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Prologue: Nine Years Ago

   
 KATHERINE NEVER WANTED THE MOMENT TO END, that Christmas Eve. Years later she would look back with restless yearning for that night. But not for the next morning.   
 Thirteen-year-old Katherine giggled on the couch beside her father. A thick blue snuggly wrapped around him, giving the impression of a fat wizard. She laughed again and pointed at the ridiculous getup. He smiled back with a wink. His white hair was momentarily highlighted purple from the lights on the trim outside the window. Frosty the Snowman blared from the kitchen, escaping into the living room along with the scent of cinnamon and cloves.  
 Katherine let her eyes slip to the silver and gold sparkling Christmas tree near the door. Presents lay piled underneath, stockings hung along the wall on the other side of the door.  
 “More than one this year?” she said with a hopeful side-glance at the presents, the kind she knew he always fell for.  
 Her mother entered with a tray of gingerbread cookies. “Don’t let her sweet talk you, not this year.” 
 “She has plenty of presents,” her father replied.  
 “Dear….”  
 Howard shrugged at Katherine. “Sorry, honey, your mother has sweets.” 
 Katherine poked her father’s belly. “Sold me out for him again, huh?” 
 They all laughed as her father reached for two cookies – one for him and one for Katherine.  
 Of course she got her way, and after opening a stuffed dog that she felt too grown up for, and a book she had never heard of, they sat among the wrapping paper and watched “It’s a Wonderful Life,” because they never missed it on Christmas Eve. Soon Katherine found herself yawning, and her mom agreed to tuck her into bed.  
 “Don’t go,” Katherine said.  
 “Santa will be here soon.” 
 Katherine yawned. Such fantasies had left her imagination long ago. “Give me a break.” 
 “You’ll see, if you’re good just one more night.” 
 Katherine giggled as her mom rubbed noses. “Mom, stop it.” 
 “Too grown up for that now?”  
 Her mom smiled for longer than seemed natural, then reached for Katherine’s shoulder. Katherine cringed, but her mom soothed her by brushing a hand against her forehead. She moved aside the cloth and cringed.  
 “It really is getting better though,” her mother said as she assessed the scar Katherine knew was there but didn’t want to see. The scar from a camping trip in September. A dog or something had leapt from the shadows and bit her. Oddly, it had stopped then and paused to sniff her before retreating into the darkness. Her parents had found her screaming, but by the time they got her to the hospital the bleeding had stopped and, as unbelievable as the doctor said it was, had already begun to scab. She dreaded returning to school and being made fun of, but the scar wasn’t revealed as long as she didn’t wear a tank-top. Being in Seattle, she didn’t have to worry about the weather being too warm, and she often had to wear a sweater.  
 Katherine pulled away and covered the scar, avoiding her mother’s gaze.  
 Her mother moved to the door and paused by the light switch. “Sweet dreams, my little angel.” 
 Katherine smiled sleepily and her eyes closed. She dreamed of the Christmas last year, lying beside the tree after a full breakfast, her presents surrounding her, a glass of eggnog half-drunk in her hand. She didn’t have any cousins to celebrate with, no siblings either, and her grandparents lived three hours south, in Oregon. But she always loved spending time with her parents, the blessing that was Christmas, the only time her father seemed to be able to escape his job at the pound. This year’s expectations were especially high.  
 The next morning she awoke to bright sunlight escaping through the cracks in her blinds. The fresh air of Christmas morning filled the room. The brum-pum-pum-pum from The Little Drummer Boy beat in her head she smiled, cozily, but then a shooting pain went through her head—a brief memory of a dream in the night. It was dark, flashes of red, snarling teeth.  
 She shook her head and pushed the memory away, and hten jumped out of bed and ran to the living room.  
 She knew Santa didn’t exist, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t bring her some goodies in her stocking. Sure enough, her stocking was especially lumpy and she knelt down to dump its contents on the floor.  
 Before her lay chocolates, a tangerine, and a new Christmas ornament. She always looked forward to the Christmas ornament, wondering what her parents would find for her – this year it was Santa with a dog in his lap. She had always wanted a dog, all those days visiting the pound, the dogs looking at her as if they were long lost friends. The best of friends. She wondered if this was a hint that it was forthcoming.  
 She stood and her foot sloshed in the dampness. She turned with a smile, ready to hang the ornament on the tree— 
 —and screamed! 
 Her father’s body lay on the drenched carpet, a mangled mess, his skin torn and chunks of flesh missing – blood everywhere. Katherine felt the panic overtake her. Her skin tightened around her bones and her chest collapsed in with her lungs. The room seemed to shudder. A thought struck her. Mom!

 She ran for her mother’s open door, but froze halfway. A pair of legs, certainly her mother’s, lay past the door in a puddle of blood.  Katherine stumbled back, her voice catching in an attempted scream. Bile soured her tongue. She felt for the walls, reaching for balance as she began to hyperventilate.  
 A creak came from the open front door and sent tremors through Katherine’s nerves. She turned and sprinted through the hall and into her bedroom. She slammed her door shut with both hands and then stared at the red contrast of flaky blood on her hands against the white door. Blood caked under her fingernails. Stumbling back, she caught herself against the window sill and retched.  
 Wiping her mouth with her sheet, she looked back to the door, at the red hand prints and then down at her own hands again. Only then did she notice the tear marks in her pants, and shirt.  
 None of it made sense.  
 The only thought she could understand at that moment was the overwhelming urge to be away from that metallic stench of death, from the horror in the other room.  
 She ran to the window and pushed, but her hands slid along its sleek surface and she fell. With determination she stood. Amid screams and tears, she pushed again. The window opened and she pulled herself up and over, into the back yard. The morning dew dampened her pajamas; the sunlight sparkled on the deep green grass. In the distance, across the field, the tree line she had so often played in with her school friends now seemed the only place to go. It became her sanctuary, her means of escape. She forced everything into her muscles as she pushed for those trees, as if entering the shadows of those hemlocks would make everything go away.  
 She never seemed to stop running. The sun set and rose, and Katherine continued on. She ran from it all, hiding under stairwells at night and finding food where strangers would give it. Her mind was torn, confused, betrayed. Part of her knew there was only one answer to what had happened… 
 …The blood on her fingernails.  
 …The torn clothes.  
 …Her parents mutilated. 
 …And the dreams, the horrible, terrifying dreams.  
 She knew that somehow there was a monster in her, a monster that had killed her parents. But it wasn’t confirmed until one night when the moon rose to reveal a perfect circle, a full moon, and that’s when it happened—that’s when she first became aware of the transformation.  
 It started as a burning in her nostrils, until the scent of the dirt inches from her face overwhelmed her, surging through her insides. Her eyes stung, pulsing as if they would pop. As she screamed, her skin seemed to be tearing away from her flesh. She opened her eyes to see only black and white. Long hairs had sprouted on the backs of her hands. She scratched at the hairs to get them off, but her fingernails had become claws and her scratching pulled blood. The burning and the pain surged and she screamed as loud as she could, her back arching and her muscles clenching…  
 …then everything went black.  
 She wasn’t sure how much time had passed during that blackout, or what she had done. Over the following weeks, she avoided contact with people whenever possible. How could she look someone in the eye after what she was now sure she had done? The myths of the werewolf were no longer in question, neither was the rumor of them being born on Christmas day. But her thoughts didn’t dwell long on this; they were too consumed with guilt over the death of her parents. The memory of their mutilation ate at her night and day.  
 Two weeks after the horrible night of her transformation, she found herself in the unfortunate space of a crowded street. Over her dingy pink pajamas, now dirty gray, she wore an oversized coat someone had given her. She held it over her head to keep off the light rain. People walked by, barely noticing the homeless child.  
  Her hunger often got the best of her and forced her to roam the streets looking for leftovers, handouts, or, when she was lucky, dropped change. She liked to save up enough for a loaf of bread and then keep the leftovers in her pockets until she really needed them. Last night she had finished off the last of a delicious cinnamon raisin loaf. As she searched the streets wondering what corner to beg on, the best area to avoid the authorities who she had seen taking away another unsupervised child, she almost allowed herself to think she was lucky – a shiny quarter lay in a puddle not far off.  
 She darted between a fat man in a suit and a woman that, had Katherine been a bit older she would have known, must have been a prostitute. Instead Katherine’s mind focused on the glint of light ahead. She reached for the quarter and almost had it, when someone walked by and kicked it. The coin clinked against the cement not far off, before rolling into another puddle. She took a step after it, but paused. In the reflection of a puddle she saw a man staring at her. Her eyes rose to meet his. She pulled back at the intensity of those eyes, kind as they seemed – a series of scars fell from the upper-left of his face to the lower right.  
 He smiled the smile of one who’s found their long lost dog.  
 She turned at this and briskly walked away. She glanced over her shoulder to see him still standing there and watching her, still smiling. He couldn’t be a cop, not looking like that, so why was he watching her? She had heard stories, tales worse than being taken by the cops. She broke into a jog and turned a corner into a side street where she promptly collided with a boy not much older than herself. He stumbled back and caught himself on the white brick wall. His frown, however, faded to a smile when he looked up to see her.  
 “Watch it,” he said.  
 She glanced at him, deciding she didn’t like his thick eyebrows and the way his hair stuck straight up. Before turning to go she noticed him pocketing something and a large man at a truck behind him. As she took her first step the boy brushed past her and took off in a jog. She stared, confused, until she heard pounding footsteps behind her.  
 “You two, not so fast!” a booming voice said from the direction of the large man. He started for her, and she turned to see the boy’s smirk as he disappeared into the crowd and the rain. Before the man’s meaty hands could reach her, she darted after the boy, cursing her luck.  
 People yelled after the two as they ran, the man close behind. Katherine nearly slipped, then shrieked as her foot hit a puddle and the water covered her leg, but she wasn’t going to get caught for someone else’s mistake. Behind her she heard a woman shriek as the large man shoved people aside and yelled after them, “Thieves!”  
 It wasn’t fair, she hadn’t done anything! But then again, not much in her life was fair lately. Certainly the discovery that she was some sort of mutation, a werewolf that had likely killed her own parents, that wasn’t lucky. For a moment she thought she had lost the boy, but as she came around the edge of a building she saw his spiky hair disappearing over a wall. She followed, landing on the other side to see the boy hunched on the ground beside her. His eyes rose, wide with surprise, and then narrowed as he stood.  
 The man appeared behind them and this time Katherine wasn’t waiting to see where the boy went. She sprinted to a fence and then jumped half-way up. Grabbing the chain links and propelling herself up, she almost allowed herself to smile at her skills. The fence shook and she heard the boy’s voice yelling for help.  
 “Lemme go!” the boy yelled from below and she looked to see that the man had the boy’s shoe.  
 After a moment’s hesitation, Katherine dropped several links before grabbing hold and kicking out – she grunted at the effort, but was pleased to feel her foot make contact exactly where she expected the man’s head to be. He yelled some obscenity as she and the boy scaled the fence and jumped for a nearby building’s ledge, landing at an open window.  
 “Little brats!” The deep voice followed them in as they escaped into the window. They entered a vacant building, and quickly found their way out the other side to a deserted street.  
 “This way,” the boy said as he led her across the street and to a covered parking lot.  
 He lowered himself over the ledge to drop down to a lower level, and she followed. The rain dripped nearby, blocked from the parking level above them. The boy sat against the wall breathing heavily, while she paced, her energy divided between trying to catch her breath and glaring at him.  
 “You coulda got us in a lot of trouble,” she said, her chest heaving.  
 The boy shrugged. “Didn’t though.” 
 “Yeah, but you coulda!”  
 “But I didn’t, did I?” He looked her over, as if assessing her worth. “I’m Danny, by the way.” 
 She couldn’t stop glaring at him as she paced. She wanted to tackle him, to slam him against that cement wall and leave him in the rain. But her curiosity was too strong.  
 “What’d you take, anyway?”  
 Danny pulled a wallet from his pocket. “Lunch.”  
 He stood and walked to the parking lot exit on the far side. “You coming or what?” 
 Her stomach rumbled. She knew her hatred for Danny would have to be put aside for the moment. She followed him into the restaurant where they sat at a wooden table covered in plates of food. There was cornbread, peas, mashed potatoes, and ribs. She avoided the ribs, and responded to his questioning glance by explaining that she was a vegetarian.  
 “That so?” 
 She continued to eat, not paying him much attention. She didn’t look at the rain trickling along the glass windows, or the other customers’ eyes on her filthy clothes. All she cared about was getting food in her belly and ignoring her past. Forgetting that night.  
 “Have you always been?” 
 “Huh?”  
 “A vegetarian.” 
 She paused in her chewing for a moment, then went on without answering.   
 “First we gotta get you clothes, better clothes.”  
 She looked up at him, confused. “First?”  
 “If we’re going to take care of you.”  
 She swallowed her food. “Why? Why would you want to help me?” 
 Danny cocked his head and stared at her, then nodded as if telling himself it was okay. “There are others like you… like us.”  
 She stared back, unsure how to interpret what he was saying.  
 “Come on.” He stood and moved for the door. She didn’t follow. “You prefer to be alone? The streets?” 
 She glanced at the food. 
 “Right.” He turned to the waiter. “Waiter, doggy bag.” 
 She was hesitant to let him take the food, but in the end she followed Danny and the prospect of more food and clean clothes. Most of all she wanted to know what he had meant when he said, “Like us.” 
 They left the city behind and walked along a tree lined path, the branches above blocking out the drops of rain. Neither said a word, the only noise aside from the pitter-patter of the rain was the sloshing of the Danny’s shoes in the mud. They passed a bend in the path and Danny paused, motioning to a rickety house in the distance.  
 “That’s it,” he said.” 
 She followed with trepidation. With each step she told herself to turn and run, but her curiosity was too strong. When he opened the door, she followed him in.  
 The inside of the house appeared just as feeble as the outside. Rain dripped through cracks in the wood. She could almost hear the critters scrambling below the floor boards. She looked at him with doubt, but he smiled and stepped aside for her to go first. Skeleton walls of planks made up this unfinished three story building. She assessed the narrow stairs that circled up in the middle of it all, wondering if they wouldn’t topple over under her weight. It didn’t feel right, she couldn’t be trusted around others. With all the excitement to eat, she had forgotten this simple fact.  
 “You don’t want me here,” she said. “I’m... dangerous.” 
 Danny smiled. “We all are.” 
 She looked at him, quizzically.   
 “In this house, you don’t have to be different,” he said.  
 Several children and teens appeared throughout the building, their eyes seeming to glow yellow in the dark. It wasn’t right, she didn’t belong. She turned to run but a figure appeared before her in the doorway – the man from earlier, the one with the scars across his face.  
 Danny nodded. “Aldrick.” 
 Aldrick looked down at her for a moment. He knelt, his eyes soft. “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 “What?” Katherine said, her voice catching. “How…?” 
 “The beast within killed your family, because you couldn’t control it.” He reached out and took her by the shoulders. “Yet.” 
 Katherine shrugged him off and took a step back. “Get out of my way.” 
 “So you can do it again?” 
 She paused, unsure. “I have no one left to hurt.”  
 “No one? Can you take that chance?” 
 Her eyes met his.  
 Danny stepped up beside her. “You aren’t alone, not anymore.”  
 What could she think of this house of strangers, people who understood an evil part of her that she didn’t even understand herself, that she didn’t want to understand. She ducked past the man named Aldrick and took off in a sprint.  
 The rain had picked up, stinging her face as she ran all-out across the grass, through the muddy path, and into town. Finally, as the rain died, she found herself at a park with lush trees and beautiful daisies. She kept moving at first, but stopped when she saw a young girl throwing a Frisbee with her dog. The small girl ran to her mother and they hugged, a hug Katherine knew she would never experience again. The dog spotted her and wagged its tail.  
 “Stay away from me,” Katherine said softly. She turned to continue on, her destination unknown.  
 Evening came and she found herself walking past a row of restaurants. One with glass windows from floor to ceiling pulled her attention and she paused, hand on her rumbling stomach. She stared at a plate of what appeared to be fried eggplant. She lingered, not noticing the patrons’ uncomfortable looks coming her way, until a very flamboyant waiter came out and shooed her off.  
 Nowhere to go, she wandered until the city river flowed before her. She found a spot on a steel bridge and lowered herself to sit and peer into the deep green waters below. Having gone from the death of her parents to being homeless, and now this odd group of people in a battered house, she didn’t know what to think. Why couldn’t she just have a normal thirteen year old life? She leaned over and peered into the water, then leaned in just a bit more. Something below caught her eye and she leaned to see it, something glinting, something that didn’t belong. Her balance was off and the bridge below her shifted and she felt herself falling. A hand grabbed her coat and pulled her back.  
 From where she lay on the ground she looked up to see Aldrick’s scarred face.  
 “You can throw your life away....” he kneeled down beside her, like before. “But what a waste.”  
 She turned her gaze to the sky. “I wanna be with them.” 
 “Your parents? Sure, you could die now, guilt-ridden over their death. Or you can come with me... prevent so many more.” 
 She stared into his eyes.  
 “You have the chance to save lives, to bring good into the world. Using the same powers you hate at this moment. I can teach you.” He stood and reached out his hand.  
 “You swear?” she said and he nodded. She stood and stared at his hand. He nodded and retracted his hand before starting to walk. After a moment, she followed.  
 That night Katherine climbed the stairs, a candle in her hand. Other children occupied a room here and there, reading by candlelight. She stopped at the door-less room where Aldrick stood. He gestured and she entered. She placed the candle on a table beside a thick leather book. 
 Aldrick noticed her eyeing the book and nodded. “Within are the answers.” 
 Her stomach grumbled.  
 Aldrick reached out and messed her hair, and she let him. “Okay, study after eating.” 
 After what seemed the best meal she had eaten in weeks—stewed carrots and onions with potatoes, a side of eggs, at her request, and a ripe tomato—she found herself being escorted into the basement with the other kids. Small windows lined the top of the south wall, revealing the night sky. Torch light darted across the room, flickering on the walls and on the seated children. Young Katherine found a spot among them, in dry, new clothes. Aldrick entered then, smiling, and began to pace before them.  
 “I want you to welcome the newest member of our family,” he said and everyone nodded her way with solemn eyes. Aldrick pointed to the smallest boy, who must have been no more than ten. The boy jumped to his feet, back straight and chest pushed out.  
 “The sinners of the world shall fall before the light of the moon,” the small boy said.  
 “Good, now….” Aldrick turned to point at one of the older girls.  
 She too jumped up straight. “To atone for our evils, we must remove all sinners from the world.” 
 Aldrick turned to Katherine and smiled. “This is our calling, you see?” 
 She nodded, in spite of her confusion.  
 Aldrick spun around and pointed to Danny. On the back of Aldrick’s neck Katherine took note of a circle branded into his skin.  
 Danny jumped up. “We show no mercy to those that oppose the light of the moon.” The same marking was on his neck. 
 Aldrick turned to Katherine and the torchlight seemed to dance in his eyes. “We are the Hounds of God, His creatures sent to destroy the evil that plagues the earth. What you thought a curse, God has delivered unto the world as a blessing.” 
 Over the next week Katherine was surrounded by this talk. She trained with the other kids. There were the nights by the bed with her face buried in books, the orange glow of the candlelight pushing the shadows aside, teasing them almost as the light flickered, the wax overtaking the wick. There were days climbing the planks of the house like a jungle gym, hiding in shadows, moving in silence. But for what? She didn’t know, but she didn’t care because it made her forget her past. There was the training, the punching, dodging, kicking…. And Danny, his arm around her while they laughed. She found herself wondering if this was what it would have been like to have a brother. She would have liked that.  
 After a week or so of it, she stood tall with the other children in the basement as Aldrick drew a chalk circle, a star in the middle. Katherine stared forward, her eyes fierce, her lip quivering with excitement to say the words she had been so scared of those first nights. He turned to the children with a nod of respect. In response they sounded out as one, “We are the guiding light, we shall open the eyes of the world and illuminate the path. The path toward righteousness.” 
 The next night Danny and Katherine circled each other in the tall grass under a half-moon, Aldrick observing every movement. Danny came at her with a push kick but she dodged, smiling. She was getting the hang of this.  
 Aldrick shook his head. “When you transform, the beast will take over. You must harness it, learn to control your inner flow.” 
 Her smile faded and she turned to him, ready to ask what he meant. Her mouth was slightly open when Danny’s fist took her in the chest. It wasn’t hard, but she was knocked back. She jumped up, ready for another attack, determined to not let it happen again. Seeing the glimmer in his eye, the cocky tilt of his head, she moved for the offense – a series of rapid punches and kicks. Like always, Danny was too quick.  
 Aldrick slammed his hand against the nearby wall. “Your parents died to teach you a lesson, now make them proud!”  
 She grunted and took another shot from Danny, her smile gone. She screamed and attacked back, coming strong. For the first time she connected, her leg on his, then a two handed strike to his gut. With a yelp Danny fell to the ground. She stood above him with yellow glowing eyes, fangs, and claws. Danny and Aldrick shared a look of shock.  
 “And if I don’t want this?” Katherine screamed, staring through her claws at Aldrick.  
 He stepped forward, eyes dark and very serious. “After what you did to your family, you still think you have that choice?”  
 She lowered her hands as they returned to normal. Her head sunk. This was her family now, the only one she knew. Somehow it settled in at that moment.  
 For the next few days she was like a new girl, dedicated and ready for whatever Aldrick had to offer. When he told her to swing from the rafters, or to climb from the second floor to the roof using her claws, she did it. During the day her eyes were so close to her book she could smell the dusty scent of each page. When it came time to practice fighting with Danny, she was so focused that Aldrick soon began to watch in silence.  
 This was where she belonged.  
 On one particularly rainy night, Katherine sat up with a start.  
 She strained her ears, sure she had heard something. Lightning flashed outside. The sound came again, closer—a man’s screams.  
 She jumped out of bed and ran to the door of her room where she could see the entryway and the front door as it burst open. A man stumbled in and fell to the ground, his shirtless body trembling. Katherine gasped and the man looked up, holding her gaze with a mixed look of terror and confusion. Aldrick followed through the front door, stooping to lift the man by his hair and drag him toward the basement stairs. Danny and the older girl followed. Aldrick stopped when his eyes caught Katherine.  
 His free hand rose to point at her. “Get back in your room!”  
 She turned into her room and lowered herself into a huddled ball, wondering what the look in the man’s eyes had meant, and what Aldrick would do with him. The others had been leaving the house at night, looking worn down when they returned, a hollowness in their expressions. What had they been up to? Hunting people like this man?  
 She tried to go to sleep, but it was no good. Soon the shadows in the ceiling began to take on shapes, one a great wolf. She startled when the wolf moved, then noticed the door was open and Danny stood there, his eyes on the floor.  
 She threw her feet to the floor and sat up. “Is he… an evil man?” 
 “So he says.” Danny nodded slowly. “You know, I did it too… my parents. After that, it was either end it all, or this.” 
 “I’m scared.” 
 Danny reached for her, a comforting look in his eyes. But the look vanished with the BANG of a gunshot.  
 “This isn’t part of it,” Danny said, turning from the room with a look of terror.  
 Katherine sprang out of bed to follow him, heart thumping as she caught site of orange and yellow light flickering.  
 They darted out of the room and into what had quickly become pure chaos—flames were licking the walls, shapes of people running for safety, and someone shouting as another gunshot sounded.  
 The heat of flames threatened to push her back, and she spun to see a shadow dart across. She spun to see what was happening, and a moment later Aldrick was inches from her face, eyes wild and full of terror and fury.  
 “Get back in your rooms!” he shouted, and then disappeared back down the stairs to the basement as another gunshot sounded, closer this time.  
 A second figure appeared, a man in a tattered suit, and he followed Aldrick.  
 “We have to get the others!” Danny darted for the next room over and ushered the younger boy, Babur, to follow him. “It’s not safe here!”  
 “Get them outside,” Katherine yelled, eyes darting back to the basement stairs. Aldrick could take care of himself, couldn’t he?  
 She followed Babur to the front door as Danny gathered the rest, but a crash brought a piece of burning wood down in front of them. The place was catching, fast.  
 More screams from below, followed by another gunshot.  
 “Get out,” Katherine commanded Babur and the others, then turned and ran for the basement stairs. She couldn’t just leave Aldrick there by himself.  
 “What’re you doing?” Danny called from the doorway where he’d pursued her.  
 She began her transformation—yellow eyes, sharp claws. “Someone's gotta do something.”  
 Leaping down the stairs three at a time and, she hit the bottom and found the newcomer and Aldrick circling each other.  
 “You’re done here!” the stranger said. It was the same man they’d dragged in earlier! Had it been some sort of trap? 
 Aldrick replied with a growl and charged. The stranger lifted his pistol and fired, causing Aldrick to leap out of the way. Only then did Katherine notice the third man, chained in the corner, blood dripping from a bite on his arms and another on his legs.  
 “Katherine, get out of here!” Aldrick said.  
 BAM! Another shot, and Aldrick barely escaped, leaping for him so that the two slammed against the far wall and then fell to the ground, grappling. The stranger got the upper hand, pistol to Aldrick’s temple.  
 “You've become a monster,” the stranger said.  
 Katherine felt her sharp teeth digging into her lips, and stepped forward for the attack.  
 “Uh-uh,” the stranger said. “Stay right there.” He glanced over, did a double-take, and stared. “That’s not possible without the full moon.”  
 Aldrick struggled, but not too much with that pistol at his head. “She’s special. And she's going to tear your heart out.” 
 “I don’t see that happening,” Hunter said, pressing the pistol hard into Aldrick’s temple.  
 “Do it, coward!” Aldrick shouted.  
 Katherine held herself in place, ready to pounce, but worried if she’d make it before the man could pull the trigger. She could tell he was about to shoot, but something was holding him back. His conflicted eyes turned to Katherine, pleading.  
 “He’s evil,” he said. “Don’t you see what he’s done to this poor man?” He looked to the man in chains. “Another of his so called 'sinners,' here for justice.” 
 Katherine hesitated, unsure what to think of this. She’d always been unsure about Aldrick and his dogma. 
 “You see it, don’t you?” the stranger asked. “Another murderer's mental accounting, that’s all it is.” 
 “You know nothing of the man I've become,” Aldrick said with a growl, then threw the stranger up with a thrust of his hips and then spun on him in an explosion of rage.  
 As the two attacked with kicks and punches, interrupted by the occasional shot, Katherine dodged, trying to stay out of the danger, and found herself next to the chained man.  
 “Help me,” he groaned, but the chains were tight and she saw no way of breaking him free.  
 She was torn between trying to help him and defending Aldrick, but the fire had started moving down here now too. The ceiling started to collapse around them, and flames roared above.  
 As the ceiling began to fall around them, she realized it was hopeless. Aldrick and the stranger disappeared into the flames, and then the wall the man was chained to burst into flames, and she knew it was hopeless. If she didn’t escape now, she too would be consumed by the flames.  
 At the base of the stairs she paused to look for any sign of Aldrick. One last shot from the gun sounded, and then the fire took over as the rest of the roof collapsed in on the room. She dove out of the way and threw herself up the stairs. Smoke filled her nostrils as she searched for the door.  
 The flames and darkness were disorienting at first, but she had other senses—hearing, the shifting of air on her skin… and then her ears perked at the shouting of her name.  
 “Kat!” Danny said, his voice close now. Flames seemed to give way to the dark form that was him as he pushed his way in to find her.  
 Together, arms wrapped around each other, they escaped as a burst of flames took the rest of the house.  
 Gregor ran up to them, pulling them to the safety of the tree line. He glared before turning back to the house with fists clenched and shock in his eyes.  
 “Where’s Aldrick?” Gregor demanded. “Where is he?!”  
 “Gone,” Katherine said. “All three of them… gone.” 
 Gasps from the others reminded her they were there, standing in the darkness of the trees. A red glow from the nearby fire danced across their somber faces, and a distant siren sounded.  
 “You saw it?” Danny asked.  
 She nodded.  
 It took everyone a few more moments to process this, but then Gregor said, “We stick together. We find a new place to live, we carry on with the mission. We are the Hounds of God, we—” 
 “No,” Katherine said. Everyone turned to her, confused, but she didn’t care. “After what I saw in there… Aldrick and his so-called Hounds and what they were up to.” She turned an accusing glare Gregor’s direction. “How many of you knew?” 
 “We teach lessons to sinners,” Gregor said, stepping closer and leaning down over her. “That's the point.” 
 “Not anymore.” 
 His nostrils flared and she knew he was sizing her up. He was bigger, but that didn’t mean much at night, when she had command of her powers. 
 “Guys, we have to get out of here,” Danny said. The sirens grew louder.  
 “Not the old way,” Katherine said, driving her point home. “We're getting out of here, yeah, but to look for a cure. There has to be another way.” 
 “You don't make the decisions,” Gregor said.  
 “If no one else has the guts to make the right ones, I kinda have to.” 
 Without as much as a growl, he was on her, pinning her to a tree and pulling back to strike. She refused to let that happen, instead pulling on her powers to swipe first his arm aside and then his legs from beneath him, so that he landed with a thud.  
 He lay there, gasping for the air that had been knocked out of him. Katherine turned to the others, the flames roaring behind them. For effect, she let her pointed teeth show and brandished her claws.  
 “We have a choice,” she said. “Every one of us.” 
 Several stepped back, eyeing her with hatred. Babur and Danny joined her.  
 “You best run,” Gregor said, his voice raspy. “We’ll find you on a full moon, and when we do—” 
 “If you do,” Katherine kicked him back to the ground and leaned over him, claws at his throat, “you’ll wish you hadn’t.” 



