay here with Ethan and Jim. Lock the doors behind us.”

	Lillian looked uncertain but nodded, glancing toward the living room where Ethan and Jim sat silently.

	“Be careful,” she said softly.

	Carter gave her a reassuring nod before heading back to the gun cabinet. He quickly retrieved his rifle, checking the chamber before locking the cabinet securely.

	The trio exited, met by a harsh wind that forced them to secure their hoods. The storm was fierce, the snow thick and blinding.

	“Tracks are this way,” Jacobi said, his voice muffled as he led the way toward the edge of the driveway.

	Close behind, Beretti crunched through the deep snow in her boots. She could barely see a few feet in front of her, but the tracks Jacobi had spotted earlier were still visible, faint but unmistakable.

	As they moved closer, Beretti could make out the distinct shape of footprints. Too big to belong to a child, and spaced evenly, like a person walking at a steady pace.

	“They’re human,” Jacobi said, confirming her thoughts. He crouched down for a closer look. “Boots, maybe? Not small ones, either.”

	Beretti leaned in. “Looks like they came from next door,” he said, pointing toward the faint outline of the neighboring property. “See the direction? Whoever it was walked straight from Jim’s place and headed into the woods.”

	Carter frowned. “Pam. Jim’s wife.”

	Jacobi glanced back at him. “Why the hell would she go out in this?”

	Carter’s mouth was a thin line as he adjusted his rifle. “She hasn’t been herself lately. You know, since...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I don’t know why she’d do something this reckless, but it’s not safe out here. Not in this storm. And not with that thing still out there.”

	Beretti nodded grimly. “We don’t have time to figure out her reasons. We follow the tracks, and we find her. Fast.”

	The three of them pressed forward, following the trail as it wound through the snow. The wind howled around them, tearing through the trees and sending flurries of white spiraling into the air. The snow was deep, forcing them to lift their legs high with each step.

	The tracks were getting fresher now, more defined. Whoever they belonged to couldn’t be far.

	“We need to move faster,” Beretti replied, quickening her pace.

	As they reached the end of the street, the tracks led them into the woods. The snow wasn’t as deep here, the branches above catching some of the storm’s fury. But the darkness was heavier, and the wind seemed to whisper through the trees, a haunting sound that set Beretti’s nerves on edge.

	Jacobi paused, glancing around. “This is stupid,” he said. “If Pam’s out here, she’s got no clue what she’s doing. If she is drunk, this is the last place anyone should be walking around.”

	Carter shot him a look but didn’t disagree.

	The tracks continued deeper into the woods, weaving between the trees. Beretti tightened her grip on her rifle, her eyes darting left and right. The storm muffled all other sounds, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something, or someone, was watching.

	“Let’s keep moving,” she said, her voice firm.

	The tracks eventually led them to a small clearing. Beretti crouched down, studying the snow. The footprints were more scattered here, like the person had stumbled or fallen.

	“She’s not thinking clearly,” Carter said quietly. “We need to find her before she gets herself killed.”

	Beretti nodded, rising to her feet. “Let’s go.”

	They continued on, the storm closing in around them. The tracks led further into the woods, disappearing into the swirling snow. Beretti felt increasingly uneasy, her gut telling her to get out of there.
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	am pulled her coat tighter as she realized she couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead as the snowstorm swallowed the world in a swirl of white. 

	Somewhere along the way, the path had disappeared under the relentless snow. Now, with her legs burning and the frost seeping into her boots, she wasn’t even sure which direction she was heading anymore.

	“This is stupid,” she mumbled to herself, her voice muffled by the scarf wrapped around her face. She stopped and turned in a slow circle, scanning for anything familiar. A tree stump. A rock. Anything. But the landscape was an endless stretch of white, the woods indistinguishable from the storm.

	Panic began creeping into her thoughts as she swallowed back her fear. “I have to go back,” she said aloud, as though the words would anchor her. She turned around, squinting against the wind. The snow whipped against her cheeks, each flake like a tiny dagger.