 
Chapter 1: Night Born

   

You are the Hounds of God. Through your deeds, all sins will be corrected, all wrongs righted, and the evildoers of the world will cower in fear at your feet.  

- The Way of Light, A Manifesto,
Page 259: Section C.

   
   
 Katherine pulled at her dusty leather jacket to fend off the cold wind’s bite, mind racing at the possibilities of what they’d find in these mountains. A cure? More clues? As long as it wasn’t simply another dead end, she’d accept anything.  
 With each leap over rocks and along the mountain path, she became increasingly annoyed at the bounce of her ponytail. One of these days, she’d just shave it all off and be done with it. She liked to tell herself it didn’t matter what Danny would think if she did, but she often found herself taking the extra minute each morning to look her best, even if she knew they’d be searching freezing mountains for hidden caverns—as they were this day.  
 Searching, and probably ending up disappointed—again.  
 The years had been a mixture of hope and defeat. Nine years of looking for answers as to why she’d become a werewolf. Nine years of hoping to find a cure, but always coming up empty-handed.  
 She had only two companions—Babur and Danny. During their search, they’d found myths of wolf spirits taking over one’s body, and of Native Americans who had called upon these spirits for help. So far, they’d dismissed the European stories of villagers transforming in the night to fight off the evil witches, or going into Hell to keep the demons at bay—they had to draw the line somewhere between plausible and ridiculous.  
 In these days of the internet, there was no shortage of stories and theories. Yet, in all their searches, they hadn’t come across anything regarding the cure she longed for. The myths were their best bet, and they had led them to the mountains of Washington State.  
 She slowed at a fallen tree she’d noted earlier as a marker, smiling to see Danny crouching nearby and inspecting the area. His tan leather jacket was covered with dust, and a layer of sweat shone from his forehead.  
 When he turned to grin up at her, his white teeth gleamed in the dim light of dusk.  
 “You found it?” he asked. 
 “I found something.”  
 She motioned for him to keep up as she led him back to the small cave she had discovered. This could be it, she thought, as he knelt down and kicked at the clods of dirt that blocked the entrance. They broke apart to reveal stone steps leading down, chipped and worn.  
 “You think it’s down there?” he asked. She could tell he was trying to keep the hope out of his voice. Like her, he’d been disappointed many times, too. 
 “There’s only one way to find out.”  
 She tested the first step, gingerly putting her weight on it until she was sure it wouldn’t give way. The steps were sturdy, carved directly into the large rock surface below them. They each pulled flashlights from their packs, and she led the way as they descended. 
 At the bottom of the stairs, they found a large room. Shelves were carved into the walls, holding clay pots and dried herbs.  
 “Nice work,” Danny said, looking up at a faded mural on the wall.  
 Katherine came over, shining her light to better see the mural. It appeared to be a man cowering before a giant wolf. Her hands felt suddenly clammy, her heart thumping so loudly it seemed to echo off the walls.  
 “Don’t get your hopes up,” Danny said with a glance her way. “You always do.” 
 “And one of these days, it’ll be for the right reason,” she said, her finger brushing the stone wall of the mural. “There’s got to be something here.” 
 The rest of the room held more stone walls and murals in a small circle. The familiar frustration of this being only one more dead end of many was rising, and she began wondering if she would ever find the answers she needed.  
 Danny’s voice broke through her dismal thoughts. “Over here.” 
 He was kneeling next to one of the ledges. At its base, he had moved aside a large stone to reveal a tunnel just wide enough for a person to crawl through.  
 “You’ve gotta be kidding,” Katherine said. “I’m not crawling through that.” 
 “Well, I’ll holler back when I’ve found the cure, then,” Danny said as he dropped to his belly. He pushed his pack ahead of him and scooted forward, soon disappearing into the tunnel.  
 Katherine stood there, thinking how stupid she would have to be to go in there, but also how much she’d regret not going. With a silent curse, she dropped to her belly and scooted in after him. Darkness surrounded her, except for the dim light of his flashlight bobbing ahead. She held hers in front of her, and the sight of the stone tunnel so close around her was almost worse than the darkness. It reminded her of an MRI machine, or maybe a casket. 
  She pushed that thought aside as quickly as possible.  
 Darkness didn’t usually make her uneasy. When the sun set, she could see better than others, move faster, and have an advantage on any opponent out there—man or werewolf. Trapped in the dark of the tunnel, her memories came rushing back: horrible images flashing across her mind of that morning long ago when she’d found her parents dead. That had been her first transformation. She’d wanted to throw her life away, but then Danny had come along with the rest of Aldrick’s pack, and Aldrick had taught her that her curse could be a blessing. She had a duty, as they all did, to use their powers to stop evil in the world.  
 And then a man they called “Hunter” had attacked Aldrick and shattered everything Katherine had begun to believe in. The house had caught fire during the fight, and Aldrick had died in the flames. Aldrick’s werewolves had parted ways that wet, cold morning, and she was glad Danny had sided with her instead of the Gregor and his pack. 
 Danny’s light vanished ahead.  
 “Danny?” she asked.  
 “You’re almost there,” he said, his face appearing not far off, the light aimed at himself. “Come on, you got it.” 
 She reached him, and he helped her down the small drop-off. When she was back on her feet, she gathered her nerves and breathed deeply, reminding herself she wasn’t trapped, she was going to find the cure. She hoped.  
 It appeared they were now in some sort of inner chamber. They walked its perimeter, the circle of wall reaching up to form a dome over their heads. Immense marble columns loomed at six points along the walls.  
 Danny was at a large, crumbled rock that may have once been a throne. He dropped his pack and looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “It’s like the New Mexico caverns, the crypts of Louisiana….” 
 “Don’t say it,” she said, desperately searching for any sign that they were in the right place. 
 “It’s all dead ends, Kat.” He approached the center of the room, holding his light up to better see the dome above, and nearly tripped on something at his feet.  
 “What’s that?” she asked, walking over to take a look. She knelt beside a low circle of rocks. It was shaped like a well, but the stone surface of its floor wasn’t far down. Curious, she traced it with her fingers, then noticed a layer of dust covering an engraving beneath. She brushed aside the dust with the palm of her hand, and her heart skipped a beat. “The star.”  
 “It could be any star,” Danny said, but his voice betrayed his hope.  
 “This time, it’s different.”  
 He knelt next to her, putting a hand on hers. She felt a chill run up her arm. “And if it’s not?”  
 “Let’s just see,” she said.  
 She put her hand on the star in the center of the stone well, then pushed. It wasn’t solid, not completely. She knocked—hollow.  
 Even Danny’s eyes were shining with excitement now.  
 “Should we get back to Babur?” he asked.  
 “Not until we know it’s actually something.”  
 She stood and kicked at the star. It broke away, nearly taking her with it, but Danny caught her. They looked into the darkness below, hearing the rocks clatter at the bottom.  
 “The rope,” Danny said, going to his pack.  
 He secured the rope to one of the marble pillars, and they lowered themselves through the hole. Below, the hole expanded into a room of darkness that, when they shone their flashlights around, appeared to be a vast chamber. 
 “The natives worshiped here?” she said, thinking how horrible it would be to come down into this darkness more than once.  
 Danny reached the bottom and held the rope steady for her to dismount, then turned with his light to take a look around. Something ahead glistened in its beam. As they approached, they saw a glow, rippling and reflecting on the cave ceiling. An underground pool of water.  
 For a moment they stood, staring at the water.  
 “So much for your cure,” Danny said. “Sometimes, you have to know when to quit.” 
 He turned to head back, but stopped. She glanced over her shoulder to see something moving in the darkness. She held up her light, and then froze at the sight. 
 Soldiers.  
 They wore Special Forces gear, all black, with pistols strapped to their thighs and rifles in their hands. One stood before them on the ground, and two more were climbing down the rope.  






Chapter 2: Taking Action

   

The closer soldier lunged for Katherine, but Danny kicked him off as the other two rushed forward to join in the struggle. His flashlight clanked against the rocks, casting bursts of light through the room as it was jostled about during the scuffle.  
 “Go!” Danny shouted.  
 Katherine hesitated, then ran and leaped for the rope. She pulled herself up as fast as she could, grateful for that aspect of Aldrick’s training, and was glad to see Danny following.  
 She was up and out when Danny yelped, barely hanging onto the rope as one of the soldiers pulled at his leg. Danny kicked and was free, but his hand came off the rope, and for a moment he was hanging in open air. Moving almost on instinct, Katherine reached out and caught him. With a great heave, she had him up and in the chamber, then slammed her boot hard into the face of a soldier about to climb up after them.  
 Danny was already pulling the rope free as he yelled, “Go!”  
 Throwing herself forward, she made for the small passage they’d crawled through to get here. A shout from behind told her Danny had met more trouble, and a quick glance showed two soldiers, one putting him in a chokehold, the other coming towards her.  
 She couldn’t leave Danny.  
 Rage flared, fueling her with the strength needed to tackle the soldier and slam his head into one of the stone pillars. Without hesitation, she spun and kicked out the legs of the soldier holding Danny, freeing Danny to attack a third that had partially emerged from the well.  
 A bullet shattered the stone wall beside Katherine’s head. She turned to see a soldier holding a pistol up, aimed at her. He shook his head in a don’t do it way. Whether he had missed her on purpose, or by accident, it was a mistake.  
 Danny appeared behind him, knife at the man’s throat, and ended it. He picked up the pistol and aimed it at the one remaining soldier, motioning back to Katherine.  
 “I said go!” he said. With a clunk, he pistol-whipped the soldier, knocking him out cold, and then was following her into the passage. 
 They shimmied through the darkness and then sprinted up the stairs, adrenaline rushing. 
 A bright light welcomed them as they burst into the woods, even though it was near dusk. Out here felt peaceful compared to the cramped chaos they’d just escaped from, but they weren’t yet in the clear.  
 Danny held a finger to his mouth for silence, and the two ran at a crouch, eyes searching for signs of any more soldiers. The direction they had chosen led to a descent, allowing them to better stay out of sight. A river raged beside them, and Katherine was glad for it—whatever noise they might make would be drowned out.  
 They ducked around a point where the rapids were especially wild, to hide behind the roots of an overturned tree. 
 With a quick glance back, Danny finally relaxed and squatted next to the river, washing his hands of the blood.  
 “They found us,” he said as he looked her over for wounds. “So they might’ve found Babur.” 
 “He’ll stay out of sight,” Katherine said. “And when they’re gone, we can continue searching, we—” 
 “Are you kidding me right now?” He ducked down into their hiding spot, drying his hands on his jeans. “Not with them on our trail.” 
 They stared at each other, a look of determination on his face that she wondered if she could push back against. She’d tried in the past, and almost always failed. Finally, she squatted down beside him and wrapped her arms around her knees.  
 “They couldn’t have tracked us,” she said. “Not without Hunter.” 
 Danny shook his head. “No, he works alone. This... it’s the pack.” He spat in disgust. “Gregor’d be the type to send others to do his dirty work.” 
 “But he wouldn’t…?” 
 “Give them the curse?” Danny looked at her with wide, hopeless eyes. “I’ve wondered if he would do it… if he has it in him. Imagine, an army of werewolves.”  
 “Aldrick’s Hounds of God.” She shuddered at the thought. 
 “They were just normal soldiers, back there,” Danny said, sounding like he was trying to convince himself. “No bite marks or anything.” 
 “That we saw,” she said.  
 He considered her, and his eyes betrayed his doubt. With a jolt, he turned, then stood straight, eyes moving to tree branches that shook not far off. The two moved deeper into the shadows, but Katherine turned her attention to the setting sun past the waterfall. If Gregor was raising an army of werewolves, searching for a cure would be the least of her worries. For now.  
 “Wait for me, right?” he said. “Back with Babur.” 
 “No, we stick together.” 
 He pulled her in close enough to make her blush, but his attention was on the distant trees. A moment, and then he had turned to the river and the trees beyond. The sun glistened on the water before disappearing past the hills, leaving behind a sky streaked in blood-red clouds.  
 “Maybe you’re right,” Danny said, catching her off guard. “This ends now. Every dead end we find here tells me our answers might lie in Europe.” 
 “I thought you said those were pure myths,” she said. “Legends only the foolish give any credence to?”  
 “I did,” he admitted. “But here we’re out of options. And getting away from the pack would be a nice bonus.”  
 A nearby branch moved, and then a voice said, “Over here!”  
 Danny put a hand on her shoulder, the other against her cheek. “Head to the town, find Babur, and tell him to get ready. I’ll get the supplies to the car.” 
 And with that he was gone, skipping across the stones in the river until he reached the other side. A gunshot blasted through the air, and Danny slipped. For a moment, Katherine thought they’d gotten him, but he recovered and made it to the far side, disappearing into the trees.  
 She forced herself to breathe. He’d be okay. After a moment, she darted into the trees opposite the direction of the river. A glance back showed her that the soldiers were making their way into the river in pursuit of Danny. 






Chapter 3: Escape

   
 Danny ignored the burning in his leg, pushing on through the woods. The bullet had merely grazed him, tearing a line in his pants and drawing a sliver of blood. Nothing worth whining over.  
 The soldiers or whatever they were—Gregor’s men, most likely—were drawing close, he could tell by the flutter of a bird one moment, a not-so-distant curse the next. They might have been wearing special operations gear, but they certainly weren’t military trained, that much was clear.  
 Still, if they caught him or Kat, who knows what would happen.  
 At a clearing, Danny side-stepped and changed direction. If he continued straight, they wouldn’t even have to track him, but just keep running. This way, he’d be able to test his theory about them being untrained.  
 He found a rocky ledge and darted around to a slope that led him up, then at the top threw himself flat on the ground and watched, waiting.  
 Sure enough, a couple of soldiers kept on moving the direction he’d been heading.  
 One stopped, then sniffed the air.  
 Not a good sign.  
 Danny leaped up and turned to run, noticing the jerk of the man’s head as he did so. They weren’t just ordinary people, or at least not this one.  
 Running in this part of the woods was difficult, considering there were no paths and most of the ground was overgrown with berry patches and ferns. Danny threw himself over a fallen tree, using a hand to push off so as not to waste time climbing. A barely-visible stream nearly caused him to trip, but he recovered and was at the other side before a heavy force collided with his side and threw him to the ground.  
 The soldier landed an elbow across Danny’s jaw, causing stars to dance across the forest. When he raised himself for a second blow, Danny was ready—a slight shift of his body to the right gave him enough room to dodge the strike and gain enough leverage to throw his forearm against the man’s elbow while his other hand pulled. With a loud CRACK the soldier’s arm was bent backwards, he was grunting in pain.  
 To his credit, the soldier didn’t give up there. Even as Danny was scrambling to his feet, the soldier tackled him and, with his good arm reached for his gun.  
 This was the part Danny hated. When the guns came out, it meant someone had to die. Danny made sure it wasn’t him by spinning to kick the gun aside and then tossing the man into the small stream, where he held him, arms burning with the effort of fighting against the man’s last attempts to breathe, until the body was limp.  
 When it was over, Danny rolled aside and stared up at the blue sky barely visible through the tree branches overhead. A soft, billowing cloud moved slowly across the sky, and Danny focused on pushing the negative out, the positive in. He was that cloud, floating to its destiny. He closed his eyes and was almost at peace, remembering the days of their youth when he, Katherine, Babur, and the others had trained through the nights and spent days reciting passages from Aldrick’s A Way of Light manifesto.  
 Even though he’d lost faith in Aldrick long ago, after the man’s death, he had to admit that bits of his teachings still lingered. He had been there longer than Katherine, after all. A couple of years longer, even. 
 Did he buy into the idea that they were sent by god to fend off “evil?” At first, he might have… but not after their first kill. Not after the first night he’d blacked out and woke up with the taste of iron in his mouth and blood splattered on his bare feet.  
 Aldrick had assured him that he’d done nothing wrong, that every life he’d taken had been for the cause. No matter how hard he tried to convince himself that was the truth, it didn’t sit right.  
 But he had to believe there was some reason for their curse, or blessing, or whatever the hell it was that transformed them to wolves. Especially so with Kat, who changed every night. She was different, and there had to be a reason for that. 
 He’d never told her, but this was the real reason he was out here, searching. He wanted clues, yes, but clues to understand their purpose, not necessarily for the cure she longed for.  
 Enough time had passed with him lying there like that, so he pushed himself up, glanced around to make sure he was safe, and then ran off toward the mountain village.  
 The jog through the woods was almost peaceful, if not for the nagging worry about Babur in the village. Part of him worried Kat would get caught as well, but another part of him knew she could handle herself. He’d seen her in action—he’d felt the pain of that action when they’d sparred together. Babur, however, seemed to need help in everything he did.  
 Even today, when Danny found the young man, he was sitting at a restaurant, out in the open like an idiot. Danny marched right in under the red and white striped awning, up to Babur’s table, and then took a bite of his sandwich. He was famished, and GOD, the combination of rye bread, sauerkraut, thousand island dressing, and pastrami that melted in his mouth was to die for. But there wasn’t time to enjoy the rest of it, but today.  
 “What’s happened?” Babur said, staring wide eyed as Danny pulled him up and toward the door. They ignored the curious glances from the other customers.  
 “Sir, you have to pay for that—” a waitress started, but a couple of twenties shut her up.  
 A quick glance around once they were outside, and Danny brushed off Babur’s coat, smoothing the points he’d ruffled in his haste.  
 “What the hell, Danny?” Babur said, confusion turning to worry.  
 “Now’s not a good time to be seen about,” Danny said.  
 “Come on, we’re in the middle of butt-crack nowhere. It’s such a big deal that I treat myself to a damn Reuben?” 
 “Your choice of sandwich means nothing when you’re dead,” Danny said. A thought hit him when he said that, a realization that the soldiers hadn’t seemed out for blood. “Or captured….” 
 “No….” Babur’s eyes glistened. “They have Katherine?”  
 “God, no. She’s supposed to find you, meet back at the room. Looks like I found you first.”  
 “Hunter would kill….” 
 “Exactly,” Danny said. “And if it had been him, we’d likely be dead right now. Though, if they found us, I would be surprised if Hunter’s not far behind.” 
 A movement caught Danny’s eyes—a van with two men exiting, soldiers like the others. Danny pushed Babur farther down the alley, but before he could run, one of the soldiers made eye contact.  
 “Run!” he hissed at Babur. “Find Kat while I shake these clowns.” 
 Babur took off without a moment’s hesitation.  
 If Danny followed him, this whole I’ll distract them business would be a waste. But what other direction did he have? The only way was up. 
 He scaled the nearest building by climbing up a car and leaping to a small patio. From there it was an easy chicken wing up, followed by another patio until he could reach the roof of this two-story building.  
 The next building over was too far away for a jump, but that hadn’t been Danny’s plan to begin with.  
 Instead, he ran to the front and lowered himself to hang over the awning, then dropped, slid down the red and white stripes, and grabbed hold at the last minute to swing himself back and nearly collide with the waitress from before as she stepped out to see what the commotion was.  
 He held a finger to his lips and then took off before the soldiers could realize he was now behind them.  
 The rendezvous point—he had to make sure Babur and Kat had met up. But when he rounded the next corner, the flash of a silver pistol stopped him cold. A young man in an old suit exited a beat up car, not even bothering to hide his side-arm, a pistol meant for killing werewolves. 
 Hunter.  
   






Chapter 4: Silver Bullets

   
 Katherine stumbled into the square of the small town of Bakerville. It wasn’t more than several streets and rows of houses, but it felt great to be back in relative civilization. The square was crowded with farmer’s market goers, and she bumped into a man with long blonde hair who eyed her suspiciously as he passed.  
 She had to remember that any one of these people could be with the soldiers that had attacked her. If her theory was correct, they could even be working with Gregor and the other werewolves. They had been running from them for far too long, but the last thing she wanted was a fight. Perhaps that was a silly hope, in light of recent circumstances. If he had sent those men, he wasn’t just following her anymore—he was declaring war.  
 A figure appeared behind her, too close for comfort, and she jumped. It was only Babur, one of the few who had come with her and Danny when they’d parted ways with the pack. He was nineteen now, and walked with a slight limp.  
 “Lose someone?” he asked out of the corner of his mouth, walking among the crowd.  
 “You scared the crap out of me,” she said, turning to see if anyone was paying attention to them. No one seemed to be.  
 “I saw Danny. Where is he?”  
 “Last I saw, distracting a bunch of armed guys so I could get away,” she said.  
 “Yeah, me too.” He lowered his voice. “I didn’t have the chance to tell him, but… rumor has it another person went missing, blood trail the only clue.” 
 “One of… our kind?” 
 Babur nodded.  
 “Damnit.” She glanced around, then nodded toward the far end of the town. “Come on, keep moving. Danny was headed here?” 
 “Supposed to be, yeah.”  
 They walked briskly, in hopes of reuniting at the rendezvous point as quickly as possible so they could get out of there. Whatever had been in that hidden chamber, if anything, didn’t seem worth dying over.  
 “All this running when we should be fighting,” Babur said. “We—”  
 “Stop.” 
 “How long do you think it’ll be before one of us slips? Something will point to us, even if it wasn’t our doing.” 
 Katherine held up a hand, but kept walking, eyes straight. “We’re going to Europe, to search out the Benandanti werewolves.” 
 “You mean Italy,” he said, eyes wide with confusion. “But you always said—” 
 “We’re getting desperate,” she said, and then added, “It’s worth a try.” 
 He pulled her around to face him. “We’re on a hopeless treasure hunt here.” 
 “You believe that,” she said, “then you should have gone with the pack nine years ago.” 
 He looked hurt, then resolute. “No, Kat. Not gone with them, stopped them. We all should’ve!”  
 She opened her mouth to respond when—BANG!  
 A red blossom of blood formed on Babur’s shirt, and he clutched at her jacket for support before falling to the ground, choking on his own blood.  
 Then she saw him—Hunter, the man who had attacked their house all those years ago. Even after killing the pack’s leader, Aldrick, he hunted the rest and had never given up. He always wore a weathered suit and carried a silver pistol that glimmered in the waning light.  
 “Like a family reunion,” he said, voice full of malice.  
 The crowd filled with screams as people ran for cover. Katherine used the chaos to her advantage, ducking behind a stall and sprinting down the sidewalk. A wooden beam splintered with a shot, and then she was gone, down a small alley. 
 She glanced back to see Hunter appear at the end of the alley, pistol aimed, but she kicked off the side wall and propelled herself through an open window with a crash. She rolled to stand up, pushed through a hanging bead curtain, and kicked open the door as it splintered with a gunshot. Ducking, she hurried down the narrow street.  
 Her foot splashed in the bloodied water from a butcher shop, and a moment later she was at an almost empty parking lot with a fountain in the middle. Tall evergreens surrounded the area, blocking out any sign of the sinking sun.  
 A long shadow fell across the pavement as Hunter entered from the alley.  
 Katherine scanned the purpling sky, then saw it—the moon.  
 After a moment’s hesitation, she charged. Hunter aimed. The bullet rang out with another bang, narrowly missing. As night took over, she transformed mid-run, not to full werewolf, but with wolf-like features as she often did on these nights—claws, yellow eyes, sharp teeth, and incredible strength.  
 The pistol rose again and a bullet hit her in the shoulder, throwing her back. She tried to stand, but collapsed. Silver. He had used silver, her one real weakness.  
 Hunter stood over her, smoking pistol aimed for the kill, and slowly her body transformed back to normal. He hesitated at the sight of her human form, then steeled himself and aimed for her heart.  
 “This part’s never easy,” he said, then squeezed the trigger.  
 A large shape appeared, tackling Hunter to the ground and knocking the pistol aside. Two soldiers held him down as the shape, who Katherine now knew to be Gregor, lifted her in his arms and ran.  
 Hunter roared in anger, far off now. Katherine felt herself being carried through the trees, all of it a blur, and then she was in the passenger seat of a truck, Gregor driving as they sped away. He held out a cloth and said, “Strong pressure. Do it.” 
 “It won’t matter,” she said. “It’s silver.” 
 He glanced over at her with a worried frown.  
 “You were trying to kill me before,” she said. “Why rescue me now?”  
 Again, no answer. She took the cloth, and held it to the wound. If she could at least stop the bleeding, maybe she’d find a way to get the silver out of her body.  
 “It’s time you returned to the cause. Admit what you are.” Gregor swerved down a side street.  
 “And you… you can still go back for Danny.” She leaned against the door, hand ready. “Give up on Aldrick’s insane cause.” 
 “The cause is all we have in life,” Gregor said, voice rising in agitation. “Our only path to redemption!”  
 “Aldrick was a mad man!”  
 Gregor snarled and turned, hand raised, but she was ready. With a deep breath to muster courage, she threw the door open and slumped out of the moving truck.  
 The ground hit hard, but she rolled with it as best she could.  
 Not far ahead, the truck screeched to a halt while Katherine recovered. She broke into a staggering run and hurried down a hill into the trees, hoping the darkness would keep her concealed.  
 At any minute, Gregor could come charging through those woods, or Hunter could appear before her. Or maybe the soldiers. She didn’t like being out in the open like this, alone, but saw no alternative. Each step in the woods, dodging trees and avoiding rocks, was another that she knew could be her last.  
 She came to a clearing and paused, listening, trying to use her sense of smell to check for followers. But no, night hadn’t yet fully arrived, so her senses were no different from any other regular person’s. A tree branch moved and a squirrel jumped to another tree, stood there staring at her, and then finally scampered off. 
 With a sigh of relief, she was about to move on when a dark shape moved not far off to her left. One of the soldiers. She had hoped they wouldn’t be here.  
 Her heart’s loud thumping coursed across her skull, enough so that she almost thought the man would turn at the sound. Her arm ached from where she had been shot, but she had to ignore the pain. She stepped forward, cautious… but nothing happened. She stood still beside a tree, debating her next move. If the soldier knew where she was, he would have acted by now, right?  
 She was considering whether to charge him and try to get the upper hand, when she heard a zip, and a second later the splash of liquid hitting the forest floor. Taking a man down while he was relieving himself—that didn’t sound right. But then again, she couldn’t take the risk of him spotting her or Danny, and her injury meant she had to use whatever advantage she had.  
 A count to three… then she was sprinting through the woods. She leaped, and he didn’t know what hit him.  
 Two more forms were moving toward her. She knelt and dragged the unconscious soldier into the tall ferns. If she stayed here, she might be able to take these two on, but her shoulder was throbbing and it wasn’t worth the risk. Instead, she moved away at a crouched run, hoping she’d have enough of a lead on them before they found their fallen companion.  
 At the edge of town, she paused, catching her breath. A voice carried not far off, one that made her ears perk up and nostrils flare—Hunter. She hobbled toward the sound, curious as to how he’d escaped the soldiers.  
 What she saw made her want to transform and run at him, but the silver bullet in her shoulder wouldn’t allow any shifting.  
 Hunter had Danny pinned against a wall, silver pistol to his temple.  
 “Where is she?” Hunter demanded.  
 “You’re hunting the wrong Cursed,” Danny said between gritted teeth. “We swore off that life a long time ago.” 
 “Tell me where!” He slammed the pistol against the wood panel next to Danny’s head. “You will not stand in my way!” 
 Two more shadows fell across the ground nearby, behind Hunter and out of his sight. Soldiers.  
 “Damnit, Danny,” Katherine whispered to herself. She had to get in there, to help. Danny and Babur had been there for her over the years - them and no one else. Now Danny was all she had left.  
 She looked at the moon, clenched her jaw, and dug her fingers into her shoulder. Pain shot through her, coursing through her nerves, boiling her alive from the inside. She wanted to shout out, but she had a duty to her friend. Blood seeped out of the wound in quick little spurts, and then she felt the silver—just as she heard the gunshot.  
 There was no more time. She dug deep, clasping the silver, and pulled…. But the world spun and her legs gave out. The last thing she saw was a shape moving in to catch her body before it hit the ground—a man with long, blonde hair. Darkness took her. 




Chapter 5: Taken

   
 Danny’s eyes darted to the nearby shadows—he thought he’d heard a whimper. If it were Babur or Kat, he hoped they were smart enough to either get out of there, now, or have a sniper rifle aimed at Hunter’s head.  
 “I’m done playing cat and mouse with you,” Hunter said. He smiled as he squeezed the trigger.  
 But not fast enough.  
 Two forms appeared from out of the shadows. The first knocked the pistol aside as the second tackled Hunter. A shot rang out in the night, but met only air. Next came a thud as the soldier’s fist connected with Hunter’s face.  
 Danny took a step back, amazed to be alive, and even more amazed to see these two soldiers getting the best of Hunter.  
 But the legend wouldn’t allow his reputation to be tarnished so easily. With a twist of his body, Hunter had maneuvered out from under the soldier and wrapped a leg up and over the man’s neck before pulling down to slam his head into the cement. Hunter spun and caught the other with a jab to the groin and then an uppercut to the sternum as he stood.  
 This wasn’t a show, and Danny didn’t have any popcorn. So he ran.  
 He ran right into an outstretched arm, which sent his feet up in the air and caused him to land with a heavy thud on his back. Gasping for air, he strained to see his attacker in the dark. A car drove by in the distance, but close enough for the headlights to show the dark haired, muscular form of a man he knew all too well, but did his best to avoid—Gregor. The leader of the other Cursed, werewolves who still followed Aldrick’s path of so-called enlightenment. Even though Aldrick was gone. 
 “Welcome home, brother,” Gregor said.  
 With a wave of his hand, a dozen soldiers appeared out of the darkness. Three lingered with weapons aimed on Danny, the rest went after Hunter—but there was no sight of him. 
 “They’re long gone,” Danny said, wheezing as he continued to try to get his breath back. “Babur and Kat are too smart for you.” 
 “Babur’s dead,” Gregor said in a raspy voice that said he was almost as unhappy about that fact as Danny was. “And Kat… maybe you’re right about her, but we’ll see.” The other soldiers returned and he said, “Search the area and don’t give up until we either have her or know which direction she’s headed.” 
 The soldiers nodded and, again, disappeared into the night.  
 “So what is this?” Danny asked. “Some new recruits? Trying to take up our uncle’s mantle?” 
 Gregor simply laughed at that. He knelt down next to Danny and said, “When’s the last time you crapped without worrying someone would appear behind you to slit your throat?” 
 Such a question didn’t deserve an answer, but to humor him, Danny said, “A damn long time.” 
 “Which is why that’s all about to change, Danny.” Gregor stood and started walking, as if expecting Danny to simply follow.  
 “I’m not one of you,” Danny said. “Since Aldrick died, I.... It’s just not the same.” 
 Gregor half turned back to him, a playful smile on his lips but disdain in his eyes. “You’re saying you won’t come willingly?” 
 “I’m not one of your henchmen,” Danny said. “Kat and I, we’ll go our own way, leave you in peace.” 
 “Peace?” Gregor roared. “You believe in such ideals? When there are men and women in the world who have yet to face judgment, there will never be peace. Soon the day of reckoning shall arrive and those deemed worthy walk among us as brothers and sisters.” 
 “The manifesto, yes,” Danny said. “Somehow I thought those days were in the past.” 
 “Somehow… you thought wrong.”  
 Gregor signaled to his remaining men and they surged on Danny. He snarled, trying to fight them off, but they were too many. None used lethal blows, but they didn’t hesitate to beat the crap out of him. At one point he blacked out, only to come too chained in the back of a truck. He struggled to sit, only to feel his heart sinking at the sight of the mountain they’d been on disappearing in the distance.  
 He struggled until the cold metal of the chains was pulling blood, and then finally lay back and watched the stars overhead. His one consolation was in the fact that, since they had him and were leaving the mountain village behind, it wasn’t likely they’d found Kat. 
   
   




Chapter 6: A New Friend

   
 Katherine woke to find herself in a car speeding down a mountain road. She groaned, clutching her head in hopes it would stop the pounding. Outside, hawks circled above tall evergreens. A faint, musty smell filled the car, like old leather left in the sun too long.  
 “Danny….” she said with a moan. “Where…?” 
 “He’s gone,” came a voice she didn’t recognize.  
 She sat up, realizing she was in the backseat, a man with long, blonde hair driving. A shot of pain went through her shoulder when she moved, and it all came flashing back—the bullet, trying to pull it out, and Danny and the gunshot she’d heard. He couldn’t be dead, he just couldn’t be.  
 Looking down, she saw her shoulder had been stitched up, a cloth wrapped around her otherwise bare chest to cover the wound and protect her decency. A jacket had been draped over her, but that had now fallen to the floor.  
 “Who sent you?” she asked with a shaky voice. She noted that he had no mark of the moon on the back of his neck—that was a good sign.  
 He adjusted the rearview mirror so he could make eye contact while driving and said, “You’re welcome, first of all.”  
 “Pull over.”  
 He looked at her, unsure, and then did as she said.  
 “Why am I in your car?” she asked.  
 “Because I saved your life.” 
 “You save my life, so you get to undress and abduct me?” She glared at him. “That’s not how it works where I come from.”  
 “I treated your wound,” he said. “I didn’t take any liberties.” 
 “That’s a nice way of saying it.” She pulled the cloth away to see that, indeed, he had done a fairly good job, and even applied stitches. Clean.  
 “People call me Triston,” he said, turning to offer her his hand. “And you are?” 
 “Lost, confused.” She stared at the wound a moment longer, then said, “Kat.” 
 “That’s ironic, isn’t it?”  
 “Excuse me?” She pulled back. He couldn’t know what she was… could he?  
 “You know….” In response, he held up a crumpled bullet. It shone in the light. “Figured you wouldn’t want to go to a hospital, am I wrong?” 
 She shook her head.  
 “Strange, isn’t it?” he asked. His fingers played with the silver, rolling it around so he could better look at it. “Why make a bullet out of silver?” 
 She simply nodded, slowly. What did he want from her?  
 After a moment, he sighed and said, “Listen, can we get moving? I’d hate for those guys back there to catch up to us.” 
 Were they following? She glanced back, but the street was clear. Just a long, windy stretch among the hills.  
 “What do you know of them?” she asked.  
 “I heard a gunshot and came running,” he said. “Those guys didn’t look like friends. That’s all.” 
 “One of them was.”  
 He let that linger for a bit before saying, “Will they be looking for you, or was it just him they were after?” 
 She didn’t want to answer that.  
 “Was it… them?”  
 “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 He gave her a doubtful look. “We’ve all read the news, heard the stories of the bodies. Heck, I came out this way in hopes of seeing one myself, actually.” 
 “One what?” 
 He responded with a raised eyebrow, then flipped the silver bullet in his hand again. “If you don’t know, best I not say. Wouldn’t want to scare you, and many still don’t believe.” He pulled a first aid kit from the glove compartment. “We ought to wrap that wound again.” 
 “I can take care of myself.”  
 “That’s something I wouldn’t doubt for a second.”  
 She took the bandage and gauze, applying first the bandage and then wrapping the gauze around it.  
 He nodded and turned the ignition key. The car rumbled to life. “Now, unless you want those friends of yours to find us….” 
 “There is no us,” she said.  
 He waited, and finally she nodded and motioned toward the road. Without a moment’s hesitation, he was roaring down the pavement, picking up speed and swerving along the windy road. She zipped her jacket tight around herself, annoyed that it now had a hole where the bullet had hit. The glass was cold as she leaned against it and watched the mountain disappear behind them, thinking about how this had been yet another failed attempt to find a cure. A happy ending seemed far beyond her reach. Everyone she loved was dead because of her, and she was fleeing with some stranger.  
 “Where’re you headed, anyway?” she asked.  
 “I know someone with a place not far from here, just over the hills.” 
 “That’ll work, for now.” 
 He smiled at her in the mirror, and she turned away, pretending to sleep.  
 Soon, a pitter-patter started on the roof. She woke and realized she had actually passed out for a bit. The sky had turned to lavender, the sun close to vanishing behind the trees.   
 The car was slowing, pulling into a small parking lot with a food station on the far side. Several large trucks blocked the view of the road ahead, but looking the other way, Katherine could see a large drop-off with more rolling hills. She normally would’ve loved the scent of fresh pine in the rain, but now it bothered her, reminding her of how she missed her home.  
 Triston told her he’d grab them a snack. He headed off past a table of truckers, who were eating and passing a flask around. One of them laughed heartily before giving her a look that made her squirm. She decided she’d use the bathroom, to get out of their line of sight. As she walked by, she overheard them saying, “Three more were found, at the bottom of the hill. I’m telling y’all, it’s real.” 
 Another said, “I’ll bet. Every full moon, huh?” 
 The others laughed, but Katherine paused, wanting to hear more. She didn’t want to draw their attention, though, so she forced herself onward. One foot in front of the other, not looking their way. She made it to the bathroom and shut the door, then leaned against it while fighting back the urge to break down. She’d seen her share of death over the years. Every time, she’d told herself not to care, trying to build up a wall around her heart that no grief could penetrate, but it never worked. Instead, the grief pushed down on that wall, so that she felt her legs would give way and she’d collapse right there on the bathroom floor, not moving until death from starvation took her.  
 She breathed deep, telling herself to be strong. Push on, and figure this out. Maybe not tomorrow, but somewhere down the line, this pain would be a distant memory, a sore spot that only flared up sometimes.  
 “You okay in there?” Triston said from the other side of the door.  
 “Of course,” she said, with more venom in her voice than she’d meant. She washed her hands in the trickle of water, and exited to find Triston waiting.  
 “There’s not another?” she asked. 
 “Just wanted to make sure you’re safe,” he said. “The wound didn’t open up or anything?”  
 “You’re not my doctor or my dad, so….” 
 He offered a friendly smile. “Just a stranger trying to help you out. Are you ready?”  
 “I was hoping for a good shower,” she said, trying to bring a bit of levity into the mood.  
 One of the truckers appeared beside them and said, “Honey, I think you look fine just the way you are.” He grinned and leered at her. “But I know a place where you can get clean.” 
 The other truckers laughed, but Triston glanced at the rising moon. Katherine gave him a raised eyebrow to say she’d noticed that. It wasn’t full, but it was close. 
 “It’s time to go,” Triston said. 
 “You think so?” the grimier of the truckers asked with a chuckle, eyes never leaving Katherine.  
 Triston made eye contact with her and nodded to the car. She spun on her heels and made for it, but another trucker stepped into her path.  
 “There’s no rush,” he said, licking his cracked lips. “We’re just making conversation here.” 
 Triston was at her side in a flash, finger jabbing into the man’s flabby chest. “Back the hell off, buddy.” 
 The trucker laughed, then backhanded Triston and sent him sprawling to the ground.  
 Another trucker grabbed Katherine by the hair, spinning her around. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Triston catching a second kick and returning a punch, but the large trucker didn’t seem to notice the strike.  
 She broke free, kneed the trucker in the groin, and tried to help Triston up. He knelt and pushed her away just as another punch caught him across the jaw.  
 “Go!” he yelled.  
 She was about to stay and fight, when the truckers all turned toward her. Triston was on his hands and knees, spitting up blood. Could she really just leave him? She took a step back as they advanced. They might hurt him a bit, but they’d do worse to her…. And he seemed to be able to hold his own.  
 She remembered the building, not far behind her. She ran for it, ignoring the thudding footsteps of her pursuers. In the bathroom, she kicked the door shut and leaned against it.  
 Thank God, she thought, but then cursed as the door burst open at a blow from the trucker’s shoulder, knocking her over. She was yelling for him to stay back, but his buddies were jeering him on, ignoring Triston’s screams for them to let him go and leave her alone.  
 The trucker pulled at Katherine, yanking her from the bathroom by her jeans. She clung to the grimy pipe of the sink, and then he was on her, all his weight, and she felt herself being crushed.  
 A shout came from outside, then another, and Triston was at the door with a large rock in his hand.  
 “Enough!” he shouted. 
 He didn’t see the trucker’s knife coming. It took him in the stomach, and he collapsed with a grunt as the blood began to seep out.  
 “NO!” Katherine shouted, kicking and clawing at the trucker.  
 But he had her wrists now, and pulled her up to pin her against the wall. She smelled his breath as he licked her neck. She tried to bite him, but he shoved her back so that her head hit the wall with a clunk. Everything spun, and spots of light blurred her vision.  
 Then she saw the darkness outside, and the silvery moon through the trees.  
 “You might want to get the hell off of me,” she said, almost a whisper.  
 “Yeah, right.” He had one hand pinning both of hers now, the other undoing his pants.  
 The clouds moved to reveal the moon, not quite full, but close. That didn’t mean they were safe, not if she let her emotions gain control. She’d learned from past mistakes—let the beast in, and it will take over.  
 “Get the hell off!” she shouted. “Get off!”  
 “I mean to,” he said with a chuckle, but his voice was already beginning to fade from her senses. A piercing cry, her own, she realized, echoed off the bathroom walls. She felt a shooting pain in her jaw as her teeth grew long and sharp, and the cracking of her fingers as they grew claws and fur sprouted from her skin.  
 “The fu—” 
 She snarled and raked his throat out, and then the darkness took her. Flashes of light, a pulse, slowing, the warm, metallic taste of blood. Rain, rhythmically pounding on the steel roof and surrounding trees. 
 Then it was over, and she was asleep.  
   
   
   




Chapter 7: Arrival

   
 When the rain had started, at first the truck had kept going, no one caring that Danny was back there, getting drenched and jostling about with every bump in the road. They’d stopped for food and water, but it wasn’t until the rain had been coming down for a good thirty minutes that the truck pulled over and waited. Danny was about to yell out, when a limo came up alongside them.  
 Danny sat, massaging the soreness from around his chains, glaring as Gregor exited the limo and came over to stand beside the truck.  
 “We’re almost there, you know,” Gregor said.  
 “Can’t say I give two craps,” Danny said, shivering.  
 Gregor looked up the sky, letting the rain wash over him. “See, problem is I promised to get you there in one piece, and the implication there is that you would be in okay shape, too. So, I’m considering putting my hatred of you aside long enough for you to slip into dry clothes.” 
 “I’m not following…. A promise?”  
 Gregor  nodded. “I’m not Alpha here, not anymore.” 
 “Someone came along and defeated you?” Danny laughed. “Oh, this will be good.” 
 “You have no idea,” Gregor said.  
 He motioned and the men took off Danny’s chains, then Gregor returned to the limo. He left the door open. The men held their weapons, ready in case the situation got out of control.  
 With a nod of mock-appreciation, Danny ducked into the limo.  
 “Take these.” Gregor tossed him a jacket and an extra shirt. “Sorry, no one was willing to part with their pants, so you’ll have to make do.” 
 Danny started to change but the limo lurched forward, throwing him into the seat beside Gregor. As he finished dressing, he asked, “So what’s all this about?” 
 Gregor just glared at him, then rolled down one of the windows to reveal a large house in the distance.  
 “When we arrive, you’ll understand.”  
 Danny didn’t like it, but knew he wouldn’t get any more than that from Gregor. He’d always been like that—keeping information close, using what he could on people to get his way. It was almost surprising that none of the other werewolves had taken him out over the years. Danny supposed they must have just been afraid.  
 Part of him wanted to ask where Kat was, but he also didn’t want to bring her up. If they weren’t asking about her, it was better that he didn’t either. Yeah, she could hold her own, but now she was out there by herself, seemingly abandoned.  
 Would she keep searching for the cure now that it was only her? If Hunter found her… could she fight him off? These questions kept pelting Danny’s brain, no matter how hard he tried not to think about them.  
 Finally the limo came to a stop in front of the house, and when Danny stepped out he saw it was more of a mansion. Lights from inside gave the tall windows a warm glow, and patches of ivy covered the walls that rose up with parapets similar to a castle.  
 “Where’d you find this place?” Danny asked.  
 When he turned, he saw that Gregor was watching a line of soldiers that had lined up from other cars, a couple more coming in behind them. There had to be at least thirty soldiers out there.  
 Gregor gave one a nod and waited as they ran around to the side of the mansion.  Then he walked right past Danny and simply said, “Come.” 
 Given the environment and situation, Danny figured it wasn’t worth arguing. They walked through two massive doors that led to a spiral staircase. Instead of going up the stairs, they worked their way through the kitchen to a set of stairs that led down.  
 “He’ll be waiting for you there,” Gregor said. “Enjoy.” 
 “No way you’ll give me a heads up who then?”  
 “Not a chance.” 
 Danny sighed and made his way down the stairs one step at a time. It was dark, and he really didn’t want to end up a rotting corpse in here.  
 The walk down those stairs brought back memories of the rickety house where he and the other wolves had trained under Aldrick. That old place was nothing compared to this one, but it had been the house where he’d gotten to know Kat, where he’d befriended Babur… and now they were both gone.  
 He stumbled at the thought, catching himself on the railing at the bottom stair.  
 In spite of his head spinning, everything suddenly became very real—as if he’d been in a haze a moment before, because now he understood what was really happening. The scent of pine candles, one he’d grown very used to in that old rickety house they’d all lived in, filled the room. Candlelight flickered across a man eating alone at a wide table.  
 Aldrick.  
 “You… you were dead,” Danny said, a rush of confused emotions taking over.  
 “Death cannot hold me, son.” Aldrick placed his knife and fork next to the steak, which he had almost finished eating. “And in truth, I was never dead.”  
 He stood and stepped closer, so that Danny could see the scar-tissue from burns that now covered half of the man’s face. Combined with the claw-mark scars that had already been there, he was a gruesome sight.  
 “All this time, and you didn’t come find us. Why?” Danny asked. 
 “What matters is that I’m here now,” Aldrick said. “And the time of the Hounds of Gods has come at last.” 
 “No,” Danny said, taking a step back. “It’s over, those days were misguided, they—” 
 He bumped into someone and turned to see Gregor there, arms crossed, a wicked smile on his face. Out of the shadows, more men and women stepped forward. Dozens of them, all wearing those same special operations clothes of the men who had attacked Katherine and him in the cavern beneath the well.  
 “You see,” Aldrick said, stepping up to one of the men, who instantly knelt. “I’ve been busy, building up my army again. Any one of these would serve gladly for the chance to become one of us. And I’ve evolved.” 
 Danny cocked his head, curious at the last statement.  
 But Aldrick didn’t make him wait long. With a growl, he partially transformed—sharp teeth extending down as his eyes flashed yellow and he sunk his teeth into the man’s neck. The man grunted in pain, but he stared up at Aldrick with a wild-passion, craving every moment of the bite even as his own blood seeped down his neck.  
 It wasn’t a full moon, Danny was sure of it because if it had been, he would have transformed too. That could only mean one thing—Aldrick had figured out how to transform whenever he wanted to, just like Katherine.  
 If he had a whole army of werewolves with this power, the humans were in trouble.  
   