	Pam trudged back the way she came, her breath coming out in uneven bursts. Her legs felt like lead, her body screaming for warmth. Every step felt heavier, her boots sinking into snow that had grown deeper without her realizing it. 

	A sound broke through the silence.

	It was faint at first, almost imperceptible, a low hiss like air being released. She froze, listening. The sound came again, louder this time. It was sharp, high-pitched, and mechanical. It reminded her of truck brakes.

	Pam turned her head sharply, scanning the woods for any sign of movement. There was nothing. Only the trees, their skeletal branches swaying in the wind. “Hello?” she called out, her voice trembling as she took a step back. “Is someone there?”

	No answer.

	The sound came again, closer this time. It seemed to vibrate through the air, a shuddering hiss that set her nerves on edge. Pam’s heart raced as her mind spun. Was it a snowplow? A car? No, she was too deep in the woods for that.

	Her fingers curled into fists, the cold biting into her knuckles. She spun around, her boots slipping slightly on the icy ground. The trees loomed overhead, their branches clawing at the gray sky. Nothing moved.

	Something told her to look up.

	Pam’s heart pounded. High above, perched on a thick branch like some grotesque bird of prey, was a creature. At first, her mind refused to process what she was seeing. Its outline was stark against the snowy backdrop, a hulking form crouched low, its limbs impossibly long.

	It was a wolf. Or at least it looked like one. Its fur was ragged and patchy, clinging to its sinewy frame. The creature’s eyes burned with a reddish glow, piercing through the storm.

	Her legs felt like they might give out beneath her as she stared at it, her thoughts spinning. How the hell did a wolf get up there? The question flitted through her mind, but it evaporated just as quickly.

	The creature moved, its claws curling around the branch with a faint scraping sound. It tilted its head slightly, as though studying her.

	Pam’s body froze. She could only watch as the creature crouched lower, its muscles bunching.

	It leapt.

	The branch quivered violently as the wolf-like thing launched itself into the air, its body a blur of fur and sharp claws. Pam stumbled backward, her boots sinking into the snow. She barely had time to react before it landed on the ground a few feet away, snow exploding in a spray around it.

	Pam’s breath increased as the creature rose onto two legs. It stood tall, its elongated limbs towering over her, its massive frame making her feel small and insignificant. The fur on its chest bristled as it let out a low, deep sound that sent shivers through her body.

	Its eyes locked onto hers, unblinking and filled with an intelligence that didn’t belong to an animal.

	She wanted to scream, to run, to do something, but her body refused to obey. All she could do was stand there, trembling, as the creature loomed over her, its shadow stretching across the snow.
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	The snow was relentless, its icy grasp chilling Beretti to the bone as she trudged through the woods. She adjusted her grip on her rifle, her eyes scanning the landscape for any sign of movement. Behind her, Jacobi let out a low breath, his voice cutting through the quiet.

	“I don’t think anyone could survive out here for long,” he said, his tone grim.

	Beretti didn’t respond immediately. Just as she was about to agree with Jacobi, something caught her eye. Through the trees, a dark silhouette moved, tall and impossibly broad. Catching her breath, she abruptly halted, signaling Jacobi to stop with a hand signal.

	“What?” Jacobi whispered, stepping closer.

	Beretti pointed through the trees. “There. Look.”

	Through the swirling snow, they saw it. A towering figure stalked in a slow, deliberate circle around a woman. The woman was barely standing, swaying as if on the verge of collapse. The creature’s posture was predatory, its movements calculated, like a wolf toying with its prey.

	“Shit,” Jacobi hissed.

	The woman was trembling, her hands raised weakly in front of her as if trying to ward off the beast. The Dogman, dark fur bristling, snarled low, the sound carrying through the trees. 

	Beretti’s instincts kicked in. She raised her rifle, her heartbeat thundering in her ears as she took aim.