Chapter 8: Time to Flee

   
 The taste of blood was still strong in Katherine’s mouth when she woke, the first light just barely showing through the trees. She smelled feces and death, and her body felt like it had been stuffed into a bag and beaten with metal rods. 
 Everything was a haze, at first, but a glance showed her the bathroom, dead truckers, and the open door. Snippets of the night returned—screaming… blood… leaning against that door as she slept. Her jacket was in tatters, the cloth for her wound barely hanging on and concealing her chest.  
 She slowly crept out of the bathroom and then made for the tree line, pausing at the crunch of tires on gravel. Flashing blue and red lights.  
 Quickly, she ducked into the trees, eyes searching for any sight of Triston. Somehow, she’d let herself fall too deeply again. She could have prevented it, but she had been so groggy from the shot and grief at losing Danny. In the future, she’d have to find a way to control her emotions, even in situations like this. The alternative was too horrible.  
 She wiped the nearly dried blood from her chin, debating her next move. A slight movement at the rear of the building caught her eye—Triston! He must have hidden as she destroyed the truckers. The movement told her he wasn’t dead.  
 Running in a crouch, she made it to him and helped him to sit up.  
 “The police are here,” she said, inspecting the knife wound in his stomach. There was blood, but it wasn’t much more than a scratch, really.  
 “You big baby,” she said.  
 “It hurt.” 
 “Want them to get you to the hospital?”  
 “They’ll ask questions,” he said, apparently not getting her sarcasm. He gripped her and pulled himself up to stand. “They’ll want to know what happened.” 
 She knew where he was going with this. “It’s going to be too dangerous with me.” 
 “I didn’t leave you, now don’t you leave me.” 
 For a moment she stared at him, considering the fact that he had likely saved her life, and he had stuck out the night even with her in werewolf mode.  
 Voices drew close, snapping her out of her thoughts.  
 “Deal,” she whispered.  
 The two ducked into the woods. Ferns and ivy hid the ground, which led down in a steep descent. The thick pines would hide their escape, but Katherine still worried. If a search started soon, with the pace they were making, they’d be in trouble.  
 But no sounds of shouting cops or barking dogs came.  
 Rays of sunlight were peeking through the tree branches by the time they stopped at a lake. The clear water became murky with the grime and dried blood from her fingernails, so she moved to a fresh area and splashed some water on her face. A cold shock caused her to gasp, but she liked that it helped her wake up. 
 Her movements in the water had pulled on her shoulder, so she tugged the cloth aside to assess the wound. Not surprisingly, it was mostly better—the effects of the silver had slowed the healing process, but not completely.  
 After reapplying the cloth, she sat back on a small log and looked out over the water. The reflection showed the vibrant orange and yellow clouds above, so that the area seemed to meld into a warm glow like a gentle flame, only interrupted by the evergreens surrounding the lake.  
 There had been a time, when she was almost too young to remember, that she’d been camping with her parents at a lake much like this one. She had hated waking up early, but her mom had insisted they hike down to the lake to watch the sunrise over it. Her mom had always loved the way the two worlds merged, the water and the sky, as if our world on earth and that of the heavens met and became one. Katherine remembered closing her eyes that morning long ago and holding her mother’s hand as she felt the warm summer breeze on her face. 
 Katherine closed her eyes now, wishing she could feel that day again. But all she felt was pain. An empty hole in her heart where once there had been family and friends. Now… nothing remained.  
 Splashing water pulled her from her thoughts, and she realized a tear was hovering at the edge of her eye. She wiped it away with an annoyed flick of her wrist.  
 Triston was washing his shirt in the lake. The glow of sunrise lit him brilliantly, and the rippling water sent sparkles of light to dance across his toned stomach, marred only by the knife wound. He glanced over, cocking his head at the way she was looking at him, and she quickly turned away.  
 Her look hadn’t been anything, she told herself. Just a sad girl in mourning, longing for comfort. Nothing more.  
 Triston squeezed out his shirt and put it back on, still wet. “The bleeding’s mostly stopped.” Without asking her permission, he walked over and checked her wound too. “And your shoulder looks surprisingly good.”  
 “My body tends to do that.” She sensed his gaze and turned to him with a glare, forcing herself to be strong. “We should go our separate ways. Thank you for your help.” 
 “Wait,” he said, but she was already up and walking away. “I can help you.” 
 She scoffed, looking back. “You might actually think that, but you have no idea what kind of help I need.”  
 He approached and took hold of her arm. On instinct, she flipped him over and knelt with him on the ground, her knee at his throat. She glared at him silently for a moment, then stood and walked away.  
 “I can get you a change of clothes,” Triston called after her. “A warm meal.” 
 Her stomach rumbled and, in a way, she was glad she was hungry. It meant she hadn’t fed too much the night before—a thought that always sent a shiver of disgust through her body. She pulled her tattered clothes tight.  
 “How far?”  
 Triston checked the sun. Without answering, he started walking.  
 “I asked you a question,” she said, following.  
 “I’ve never gone on foot.” 
 “So you could be completely lost?”  
 He nodded. “But I’m not. Are you tired?” 
 “You try being shot and then… that, back there. Of course I’m tired.” 
 “Does that take it out of you?” he asked, with a curious glance. “Your transformation?” 
 “You… saw me?” 
 “Heard, mostly.” Now he looked away, his eyes full of horror and wonder. “But I saw a bit.” 
 They walked for a while in silence, and Katherine appreciated him for that. They came to a small stream, where he waited to help her across. She leaped over and purposefully avoided his hand. His response was a laugh.  
 “I’m funny now?” she said, challenging.  
 “Accepting help is never a weakness,” he said in response.  
 She pushed on ahead, not sure which way to go, but following the direction they’d been headed.  
 He caught up and gave her a glance before reaching into his pocket for the crumpled silver bullet.  
 “When I took this out of you, you transformed partially,” he said. “I’ve never known wer—er… your kind, could do that.” 
 “There’s no such thing as my kind. I’m the only one.” She took the bullet, feeling the cold silver against her palm as she clenched it in her fist. She wasn’t sure how much she could trust this guy, but he’d stuck by her so far, and definitely been of some help.  
 “I’m the only one that changes every night,” she said with a heavy sigh, “depending on the fullness of the moon… and sometimes more, if I feel threatened, or the emotions take over.” 
 “And on the full moon?” he asked.  
 “It’s a blur, from the moment I transform to the moment I wake up. Much like when I lose control, as I did back there. These aren’t things I like to discuss.” Her eyes flashed at him, and he looked down. 
 She could tell he wanted more, but was glad to once again see he knew when quiet was called for.  




Chapter 9: A Walk in the Woods

   
 The trees had become dense overhead, the rays of the sun barely able to sneak through the thick canopy.  
 Katherine’s bones ached and a light sweat covered her whole body in spite of the cold chill in the air. She was used to walking for long periods of time, but with Danny and the others she’d always been prepared, with water and food. The most she’d had recently were the few blackberries Triston was able to scrounge up.  
 Speckles of light littered the way forward, and Katherine held up the crumpled silver bullet as she walked, watching it catch the light, sparkle, then return to a dull gray in the darkness. Something Triston had said had been eating at her. 
 “When you found me, I was normal?” she asked.  
 He nodded.  
 “And when you took this out of me…?” 
 “Not normal.”  
 She considered him, then held up the silver for him to see. “And if I always had silver in me?”  
 “Isn’t silver supposed to kill werewolves?” he asked.  
 “Yeah, sure.” She couldn’t go on, she needed to sit and think. She found a moss-covered rock and lowered herself with a groan. “All these years I’d been running from it, but in moderation… maybe.” 
 “You can’t seriously be considering putting silver in your body,” he said. 
 “If this could work on the full moon, if somehow….” She was up, pulling him along, excited about the idea of testing out her new theory that perhaps the effects of silver could be harnessed. “Let’s get to your friend’s place before nightfall.” 
 He didn’t protest, and before long they found themselves at a small drop-off that led to a path. In the distance, barely visible above the tree line, were the roofs of a small village. The top of a church stood tallest above the rest, and Katherine paused for a moment at the sight of it. Within thirty minutes they were walking down the small street in the center of the town, hoping no one would notice their sorry state, or if they had, that the police hadn’t been through here yet asking about mauled truckers. 
 It was a tourist town, or at least it tried to be, so Katherine easily found a jewelry shop. It was closed for the night, but that wasn’t going to stop her, not now.  
 “Why are we here?” Triston asked, looking up at the jewelry store sign that resembled a pirate ship. It made no sense, considering how far from the ocean they were.  
 “Silver,” she said, and his expression changed to understanding. 
 Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, they went to the rear door and Katherine slammed her elbow into the glass of the door. Damn, that hurt--and didn’t break the glass.  
 Triston laughed and found a rock, which he used to much greater effect. He cleared the area of sharp glass, then tossed the stone back and opened the door for her.  
 Katherine had never been much into jewelry, but here she had a different mission. She needed silver, and lots of it.  
 “How about these?” Triston said, handing over two big, silver loops.  
 Katherine held them up to her ears, looking in the mirror. God, she was a mess. A shower and change of clothes were long overdue. As for the jewelry, she had no idea. She’d never had a reason to wear jewelry, until now. The earrings looked fine, if not a little gaudy. She set one down and grabbed a pointed object from the counter.  
 “You aren’t pierced?” Triston asked.  
 “Should I be?” She held it up, considering.  
 “Most women your age are,” Triston said. “I just thought….” 
 “I’ve never had time for such luxuries.”  
 She decided she was ready and, with only a small cringe, stabbed the hole in her ear with a small yelp. A drop of blood hit the floor. 
 “Breaking and entering means you usually shouldn’t leave blood behind,” Triston said, as he knelt down to try and scrub it up with his sleeve. “Plus, we could’ve just had you pierced somewhere, you know, professionally.” 
 “It’s fine,” Katherine replied as she did the second ear. “I heal fast.” 
 Triston shook his head, but just motioned to the door. “I think it’s time to leave.” 
 “Your friend’s place is close?” she asked as she took the bag of silver earrings.  
 “Not far.” Triston threw down some money and said, “Maybe that’ll keep them from calling the cops on us.” 
 He led the way. Several people on the street turned to look their direction, but soon returned their attention to the box of cupcakes or whatever it was one of them was holding. Triston stopped at a house that had a brown downstairs and white up, with large wood beams that gave it a Bavarian feel.  
 He banged on the door. No answer. Katherine wiped the blood from her ears while she waited. 
 “Mauro, open up!” Triston shouted. He waited another moment, then gently tossed a pebble at the second story window. “Mauro!”  
 Katherine glanced around, glad to see no one was paying them any attention.  
 “Can’t you just call him?” she asked.  
 Triston pulled a cell from his pocket and shook his head. “No bars. Not that I’d expect it up here, I mean… it’s pretty much always like this.” 
 “Yeah, I bet,” she said. She’d always wondered what it would have been like to have a real phone, especially one of those smart ones, but she never stayed in one place long enough. It wasn’t like she had gone out and found a job to pay the insane bills, so she got a temp one from time-to-time, but hers must have fallen out in all the chaos, as she couldn’t find it now.  
 “It’s okay, I know where he hides his key,” Triston said. 
 He disappeared around the corner and came back a moment later with a shiny, brass key in his hand, which he used to open the door. The house was musty, as if no one had been here for some time. The walls were lined with maps of Europe and a couple of specific spots in Italy.  
 Again Katherine’s stomach rumbled, but she had more pressing matters and so she first headed to the restroom. She took care of business, then washed off the dry blood on her ear lobes. She scrunched her nose at the mess she’d made of the plush, white towel. Oh well, she’d find this Mauro guy a new one, she figured as she tossed the towel in the garbage.  
 Back in the living room, Triston was looking over a letter. He had a set of clothes folded for her on the table, which she took and put on. The sky was purple outside, a tint of red in the clouds hovering over the trees.  
 “Seems Mauro was called to duty, to Vancouver, B.C.,” Triston said. He sat on the sofa and held the letter, staring at it as if that would change their situation.  
 “Of course he was,” Katherine said with a long sigh.  
 “How’s that?”  
 “Everyone has their stories, myths,” she said. “Talk of werew—well, you know, everywhere.”  
 “And somehow that connects here?”  
 She ignored the stress in his voice. “You wanna know about trails of men in the South? Underground networks in Louisiana? We followed them all, but found nothing. Mostly stories, the creation of some fiction author having a good time.” 
 “And Vancouver?” 
 “We heard things….” She went to the window, watching the last rays of light vanish from the sky. “Talk of a cult, secret societies… Shadows, and likely myths. Nothing more.”  
  “You’ve spent your whole life looking for answers,” he said, his voice full of awe. “You’ve grown cynical.” 
 “Wouldn’t you?” She breathed deep, trying to push the images of her dead parents from her mind. “No matter what I try, I can’t escape what I really am.” 
 A moment of silence passed before Triston asked, “And what is that, exactly?” 
 “A monster. Who knows how many may have died at my hand.” 
 “No, not your hand. It isn’t you.” 
 She turned to him, eyes narrowed. Who was he to presume to know her situation?  
 He held up a hand to show he didn’t mean to overstep his bounds. “My friend says none of us are beyond redemption.” 
 “Your friend’s never met me.” 
 He eyed her, cautiously, then moved over to the window next to her. “There was this cult in the 15th Century, they believed they turned into wolves and fought off witches. And if those werewolves fought off evil, maybe….” 
 “Enough.”  
 “You black out, right?” he continued. “Doesn’t that show you that you’re good, deep down? Your conscience can’t accept the beast within, but if you learned to control it….?” 
 “I just want to be rid of this curse.” 
 “And if you’re all that stands between the others and the destruction of man—” 
 “What do you know about the others?” She spun on him, feeling her heartbeat thumping hard in her temples. “Who are you?” 
 He simply stared at her, his compassionate, blue eyes pulling her into his comfort. For a moment, she wanted to collapse into his arms and shut off the whole world, but she pushed the thought aside, and held up the wall in her chest.  
 “Everything that happened up to now,” he said, “it wasn’t your fault.” 
 “You’re wrong.”  
 She grabbed her tattered jacket and stormed out of there. Luckily the town was small, so there wasn’t much room to get lost. Quaint street lamps reminded her of a story she’d read as a child, something about a girl traveling to a world of magic and that lamp post being her guide back. Perhaps this little village would be Katherine’s road back to a normal life.  
 She found herself in the square in front of the church, cobblestones with pigeons huddled up in one corner, a mom helping her son to sip something in a Styrofoam cup in the other.   
 “So?” Triston said from behind, causing her to jump.  
 “I didn’t say you could follow me.”  
 He shrugged. “Is the silver working?”  
 After a moment of debating how much to like him, she nodded. “Maybe?”  
 “You have to know if it works or not.”  
 “It’s not like that, not exactly,” she said. “Some nights it takes longer before the changes come.” 
 “So how would you know?” he asked.  
 She reached up and fidgeted with one of the earrings before getting it loose. Instantly she could hear the voice of the mom, telling her son to drink his chocolate milk if he wanted to stay warm.  
 Katherine put the earring back in, taking a moment to process this.  
 “Tell me it worked,” Triston said, hopeful. 
 It was like a fountain of chocolate bubbling up inside her, this excitement. She almost jumped up and down, but instead turned and threw her arms around him.  
 “It works!” she said, then remembered herself and stepped back, feeling the red go to her cheeks. A little less loud she said, “I can’t believe it.”  
 He put a hand to his mouth, eyes wide in amazement. “If this could work on all nights…?” 
 “Even on the full moon,” she finished for him. “I’d be… normal.” 
 Triston considered her, then stepped forward and brushed her hair back. “Regular ol’ Kat.” 
 “What’re you doing?” She swiped his hand away as she stepped back. This little action filled her mind with images of Danny—the way he’d used to look at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. The time he’d helped her go back to her old school to check on her friends, only to truly realize how she could never return to them. And the night she’d lost him to Hunter. 
 “I really didn’t mean anything by it,” he said, eyeing her cautiously. 
 “Just… don’t.” 
 He winced as she took another step away. “I can still help.” 
 “I don’t wanna overstay my welcome.” 
 She turned to walk away, with every intention of leaving him behind. But something caught her attention—a scent in the wind, not strong, but familiar, like olive oil and gunpowder. She ducked back to where Triston was and pulled him around the side of the church, where she put a finger to his lips.  
 At first his eyes were playful, but he must have seen the panic in hers.  
 “I recognize that scent,” she said in a whisper.  
 He looked offended. “Sorry?” 
 She leaned around the corner, double-checking. There he was, the man who’d killed Danny—Hunter. He was walking right for them, eyes searching. Just before his eyes came to meet hers, she ducked back around the building and took off in a sprint, dragging Triston behind her. 
 “What’s happening here?” Triston asked as they moved to the back of the church and found a side-street to duck into.  
 “Unwanted company.”  
 Another turn and they entered a dark alley. Bottles clanked not far behind. Hunter was close behind, but the alley had no escape route. Katherine spun, eyes searching for the best option. Perhaps it was time she stayed and fought.  
 “This way,” Triston said, already climbing onto a car and leaping to pull down a fire escape.  
 They shimmied their way up and were glad to find the window unlocked. Inside, she made sure the place was empty. Triston peeked outside from behind the red curtains to make sure they weren’t followed.  
 “I don’t see him,” he said, squinting to see her in the dark room. “He was the one, right? The one with the silver bullets?”  
 Her hand went to the wound in her shoulder, now mostly a scar thanks to her quick healing. She nodded.  
 The scent—it was back. She turned, wide eyed, and ran for Triston to shove him aside just as Hunter came plowing through, kicking her to the ground and raising his pistol to fire. Triston knocked it aside and it went flying out into the hallway. Taking advantage of the distraction, Katherine sent Hunter flipping through the air with a kick.  
 Triston made for the door, but Katherine lunged at Hunter, embracing the beast within—claws out, held to Hunter’s neck. She was ready to tear him to shreds, but Triston stood there, looking at her in horror, and said, “Kat, let’s go.” 
 She snarled, feeling the haze in her mind that took over the more wolf-like she became. She pulled back her claws. 
 “You can’t do this!” Triston shouted. “It’s not you!”  
 “And how would you know what’s me and what’s not?!”  
 “I just… do.” 
 She clenched her fist, feeling the claws tear into her own hand. “Every full moon more bodies, my mind blank. What’s one more?” 
 “This time will be different,” Triston said.  
 Hunter stared up at them, eyes unflinching. Katherine wanted so bad to just end it, but Triston was right. When she was in control, she couldn’t stand the idea of taking another life.  
 She slammed Hunter’s head against the floorboards and shouted, “I’m not a killer. Stop chasing me!”  
 With a growl, she followed Triston out through the window. When he pulled her by the shoulder to get her attention, she nearly tore his head off.  
 “This way!” he shouted, motioning to a car and holding up a key.  
 It took her a moment to process what he was saying, with the chaos of the moment, but then she was with him, in the car, and they were speeding off along the mountain road. A Toyota Corolla came around the bend and blared its horn as they almost hit it—the only lights came from their headlights, and Katherine was certain they’d go flying off the edge of the mountain at any minute.  
 “Your friend’s car?” she asked after the moment of panic had passed, still catching her breath.  
 “Mauro. Yes.” 
  She turned in her seat to look back and make sure there was no sign of Hunter. Safe, for now. Next was to add more silver. The small bag of earrings was in her coat pocket, just where she’d left it.  
 Fidgeting around in the near-dark car, she searched for the hole in her ears and worked to try and get the earring in. It was harder than she thought.   
 “Is that necessary right now?” Triston asked. He turned on the passenger roof light and flipped down the mirror. 
 “We have to do this now,” she said. “Before he finds me again.” 
 “You think it’ll help?” 
 “It has to.” 
 She held up one of the small loops, assessed her eyebrow, and ignored the nervous glances from Triston.  
 “You know, doing that wrong can paralyze half your face,” he said. “Or so I hear, anyway.” 
 She jammed the silver point through her left eyebrow and cursed at the shooting pain. It hurt, but she didn’t seem paralyzed.  
 “Lucky me,” she said, and he laughed nervously. 
 She inserted the silver loop, ignoring the blood that was dripping past her eye. Next she smiled into the mirror, cringing slightly. Triston flinched too—he must have noticed her pointed teeth.  
 “If my theory’s right,” she said, then jammed a silver loop through her lip. “Mother f—URR!”  
 Blood dripped down her chin and she had to scrunch up the top of her shirt to stop it. Triston swerved into a mountain lookout point, where he stopped the car and turned on the top lights.  
 “If he’s following—” 
 “We would’ve seen him by now.” Triston checked the glove compartment and smiled, pulling out a small first aid kit.  
 “Didn’t I tell you I heal fast?” she said. “I don’t need it.” 
 “But with the silver, your ability to heal fast may be diminished, and you don’t want those holes healing up on you.” 
 He had a good point. She smiled, and he didn’t cringe this time.  
 “Did it work?” She looked in the mirror and laughed with joy. In spite of all the blood, her smile looked like a normal woman’s smile—no wolf teeth! “This is huge. It’s just... it’s like I have a whole new life.” 
 Triston dabbed at her eyebrow and then her lip, before applying rubbing alcohol. She pulled back, but he held her chin with his other hand, firm as he dabbed her lip. He paused there, eyes on her lips, and his hand went from holding her chin to caressing her cheek. A small shiver ran up her spine and she turned away, back toward the road they’d come.  
 “Sorry,” he said.  
 For a moment she sat there in silence, then said, “He’s been hunting us as long as I can remember.” 
 “I….” 
 “I just want to stop running, I want all this to be over.” 
 “Maybe it is?” he said, placing a hand on hers. “You gave him quite the scare back there.” 
 “He’s had worse.” She pulled her hand back. “We can’t stay here.” 
 He nodded and turned the car back on.  
   
   




Chapter 10: New Recruits

   
 Danny walked among the new werewolf recruits, still stuck as humans, hoping Aldrick would give them “the blessing,” as they called it. Like he’d had Danny and the others do in their youth, Aldrick had his new soldiers training. Here in this field out in the middle of nowhere Spokane, where they’d driven to the night before, they’d set up in a field where they could practice with pistols. Back toward the barn they were staying at, which was a tough stay compared to the mansion, the soldiers were stabbing stuffed dummies with k-bar blades, others circling each other as they sparred.  
 Unlike the training Danny remembered, this time it was serious. It wasn’t a bunch of kids being brainwashed as they trained. It was grown men and women already one-hundred percent committed, training with knives and guns.    
 And if he understood this correctly, it wasn’t just these men and women. 
 “You want in there, say the word,” Gregor said, standing in the shadows of a tall evergreen. “No better time like the present to see if you’ve gone soft.” 
 “Ask all your soldiers that I took down whether I’ve gone soft,” Danny replied. There were plenty around that glared at him from the corners of their eyes, after the butt kicking he’d given them back on the mountain.  
 “Funny.” Gregor folded his arms and assessed Danny. “I was thinking you’d go up against a real opponent.” 
 The bait was tempting, but Danny managed to let it pass. Instead he turned and strolled off, doing his best to look like he didn’t give a damn. 
 “Don’t walk away from me,” Gregor demanded, stomping over to catch up.  
 “You want a fight?” Danny spun on him, ready for anything. “Well I want answers.” 
 “Lucky for me,” Gregor clenched his fists so that his knuckled cracked as one, “I say what goes around here.” 
 “Wrong,” Aldrick said, and the two turned to see him approaching. “Gregor, your men need help with their hand-to-hand.” 
 “I was just showing this piece of—” 
 “We all know what you were doing.” Aldrick raised an eyebrow and stood, waiting.  
 Like a petulant child, Gregor stuck out his lower jaw and glared. For a moment, it seemed he’d strike his master, but he finally turned and walked away.  
 “Not an easy one to control,” Aldrick said. He turned to Danny and smiled like a father would to his son. “It’s good to have you back.” 
 “I haven’t said I’m back.” 
 “We’ll need leaders, men like you,” Aldrick said, ignoring the statement. “Men to lead the various camps.”  
 Danny furrowed his brow. So there was more than one of these places? Training, what, hundreds of soon-to-be-werewolves for this mad man’s army? Danny would have to learn more, to see what he was up against if he decided to turn against them. Katherine was still out there, and he was certain she’d want to do everything in her power to stop this. Well, he was mostly certain. It really depended on this search of hers, this unending quest for a cure. If perhaps he could get her to see how hopeless it was, their next goal could be to at least stop this army of werewolves from happening.  
 “I—I’d like that,” he said, hoping that Aldrick wouldn’t notice the lie.  
 Whether Aldrick did or not wasn’t clear, but he smiled and took Danny in an embrace, before holding him out and looking him over with that big smile.  
 “Gregor’s right though,” he said. “You’ve grown soft. We’ll have to get you back in the swing of things before giving you command.” 
 “Whatever you recommend.” This next part, Danny hated, but he said it to keep up appearances, “I am here to serve.” 
 “The greater good,” Aldrick said. “Let us never forget.” 
   




Chapter 11: A Rest

   
 Katherine awoke with a start, but relaxed at the sight of Triston at the wheel. He had his blinker on, and turned onto a road that led past multicolored pastel buildings on one side, the coast on the other. Triston pulled over near a large rock at the edge of town.  
 “I could use a resupply on snacks,” he said as he turned off the car. “And a stretch.” 
 She yawned and agreed, and then followed him out of the car. It was a gorgeous day. The sun shone enough to be warm but the salty, cool breeze kept it from getting too hot. The water glistened, and she leaned against the car, watching a small speed-boat send waves toward them.  
 “I suppose you have a next step in mind,” she asked.  
 “We should head north, look for my friend, Mauro.” 
 “And risk being caught at the border?” she shook her head. “Who knows what sort of people will be looking for us at this point. The others of my kind, Hunter… the cops.”  
 He sighed deeply, frowning at her. Then he chuckled.  
 “What?” she said, annoyed.  
 “You just look so ridiculous with all that silver in your face.” He took his phone from his pocket and held it up, looking at her. “Say silver!” 
 “Cut it out,” she said, laughing as he took a picture. She went to his side and took the phone to see the photo, and laughed again. “I do look ridiculous.” 
 She had washed the blood, and the wounds were basically healed, but with the silver shining from her ears, eyebrow, and lip, she reminded herself of some punk rocker she’d seen on magazine covers when she was growing up.  
 “We’ll just say you’re in a band,” Triston said, as if he was reading her mind.  
 “It’s working, anyway,” she said with a smile his way. “I mean, no transforming last night.”  
 He held her gaze for a moment, then moved around to stand beside her. “Come on, our turn.” With the camera held out and one arm around her, he took a selfie of the two of them.  
 They found a little store with fruit and olives for sale, then took a walk among the trees that led down toward the water.  
 He stopped at one point, a cliff before them, and tossed a pebble out into the water below. They stood there, looking out over the water for a while. Katherine’s thoughts wandered back to Danny, their first explorations into the caves of Arizona and the various searches for anything related to werewolf lore. For a while she’d tried to convince him that there had to be something in all the fiction written about them, and even picked up a whole series about packs of werewolves in a turf war that turned out to be more of a love triangle. By the time she finished the third book, she’d realized that she was reading more for the sensual looks and touches in those pages than any actual hope of finding answers.  
 Danny had been more into the history books, looking at any sort of legend that related to religion or ghost stories. Most of those turned out to be sick, deranged men who did vile things and claimed to be werewolves. They might have actually been, Katherine had to admit, but more likely than not they were wannabes—people who weren’t even sure werewolves existed, but were just deranged enough to think of being one as some sort of fantasy.  
 And where did Triston fit into all this? She glanced over and saw that he was staring at her in his curious way. He knew about werewolves from before, and that scared her. She was about to ask him about it, when he said, “I should tell you something.”  
 “Don’t feel obliged to open up to me,” she said, with more irritation in her voice than she could explain. Maybe it was the thoughts of Danny and all her other memories flooding through her mind, and the pressing knowledge that it was all in the past. The kind of past that would never repeat itself. 
 “But I want to,” he said. “I think you should know…. My family was killed by werewolves.” 
 “Wait, what?”  
 “It was a long time ago, it was… another life.” 
 “Yet you’re here, with me.” She shook her head, confused. “What did you do?”  
 “I ran,” he said. “No one would listen to a frightened man, babbling about werewolves. The police filed it as unsolved, and my family’s death went unanswered for. But my friend Mauro took me in, listened to my story, believed me.”  
 “So that’s the Mauro connection.” She looked at him, put a hand on his forearm. “I know how it feels.” 
 He nodded, put a hand on hers. For a moment she found herself lost in his eyes, the two sharing a connection she didn’t think would be possible in her state, and she wondered if he was going to kiss her. Part of her wanted it more than anything, but the other part knew the moment was wrong. It felt like she was outside of her body, looking at the two of them, wanting to scream at herself for letting her vulnerability and grief affect her emotions. But she told that outside self to shut up, because another part of her felt this was exactly what she needed—a human connection, and more than just a friendly one.  
 Neither side really won, as he smiled and then turned to walk down the path. A sigh of relief came regardless, and she bit her lip, wondering what had come over her. She caught up with a skip and took his hand again. He held her hand with both of his, fingers caressing hers as if he wanted to say something but didn’t know how, so was letting it come out through touch.  
 They reached a point where the path turned, and a shadow came into view. Katherine’s heart skipped a beat—was that a pistol? 
 She crouched back, ready to strike, holding Triston beside her.  
 An old man appeared around the bend, with the top of his cane obviously what she had mistaken for the pistol. An old woman came along behind him, and started when she saw Katherine ready to pounce.  
 Triston pulled Katherine up to standing and nodded at the couple with an apology for scaring them.  
 “Just a game she plays,” he said with a nervous chuckle.  
 The old man laughed and gave her a wink, then continued on, with the woman taking his arm.  
 Katherine found herself watching them go, jealousy taking over.  
 “The normal life,” she said.  
 “It’s not beyond you,” Triston replied.  
 “Everyone I love is dead.” She found herself caressing her stone necklace, then dropped it back against her chest.  
 It wasn’t until they reached the pebbly shore below that Triston asked, “Who was he?”  
 “He?”  
 “The man they shot,” he said. “The one you won’t let go.” 
 “A friend, more like a brother.” Her mind flashed with images of Danny, laughing over a warm meal, appreciating the small things in life. That had been his advantage over everyone else.  
 “I’m sorry,” Triston said.  
 “No need. Me and Death seem to walk hand-in-hand.” She continued on along the water, watching the bright sunlight rippling on its surface. “He was there with Aldrick,” she said. “Uncle Aldrick, we called him. Said we were meant for great things.”  
 Triston was beside her and, to her surprise and pleasure, wrapped his arms around her. For a moment she accepted it, loving it, but then stepped away.  
 “It was becoming too much for me,” she said, wanting him to understand. “The idea that we were given powers to dole out justice. Who tells children something like that?” She maneuvered along some stones in the stream that fed into the ocean, then turned to watch Triston do the same. “I even tried to run away,” she continued, “but it wasn’t so simple. And then a man arrived, calling for revenge. He caught us off guard, things got out of control... Hunter, we called him, because we didn’t know his name.” 
 “The same man that attacked us,” Triston said with a knowing look. When he reached her, she changed their trajectory, leading them into the shadows of the trees.  
 “Then came the day we managed to escape,” she said. “Danny and the others, but not Aldrick. The fire got him.” 
 “I’m… sorry.” 
 They walked along the path in silence, the sun filtering through the trees, the birds chirping.  
 “We thought it’d gotten Hunter too, but soon found out that wasn’t the case… That day with the fire, we split, those that survived. Some, myself included, felt there had to be a way out, even if it meant death. But first we’d search for a cure. Others, well, it’s best to avoid the others.”  
 They followed the stream until she found a spot covered in moss, a fallen tree nearby, and the sun scattered across it all. She sat on the log and Triston pulled out the snacks they’d bought at the store.  
 “So this… Aldrick?” Triston asked. “He was like, your leader or something?” 
 “Yeah, it was… like a cult. Nothing good came out of it.” 
 “You came out of it.” 
 She blushed and tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t think I’m ready.” 
 “For what?” he asked.  
 “This, any of it. What they have.” She gestured back toward where they’d seen the old couple. “The normal life.”  
 She took a bite of an apple, mind lost in the thoughts of her childhood, of training to be the killer she’d refused to be ever since. Now what? A life of running, all by herself? Wrapping Triston further into this wasn’t an option. She stood, meaning to walk back to the water, maybe to throw herself in… but Triston grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her back.  
 “I don’t belong here!” she yelled, spinning on him.  
 “You don’t know what’ll happen.” 
 “What?”  
 “We go north, we find Mauro,” Triston said. “He’s studied werewolf lore. He’ll help us.” 
 “You don’t understand,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t be here at all.”  
 He stared at her, then realization slowly dawned on his face. “You’re scared I’ll be hurt.” 
 “If it happened, if I attacked you on the full moon—” 
 “I’m willing to take the risk,” he said. “Don’t run away from this.” 
 She stood there, chest heaving, and then, to her surprise, he kissed her. For a moment she loved the warmth of him against her, but then she pushed him away. How dare he? Her breathing was heavy, her mind swimming, and then she was on him again, pulling him tight against her as she kissed him violently.  
 The kiss lasted an eternity, and when it ended she pulled away, ashamed.  
 “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 “For what?” He took her by the hand and kissed it.  
 “You don’t deserve this kind of trouble.” 
 “I’m already involved.” He kissed her hand again, and she moved in to wrap her arms around his waist, letting her head rest against his chest.  
 They didn’t linger long, but by the time they returned the sun was high in the sky. A procession of people was marching down the street toward a church, blocking the car, so they leaned against the rock, her hand in his. They waited, watching. Some of the people wore old style cloaks, some chanted. A low music played from the direction of the church, and a priest held a giant cross, leading the crowd up ahead.  
 “You really believe in redemption?” she asked.  
 “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” He stepped back, both hands in hers now.  
 But something pulled her attention from the crowd. She scanned them, wondering what it was—her instinct was telling her something was wrong. Someone was watching her. It couldn’t be Hunter, he would have acted…. So who?  
 The crowd moved on, and she couldn’t figure out what the sensation had been. She was glad to hop in the car and get out of there. Triston reached over for her hand, and she went stiff. Whatever she’d sensed back there was really getting to her.  
 “What are we doing here?” Triston asked. “I mean… this can’t be what you want, just driving to escape. No destination in mind.” 
 “You want to go north,” she said with a heavy sigh, looking out the window at the distant city. “I get that. Yeah, it seems the only logical next step, doesn’t it?”  
 “Doesn’t it?”  
 She nodded. “Okay, tomorrow. We get one more normal night, as normal as that can be, then we do it your way.” 
 “Thank you,” he said with a squeeze of her hand. “It’s for the best.”  




Chapter 12: Training

   
   
 Danny had trained, even if he’d had to put on a show and pretended that he cared the whole time doing it. This wasn’t his place anymore. This was a delusional group of murderers, using the name of justice or worse, a god, to do their will and impose their beliefs (or in some cases, powers) on others.  
 The camps extended north, and Danny found himself assigned to one near the border of Canada, where an especially large group of them had been recently transformed.  
 “They’ll kneel to you, sir,” one of them who’d been assigned as his guide said. The woman had told him her name, but he didn’t want to become attached to anyone here, in case worse came to worse. So he just thought of her as Red, because of the red lipstick she wore that set off her lips in an almost sensual way—not that Danny was tempted at all, her being a blood-thirsty killer. “Sir?”  
 “I’d prefer they don’t,” he said. “Kneel, that is.” 
 She stared at him a moment, confusion causing her brow to furrow. “But sir….” 
 “‘Let’s just keep it at Danny, okay?” 
 “Yes, sir. I mean… Danny.” She cocked her head in a way that made him feel uncomfortable, and realized she was trying to decide if he was in any way hitting on her.  
 “That’ll be all,” he said, wanting to get rid of her as quick as possible. 
 Her lips pouted and then she shrugged, opening the door of the old warehouse before them.  
 A chorus of cheers rose out from the men and women, all partially transformed as he entered. And then, as Red had predicted, the noise came to a halt and, as one, they all dropped to one knee and bowed their heads.  
 “Get up,” he said. “Keep training so I can observe. Pretend I’m not even here.” 
 A confused murmur arose from the crowd, but then two jumped up, one of them shouting, “You heard the man. Back to work!”  
 They were back at it, but something was off. They weren’t quite the same, and in fact kept glancing his way.  
 “What is it?” he asked Red.  
 She looked at him sheepishly. It was an odd expression on her—it didn’t fit. “They’ll expect you to train alongside them, to demonstrate, at the very least.” 
 “Demonstrate what?”  
 She smiled like he was joking, then looked around nervously when she saw he wasn’t. “Your powers… of course.” 
 Right, the new ability Aldrick had shown off. The ability to change at any time of night, even without the full moon.  
 But he didn’t have that power yet, and somehow these recruits expected he would.  
 “Not now,” he said. “I want to hold off until I feel they’ve earned it.” 
 He was glad to see Red bought that. After observing the training for a few more minutes, he retired to the once abandoned apartment building nearby, where he’d been set up with a room, computer and all. He hadn’t been around one of these for a while – what use did you have for computers when you were out searching for ancient clues? Yes, they’d followed the white rabbit down the many links related to werewolves on Wikipedia and other sites, but eventually they’d had to stop at what they guessed to be the line between general knowledge, meaning myth, and real, fact-based clues to the origin of werewolves. Most of that was found in an old book one famed scholar of the dark arts had held until they took it from her house in the dead of night, an archeologist by the name of Nora Roberts, who Danny swore to pay back someday. The rest was from word of mouth, and who knew how much that could be trusted. 
 The first thing he did here was log into his email to see if there’d been any word from Katherine. His temp phone had been silent, and he didn’t have it connected to his private email, the one he kept reserved for such messages.  
 Nothing from her, but he frowned at a message from Gregor saying he wasn’t far behind and would join Danny shortly. Apparently, he had a batch of new recruits he was bringing and— 
 “I hope that frown’s not on my account,” Gregor said, standing in the doorway.  
 “Sorry to disappoint,” Danny said, closing the laptop.  
 Gregor’s flash of annoyance vanished as quick as it had come.  
 “These new recruits?” Danny asked, glancing outside.  
 “Already with the others, getting squared away.” 
 “Someone will find out about us eventually. You know that, right? With these numbers, the police, hell, maybe even the military, someone will stop us.” 
 “They might try,” Gregor said with a smirk. “But not the military. They’re on our side, or at least will be. We’ve already promised the blessing to some of their very influential members.” Gregor must have seen the look of surprise in Danny’s eyes, because he nodded and said, “Yes, Aldrick has been a very busy man. Moving in with all the right people, smoozing his way to the top, and then letting them know what we are and what we’re really capable of.” 
 “Capable of? That would be murder and destruction, last I checked.” 
 “Exactly what the government needs in these trying times,” Gregor said, taking a seat on the desk so that he relaxed but still looked down on Danny. “You see, we get their buy-in, let them think they’re using us to take down their terrorists, both domestic and abroad, or whatever other blood-lust they have in mind. Then we make our move, and it’s no longer executing orders for those on top—it becomes us who are on top of them.”   
 Danny scrunched his eyes, then looked up at Gregor with false hope. “Perfect,” he said, knowing it in no way was. This plan was madness. Not only did it mean millions of innocents would die, it meant they would die at the government’s own hands, once Aldrick made his move and took power. If all this came true, even if Katherine was alive, her  search for a cure would be pointless. 
 If Aldrick had his Hounds of God, it meant either you were with them, or dead.  
 Gregor was smiling at Danny, simply waiting, assessing. Finally, he turned around and pulled up a small bag he’d brought with him. He took a vial from the bag, then a needle, and filled it with the fluid from the vial.  
 “It’s time you joined us, one-hundred percent,” Gregor said.  
 Danny assessed the substance in Gregor’s hands. “You’d drug me?”  
 “No, of course not. This is iodine, meant to help your transition to the elite. I argued against it, but Aldrick insists.” 
 “Yes, about Aldrick,” Danny said, eyeing the needle, still not sure he wanted that stuff in him. “Where is he?” 
 “Someone has been asking too many questions, about our kind. Adlrick thought it was worth personally going after. And I’ve got another special bit of information I thought you’d like to know, but first….” 
 He held up the needle, eyeing Danny to see what he’d do. Danny had no choice, he had to fit in here, at least until he knew what his next move would be.  
 The needle plunged into his arm and he felt a surge of energy unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He’d heard stories of the sensation silver caused, a burning pain that seemed to tear at your soul, but this was the exact opposite of that. It was like he was suddenly floating, high above the training grounds, and he was keenly aware of each of his limbs and the burning desire of the werewolf to break free.  
 “We’ve found her,” Gregor said. “Your Kat.”  
 The words pulled Danny back to the present, like he was drunk one moment and sober the next.  
 “Where?” he demanded.  
 Gregor chuckled, nodding as if he knew everything there was to know about Danny and his love of Katherine. 
 Danny leaped forward to demand the larger man tell him, but instead staggered, nearly losing his balance.  
 “The iodine hasn’t fully mixed with your system yet,” Gregor said. “It’s more than simply iodine, naturally. That was the main difference found in the blood samples we were able to gather from her, but there was more. Our scientists have been hard at work, and we believe we’ve succeeded in the perfect concoction. Will it ever make you naturally as powerful as Katherine? We hope so. In fact, we hope to perfect it so that one day a simple dose will carry ten times her strength. But for now…. Give it time to take. And when it does, don’t worry. I’ll tell you where to find your precious little darling.”  

 


 





Chapter 13: Old Friends

   
 “There!” Katherine said, pointing excitedly at a pie shop. They were walking along the main boulevard of a small town close to the border, hand-in-hand. “We have to get some.” 
 “You like pie so much?” Triston asked, giving her body a skeptical glance. 
 She hit him, playfully. “Shut up and buy me a slice of strawberry rhubarb.” 
 He did, and soon they were at a table and she put that first bite in her mouth with a delighted moan. Tangy yet sweet, and not too buttery like at some pie shops.  
 “There a story here?” Triston asked. “Or you just really like pie?”  
 She paused, about to take another bite, then lowered her fork. “It was our last holiday together,” she said. “My parents…. I found them Christmas morning. Not… alive.” 
 “Oh my god.” His eyes went wide. “I had no idea.” 
 “No, it’s been years,” she took the bite, chewed, then put her fork down on the table. “Thing is, I know I should remember that morning more, but I don’t. It’s not even like I have to push the memory away, it just… it’s a blur. But my last Thanksgiving with them? We invited Aunt Elise over, and her family, and Aunt Elise always made the best pie. For some reason she hadn’t been able to make strawberry rhubarb pie, and my dad….” She had to stop, choking on the words as she remembered her dad’s smile and the loving look in his eyes. “He saw I was sad and took me out for a slice. I know, it was stupid and childish and selfish of me not to just be happy with what I had. But anyway, that moment with my dad, that’s what I want to keep forever.” 
 “Thank you,” he said.  
 “For what?” 
 “Sharing.” He picked up the fork with a bite of pie on it and held it out for her. 
 She snatched the fork away and took the bite, and said, “Whatever.” But she couldn’t keep the smile down. Something about sharing that with him made the memory more real, like her dad had never left her and never really would.  
 After the pie, they found a restaurant with an outside fire pit, and the two sat in each other’s arms with a couple of drinks offsetting the heat from the fire.  
 “My family….” He started, but lost himself in the fire.  
 “Tell me.” 
 “I haven’t really spoken to anyone about them,” he said. “Anyone, that is, except Mauro.” 
 She nodded, waiting. He could tell her when he was ready.  
 With a heavy sigh, he held her tight and then said, “We never forget our loved ones. They make us who we are.” 
 A pitter-patter started as rain hissed on the fire. They paid for their drinks and then ran for the car, but Katherine put a hand on the door to stop him from opening it.  
 The rain was coming down harder now, and she turned him and said, “Come on.” 
 “What, come on where?”  
 “Let’s take a walk.” She pulled him away from the car and he followed.  
 “To be clear, you do understand that it’s raining, right?”  
 She laughed and pulled him closer so she could wrap her arm around his. “That’s what makes it so nice.”  
 Before long, their clothes were soaked through. They stood at the edge of a small pond, the type with a Japanese stone bridge going over it, and pulled him in for a kiss.  
 “I’m soaked,” he said with a laugh. “Should we…?”  
 “Find a place to sleep?” she asked. “Yeah, let’s.” And as they started walking, she whispered into his ear, “Just one room should be fine.” 
 He looked at her with doubt, but she nodded, and took his arm in hers again. He was right—they were soaked. But she didn’t care. 
 She wasn’t sure if it was because she’d lost everyone else, or maybe the fact that they’d been in such danger together and were riding the elation of escape. She hoped it was simply the way he looked at her and spoke with her, like she mattered, like she was the most important woman alive. The warmth of his lips against hers and the tingle his touch sent through her certainly contributed to the decision. 
 “One room, please,” Triston said to the half-awake man behind the counter.  
 They checked in and Katherine went to the restroom to prepare for the night. She leaned against the door, listening to the sound of the television, then made up her mind. Whatever her motivation, she’d enjoyed kissing him. Plus, she could be dead tomorrow for all she knew. Live life to its fullest.  
 He looked up at her with surprise when she walked out into the room. She turned off the television, then spun, eyes focused, ready to devour him. She tossed him back onto the bed, pinning his arms down as she kissed him.  
 Her necklace dangled down, distracting her in a way that wasn’t welcome. She removed the necklace and then her shirt, but noticed his eyes on her scar. Not the fresh one that was forming from the bullet wound, but the one from when she was a child, the bite that had transformed her.  
 Why’d he have to look there? She pulled back, instantly insecure.  
 “I’m sorry,” he said, but she could tell he was dying to ask.  
 “I don’t remember much,” she said. “I was thirteen. My parents said it was a dog, we know now that it wasn’t. That family was gone… and then I met Danny.” 
 “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” 
 She picked up the necklace again. “He gave me this. Said I was part of their family, their pack, and that they’d take care of me.” 
 Triston scooted over and held her in his arms as he said, “It’s going to be okay.” 
 She nuzzled against him, and found her eyelids growing heavy. He lowered her to the bed, and in her half-asleep state she was barely aware of him tucking her in.  
 A sound like a small thud woke her. Triston was lying beside her, asleep. She sat up, eyes searching the darkness. Over by the windows, she thought she saw a shadow. Maybe.  
 When she pulled the curtain aside, she nearly shouted—on the other side of the window was a man she thought dead. Danny. 
 He stood with his hand against the glass, and for a moment she wondered if she was seeing a ghost. Then he nodded to the side, and she snapped out of it. Of course he wasn’t a ghost, but she needed to know how he’d survived. She walked carefully to the door, slipped on her still damp jeans and put on her jacket, then snuck outside.  
 Each step toward him felt less believable. Her breath came in little spurts, like the flutter of a bird’s wings, and her fingers tingled. When he turned to look her over, she nearly froze.  
 “Is it really you?” she whispered. “I—I thought you were dead.” 
 She reached, a hand brushing his shoulder. He was alive, and actually there.  
 His eyes roamed across her face, and then she realized it was probably the silver. Time stretched on, and Katherine felt this would be her death, standing and waiting. And she would wait as long as it took.  
 “The mourning period didn’t last long,” Danny finally said. “Who is he?” 
 “Where were you?” she asked, avoiding the question.  
 “Does it matter? You abandoned me, and now….” He looked back at the open window, the form of Triston on the bed.  
 “It wasn’t like that,” she said, reaching out for him again. 
 Taking a step back, he said, “Maybe I shoulda never come back.” 
 He turned to leave, but stopped mid-spin, then moved back for her with a look of concern. She saw them then—four soldiers, just like the ones from the mountains.  
 The first one moved for Danny, but Katherine was ready and stepped forward, jabbing the palm of her hand into the soldier’s nose. Two more were on them as Danny swept out the first’s legs. One of the men caught Katherine with a punch across the face that left the fresh silver throbbing, while another tackled Danny and had restraints around his wrists.  
 Katherine yelped as the other soldier slammed into her, knocking her into the side of the hotel. She brought her elbow down on the back of his head and then her knee into his face in time to see Danny blocking strikes from two at once.  
 A kick took Danny in the ribs and he fell. Before the next strike could hit, Katherine was on the back of one of the attackers, holding him in a choke-hold. The soldier stumbled back and again slammed her into the hotel, but she wouldn’t loosen her grip. Three were on Danny, kicking him, and then one pulled out a baton. Katherine cringed and kicked her soldier in the side of the knee—he fell with a pop, and then she brought an elbow across his temple that knocked him to the ground.  
 The window opened and Triston was there, looking wild with his blonde hair across his face. Wasting no time, he leaped and instantly joined the fight with a back-kick to one of the soldiers who had turned in response.  
  No more playing around, apparently, because that’s when the first gun was drawn. But it was the closest soldier to Danny, so he leaped up and knocked it aside—the shot rang in the night, but it was the soldier behind Katherine who fell, grunting and holding his leg.  
 Danny wrestled the pistol away as Triston pulled Katherine back from the chaos. The soldiers were on Danny and the pistol was knocked aside and into the bushes.  
 “No!” Katherine yelled, pulling from Triston and yanking the silver from her face. A warm sensation told her the sharp teeth were returning, and in a second her vision went into hunter mode—she could see the forms of the soldiers moving in slow motion, feel the beating of their hearts. Part of her warned about losing control, while the rest said she didn’t give a damn if she did. 
 The soldiers had Danny. He stood in the defensive, ready, but with a look at Triston and Katherine, he seemed to go limp, no longer caring if they took him.  
 “I won’t leave you, not again!” she said, charging the soldiers.  
 This was no longer a young woman fighting soldiers, this was Katherine the weapon, dodging blows and tearing flesh with her claws. The soldiers turned, retreating into the darkness. 
 For a moment it felt like victory, until she saw the look in Danny’s eyes.  
 “I don’t belong here,” he said, then turned and followed the soldiers, limping as he ran.  
 “Danny!” she called out, staring after him in shock.  
 More forms appeared in the shadows—soldiers, grabbing hold of Danny, dragging him away. And he didn’t even resist.  
 With a ka-BOOM the car she and Triston had come in exploded, and then a hail of gunfire rained down on them. A bullet grazed Katherine’s shoulder as she dove to push Triston out of the way.  
 She wouldn’t give up on Danny, not like this. With a snarl she was up and leaping through the night, her consciousness borderline, her ability to control her actions slowly slipping. The scent of blood was strong, but then it was all around her.  
 A soldier appeared from behind a tree, k-bar blade swinging to stab her in the chest. She threw herself out if its path, then clawed his gut before slamming his face into the cement.  
 Sniff—sniff. Nothing, the scent was vanishing.  
 Another soldier came out of the darkness, rifle aimed, and he let off a few shots. Katherine fell to the ground and lifted up the other soldier as a shield, then rolled out of the way to the brick cover of a diner. She quickly leapt up onto the window sill, and found handholds to pull herself up to the roof. 
 No sign of Danny and the rest of the soldiers anywhere. An “oomph” sounded below, then another gunshot, and when she went to the edge to look down, Katherine saw that Triston had taken out the soldier.  
 She dropped down to him as the sound of police sirens filled the night.  
 “We can’t stay here,” Triston said. “They could be back with more.” 
 Danny was gone, vanished in the darkness. But, at least for now, he was alive.  
 They rushed back to the hotel, careful to make sure no one saw them entering, and found some of Triston’s dry clothes. That’d have to do. Katherine slid off her shirt, only now becoming aware of the splattered blood on it and her hands.  
 She stood there in her bra, looking at the blood, realizing that tonight could have been her last, just as it could have been Triston’s. He could have died… and for her. Screw caution, she thought, and turned to Triston. He was in the process of putting on a new shirt. She walked over and stopped him, then pulled the shirt back off.  
 He looked at her with large, questioning eyes, but she took his hand and guided him to the bathroom, where she turned on the shower. The blood had splattered across him too, and the fighting had caused his stomach wound to open up slightly.  
 “Let’s get you washed off first,” she said, and then undid his belt.  
 His breathing came out heavy as he allowed her to slip off his pants, and then he had her lips pressed against his as he undid her bra and worked her tight jeans off.  
 The water of the shower warmed her, but not as much as his body when pressed against hers. Ignoring their wounds, the two let the night’s terror wash away to be replaced by passion and excitement. It was almost perfect, except for the gnawing worry about Danny. She tried to push him from her mind, especially when Triston’s hand cupped her breast and she felt him shudder against her… but it was no use.  
 Either Danny was on the run and didn’t want to be followed, or the soldiers had him. If it was the latter, he was gone. Either way, he was out of her life, by his own volition. There was nothing she could do by focusing on it and contemplating the worst possible scenarios.  
 So she pushed it all from her mind and accepted the ecstasy of the moment.  