	Beretti’s finger tightened on the trigger, but the creature’s glowing amber eyes snapped up to meet hers. For a brief moment, time seemed to freeze. Then it leapt.

	The crack of Beretti’s rifle shattered the stillness, the bullet striking the Dogman’s shoulder just as it twisted mid-air. It howled, a guttural, rage-filled sound that rattled the trees. The beast lashed out, its claws raking across the woman’s torso before it turned and bolted into the woods.

	“Damn it!” Jacobi shouted, raising his rifle. He fired twice, the second shot hitting the creature in the thigh. The Dogman staggered but didn’t stop, its limping form disappearing into the trees, leaving a trail of blood in the snow.

	Beretti kept her rifle trained on the direction it had fled, her eyes scanning for any signs of it doubling back. “Keep an eye out!” she barked.

	Jacobi didn’t respond. He was already running toward the woman with Carter, who had been trailing behind them. As they closed the distance, the sheriff called out. “Pam! Pam, can you hear me?”

	The woman crumpled to her knees, blood staining the snow beneath her. Jacobi reached her first, kneeling beside her and carefully cradling her shoulders.

	Beretti glanced over briefly but didn’t lower her rifle. She turned in a slow circle, her senses on high alert for any sign of the creature.

	Carter’s hands were steady as he assessed Pam’s injuries. Deep gashes ran across her waist, the fabric of her jacket shredded and soaked with blood. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes fluttering as she struggled to stay conscious.

	“You’re going to be okay,” Carter said firmly. “We’re gonna get you home.”

	Jacobi crouched beside him, his expression grim. “We need to move now. She’s in shock.”

	Carter nodded, glancing at Beretti. “You see anything?”

	“Not yet,” she replied.

	“Let’s go,” Jacobi urged, already lifting Pam’s legs.

	Carter got to his feet, supporting her upper body as they began to move. Pam groaned softly, her head lolling against Carter’s shoulder. “Hang on, Pam,” he said.

	Beretti walked behind them, her rifle raised and her eyes scanning the tree line. Every shadow seemed to shift, every gust of wind like a whisper of movement. Her nerves were razor-sharp, adrenaline surging through her veins as they made their way back toward the house.

	The trek was grueling. The snow made every step an effort, and the added weight of carrying Pam only slowed them further. Carter and Jacobi didn’t complain, their focus solely on getting her to safety.

	Behind them, a distant howl echoed through the woods. Beretti froze, her finger tightening on the trigger. 

	“Move!” she snapped, her voice cutting through the howling wind.
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	he front door flew open, slamming against the wall as Carter and Jacobi stumbled inside, half-carrying, half-dragging Pam’s limp body. Snow spilled onto the floor as Beretti followed, slamming the door shut behind them.

	“Help me get her to the couch!” Carter barked urgently.

	They moved quickly, lowering Pam onto the cushions as gently as they could. Her jacket was torn, and blood seeped through the fabric, staining her clothes and the blanket they draped over her. Pam groaned softly, wincing as she clutched her side.

	Jim shot up from his chair, his face a mask of shock. “Is that Pam? What the hell happened?”

	Carter peeled off his gloves and tossed them onto the table. “The Dogman. It attacked her in the woods.”

	Jim’s mouth fell open, his face dropping. “The Dogman? You mean the wolf thing? You’re serious?”

	Carter’s gaze hardened as he met Jim’s eyes. “Yes, I am.”

	Jim sank back into his chair, his hands shaking. “Pam…”

	“She’s going to be fine,” Beretti interjected, her tone firm. “But we need to get her patched up before she loses too much blood.” She turned to Jacobi. “First aid kit. SUV. Now.”

	Jacobi nodded and bolted back out into the storm.

	Pam winced again, her hand pressing against her stomach. “I’m fine,” she said weakly, though her ashen face and shallow breaths suggested otherwise.