 


 





Chapter 14: Broken Dreams

   
 Danny had been compliant, until he heard the gunfire. He’d thought that leaving them behind would mean Kat would be safe—he couldn’t give a damn about her new boyfriend. All he’d ever wanted was to protect her, but when the explosion sounded, a fear gripped his heart.  
 What had he done? This was all his fault, and the burning rage within was too much to control. He spun on his captors, breaking their grips on him and slamming two of their heads together.  
 “Gregor just wants a word,” the third said, but Danny felt his blood boiling—wait, no, it wasn’t his blood. Or, it wasn’t just his blood—the mixture of iodine and whatever the hell else they’d pumped into him was surging, and he knew he could call on his claws and fangs, so he did.  
 The soldier cursed, backing up. He drew a pistol, but Danny simply laughed.  
 “Silver bullets?” Danny asked, his voice horse with grief and the effort of growing his fangs. “I doubt it—Gregor wouldn’t have set up his soldiers to kill their own kind.”  
 “Listen, we were sent to simply follow, and take you back.” 
 “And her? What about Katherine?”  
 A moment of doubt flashed across the soldier’s face. It was all Danny needed to know the answer. So they were silver bullets, most likely. They’d been sent to take her out of the picture. Maybe bring back her body for testing. Anything for the greater good, right? 
 He didn’t even realize he was attacking until the man’s throat was torn out and blood dripped from Danny’s claws.  
 A woman shrieked, and Danny spun to see she was elderly, with her husband. The rage inside was overwhelming, pushing for the attack. The scent of fresh, warm blood pulled at his instincts, calling for more.  
 But he growled, fighting it, and ran away from them. He kept running until he was past the residential area and up into the woods, and only stopped when he’d reached a clearing that overlooked the city.  
 Down below, police cars and a fire truck had shown up at the scene of a blazing car. It was serene, the darkness of this border city contrasted with those flashing lights.  
 And above, the moon was bright, and large. The full moon was coming—had he lost track so easily? It would come the next night, he guessed, and what then? He was out here, all by himself. If he blacked out, even if he locked himself away, who knows what he would do. Could he even put himself in such bonds? If so, he had no idea how he would escape the next day when he’d returned to normal.  
 Perhaps there was a cliff nearby, somewhere from which he could simply toss himself and be done with it all. Finally find out if all dogs really did go to heaven.  
 “You hurt my men,” a gravelly voice said.  
 Danny didn’t have to look up to know it was Gregor. “Men, or monsters?”  
 “That’s a question,” Gregor said, squatting next to him. “But not the right one. Soon, it will be monsters and slaves, nothing more. Which side will you be on?”  
 “His army’s everywhere, isn’t it?” Danny asked. “This dream of his….” 
 “It’s become a reality.”  
 “And you’d sit by and let it happen?” Danny finally turned to the man, and saw that he had his claws at the ready. “I’m not going to attack you. What’d be the point?”  
 “What’s the point of any of this, really,” Gregor said, relaxing and taking a seat. “I’ll tell you the answer to that one. Making the world a better place.” 
 “You can’t really believe that.” 
 “How can I not?” Gregor said. “Look around you someday, won’t you? Have you seen what’s happened right here on our own soil, let alone around the globe. The world is falling to pieces, because it has no order.” 
 “And you can give it that order?”  
 “Not me. But Aldrick can.” Gregor stared at Danny for a long moment, then asked, “You believed in him once. What happened?”  
 Danny sighed and hung his head, eyes closed. It was Kat, her beautiful smile on a night when her fangs were out, her eyes yellow in the moonlight. All he could picture was that smile, and those lips, and how all he’d ever wanted was to feel those lips against his, but he’d been too cowardly to say so.  
 “She got under all our skin,” Gregor said. “Just… in different ways.” 
 “Did you kill her?”  
 “That wasn’t our intention. Her companion though, a man by the name of Triston. He keeps the company of a certain man named Mauro, one that’s in our best interest to see dead. He’s too close, been following our movements, researching our ways.” 
 “So you attacked, hoping to draw out this Mauro character?”  
 “Precisely.” Gregor looked away, a pained look on his face. “But she got in the way. It wasn’t intentional, but she….” 
 Danny wanted to leap up and tear the man to pieces, but instead he simply closed his eyes and fought back the tears that threatened to come bubbling up. The rage within churned, twisting his gut and telling him to unleash his wrath upon the world. But he refused. 
 “I’m done here,” he said, standing. “Done with you, with all of this.”  
 “With life?” Gregor stood too. Danny’s silence was enough, so Gregor said, “I can’t let that happen.”  
 With a wave of his hand, the hill was covered in soldiers. The surged on Danny, but he didn’t bother fighting back. There were too many of them, and he was too broken to care.  
   
   




Chapter 15: A Full Moon

   
 Katherine sat beside Triston, her head on his shoulder. He placed his hand on her knee and kissed her on the cheek. They’d joined the confused crowd and acted like everyone else, scared, but in the end no bodies had been found so the police didn’t make a fuss. Triston had been the one to suggest the train, since their car was gone and the town didn’t have rentals. 
 “We’ll get through this,” Triston said.  
 She nodded, but stared out the window at the sky. “It’s coming, tonight. The full moon.” 
 “It’s not something we have to worry about anymore.” 
 “You don’t know that.” 
 She reached for her necklace, thumb caressing the smooth stone. Seeing Danny again after thinking him dead had been too much. He’d shown up out of nowhere, then vanished just as quickly. Part of her wanted to run after him, be like they were before, but he’d seemed changed. The look in his eyes when he’d seen Triston—what had that been about? They’d always been close, but not like that.  
 Realizing Triston was staring at her, she dropped the stone and put both hands on his, forcing a smile. He took it, even though his eyes showed he knew it wasn’t genuine.  
 “Last night,” he whispered in her ear, “was amazing.” 
 And it had been, the part he was referencing. But now, in the light of day with a clear head, there was just too much to distract her.  
 “It was,” she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster, and squeezed his hand.  
 The train ride was fairly uneventful, and that night they found a hotel that overlooked a small canal—but that’s not why they chose it. They selected this particular one based on the strength of the bed material, because tonight was the full moon, and they had to strap her down, just in case. She had extra silver in her now, several loops in her ears and elsewhere, and had even picked up some silver bracelets in the hope that they would stop the flow of energy that caused her to transform.  
 Triston finished fastening the last rope, and then sat beside her on the bed.  
 “I’m telling you, this isn’t necessary,” he said.  
 “If I wake up tomorrow and you’re gone....” She grimaced, trying to make light of the situation. “I’d hate to say I told you so.” 
 He sighed.  
 “Triston?”  
 “Yeah?” 
 “I can stay tied up and....” She winked, again trying to lighten the mood. “You know.” 
 “Is that what it’d take to get you in the mood again?” he said with a smile. But she saw in his eyes the same worry she felt. The full moon was just visible through the window, and she turned to look at it.  
 No change yet.  
 Her stomach felt uneasy, heat in her face and pounding in her head. A spasm went through her body and she arched her back, trying to fight it off, feeling the silver hot against her skin. She wanted to scream.  
 Triston leaped up beside her, hands on her shoulders, face not far from hers as he said something over and over, but she couldn’t tell what.  
 She let out a whimper, then her body went limp.  
 “Kat, stay with me!” Triston said, his voice coming in clear but distant. “Fight it!” 
 For a moment she thought she had resisted, but then another spasm came, and this time her clothes tore as her body expanded. A warm trickle of blood went down the side of her mouth from where she bit herself, and her vision became crisp. The silver was glowing and steaming, and then it burst with a bright light.  
 Shadows mixed with the light from the silver, hissing as if mixing fire and water. And then the light from the silver won! She felt it, like the flood of a river sweeping through her body, and she was calm, relaxed, as she returned to herself.  
 She smiled up at Triston. “It—it’s working.” 
 He caressed her face, and moved to untie the ropes. 
 A crash sounded in the other room. Something broke. Triston sat straight, then moved for the door.  
 “Don’t go,” Katherine said, struggling with her bonds.  
 “Just, let me make sure.”  
 He exited, leaving her there, restrained. Another crash and then a thud against the wall. A moment later, a BANG of a gun.  
 Katherine froze, eyes on the door, her heart thumping heavily.  
 The door burst open, Triston flying backwards through it and landing on his back with the wind knocked out of him—but no blood that Katherine could see.  
 A man stepped in after him, silver pistol raised and aimed at Katherine. Hunter.  
 “Ready and waiting,” Hunter said with a smile.  
 He squeezed the trigger, but Triston was up again and plowed through him, causing the shot to miss its mark and hit the headboard inches from Katherine.  
 Hunter rolled Triston over, hammer-fisted his back, and then reached to pistol-whip him. But Triston was too fast and turned with a book from the night-stand to whack the pistol away. Hunter cursed and stomped on Triston’s face before turning to search for the gun.  
 Katherine screamed as she struggled with the ropes.  
 It was as if she’d reminded Hunter she was there. He turned, pulling a silver blade from beneath his jacket. But he glanced at the window, where the full moon was in plain view, and then back to her. His face scrunched with confusion.  
 “How…?”  
 A kick from Triston sent the knife flying across the room, and then Triston and Hunter were at each other again.  
 Hunter slammed Triston’s head through the plaster, turning for Katherine again. But Triston came back with a punch to the kidney and then one across the jaw. Hunter fell, then came up with two shots: the first to Triston’s groin and the second to his jaw.  
 “It’s me you want!” Katherine shouted, turning to try and bite the ropes.  
 Hunter ignored her and found the knife, then brought it down toward Triston, who narrowly dodged. But Hunter used the moment to side-step and grab him from behind, knife to the throat.  
 “No more!” he said.  
 “How’d you find us?” Triston asked, eyes moving as he looked for a way to escape.  
 Hunter sneered, but hesitated, then said, “After hunting them as long as I have, you find their scent, and other signs along the way.” 
 Had something glinted purple in his eyes? Katherine has always wondered how the man found them, but had never considered magic. She didn’t believe in magic, but then again, she didn’t used to believe in werewolves either. 
 Hunter took a step forward, but Triston stood in his way. 
 “She’s different,” Triston said, pleading. “The silver, she’s not changing!” 
 That caused Hunter to hesitate, and he glanced at Katherine, considering this.  
 “They must be stopped,” Hunter said. “All of them.” 
 The blade bit into Triston’s neck, and Katherine couldn’t take it. She pulled at the ropes, screaming, and they snapped! She was free, but her rage was taking over and, as she rose, she began to transform.  
 Her back arched, clothes ripping as hair sprouted from her skin. Claws grew from her fingertips, and they pulled blood from Hunter with a mighty swipe at his chest.  
 He stumbled back in shock. Katherine charged and plowed into him, slamming him into the wall. Spitting blood, Hunter reached for his pistol holster, but it was empty.  
 Katherine’s vision was fading, her rage piling up at this man, this man who she had thought killed Danny, and now almost killed Triston.  
 She pulled back to strike again, feeling the darkness taking over. No, she refused to lose control. She had to fight it.  
 Hunter looked up at her, hate-filled eyes almost begging her to do it. Just take his life and be done with it. Her hand fell to her side, claws digging into her paw under the stress of resisting. And in that moment of compassion, or weakness—she wasn’t sure which it was—he broke free.  
 What happened next was a blur.  
 The werewolf within was taking over, the yearning for flesh too strong. A bang sounded and Katherine was vaguely aware that Hunter wasn’t there, that she was following him, and that she had just broken down the door in her instinctual hunt.  
 A knife flashed but missed, and then Katherine was on him, claws tearing at his shoulder as he dove for the front door and the stairway beyond.  
 There was a faster way—the window—and that’s the path the werewolf used, crashing through glass and landing in time to see Hunter come pouncing down the stairs. Hunter’s eyes went wide and he turned down the gap between houses,  
 A boy chasing a cat ran by, but froze in place to stare with terror at the werewolf before him.  
 The werewolf snarled and took a step for the boy.  
 “Kat, no!” Triston yelled from the shattered window above.  
 For a moment, Katherine returned, fighting the werewolf long enough for the boy to escape. Remembering herself, the werewolf turned back to pursue Hunter.  
 The darkness was her dominion, the night air her ally in the hunt. A whiff of Hunter told her to turn right. A part of her, the part that was still Katherine, pulled back, wanting to return to Triston and flee, but the beast within was in charge now.  
 She reached a dead end, but that didn’t stop her. With a push off one wall and a kick off the opposite one, she was up and crouching on the wall. There was her prey, running, and with a leap she was on him.  
 He was faster than she would have thought possible, his arms moving with inhuman speed in a bid to deflect the werewolf’s strikes. Again, the purple light flashed in his eyes. With a sweep of both arms he was able to maneuver around a strike and knock the werewolf off balance, and then he kicked her in the ribs.  
 No human should have this strength! But as the werewolf looked up to see Hunter reaching for his weapon, she saw the first hint of why he had survived so long, and why he could hunt her--fangs.  
 Hunter hadn’t been so pure in his search to eradicate the world of werewolves, it seemed. He must’ve turned to the dark arts at some point, and this was the result.  
 Stopping him from pulling out the pistol with one hand, the werewolf lifted her other to deliver a backhand that sent him flying into a café’s umbrella and chairs.  
 Hunter struggled to his feet. When he looked up, the werewolf had him, snarling as she lifted him up and then slammed him into the ground.  
 “Katherine, stop!” Triston yelled, rounding a corner to join them. “This isn’t you!”  
 For the second time that night, Hunter used the distraction from Triston to break free, and for that the werewolf turned on Triston with a snarl and teeth bared. Katherine was able to fight it this time, willing herself to turn back to Hunter—only, with a splash in the river, he was gone.  
 She ran to the edge of the water, roaring in frustration, then collapsed to her knees as she began to transform back into Katherine. With a final whimper, she fell into Tristan’s arms and lost consciousness.  
 Dreams swept over her, at first of Tristan’s body pressed against hers, shielding her nude form from the chill of night. Was it really happening, or part of the dream? She couldn’t be sure. Then there were howls, sweeping the night, and she saw her old master, Aldrick, with an army of men before him. The moon shone out from behind clouds and the men began to howl as they transformed into werewolves, all bowing toward him, ready to do his will.  
 With a shudder she woke, hands shaking at what she’d seen in her dream. It felt so real, she could almost smell the candles burning just as they had when she was younger, when Aldrick had trained her. The thought brought back memories of Danny and others, and she found herself lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, willing the tears back.  
 “Did I hear something?” Triston said. He stood at the doorway, a tray of breakfast in his hands.  
 “No,” Katherine replied. “I’m still asleep.” 
 He lingered for a moment, then came in and set the tray beside her.  
 “You didn’t hurt anyone,” he said. “You know, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 “I know.” She turned in bed, facing away from him.  
 “You remember then? It wasn’t a blackout?” 
 “Most of it….” She sat up, suddenly alert. “Wait, that… that’s never happened. I always black out on the full moon, but not this time.” 
 “The silver?” he asked.  
 She felt her ears and her eyebrow, and sure enough, some of the silver remained. “It’s possible.” 
 “We have to get you out of here,” he said. “Hunter knows, and more people might have seen you as a werewolf. As the outsiders here….” 
 “They’ll be wondering for sure.”  
 “More than wondering, I’d imagine.” 
 “Triston, there’s something else,” she said. “The reason he was able to track me, especially at night.”  
 “You saw something?” he asked.  
 She nodded, then told him all about the glowing eyes and the long fangs.  
 “He’s not so innocent after all then,” Triston said, with a look of amazement.  
 Katherine looked away, wondering how it had all come to this. For the first time, she noticed that they were somewhere new. The walls were pure white, as was pretty much everything else in the sparsely decorated room. 
 “Where’d you take me?” she asked. 
 “A bed and breakfast,” he said. “I checked us in last night, got you cleaned up. Sorry, but I couldn’t leave you as you were.” 
 She pulled the blankets around herself, suddenly self-conscious. Clothes rarely survived the transformation process. But he was looking away.  
 “I was a gentleman,” he said, then stood and found a pair of pants and a t-shirt. “Went out and grabbed these while you were sleeping. I hope they fit.” 
 “Thank you,” she said. “I mean, I know we…. but can I have some privacy?”  
 “Of course.” 
 He left the room while she dressed and noted several recent scrapes from the night before. With her healing, they’d be gone before the end of the day. It wasn’t a big deal, this guy she barely knew seeing her naked, right? After what had happened in the other hotel, she didn’t know why she had this thought, but felt this was different. 
 She shook it off, remembering that, although they’d both just met, their lives were kind of in each other’s hands at this point. Little things like this didn’t matter. 
 When she was done dressing, she found him in the hallway, waiting.  
 “I got us train tickets,” he said. “We should get going.”  
 She nodded and followed him out. After a brief wait while he returned the key to the owners, they found themselves with the small amount of belongings they owned, trudging out of there.  
 “It was a blur,” Katherine said. “I remember wanting to transform, and then I was fighting him.” 
 “Your emotions can guide it?”  
 She nodded. “But that’s not good enough for me.” 
 “The silver is not enough, it’s time we seek deeper answers.” Triston paused, but only long enough to say, “My friend in Vancouver, Mauro, he may not have all the answers, but if he can shine even the slightest sliver of light….” 
 “I’m so sick of running and hiding,” she said. “And done arguing. Let’s go to this friend of yours.” 



 
Chapter 16: Crossing the Border

   
 Danny watched the border signs disappear behind them. Customs had simply waved them past, when they’d seen Gregor’s face. Them too, huh, Danny thought. Someone was going to have to do something about this, but it wasn’t him. And seeing as they didn’t live in a world of super heroes masquerading around at night, he guessed it would be as Gregor said—a world where a werewolf army controls all, led by their Alpha, their Aldrick.  
 And the rest of the population would suffer as slaves if they bent the knee but were too weak to serve as Hounds of God, or food if they resisted.  
 Last night had been hell, what little he remembered of it. Flashes of fur, sharp teeth, and claws. But mostly, the taste of blood that he couldn’t clean away no matter how hard he scrubbed his teeth or what he ate. It was inside of him. Part of him.  
 The full moon had brought the type of night he’d long ago left to his nightmares. Of course he’d tried to fight it, at first, but there’s no fighting the beast when it came calling. More lives lost, because of him and his cowardice—if he’d thrown himself from a cliff before Gregor found him, more innocents would be alive. 
 Soon, he told himself. He’d build up the courage to end it, soon.  
 “Why’re we in Canada?” he asked.  
 “The boss is here, wants to see you,” Gregor said from the driver seat. Several of the soldiers near Danny shifted in their seats, casting him glances.  
 “But why’s he in Canada?”  
 “Seems like something that’s none of your business,” Gregor said. “But since we don’t want you dropping dead from curiosity, it has to do with what I was telling you, before.”  
 “Ah, this man Mauro.”  
 Gregor nodded, returning his focus to the road.  
 Whoever this Mauro character was, he’d messed with the wrong pack, if you could even call this a pack anymore. It was more like an infestation, Danny thought. An infestation that he was part of, to one degree or another.  
 A city appeared not far off, and the car slowed with traffic.  
 “Damned accident,” the soldier in the passenger seat said, craning his neck out of the window for a view.  
 Danny leaned back, watching a large truck pass them. Behind that, a little girl stared out of the window of a red Mazda, a little teddy bear held up next to her as if it were looking out too. If she had any idea what kind of monsters she was looking at, she’d be shielding her eyes, crying.  
 The way Aldrick was expanding his army, she’d know soon enough.  
 Danny’s mind kept going back to that explosion, and the flashing lights he’d seen from atop the hill. Either Katherine was dead, or in custody. She was strong, but not that strong… right? He closed his eyes, remembering how she’d spar with them when they were younger, and the first time she’d revealed her power—her ability to transform any night, not just on the full moon. That little fact had consumed Aldrick, apparently setting him on his mission to gain the power for himself. And now he had, and he’d created an army of werewolves just like her.  
 The thought was enough to make Danny cringe. But he was one of them now.  
   
 *** 
   
 Soon they pulled off at an exit, before the city, and drove to a side road that led to a mansion at the end of a long driveway. Aldrick certainly had his tastes, and they often involved large, drafty quarters.   
 They parked out front and made their way inside, where the mansion was full of men and women. Mostly they were lounging about in conversation, some watching the news about a recent disappearance and bragging about how it must have been due to one them or maybe a werewolf they knew, and one or two were in the corner cleaning weapons.  
 All stopped when they saw Gregor, and then stood at attention.  
 “At ease,” he said, with a growl. “But stop playing around, you should be training.”  
 “I gave them the afternoon off,” a voice said from the top of the stairs.  
 Danny looked up to see Aldrick, his hands on the railing, looking down with a proud, fatherly smile.  
 “Off?” Gregor asked, incredulously.  
 “They brought in a large batch today,” Aldrick replied. “Shall we show our guest what we’ve been up to?” 
 Gregor smiled wickedly at Danny, and motioned for him to go ahead.  
 “It really is good to have you back,” Aldrick said, wrapping his arm around Danny, who stiffened noticeably at the act. “You leave me again, your body will return without a head, though. Make no mistake about that.” 
 Danny was amazed at the ferocity that could come through the man’s voice while that smile remained plastered on his face.  
 “I got it,” Danny said. “Loyal through and through.”  
 Gregor grunted from behind, but they ignored him.  
 “Perfect,” Aldrick said. “You’ll want to catch up then.”  
 He opened the double doors behind him that led them down a long passage, and then up a flight of stairs.  
 The attic was a large room with several skylights to let in the moonlight. But what made this attic different from others were the large cages imprisoning men and women, boys and girls.  
 “What is this?” Danny asked, already fearing the answer.  
 “You know as well as any of us,” Aldrick said, his eyes penetrating Danny, “that we have to feed. Why go out and hunt them one by one, when we can have a whole supply right here.” 
 This was disgusting. Danny made eye contact with a scared teenage boy,  
 “You remember your first victim?” Aldrick asked. “You never forget the taste on your tongue, the beating of their heart as you tore into their flesh. That memory stays with you forever. It defines you.” 
 Aldrick motioned for the boy to be brought forward. He grabbed him by the hair and tilted back his head. Sharp, werewolf teeth grew in Aldrick’s mouth and his voice deepened. “Had it been anyone other than my wife, I may have turned out so different.”  
 He bit into the boy, and only then did Danny notice other splotches of blood in the room. The boy nearly fell, whimpering, too terrified to call out in pain, and Aldrick motioned for Danny to join.  
 “It’s wrong….” Danny said.  
 “Feast,” Aldrick said, pausing long enough for the blood to seep down the boy’s shoulder. “They are the unworthy. If they aren’t part of our army in one way, they can be part in another.”  
 A thunder rose in Danny. That poor boy’s eyes wouldn’t stop staring, pleading, and with a shout of rage, Danny charged Aldrick.  
 But the other men were on Danny in an instant, tackling him to the floor. He struggled, but they threw him onto his back and rained down blows. 
 When he was nearly unconscious, they dragged him back out through the main area, past the onlookers, and outside, where they opened the cellar door and tossed him in. His head smacked against a hard floor, and when he had recovered, the men had joined him and were shackling him to a wall. A scream sounded from somewhere above, and Danny knew it was the boy.  
 A howl broke the silence that followed, and then more howls until the house was echoing with them. The men stood there, staring at Danny, eyes shining yellow.  
 And then a door opened and in walked Gregor and Aldrick. The latter was wiping his mouth, but he hadn’t bothered to change clothes—they were splattered with fresh blood.  
 “You’re sick!” Danny shouted.  
 “We’re animals,” Aldrick said. “And it seems that you’ve forgotten that little fact. You fancy yourself a human, but I have news for you—you never truly were one of them. In your heart, you’ve always been one of us.”  
 “You… disgust me.” 
 A flash of anger lit Aldrick’s eyes. “Disgust? We are the next evolution, Danny. Beautiful creatures, put here by the heavens to do God’s
justice. But there is a price we must pay, us chosen few.... For our own Garden of Eden, we must eat of the forbidden fruit.” 


He motioned, and Gregor punched Danny hard across the jaw, enough to disorient him as the man took a needle and put it in Danny’s leg. 


“You already gave me the iodine,” Danny said, his voice barely a whisper. What did any of it matter—what could he do against all of this? 


“You will never betray me again,” Aldrick said. “This has the original formula, with extra steroids and more. When we’re done with you—”


“NEVER!” Danny shouted, feeling the adrenaline kick in from the shot. But it was more than that, something pulling at him, tearing at his insides until no clarity of thought remained. Anger pulled at him, and every instinct of the werewolf within threatened to surface. 


Aldrick just nodded. Again, Gregor attacked him, this time with a punch to the gut and an elbow to the temple. Danny would’ve collapsed, if not for the shackles. 


The anger flared, and he pushed himself up, trying to attack, pulling at the shackles until they dug into his skin and blood dripped to the floor. He fell back, panting, wild eyes taking in the others. Why had he been attacking them? He couldn’t recall. All he could think about was a yearning for blood. 


“You will remember this day, Danny,” Aldrick said. “It is the day you are reborn, for today you have seen the light.” 

   
   
   
   
   
   
   




Chapter 17: The Hostage

   
 The Amtrak train pulled out of the station with a slight jerk, but soon settled into a smooth ride.  
 Katherine was especially happy to be off her feet and able to finally just sit back and relax. Trees disappeared while the distant hills seemed to follow them.  
 A jolt caused her to bump into Triston. Instead of pulling away, she leaned into him and took his hand in hers. Neither said a word, but he nuzzled against her, the two watching the fog creep over far-off hills.  
 Her eyes drifted over to a newspaper left on the seat opposite them. Without knowing any of the backstory, she knew what the headline was about—three bodies found in the mountains. Mutilated. That had been her with the truckers, she was sure of it. It was already making the news. Luckily, they’d be out searching for some sort of beast, not a petite woman. 
 But farther down the paper she saw more reports, similar and not far off.  
 “The others grow bold,” she muttered.  
 “Others?” Triston asked.  
 “Another pack,” she whispered with a glance around to make certain they couldn’t be overheard. “The others from the group we split with when I was younger, most likely.” 
 “Are you ready to confront this? If it comes to that?” 
 “As I said, I’m sick of being chased. I’m sick of being hunted. I don’t know what awaits us, but I’m willing to find out.” 
 Tristan nodded and pulled her close with a kiss to her forehead. She leaned into him, her head on his shoulder, and found her eyes closing.  
 A jolt of the train pulled her from her sleep. 
 “That was quick,” she said, assuming they’d arrived.  
 “We can’t be there yet,” Triston said, standing to look out the window. “Just a stop, looks like…. Cops, and—DAMNIT! 
 Katherine sat up to have a look, then threw herself back on the seat. Five cops were showing a station employee their papers and introducing a man in a brown coat with a bandage on his cheek—Hunter.  
 She wasn’t waiting here to find out how he was able to walk around in broad daylight as a vampire. Or use his tracking ability. The way she figured it, sure, vampires weren’t supposed to walk around in the day, but werewolves weren’t supposed to change any time other than the full moon, and look at her. So instead of pondering these questions, she motioned for Triston to follow.  
 In a second she was in the aisle of the train, staying low so the cops outside wouldn’t see her. Between cars was a bathroom door, which she pulled open to look for a way out. Triston caught up to her then and she spun on him, voice rising in panic.  
 “We have to get off this train.” 
 “Don’t tell me you’re scared of him,” Triston said.  
 “Not of him, but of the cops. Of them somehow finding out what I am, of the government forever hunting me.” 
 “Trust me, that’s not a worry.” Triston looked behind him and nodded. “Don’t your powers only work at night?” 
 “Ah, yes. But that means there’s more reason to be afraid right now.”  
 He led her around the bathroom area to a small side door barely noticeable between the two train cars. They ducked through it and out onto the opposite side of the tracks.  
 “Hey, stop!” someone was yelling, but the two were already climbing across another parked train, and soon they were being jostled about by a large crowd of passengers as a third train let out. The flow led them to a stairway that took them under ground and then presumably under the main entrance.  
 Triston held out a hand to slow them. “Like everything’s fine.” 
 “We have to... we have to keep moving.” 
 “Slow, calm.” He nodded to the people around them, and she got it. Fit in, the cops wouldn’t know what they’re looking for. But two people running? That was another story.  
 They continued walking now, following the surge of people. It was surprisingly bright down here in the underground passage, which made it even easier to see the narrowed eyes and glimmering pistol of Hunter.  
 “Back,” Katherine said, trying to turn in the crowd, but it was too late.  
 Now others had seen the pistol in Hunter’s hand, and they screamed as they tried to run. The effect was panic—a stampede of chaos.  
 Even among the crowd, Hunter took the shot. More screams as the wall beside Katherine’s head blasted open, sending white plaster into the air. Triston was already moving. He dove and took out Hunter’s legs, while Katherine charged behind him. Hunter whacked Triston on the head with his pistol and pulled back for a second strike, when Katherine kicked the pistol out of his hand. She snatched it off the floor and spun to throw her arm around Hunter’s throat as she held the pistol to his temple.  
 “Hunt this, you son-of-a-bitch,” she said as she pulled him back and toward the exit.  
 The cops appeared at the other end, where the crowd was finally clearing out, but froze at the sight of Katherine and Triston with their hostage.  
 Their first move was to find a taxi. Their second was to throw the taxi driver out and speed off. Triston took the wheel and Katherine continued to hold Hunter at gunpoint in the rear. She glanced behind them to see the cops scrambling out of the train station and into their cars.  
 “I will release your soul,” Hunter said, seething with rage, “if it’s the last—” 
 Katherine slammed him across the face with the pistol, pulling a line of blood on his lip.  
 They nearly fell as Triston swerved onto a side street.  
 “You have it all wrong!” Triston said. “She’s not like the others.” 
 “Justify it however you want,” Hunter said. “But you’ve befriended a Lycan, a werewolf!” 
 “And you’re so much better?” Katherine asked, spittle flying. “You think I haven’t noticed what you’ve become? This obsession has turned you into every bit the monster than I am!” 
 He hung his head at that. “Yes, for years I searched for power, any way I could to be able to put you and your kind down. It came in the form of sacrifice, and even more so to enable me to walk out in daylight. And then, I learned to control it. Harness the power. Sure, I suffer for my convictions, but the point doesn’t change… a werewolf cannot be controlled, and you are a werewolf.”  
 “We’re working on that werewolf part,” Triston said.  
 “As am I.” Hunter turned to Katherine with a knowing glare. “Did he ever tell you how he killed my mother?” 
 Triston swerved again as flashing lights of police cars reflected around them. 
 “Who?” Triston asked. “What’s he talking about?” 
 “My uncle... Aldrick.” Katherine glared at Hunter, waiting.  
 “He died in the fire, didn’t you say that?” Triston turned slightly to look at them, a glance at Hunter before returning his eyes to the road. “So why’re you chasing us?” 
 “I hunt them to stop the suffering,” Hunter said. “To end the world of their curse.” 
 “But it doesn’t have to be your way.”  
 Sirens sounded not far off, and again with the red and blue lights.  
 Hunter was looking at Triston with an almost humored expression. “Surely you don’t believe it can end so simply. This can only ever be temporary, and when you too have lost everything, you’ll beg me to put a silver bullet in her.” 
 Triston glanced in the rearview mirror, looking between Hunter and the cop cars pursuing them. 
 “She’s all I have left,” he said, and then swerved into a U-turn and down another street.  
 Katherine met his eyes briefly in the mirror, wondering what he meant by that. They had grown close, but that close? To be all he had left? Now that she thought about it, with Danny having run off, maybe Triston was all she had left too. She smiled, and he returned the smile.  
 “So that’s how it is?” Hunter said, noticing. “Very well.” 
 Before Katherine knew what was happening, he’d slammed the V of his hand into her throat and caught the pistol with his other hand.  
 Still gagging, she dodged and a bullet shattered the window behind her. Triston swerved hard, pulling a 180 as they exited the alley and landed in a crowded square. A cop car came speeding into the square from the other side, and people were screaming and running for their lives.  
 Hunter had recovered and was aiming again, but Katherine jumped on top of him and wrestled for the pistol. With one hand she managed to get the door behind him open, then pushed back so she was on the other side. This time when he lifted the pistol to shoot, she was ready—she kicked with all her might and sent Hunter flying out of the car.  
 She watched him roll along the road. The cop car narrowly avoided him, only to go smashing into the glass display of a cake shop.  
 A moment to catch her breath and close the door, and then Katherine climbed into the front seat, glad to see them leaving that chaos behind. Neither seemed to breathe for what felt like forever, and then they were on another side road, no one visibly in pursuit.  
 “I’m all you have left?” Katherine asked when they were sure they’d lost the cops.  
 He hesitated, then took her hand. “After my family died, instead of following the path of your friend back there, I turned to a different means of justice.” He pulled over, eyes on a parked smart car nearby. “Mauro will explain.” 




Chapter 18: The Legend

   
 Triston and Katherine quickly ditched the taxi in favor of a tiny, box-shaped smart car that he had broken into. He’d explained that while the taxi might have looked a lot like all the other taxis out there, in a town like this there weren’t bound to be too many cabs.  
 “Plus, they probably wrote down the license plate number by now,” he added as they pulled out in their new, windowless smart car.  
 The wind had a pleasant coolness to it, though if they were to drive onto a freeway she was sure it would grow quite annoying.  
 His touch surprised her, and it was only when he lifted her hand and kissed it that she realized her other hand was clutching the stone of the necklace Danny had given her all those years ago. She smiled, but felt lost. Running from other werewolves, Hunter, and now the cops? All she wanted was freedom from this curse—to be a normal girl again.  
 But she’d never really been all that normal, anyway. Even as a little girl, she remembered whispers from her parents, wondering why she didn’t play with the other children more. Junior high had come around, and still she kept her distance, always appreciating a time with her family or a good book, but not getting the appeal of hanging out with these kids who would eventually move on, or she would. Either way, they were what she had termed “flower-petal friends,” or the kind of friends that blew away with the wind, only leaving behind a lonely, ugly stem of a plant. And now that was even true of Danny, the one person she thought had proven her wrong.  
 The countryside swept by, long fields of corn and then orchards.  
 “Where are we?” she asked, seeing a city rise up in front of them. “No way are we there yet.” 
 “We are,” he said with a warm smile, eyes darting away from the road for a moment. “Mauro comes here to research mostly. The Church likes to be educated.” 
 “It’s so beautiful here, but so….” They pulled over at a spot where the trees gave way to a path, a large, brown church with tall spires farther down the path. A man and woman passed, holding each other, and shot them an annoyed glance. “….Gloomy,” Katherine said, finishing her thought.  
 “It’s not usually like this.” Triston got out of the car and looked around, his expression utterly perplexed. Near a canal, not far from the church, a group of punk kids were gathered around a dog, feeding it scraps.  
 Katherine paused at a railing to look into the canal below. The way the water trickled along was a slice of peace in this crazy world.  
 “What if I did it?” she asked, almost to herself. “Just threw myself in.” 
 “Can, uh....” Triston leaned over next to her, probably gauging how deep it was. “Can a werewolf drown? I mean, why the silver bullet if it’s so easy?” 
 “Should we find out?” She stepped up onto the railing, but Triston pulled her back. She laughed it off as a joke, and was pretty sure it was.  
 He held her close in an embrace. “Don’t joke like that, not with me.” 
 She bit her lip and nodded. True, Danny was gone. But now there was this man, more than a friend, for sure…. But could he be trusted? For now, he was her best chance at a normal life, as far as she knew.  
 He led her over to the church. They entered and, half-way up the stairs, she paused and looked around with awe. This was more of library than a church, from what she expected of churches anyway. Past the dusty bookshelves, a map was spread out on a table. It had points circled on it, and around it were scattered articles about disappearances and deaths.  
 “What is this?” Katherine asked, examining the maps. “It seems to be—” 
 CLICK.  
 Something hard pressed against the back of her head, and when she turned she saw a man in priest robes with a pistol in his hands.  
 “Mauro, at last!” Triston said, and gave the man a hug.  
 Mauro lowered the pistol to return the hug, but eyed Katherine suspiciously. “She’s the one?”  
 “I believe so.”  
 “Excuse me?” she said.  
 “At last,” Mauro said, ignoring her question but all worry leaving his face.  
 “This wasn’t the welcome I was expecting,” Triston said with a motion at the gun.  
 “Yes well, times are tough and….” He stopped and started gathering up the map and his other belongings. “Come, we mustn’t talk here.” 
 “Right, about that,” Katherine said. “Can someone tell me what’s happening?”  
 “We will, child. But not where ears can hear.” 
   
 *** 
   
 When they were settled into Mauro’s apartment, he opened a bottle of wine and brought them each a glass, then spread out the map on the table before him.  
 “Bodies have been found mutilated in front of several churches,” Mauro said. “I am trying to make a connection, see….” He pointed to a page in his notebook where he had copied down the map of the old city and each of the killings, then compared that to the big map. “Here at this church we had three just last night, two over here at this one.” 
 “And the others, at these spots here?” Katherine asked, pointing to one marking, and then another, as she said, “And here?” 
 “Yes, and there, but those other two don’t fit the pattern.” 
 “Pattern….” She thought about that a moment, then took his pen. “May I?”  
 “Please.” 
 Triston just sat back, watching with fascination as she drew a connecting line from each to form a five-pointed star, then a circle around and rotated the map upside down. 
 “Triston, remember how we talked about rumors of a cult or secret society?” Katherine asked. “If these killings are here, this is too big a coincidence.” 
 “And that brings us to why you are so valuable,” Mauro said, his eyes lingering on Katherine before finally turning back to Triston. “Why didn’t you come to me at once?” 
 “We went to your place, but you weren’t there….” Triston averted his gaze. “That, and I’d hoped it wasn’t her.” 
 Mauro closed his notebook and frowned at Triston. “Some things you can’t avoid, and that’s especially true of this one’s destiny.” 
 Katherine fidgeted with a silver loop in her ear, not liking this idea of being talked about like she wasn’t there.  
 Mauro went to the window and pulled the blinds aside to look out at the last remants of orange highlights on the clouds, but even as they watched, those faded and night came.  
 “What did you hope to find in all your searching, Katherine?” 
 At first she was taken aback by how he could know this, but then she nodded. It was time to talk, if she was going to make progress. “A seal of some sort. Rumors maybe, but I had to know. Some say the power still lies in an original seal, signed by the devil himself, and if it were to be destroyed….” 
 “This is what you believe? This magic?” 
 “I need something to believe in.” 
 Mauro nodded, compassionately. “But what are you really searching for? What if you must live with this, this way you are?”  
 She looked at Triston, wondering how this man knew, but Triston just nodded.  
 “I’ll never stop searching for a cure,” Katherine said, reciting the lines she’d found herself saying numerous times over the last several years. 
 Mauro closed the blinds and turned to her. “There are those of us who believe there will come a chosen one, one who has the power to bring an end to this plague.” 
 Triston shifted in his seat to face Katherine. “When I saw you, I wanted to believe you could escape it, that there was another way.” 
 “Silver is logical, I used it on myself, once,” Mauro said. “I no longer need it.” 
 “You…?” Katherine said, head spinning with confusion.  
 “When a werewolf’s heart is black,” Mauro said, sitting beside her and watching the wine in his cup, “the silver can only lead to death. But when one wants to control it, when one’s heart is true, silver isn’t necessary. You will learn to control your powers. You will bring an end to their kind. You are the one.” 
 She squeezed her eyes shut, hands to her temples as she tried to process this. But there wasn’t time, for at that moment a window shattered.  
 A shadowed figure jumped in through the window and moved for Mauro, attacking with a silver blade. Mauro was quick to his feet, throwing the wine glass so that it shattered against the figure. The blade came again, but Mauro ducked beneath it in a flurry of robes, then kicked it out of the figure’s hands so that it went sliding across the floor and into the kitchen.  
 The door rattled—more were trying to enter! Then a second form appeared at the window, and Triston was up to help defend his friend. Katherine had to act fast. She leaped for the newest invader, pinning him against the wall, and then froze.  
 “Danny?”  
 He was staring back at her, eyes wide with as much surprise as she felt. But the moment didn’t last long—he shoved her back and shouted, “Abort!” Then he threw himself back out through the window.  
 One of the invaders, who Katherine now saw to be dressed in the black clothes of the soldiers she’d seen attack her before, cursed and followed Danny. The other one fell unconscious due to a blow from Mauro.  
 Instead of waiting to discuss what had just happened, Katherine leaped out through the window in pursuit. She wouldn’t let him leave her, not again. 
   
   




Chapter 19: Not Alone 

   
 Katherine sprinted fast, calling on her powers to fuel her muscles to the point of failure. Before, she would have had no problem catching up with Danny, but somehow he was moving as fast she was.  
 She heard Triston and Mauro calling after her as they joined in the chase, but there was no way she would slow and chance losing track of Danny. Not again, and not after he’d shown up like that to kill her new potential friend.  
 The chase took them through a small park, across a main road where the few cars out at night slammed on their horns and swerved to avoid hitting them, and then up a hill and past another church, this one smaller than the last.  
 Where had they gone? She spun, searching with her eyes, sniffing with her nose. A splash sounded from around the corner of the church.  
 Rounding the corner, Katherine found a section of wall near the ground to be blocked by a slab of wood, placed there in a rush. When she moved it aside, her keen eyesight soon adjusted to the dark and she saw the reflection on a fairly still canal below. Neither Mauro nor Triston were near, but she couldn’t afford to wait. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and jumped into the canal.  
 The water was freezing. She was lucky to have narrowly missed hitting her head on the stone walkway on either side of the canal. She swam to the ledge and pulled herself from the water, into what appeared to be a massive, dark cavern.  
 Something told her she wouldn’t be needing her silver down here, so as she walked along the cavern she took it off, one piece at a time, pocketing them for later. As she did, she transformed—first her eyes so that the darkness of the room faded, then her ears so that the echoes of her footsteps became clear and focused. A trickle sounded not far off, but wasn’t something to worry about. Then a scuffling, a noise that didn’t belong.  
 She broke into a run as her claws grew from her fingers and her teeth sharpened into fangs. She wasn’t going full werewolf, but she was close.  
 Around the first corner, she skidded to a stop at the sight of a dozen men and women in robes, all standing in a semi-circle. At their center, on a raised platform, stood Danny, a dark shape of a man beside him, and on the other side of this mysterious man, Gregor.  
 Then the dark shape looked up and made eye contact with Katherine. 
 Aldrick, alive, after all these years. She’d thought him dead, lost to Hunter, or maybe the fire. But here he was, claw marks across his face, old burn scars disfiguring the rest of him. Apparently, werewolf healing didn’t work so well for him as it always had for her. Or maybe his injuries had just been that bad.  
 “At last,” Aldrick said, spreading his arms wide for her, “you have returned to me.” 
 “You were dead.... How?” 
 “Regeneration, you see, happens quite naturally for us werewolves, given time.” He motioned to the scars in the dim light. “Of course, it isn’t perfect. But I can forgive you for leaving me.”  
 Danny stepped forward, panting heavily. “All of us, together again.” 
 Aldrick smiled and took Danny around the shoulder. He reached out his other arm for Katherine to join.  
 She almost went to him out of instinct, but then said, “No, I can’t follow that path.” 
 His eyes flashed red, but he simply turned to Danny and waited.  
 “Kat, things are better than they ever were!” Danny said. “We can change the pure hearted, make them into us and destroy the evil of the world, like we always talked about!” 
 “This isn’t you,” she said, hating the sound of Aldrick’s words coming from Danny’s mouth.  
 “He’s right, dear Kat,” Aldrick said. “Now, nothing can stand in the way of our army. The Hounds of God will sweep the world and form a new Eden.” 
 “We don’t have to run anymore,” Danny said, a hand held out for her.  
 Still, Katherine stood her ground. “We never were running, we were looking for something to stop all this.” 
 “Enough!” Aldrick pushed past Danny and snatched Katherine by the front of her shirt. In spite of her struggles, he didn’t budge. “You will return or be forced to return!” 
 She struck, claws coming out now and raking his face. He stepped back with a grunt, recovered, and then backhanded her with a strike so hard that she collapsed to the floor. A ringing filled her ears and she felt the sting on her cheek spread across her body. How dare he, she thought as she looked up with a snarl and teeth bared. 
 “You always were ungrateful,” he said.  
 “As if you did anything for me!”  
 He snatched her up again, eyes furious. “You don’t think I did anything? I made you who you are! I found you, sniffed out the werewolf within. If it weren’t for me, you’d be lost, child.” 
 “I’m not a child.” 
 “You are, and always will be,” he said. “That same frightened little girl who failed to save her parents.” 
 Her nostrils flared with the scent of his blood, and as he talked she was pulled back into that moment of her youth, that horrible Christmas morning and a flood of memories that had erased themselves.  
 There she was, in the doorway of her living room with the shadow of a werewolf cast in from the full moon beyond. She was screaming as it leaped in, but then she was with it, transforming herself and tumbling across the carpet. A swipe of claws across its face, leaving the same marks now present in Aldrick’s scars.  
 With a horrified realization, she turned to Aldrick. “You? All this time, and it was you?” Without even waiting for a response, she was up, growling, and had him pinned against the wall, teeth bared. The rest in the room gasped, but Danny was quick to act—he tackled her, throwing her off of Aldrick and onto the floor.  
 “What the hell?!” he said, looking between her and Aldrick. She shoved him off and leaped to her feet, ready to pounce as she sized up Aldrick.  
 “Ah,” Aldrick said with a knowing nod. “The blackout has spots of light in it. I assure you, it was necessary.” 
 “What, what was necessary?” Danny said, now totally confused.  
 “HE…” Katherine stepped forward, chest heaving. “KILLED…” Another step, fists clenched so tight that her claws were drawing blood from her palms. “MY PARENTS!” 
 She charged again, but this time Aldrick was ready. He side-stepped and caught her with a knee to the abdomen before dropping her to the floor and taking a step away. When she turned up to him, all she saw was pity and disgust.  
 “All this time you let me think it was me!” she shouted, then charged again.  
 This time, he began his transformation mid-step and met her in the middle, a massive, scarred and ferocious looking werewolf. He swiped for her with his claws, but she rolled out of the way, clawing at his calf as she did so and coming up on the other side of him.  
 A howl sounded, and only then did Katherine realize the rest of the room had begin to transform as well.  
 “I did the necessary dirty work,” Aldrick said. “We’re all you have, all you ever had.” 
 A groan sounded from the entryway as two werewolves appeared, a limp form held between them—Triston! They flung him before Aldrick. 
 Not caring for the fight at the moment, Katherine ran to his side and cradled his head. “Triston, did they…?” She checked him for bites, but was relieved to see none. 
 “He was with her and the priest,” Danny said.  
 “In that case….” Aldrick stepped toward them, teeth bared.  
 “Wait!” Danny shouted, leaping between Aldrick and them. He turned to Katherine, a look of pleading in his eyes. “Don’t you see, we don’t have to cure ourselves, we are the next evolution!” 
 “You sound just like this monster!” Katherine shouted, pointing at Aldrick.  
 “He is just like me, and so are you,” Aldrick said. “Stand Katherine, join your family as it was meant to be. We will turn your friend. One, big, happy, family.” 
 She stared into his eyes and said, “No.” 
 Careful to lower Triston gently, she sprang into action and darted past Danny. Her claws tore into Aldrick with first a strike across his chest and then another on the face that left crisscross lines with his old scars.  
 Aldrick stumbled back with a roar, then slashed at Katherine. 
 She fell into Triston, who half-caught her in his weak state. The two huddled together as the werewolves advanced.  
 Danny stared in horror as everything collapsed. “No no no, Kat you can still change your mind!”  
 “So can you,” she replied.  
 She stood, pulling herself from Triston’s grasp, and then charged. But as she ran, a golden light filled the room as a werewolf leaped over her shoulder, taking down three werewolves at once.  
 Katherine dodged under a strike from Aldrick, then raised her arm to strike but Danny pulled her back, he too transforming.  
 “Stay out of my way!” she growled and turned back to Aldrick—but he was gone! In his place, the golden werewolf was fighting its way to the large werewolf Gregor, who had Triston and was pulling him out through the entryway.  
 “Kat!” Triston yelled, reaching for her.  
 Gregor leered at her before hefting Triston up and over his shoulder and vanishing into the darkness.  
 The Golden Werewolf roared and took down three more werewolves, fighting its way to Triston. But all of the werewolves were in his path, fighting all out. He could take two or three at once, but with these numbers he pulled back, abandoning Triston.  