	“Fine isn’t bleeding all over the couch,” Carter said flatly, his expression softening as he crouched beside her. “What were you doing out there, Pam? How the hell did you end up in the woods?”

	Pam’s lips trembled as she glanced at Jim, then back at Carter. “I was… going to get food,” she mumbled, her voice barely above a whisper.

	“Food?” Jim repeated, his tone incredulous.

	Pam nodded, her hand shaking as she wiped at her face. “There was nothing here. The delivery app said there were no drivers. I didn’t know what else to do.”

	Jim’s jaw tightened, and he rubbed his hands over his face. “So you decided to walk through a damn snowstorm?”

	“I didn’t think…” Pam said, her voice breaking. “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t think!”

	Jim let out a heavy sigh, shaking his head. “We’ll deal with this later. Right now, we just need to get you help.”

	Jacobi burst back into the house with the first aid kit, and Beretti immediately got to work. She carefully pulled back the blanket covering Pam and examined the gashes on her side.

	“This is going to sting,” Beretti warned as she pressed a bandage to the wound.

	Pam winced and hissed through her teeth, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the edge of the couch.

	“Hold still,” Beretti said calmly, working quickly to wrap the wound with a pressure bandage. When she finished, she sat back and nodded. “That’ll hold for now, but she still needs stitches, and soon.”

	Carter frowned, glancing out the window at the storm still raging. “The paramedics won’t be able to get through with the trees down.”

	Jim, who had been pacing, suddenly stopped. “We’ve got a snowmobile in the barn,” he said.

	Carter turned to him, his eyebrows lifting. “A snowmobile?”

	Jim nodded. “It’s old, but it runs. I’ve used it in worse storms than this.”

	Carter hesitated, weighing the risks. “I’ll take her,” he said finally. “It’s my job.”

	“No,” Jim said firmly, stepping closer. “It should be me.”

	Carter frowned. “Jim…”

	“She’s my wife,” Jim interrupted, his voice rising. “I’ve lived here my whole life. I know the roads, and I know how to handle that snowmobile.”

	Carter hesitated, his fists clenching at his sides. He looked at Pam, then back at Jim. “Are you sure?”

	Jim nodded. “I can do this. I have to.”

	Carter exhaled slowly. “Do you have a gun?”

	“Yes,” Jim said without hesitation.

	“Good,” Carter said, his tone sharp. “Grab it. If you run into that thing, you need to be ready.”

	Jim nodded without argument and headed back to his house to retrieve his .44 Magnum. Meanwhile, Jacobi and Carter worked together to wheel the snowmobile out of the barn, the swirling snow whipping around them. Inside, Beretti and Lillian carefully wrapped Pam in layers of jackets, doing their best to keep her warm against the freezing cold. 

	“She’s ready,” Beretti said, stepping back as Jim approached.

	“Pam,” Jim said softly, kneeling beside her. “I’m going to get you to the hospital, okay? Just hold on.”

	Pam blinked up at him, her expression full of guilt. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again.

	Jim’s voice softened. “Don’t worry about that now. Just focus on holding on.”

	With Carter’s help, Jim carefully lifted Pam onto the snowmobile, settling her in front of him so she could lean against his chest. 

	Carter placed a hand on Jim’s shoulder. “Be careful out there. And if you see that thing…”

	“I know,” Jim said, gripping his rifle tightly.

	Carter nodded, stepping back as Jim started the snowmobile. The engine roared to life, loud and jarring against the storm’s howling winds.

	“Go!” Carter shouted over the noise.

	Jim revved the engine and guided the snowmobile forward, the machine cutting through the snow like a knife. 

	Inside the house, the others stood in silence, the sound of the snowmobile fading into the distance.

	Beretti exhaled slowly, her shoulders tense. “How far is the hospital?”

	Carter didn’t answer immediately. He stared out the window, his jaw clenched. “On a snowmobile? Probably fifteen to twenty minutes.”