Chapter 20: Howls in the Night

   
 The golden werewolf turned back toward the worship room, and the dozen werewolves left, retreating after their master.  
 “Not that way!” Katherine shouted as she kicked a werewolf out of her way. “We have to save Triston!”  
 But the golden werewolf continued on. She cursed to herself and followed it. None of this was making sense, but if this werewolf was fighting the others, perhaps she could use it to her advantage.  
 They found Danny kneeling in half-werewolf form at the entrance, his hands held out on the ground, eyes wide. 
 The golden werewolf grabbed him as it transformed back into the form of a person. Katherine gasped to see it was Mauro. 
 “Where has he taken him?” Mauro demanded, standing over Danny.  
 “Mauro?” Katherine asked in confusion.  
 Mauro pulled Danny up by the hair and threw him against the wall. “Where?” 
 Katherine took hold of Mauro’s arm, the one holding Danny, and looked into Danny’s eyes. “Tell him. Where are they going?”  
 Mauro glanced her way, the golden glow still in his eyes.  
 Danny looked between them, and for a moment Katherine saw that same love she’d felt from him so many times over the years. Then his eyes rested on her stone necklace, the one he’d given her years ago. It must have fallen out during the fighting.  
 “I just….” Danny turned away. “We wanted you back, Kat.” 
 “We didn’t know him back then,” she said. “Aldrick ruined my childhood, now he means to ruin my life, all our lives! Where?!” 
 Full of confusion, his eyes rose to meet hers. “The main square. There’s a passage through the canals.”  
 “And then what?” Mauro demanded, fierce.  
 Danny’s eyes grew distant, like he didn’t know where he was as he said, “Tonight it begins, a new way of life. The days of man are at an end. Aldrick will take his closest and sweep first this city, changing those who are worthy, destroying those who are not. In the end it will be only us, our kind and… the food.” 
 The news hit Katherine hard and she stumbled back, grabbing the cold brick wall for balance. “How is this possible? Only I could change on other nights.” 
 “There was never a pact with the devil, no magic or anything like that,” Mauro said. “Iodine injected into the blood-stream works opposite of silver, enhancing a werewolf’s powers. Though I imagine they found a way to enhance its abilities. Holy water of a different sort, if you will.” Before her eyes, Mauro half-changed, and then back. “Some of us are born with it. You, for example, carry the old blood, because I was the one that changed you.” 
 “No….” She stared at him, wondering if this could be true, but his eyes were unwavering. “Impossible. It was so long ago.” 
 “The stars led me to you that night. I knew you were the chosen one.” 
 “I….” What could she say? Her whole life had been thrown upside down, and she’d always blamed Aldrick. But now she knew the truth. “How could you do this to me?” 
 “You had to find your own way, and you have.” He stood tall, appearing almost godly—like a prophet. “Now you must save Triston... And save us all.” 
 For a moment, his charismatic stance and the look of knowledge in his eyes almost convinced her, but then she remembered that he wasn’t the first to have spoken this way.  
 “How are you any different than Aldrick?” she said, stumbling away from him. “This isn’t me… not anymore.” 
 “You haven’t mastered your emotions,” he called after her. “You haven’t learned to trust in yourself, in others. When you do, you’ll know it.” 
 “I won’t join another cult,” she said, breaking into a run. He was just another fanatic with plans for so called justice. She didn’t need this. All she wanted was a cure, to be done with the night and everything it brought.  
 Behind her, Mauro’s voice echoed through the caverns when he shouted, “They have Triston!” 
 She tried to push those words from her mind. They had him… they had Triston. She climbed out of the church, doing her best to ignore the words. Who was Triston to her but some guy who’d happened to be at the right place at the right time…. Or had he? She took several steps into the square in front of the church.  
 The realization hit her—Triston was Mauro’s friend. Mauro had changed her into a werewolf, given her this curse. And Triston happened to be there when she needed him most? No, he’d been working with Mauro all along!  
 Cobblestones smacked her knees and stung her palms when she collapsed onto them. She’d been so foolish, so blind.  
 A memory hit her—the look in Triston’s eyes when he was about to kiss her, and then his lips, soft, brushing against her own. The gentle touch of his caress against her cheek. That had been real, and the way her heart beat now at the thought of it? It was real too.  
 A howl sounded from close by. Another farther off, followed by a scream.  
 They had Triston. They had others, and people were dying because she was sitting here on the ground like a whimpering coward. But it wasn’t her problem, this wasn’t her fight. 
 A hand touched her shoulder and she leaped up, prepared for a fight. Mauro stood before her, eyes wide at the fury he’d just witnessed.  
 “Good, you’ll need that energy,” he said. “That’s not just Triston out there. So many more need your help.” 
 “You do it, you help them.” 
 He allowed a sad smile. “It is not my destiny.” 
 “What kind of hokey-pokey crap is that?” She clenched her fists, wishing the anger would go away and leave her to her cowardice. “You don’t know anything about me!” 
 “But I do,” he said. “I know your chance for redemption awaits, and you kneel here wallowing in pity.” 
 “Enough.”  
 More screams sounded in the night, and Mauro raised an eyebrow.  
 “It’s time to stop running,” he said. “They need you. He needs you.” 
 “I said, ENOUGH!” She shoved him away, then turned to look out at the streets, to where the black of night met the skyline with a red glow. Shadows began to swirl around her, the shape of a wolf. 
 “Embrace what you are,” Mauro said.  
 She wiped a tear from her cheek, pissed that she’d shown such weakness at a time like this. No more. The shadows convulsed on her, glowing gold, transforming from shadow to light as she took her first step. Each step came faster, and soon she found herself running, a golden light forming around her and tracing her path.  
 Howling filled the night, guiding her.  
 Two werewolves were ahead in the darkness, looming over a cowering elderly woman. Katherine leaped into their midst and transformed in an explosion of chaos as the werewolves turned on her.  
 With two swipes of her claws and a bone-crunching bite, they were down and she was leaping over their corpses.  
 Another werewolf appeared in the darkness, leaping toward Katherine. She spun, too late, but then another golden glow appeared—Mauro! He threw himself into the werewolf’s path, taking it down so that Katherine could leap from danger and run off toward the howls in the night.  
 Three more werewolves appeared, and this time Mauro had caught up with her so that the two could take them out together. Bones crunching. Blood flying.  
 Katherine dove down a side alley and then came out on a wide street that led to the main square.  
 There they were, the dozen werewolves they had seen below and many more. The police had arrived, apparently warned by the screams and howling. Gunshots were echoing in the night, but the werewolves weren’t falling—those weren’t silver bullets. 
 No time to stop and think, she threw herself into the masses. A nearby werewolf turned on her, but she slammed its head into a brick wall and kept on. Her goal wasn’t to take them all down, just Aldrick.  
 Cops were falling around her—she had to act fast.  
 Then a BOOM of a gun sounded, and she paused. She knew that gun. Spinning, her eyes searched the night. He stood close to the same street she’d entered from, taking down werewolf after werewolf with his silver pistol.  
 “Hunter,” she said running up to him and hoping he wouldn’t shoot her.  
 He took down another werewolf with a shot, and Katherine watched in horror as the creature transformed back into a dying man. More were circling Hunter now, and his silver bullets were shooting one after another until CLICK! No more bullets.  
 Katherine collided with a werewolf and took it down in time to see Hunter pull out a long, silver blade and then a second pistol.  
 This time, the pistol was aimed at her! She froze, realizing this could be it—her moment of death.  
 BAM!  
 She cringed, then heard a werewolf drop behind her. When she opened her eyes, she saw Hunter had shot one of the others to protect her, and now he was continuing the fight. For a moment, their eyes connected and she gave him a slight nod.  
 “Stop Aldrick!” Hunter yelled as he slashed through a werewolf.  
 No time to hesitate, Katherine ran. At the far side of the square she saw people, civilians and police alike, weren’t being killed, but were being dragged screaming into a large church. Seeing no sign of Triston, she shouted in frustration and charged the church.  
 Almost within reach of the church door, something hard slammed into her.  
 Gregor!  
 He threw her to her back and was on top of her, raining down fists and claws. She pulled herself together and raised her arms to block her face, but he was too strong, too fast. The cobblestone beneath her reverberated with each strike, and soon her world was upside down, spinning with red blotches.   
 He head-butted her, then opened his jaws for a bite. No, she told herself, she wasn’t going down so easily. Mustering all her focus, she wrapped her legs up and over his head to pull him back and to the side. She rolled and landed an elbow in his stomach and then groin.  
 It wasn’t over though—with a grunt Gregor was back at her, snarling, saliva dripping from his teeth. Katherine felt her muscles refusing to respond. She willed another attack, but saw him moving in for the kill in slow motion.  
 An arm appeared around Gregor’s neck, claws digging into his face—Danny!  
 “I’ll deal with him,” Danny said, struggling to keep Gregor in check. “Go!” 
 Katherine stumbled to her feet and lurched forward, wanting to help, but he held up a hand.  
 “Go, save your Triston!” he shouted, then body slammed Gregor. The two were clawing at each other, fighting for their lives, but Danny once again shouted, “Go!” 
 “Thank you,” she whispered, and then ran for the church. At the entryway she paused to spare a look back, and saw Danny ripping at the bigger werewolf’s throat—a spatter of blood, and it was over.  
 She turned into the church, and froze. It was horrible. Werewolves were feeding on their victims. The room echoed with whimpers and the occasional scream, and above the carnage, at the dais, stood Aldrick. He had the cross above him, glimmering in candlelight, and was yelling judgments, until he saw Katherine in the doorway. He smiled, then motioned to Triston beside him, who tried to lift himself, but collapsed with a shudder.  
 Katherine ran for Aldrick, teeth bared, but a line of werewolves leaped into her path. She didn’t care—it was time for her to embrace her destiny. As if they were toys, she tossed them aside. One would leap into her way and she’d break its neck, another and she’d tear its guts out before sweeping out another’s legs and then slam it head-first into the floor. The scent of blood, warm and metallic, filled the air.  
 Her path was clear, and she stepped forward only to get knocked sideways as one tackled her, catching her off-guard. They collided with the pews. More came at her and, as she pushed them back, she saw more and more coming as the victims became werewolves too.  
 They had her pinned, then paused to see what their alpha commanded. Aldrick smiled from his place at the front of the church.  
 “Did you think it would be so simple?” He stepped forward, hands spread out. “My Hounds of God will conquer the world, and some orphan thinks she can stop it?” 
 “She’s not alone,” Danny said, and they all spun to see him in the doorway. He was in half-werewolf form, a mixture of red and gold glowing in his eyes. Mauro stood beside him, full-golden werewolf mode, and Hunter on the other side.  
 “Wrong choice, Danny.” Aldrick waved his claws and the remaining werewolves closed in on the trio.  
 Katherine couldn’t let this go on. She made eye contact with Triston, whose eyes pleaded with her. If she didn’t stop Aldrick, Triston would die, the world would die. An army of werewolves, slaughtering all in its way and converting the rest. She would not allow it. 
 With a growl that seemed to rumble from beneath the church, she felt power surging through her muscles, filling her lungs with crisp air, and expanding her senses until she could almost feel even the slightest variation in the air’s flow.  
 She flung her captors off of her and leaped from the nearest pew to land directly in the midst of the largest group of werewolves. They were everywhere, masses of fur and claws in all directions, and she was tearing through them.  
 Clawing out two throats at once, she emerged from the group on the side closest to Aldrick, and charged him.  
 He met her half-way down the steps. They fell in a mass of werewolf, blood spraying as they clawed each other, but each healing almost as quickly. Werewolf powers were one thing, but this was different—each of them seemed to be pulling from somewhere else, absorbing the power until they were each seemingly unbeatable… or so it appeared until Aldrick managed to trick her, feigning left but really going right so that he kicked out her knee and pinned her against the wall. 
 His jaws were open for the finishing bite, but he paused, confused by the complete silence. Katherine looked past him to see everyone had frozen and they were all staring at something just past Aldrick. When Katherine’s eyes adjusted, she saw it was Hunter, silver pistol pressed to the back of Aldrick’s head.  
 “Let her go,” Hunter said.  
 “The legendary Hunter,” Aldrick said. “You won’t kill me, you don’t have it in you.” 
 “My name is Liam,” Hunter said. “Liam Aldzis, and I’ve killed many tonight. What’s one more?”  
 “Shoot him!” Katherine said, squirming in Aldrick’s grasp.  
 Danny and Mauro were moving forward, taking advantage of the pause in the action.  
 Aldrick smirked and reached to place his hand around Hunter’s hand and the pistol. “What kind of monster would kill his own father?” He moved the pistol to point at Danny, who suddenly stopped approaching. Next, Aldrick squeezed his son’s finger—the bullet ripped through Danny’s heart and left him gasping in shock on the floor. 
 “The answer to betrayal,” Aldrick said to Danny, with a look of disgust and pity.  
 Danny’s eyes went blank as he changed back to human form. 
 Katherine felt as if the silver bullet had torn through her own heart instead of her best friend’s. She wanted to run to him and cry out, but there wasn’t time. 
 Aldrick moved the pistol toward Mauro. Hunter seemed frozen, unable to react. 
 “No!” Katherine shouted, struggling to break free. She brought both her arms down on Aldrick’s with a crack. The shot missed it’s mark, grazing Mauro’s shouler instead.  
 Now it was her turn to head-butt Aldrick. She pushed him back against the wall and sunk her teeth into his defensive arm.  
 A moan from Triston pulled at her attention, giving Aldrick the moment he needed to bite out for her throat—she held him back with thumbs at the edge of his mouth. The candlelight flickered in his wild eyes, and she remembered something else that had been glimmering when she’d entered. The cross! She rolled out and away from her opponent and looked up. Sure enough, it looked to be made of silver.  
 Again, Aldrick grabbed her and slammed her into the wall, causing the cross to creak overhead. She leveraged this—she’d been counting on it—brought a knee to his groin before pushing off of the wall and leaping into the air. With a spinning jump, she grabbed the cross and broke it off, then twisted mid-fall to bring the base of it, now broken into a point, down to stab him in the chest. 
 He gasped in surprise and shock, watching in horror as she pulled out the cross and blood hemorrhaged from the spot. She swept out his legs and pounced, lifting the cross high above her head. It connected with a sickening crunch when she brought it down hard into his heart.  
 Aldrick’s howl became a scream as he transformed back into human form and the scream became a gurgle of blood. Then it was gone and his eyes took on a cold, distant look. He was dead, but she couldn’t be too sure. She’d thought him dead once before, after all. 
 Katherine changed back to her human form as she walked over to Hunter. He was still standing there, confused, staring at the pistol on the ground.  
 That was her goal—the pistol. She picked it up and turned back to Aldrick. 
 “This will never happen again,” she said, then blasted all remaining bullets into his head until it was unrecognizable. “Heal from that.” 
 For a long moment she stood there staring at the remains of what had once been her master. The man she’d thought to be her uncle, and for the longest time thought dead. Now he really was—there was no doubting it.  
 A roar sounded from the surviving werewolves and it seemed like they would attack. But when the first one turned and fled, the rest followed. Their leader was dead, Katherine realized. They’d find a new one or pick one from amongst themselves, but for now, she’d have a moment to catch her breath. 
 Triston moaned and Katherine dropped to his side, holding his head in her lap. A sudden rush of emotions hit her, tearing at her insides worse than any wolf-claws could have done. Danny, the friend and possibly more, if things had gone differently, lay dead on the ground nearby. Triston, the man she’d started having feelings for recently, lay dying in her arms.  
 “Triston,” she whispered, caressing his cheek with her free hand.  
 His eyes opened and they were cloudy.  
 “Triston….” She kissed his forehead. “Stay with me.” 
 Mauro knelt down beside them, checking Triston’s wounds, and then Hunter took a step closer.  
 “Don’t you dare!” Katherine screamed at Hunter. “This is your fault!”  
 “I—I….” Hunter looked around the room, and for the first time, he looked like a little child. “He was my father, what could I—” 
 “No,” Mauro said, holding a hand up for him to stop. “You don’t have to explain yourself.” He must have noticed the glare Katherine gave him for that, because Mauro added, “He’s suffered, as we all have.” 
 Katherine didn’t care to hear more, but Hunter said, “I’m sorry. After he killed my mother, I swore revenge, I almost had him once before, in the fire, but he escaped. And seeing him tonight, eye to eye….” 
 For a moment Katherine considered unleashing on him, telling him he had no right to be like this, a coward, not when it cost the lives of people she loved.  
 And on that note, she turned to Mauro. “Will Triston make it?”  
 “Yes, but not in the way any of us would have hoped,” Mauro said, 
 “What—” she stopped herself, realizing what he meant. “No, no.” She turned Triston over, and sure enough, there was a werewolf bite on his right shoulder blade.  
 “The power of regeneration,” Mauro said. “Like all werewolves.” 
  He would survive, but he’d be one of them now. Even as she watched, Triston’s teeth grew longer and sharp.  
 “You know what we have to do next,” Mauro said.  
 “We have to get to safety, to—” 
 “No,” Triston said, eyes popping open and suddenly full of energy. “We have people to protect. Werewolves to hunt down. Hiding out in the middle of nowhere won’t do anyone any good.” 
 “Not me,” Katherine said. “I’m done with it.” 
 “It’s time to stop running,” Mauro said.  
 Katherine helped Triston to sit up, but her mind was on this challenge. Hunter stepped forward and said, “I failed you all. But I want to try again, do my part to hunt them.” 
 Instead of shaking her head, Katherine simply stared at the floor. They didn’t know what they were saying. Become some sort of group that goes around hunting others? There were too many of the others. She and her friends would all end up dead within a week.  
 Triston pulled her close, staring into her eyes. “We can stop them. We have to stop them.” 
 She shook her head. Hadn’t she been through enough? She’d lost Danny, she’d lost others, and now she had almost lost Triston. Here he was saying he wanted to continue the hunt.  
 “I—I can’t.”  
 “Together, Kat,” Triston said. “You and I can do this.” 
 “You will learn to control your powers,” Mauro said. “But only if you accept.” 
 Katherine looked between the two, then stared into Triston’s eyes, unwavering. Was this truly something she could do? Something that she would not want to do, but would attempt for the good of humanity?  
 For her parents, who died because of the evil of the world—the werewolves who proclaimed to do God’s work.  
 Yes, she had no choice but to hunt these bastards down.  
 “We find a cure for those that accept it,” she finally said. “Destroy the rest.” 
 “Bring peace to the world,” Triston said.  
 “Together.” She found herself leaning into him, and without even thinking about it, she was kissing him. There was an awkward clearing of a throat, and she pulled back to see Mauro, his cheeks red.  
 “Yes, well,” he said, “now that that’s over. Shall we?” He motioned toward the doors.  
 Katherine held up a hand. “Just a minute.” 
 She stood on wobbly legs and made her way to the side of Danny’s corpse. She hated that she’d lost her friend, but now that she thought about it, she had lost him before this day. In a different life, perhaps, it would have ended happily for the two of them. She took the moon-stone necklace off and placed it on his chest, then closed his eyes and turned to follow her new friends out of the church.  
 The others wouldn’t know what hit them.  
   
   

THE END
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ALLIE STROM AND THE RING OF SOLOMON

   



 


NOTE: Is it weird that I’m including a sample from a MG book? No, and here’s why: I’m going to merge these books at some point – Allie Strom and Katherine will meet. Exciting!  

   
   
 Allie Strom stared at the eerie blue glow of a small necklace on the floor of her bedroom closet. She knew that necklace well. Her whole life it had always hung from her mom’s neck. Yet here it was, but her mom was half-way across the world. 
 While searching for her favorite pleated skirt, Allie had first noticed the necklace. Starting seventh grade in a new city made her decision about what to wear especially significant.  
 She shuddered at the memory of sixth grade, when her stupid friend Crystal had betrayed her for the cool kids. All it took was for Allie to tell her she was moving, and maybe it hadn’t helped to bring it up during Crystal’s birthday party. The cake frosting in her hair took forever to get out, but the feeling of betrayal wouldn’t leave with a year’s worth of scraping.  
 No, this year she was determined to make sure she started off right. She would get in good with a group of friends and form her own crew of soccer girls. For the past few days she had thought of nothing else, aside from the occasional annoyance at her mom’s absence, once again. Regardless, finding the necklace had thrown Allie off guard.  
 A knock on the door startled her. She nudged the necklace into the closet with her toe, alongside the skirt and polo combination she didn’t want her dad to see. She paused at the mess, realizing that in spite of already being there for two months, her unpacking job of throwing everything in the closet hadn’t magically fixed itself. 
 “Honey, can I…?” her dad’s deep voice came from the other side of the door, more hoarse than usual this morning.  
 “Um…” She checked the other clothes on her bed to make sure they were to her dad’s liking. He was a great dad and meant well, but that didn’t mean he would let her wear whatever she wanted to school. He still had the idea that she wasn’t independent until she turned eighteen, and even that seemed like a stretch. Now, if her mom were here, that would be a different story. She was the one that had noticed Allie buying the pleated skirt and pretended not to see. She would probably help Allie pick out an outfit, tell her everything a girl needed to know when going into Junior High, when becoming a young woman. But, like always, her mom was deployed with the Army. Off trying to improve the lives of others instead of focusing on her daughter like she should have been. No one cared about Allie’s life. Where was Mom this time, Afghanistan or something? One of the Stans, Allie remembered that much.  
 Allie turned with a smile as she heard the door open. “Yeah?” 
 Her dad stepped in hesitantly. He was the kind of dad that seldom lost his cool and wasn’t going away for work all the time. Usually he was clean cut and dressed well for his job at Nintendo, testing games or doing computers or something, Allie wasn’t sure. But at the moment he sported a thick scruff and the skin beneath his eyes drooped like purple sacks.  
 “All ready for the big day?” her dad said with a glance toward her clothes on the bed.  
 “I'm not worried.” Maybe it would’ve been true if her mom were there to drop her off, or even be there to wish her luck. Allie turned to look out her window at the hint of a rising sun reflecting on the damp asphalt of the apartment complex’s parking lot. She had woken up early with a tingling in her stomach.  
 “It's just seventh grade,” she said. “Not like it's the World Cup or something.” 
 “Right,” he said, his eyes shifting to the floor. “Hey, Princess, I —” 
 “Dad, I'm twelve now, okay?” 
 He looked at her like he couldn’t believe it, then nodded. “Yeah, I know. Hey, grown-up-Princess…” 
 She rolled her eyes and smiled.  
 “That's more like it.” He sat on her bed, his butt on the sleeve of one of her sweaters. She cringed, but he didn't notice. His left nostril twitched the way it always did when he was nervous. “I wanted to talk to you about something…and well…” 
 “Dad?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Can it maybe wait? I mean, I still have a lot to do to get ready and Mom's not here to help so...” 
 He looked at her, his eyes lingering. Since her twelfth birthday two months ago, he always stared at her like that, like he would lose her if he looked away. He kept saying how she was growing up so fast. Well, it was about time, in her opinion. A growth spurt before starting at the new school would have been the thing she needed, especially for the soccer team. But alas, she had no such luck.  
 Her dad sighed and stood. “Sure, honey. But after school, we talk?”  
 “Yeah, okay.” 
 He attempted to smooth out his wrinkled white-dress shirt, then looked around at her piles of clothes. “Maybe I can help?” 
 “Of course you can. Why didn't I think of this earlier?” She showed him to the door.  
 “How, honey?” 
 “Make sure Ian doesn't bother me.” 
 Her dad frowned as the door closed with him on the other side.  
 She rummaged around in the darkness of her closet and soon her fingers found the necklace by the smooth, cold stone.  
 She squatted to pick it up, nibbling at her lip as she pulled it into the light. The necklace had a blue stone at the end of a silver chain, an upside down triangle overlaid on a right-side up triangle of silver in the middle. Her mom had always had it on, as if it grew from her skin. Allie held it in front of the mirror, holding it up to her neck and staring in awe.  
 The clasp had been broken. She tied the chain in a half-knot and was about to put it on when the doorknob turned again.  
 “Dad, I’m not….” She paused, seeing it was her older brother, Ian. The light peach fuzz around his mouth stuck straight out and he wore a scarf as if it made him look special.  
 “It’s me, puke-breath.” He smiled at her in a groggy sort of way. “What’s wrong with this family, why are we up so early?”  
 “Is it early?” she glanced outside as she tucked the necklace under her pillow to hide it. Sure enough, she could still see her reflection in the window. The sky was a dark blue of early morning, with streaks of pink and bright orange highlighting the clouds. This didn’t mean it was actually that early, being as it was September in Washington State. Still, compared to her friends she had always been an early riser.  
 Ian leaned against the doorframe and yawned but didn’t leave.  
 “What?” she said impatiently. 
 Ian stood in the doorway and smirked. “Dad made his favorite, a la’ surprise for the big day.”  
 “Which is?”  
 “Yogurt and granola, with his special frozen blueberries,” he said with a laugh.  
 He waved for her to follow and she did, but with a regretful look toward her pillow. She would have to check out the necklace more after breakfast.  
 Allie found her mouth watering and she didn’t mind that they were eating the same food they ate every morning. Whatever her dad had wanted to say earlier, he must have put it out of his mind for the moment. He laughed and told stories of his first day in seventh grade. Even Ian, often glum and in his own world, told her a story about how he had accidentally walked into the girls’ bathroom on his first day and been made fun of the whole first month of seventh grade. Stories of humiliation – exactly what she needed before the big day.  
 “Some eighth grade boys found out,” Ian said, blushing. “Whenever they’d see me they’d say ‘he runs like a girl and sits down to pee.’” 
 Allie cracked up and thought it was the funniest thing she had ever heard her brother say, and then wondered for a second if he did sit down to pee. He had played with Barbies with her and their cousin when they were younger. But then she decided to think about soccer, because the idea of her brother peeing grossed her out and made her lose her appetite.  
 When she returned to her bedroom, she sighed and leaned against the closed door. The wall was covered with posters of her favorite soccer players, all except a black Megadeath poster off to the corner. Her brother had given it to her and she had cherished because he said it was cool. He was trying too hard, she thought, but still, she kept it because it was one of the few things he had given her. He had also said Dungeons and Dragons was cool and she had bought into that one as well. Remnants of this fad showed in her perfectly aligned collection of small figurines on the corner shelf. By far the nerdiest was a giant with his massive ax protecting a female warrior with flaming fists. She had painted them herself a couple of years back and couldn’t convince herself to trash them quite yet. The idea of her brother being cool needed to be wiped from her brain, but that appeared harder than she would’ve thought. He would always be her big brother, after all.  
 For now, she had a priority. She pulled out the necklace and watched the stone glimmer as it twisted on its chain. The rest of her room was dull in comparison. The necklace had always intrigued her, always there, shining from her mom’s neck. Now, holding it inches from her eyes, she stared into the silver lines in the blue stone. The little patterns on the stone reminded her of maps she had seen, maps of the world, but of so much more too. Maybe the universe?  
 She pulled it up to tie it around her neck again but paused, surprised to see a clasp on the chain where it had been broken before. Certainly her dad and Ian wouldn’t have known she had found it, or managed to sneak into her room and replace the clasp. That would be ridiculous. The only explanation, then, was that she had imagined it being broken.   
 A soft warmth emanated from the stone when it touched her skin. She closed her eyes, overcome with a feeling of relaxation, but when she opened them again a flash of light burst forth from the necklace and suddenly she was younger, lying in her mom’s arms. Her mom’s hair tickled as it brushed Allie’s cheek. Those soft blue eyes stared down lovingly, the warm summer breeze tingled as it caressed her skin, carrying with it the scent of strawberries. The warmth of the stone engulfed her like a bath and, for a moment, she saw only the bright light as it flared again. She smelled fresh air, like a forest after the rain. Was she floating? The pleasant sensation drifted through her body and she was in the passenger seat of her mom’s car, her mom driving while calm music played in the distance.  
 “Allie,” a soft voice said. “Allie….” 
 Tap. Tap.  
 The light flashed again and then gave way to darkness. A cave or a tunnel, rolling darkness as if it were alive, twisting and weaving through her limbs. She wasn’t herself. Her hands were too big and something felt different. She wore Army fatigues and was running. A menacing laughter echoed through the darkness from behind. Her boots thudded on moist stone. The scent of scorched metal, a sour taste in her mouth. Her mom’s voice sounded distant, but at the same time inside her head, said “Run, run!” She tore the necklace from around her neck and placed it on the ground before her, glowing. “Protect it, at all costs,” her mom’s voice said. Her large hands lifted a rock and then with an echoing smash the necklace was gone. Scorched blue marks were all that remained where the stone of the necklace had been moments before. 
 Tap. Tap.  
 Darkness and a lingering scent of honey. Again Allie was in her mom’s arms as a child, falling asleep.  
 Tap. Tap.  
 With a jolt, Allie was pulled from her mom’s arms, kicking and screaming. She wanted to stay in that comforting embrace forever, but when she opened her eyes she was back in her room, the necklace around her neck. She tried to clear her head. It was heavy. A light sweat dampened her temples. Somehow she had ended up lying on her bed. She sat up and saw someone in the window. Could it be? 
 “Mom?” She stood and approached the glass to see that the morning sky was still dim. The image she saw was her reflection. Had it all been a dream? Perhaps it was something more, her mom calling to her in desperate need of help. But that was impossible. Allie wanted to scream in confusion.  
 The tapping sounded again, from her door.  
 “Allie?” Ian’s voiced called out from the other side of the door. “Dad wants to know if you’ll need a ride today.” 
 She held her head, trying to figure out what had happened. 
 “Allie?” he said again.  
 “Leave me alone!” she yelled, then fell down to her bed. Her eyelids grew heavy. She thought she heard her mom whispering to her, or maybe calling from far away. But it didn’t make sense, she convinced herself as her eyes closed.  
 “Allie,” Ian said. “You’re going to be late!”  
 Her eyes flickered open and she saw the morning light streaming through her blinds. She must have drifted back to sleep. She jumped from bed to get ready for her first day of school. Whatever had happened, the strange dream or whatever it was would have to wait. 
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