	Deep down though, they all knew the storm wasn’t the only thing Jim and Pam were facing.
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	or the first time since they had returned with Pam, the group let themselves exhale. Lillian stood by the kitchen counter, her hands trembling slightly as she reached for the kettle and asked, “Who would like a hot coffee or cocoa?”

	Beretti stepped forward, her tone gentle. “Lillian, why don’t I handle it? You’ve done enough.”

	Lillian hesitated, her hands still shaking as she gripped the counter for support. “Are you sure?”

	“Of course,” Beretti said with a reassuring smile. She guided Lillian to the nearest chair. “Please sit down and take a moment. I’ll take care of it.”

	“Thank you,” Lillian whispered, sinking into the chair with a weary sigh.

	As Beretti busied herself with preparing drinks, Lillian glanced toward the living room, her eyes landing on the blood-streaked couch where Pam had been laid earlier. She stood up, mumbling, “I can’t leave it like that.”

	Grabbing a bucket, some rags, and a bottle of cleaning solution, she moved toward the couch. She knelt beside it, her hands steady now as she worked to scrub away the stains. The sight of the blood stirred an unease she couldn’t ignore, a grim reminder of everything that had unfolded in their home.

	Carter noticed her cleaning and walked over. “Lillian, you don’t have to do that right now.”

	She shook her head without looking up. “I need to. I need to keep busy. I can’t just sit and do nothing.”

	Carter hesitated, then gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before stepping back to let her work.

	Ethan peeked his head around the corner, his eyes wide with worry. “Is Pam going to be okay?”

	Beretti turned to him, softening her expression. “She’ll be fine, Ethan. Jim is taking her to the hospital, and they’ll take good care of her.”

	Ethan nodded, though the worry didn’t fully leave his face. “Is the Dogman still out there?”

	“Yes,” Beretti called from the kitchen, her tone calm but reassuring. “But it’s not coming in here, okay? You’re safe inside.”

	Ethan’s shoulders relaxed slightly, but then he hesitated. “Can I put a movie on?”

	Beretti paused, glancing at Lillian for reassurance. Lillian met her gaze, nodded softly, and gave Ethan a small smile.

	“That’s a great idea,” Beretti said after the silent exchange. “But before you do, how about some cocoa?”

	Ethan’s eyes brightened a little, and he nodded. “Okay.”

	Beretti set out another mug and poured cocoa into it, topping it with a sprinkle of cinnamon she’d found in the cupboard. She handed the warm mug to Ethan, who accepted it with both hands, his fingers wrapping around it tightly.

	“Thanks,” he said quietly.

	“You’re welcome,” Beretti replied. Now go choose a fun movie that will make you laugh.

	Ethan nodded again and disappeared into the living room. A few minutes later, the sound of a movie starting played faintly in the background.

	Beretti brought the other mugs to the table, setting them down in front of everyone. Lillian finished cleaning and sat down at the table, taking a sip of her cocoa. Carter and Jacobi both took their coffee, though neither seemed in a hurry to drink it.

	“We found something,” Beretti said after a moment, breaking the silence.

	Carter raised an eyebrow. “Found what?”

	“In Ethan’s room,” Beretti explained, glancing at Lillian. “We found Diana’s journal.”

	Lillian’s hand stilled on her mug. “Her journal?” she echoed, her voice soft. “I didn’t even know she kept one.”

	“She did,” Beretti said. “It was tucked behind some books on the shelf. And inside it... we found a tooth.”

	Lillian’s eyes widened, and she set her mug down carefully. “A tooth?”

	Beretti nodded. “And not just any tooth. It matches the size of a Dogman’s tooth.”

	Carter straightened in his chair. “You’re saying Diana found a Dogman’s tooth?”

	“She mentioned it in her journal,” Beretti said. “Her boyfriend Todd found it by the river when they were teenagers. He said it was just lying in the mud, so she brought it home. That’s when the strange things started happening in her room.”

	Lillian pressed her hand to her mouth, her face white. “She never told me any of that,” she whispered. “All those years… I thought she was just going through a phase. But she was scared, wasn’t she?”

	“Yeah,” Beretti said softly. “It seems like she was. And when she left, the activity stopped. Until Ethan moved into that room.”

	Carter leaned forward, his fingers tapping against his mug. “So you think the tooth is why the ghost Dogman is tied to the room?”

	“It makes sense,” Beretti said. “It feels... attached. Almost like the tooth is an anchor, keeping it here.”

	“That would explain a lot,” Carter said, shaking his head. “All this time, and it comes down to something she picked up as a kid.”

	“The question,” Jacobi said, his voice measured, “is what do we do about it?”

	Beretti sighed, running a hand through her hair. “The long-term solution is simple: the tooth needs to go back to the river. But for tonight? I’m going to take it outside.”

	Jacobi straightened. “I’ll come with you.”

	Jacobi grabbed his jacket and zipped it up. “Let’s do this.”

	Beretti stood, retrieving the small plastic bag containing the tooth from her pack, her hand tightening around it as she zipped her coat.

	The cold wind rushed in as they stepped onto the porch. The storm raged on, snow swirling in the air and piling high against the trees and house.

	“Where do you want to bury it?” Jacobi asked.

	“Right here,” Beretti said, crouching near the edge of the porch. She buried the bag in a drift of snow, packing it down tightly.

	As she stood, Jacobi’s gaze darted around the street. “You feel that?”

	Beretti scanned the trees behind the house, her senses on high alert. “Yeah,” she said. “We’re not alone.”

	They stood in silence for a moment, the storm muffling all sound.

	“We should go back,” Jacobi said.

	Beretti nodded, and they retreated into the house, shaking the snow off their boots as they stepped inside.

	“Well?” Carter asked, his eyes flicking between them.

	“It’s done,” Beretti said, brushing her hands together. “We’ll see if it makes a difference.”

	Lillian nodded, though her expression was still tight with worry. “I hope it helps.”

	“Me too,” Beretti said, sitting back down.

	The group sat in silence for a moment, as they sipped their drinks. In the living room, the faint sound of Ethan laughing at the movie drifted through the air, a small reminder of normalcy amid the chaos.

	But even as they rested, the gravity of their decision lingered. The tooth needed to go back to the river. And soon.
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	he house was quieter than it had been all day, save for the sound of the storm battering the windows and the muffled hum of the television in the living room. Ethan sat cross-legged on the floor, engrossed in the animated movie playing on the screen. Lillian, Carter, Beretti, and Jacobi were seated on the worn couches, each nursing warm drinks, their faces drawn but slightly more at ease.

	The sudden trill of Carter’s phone broke the stillness. Everyone’s heads turned toward him as he pulled it from his pocket and glanced at the screen.

	“It’s the hospital,” Carter announced, standing quickly and moving toward the hallway for some privacy.

	The others exchanged tense glances as he answered. “Hello? This is Sheriff Morris.”

	The quiet made the wait unbearable. Ethan glanced back toward the adults, his face full of worry, but Lillian gave him a reassuring smile and motioned for him to keep watching the movie.

	When Carter returned, his expression was lighter. “Jim and Pam made it,” he said, his voice warm with relief. “They’re at the hospital, and she’s being seen by the doctors now. They said she’s stable and alert.”

	A collective sigh of relief swept through the room. Lillian pressed a hand to her chest. “Thank God,” she mumbled.

	“That’s good news,” Jacobi said, leaning back in his chair.

	“Great news,” Beretti added, her lips curving into a small smile.

	Carter sank into his seat with a weary sigh. “At least something’s going right tonight.”

	Ethan perked up at the sound of good news. “So she’s gonna be okay?”

	“Yes, kiddo,” Carter said, giving him a reassuring nod. “Jim got her there safely. She’ll be fine.”
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