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Chapter 1

   
 Katherine stood at the edge of the graveyard, watching the relatives she’d never known Danny had, wondering if he ever even knew about them. The setting sun cast an orange and pink hue across the cemetery, long shadows reaching across brown grass that swayed in the coastal breeze. The eerie calmness of it all sent a chill up Katherine’s spine as she imagined the dead rising from their graves to devour this world. 
 As far as she knew, that wasn’t possible. But then again, most people didn’t believe in werewolves and vampires either, so she didn’t know what could be real anymore.    
 The relatives had claimed Danny’s body soon after the mass murder was reported. The biggest news north of the border in many years—so many bodies found in a church. Getting him back across the border couldn’t have been easy, but here they were, in the midst of the burial ceremony.  
 Of course she had come to grieve, to pay her respects… but also to see if any other werewolves would show their faces.  
 Given the reach of Aldrick’s Hounds of God, they had to have known about Danny’s relatives. That was why she stayed hidden in the tree line, and it was why her eyes kept wandering over to two men that seemed out of place. They were at the edge of the crowd, glancing around occasionally, likely looking for her.  
 Little did they know, she was looking for them as well.  
 These two had suits that looked too expensive for the type of people gathered here. They were larger, the type military leadership would have selected to go on a mission against a known threat such as Katherine.  
 That’s how Mauro said they’d refer to her, after she took out Aldrick and the others at that church. “A threat.”  
 Werewolves had started up various cells and networks across the country, infiltrating positions of power and promising the gift of strength and regeneration to those that would listen.  
 Why use money to bribe when you had such a gift to offer?  
 Of course, it came with a price. The price of being one of those evil bastards, for one, but also the price Katherine had finally escaped, thanks to Triston and Mauro. No more blacking out on the full moon, no more waking up covered in blood and having no idea what she’d done the night before.  
 At least, so Mauro said.   
 One of their heads swiveled in her direction, so she froze, crouched behind a tree, eyes taking him in. Her breaths came quickly. She hoped to God she didn’t have to create a scene by killing these two right here.  
 Killing was something she never wanted to do again, for that matter, but she’d seen what a lack of action can lead to… first hand when Aldrick had brought that man home for the feeding so long ago. That man would have died at their hands if not for the intervention of Matthew—the man she’d referred to as “Hunter” for so much of her life. 
 Speaking of Matthew, she wasn't sure where he was.
She pulled back farther behind the tree and turned toward the other direction, eyes roaming the street and the houses past the cemetery. The hilltop part of El Cerrito provided a beautiful view of the Bay Area and even the Golden Gate Bridge in the distance. Her eyes only lingered momentarily on the view she’d dreamed of seeing so much of her life, then came to rest on the silver car parked in one of the driveways. Within the car, a man pretending to look at his phone. She could see his suit from here—Matthew’s telltale sign. 
 Not enough time had passed for her to come to trust him yet, not one hundred percent, anyway. But Mauro insisted he be part of the team.  
 That first night, after fleeing the church and then making their way back to the safe house, they’d been in such a rush, she didn’t even have time for questions.  
 “Grab everything related to our kind,” Mauro had said, pulling together the maps and folding them between pages of an old, worn leather book. “It’s not likely anyone will trace them back to here, but we have to be prepared.”  
 “Aldrick knew of this place,” Triston said, still wobbly. Katherine had to help him lower himself to the couch before she and Matthew had joined Mauro in gathering everything up. He didn’t add the rest, about Danny finding them here, because he must’ve known Katherine wasn’t ready to discuss the death of her closest friend, or anything having to do with him.  
 Matthew had suddenly moved to the window, his eyes flaring red, and then said, “They already know. They’re coming.”  
 “How can you tell?” Katherine asked, wanting to finally get some answers.  
 He had shaken his head and simply said, “Hurry.”  
 On their way down past the border and into the States, Mauro had explained what he’d learned about Matthew. The son of Aldrick, the poor boy had found his mother’s corpse after Aldrick had killed her on a full moon, as a werewolf. Since that night, the boy had sworn to search the world for werewolves, hunting them until they were extinct, so they could never bring the kind of hurt he’d felt to this world again.  
 But he had failed early on and, realizing he wasn’t strong enough, Matthew went in search of other ways to combat his enemies. He had even turned to the dark arts. 
 “And the result was what… he became a vampire?” Katherine had asked.  
 “Not completely,” a voice interrupted, and she had turned to see Matthew standing there in the night, Triston behind him, listening intently. “More like a half-vampire.” 
 They’d continued the journey, moving across the border at an unguarded spot in the hills, and then a driver had picked them up and taken them to one of the safe houses Mauro had set up with his network. Apparently, he had his own group of followers, all committed to his cause. They’d been out searching for Katherine, just like Triston had been.  
 Along the way, she’d learned that the ceremony Matthew had been part of in the hidden temples of Central Asia had required a sacrifice for completion—the feeding on an innocent. Realizing he was well on his path to becoming what he’d set out to destroy, he turned on the temple and burned it to the ground before fleeing.  
 The result was this state of half-vampire, where he could walk in the day and use his senses to track werewolves, but was constantly at risk of losing himself to the darkness within.  
 So yeah, it was a little hard fully trusting someone that had not only turned to the dark arts as a way of hunting down you and all of your kind, but who could at any minute snap and go full vampire on her.  
 Her mind came back to the moment as Matthew glanced her way, and she gave a nod to confirm she’d spotted their targets. Even if he couldn’t fully be trusted, she had no choice but to work with him, for now.  
 She saw the blue light of his phone as he dialed Mauro, who would be standing by with Triston. The plan was set.  
 With a deep breath, she steeled her nerves, and then walked out into the open, as if she were moving to a grave nearby to pay her respects.  
 A movement from the corner of her eye told her that the two men had noticed her movement, and were coming her way. Each step became more forced, and her hands clenched into fists.  
 Don’t kill them, she told herself. That wasn’t the point of this mission. Her shadow fell long across the grass, and she wished she’d approached them from up the hill, on the east, so the setting sun would’ve given her a hint as to how close they were.  
 But as it went behind the hills of the North Bay and the shining reflection from the water vanished, her sense of smell picked up and her hearing perked.  
 They were nearly on her.  
 Instead of waiting for them to make their move, she ran. Her goal was to get them as far away from the crowd as possible. They were already out of the general area, moving along the decline of the hill the graveyard was set on, and so when she made a sharp right and hit the fence, she felt they were safely out of view.  
 A snarl sounded behind her, but instead of turning to face the men, she pulled up on the fence, placed her feet against it, and then pushed as she leaped backward.  
 It was almost humorous, the look on the two men’s faces as she vaulted over them to land, claws out and sharp teeth bared in a snarl. Her eyes glowed gold, and she could feel strength coursing through her arms and legs as her werewolf energy gathered like a flood of power.  
 “Got you,” one of the men said. He took off his suit jacket and tossed it aside as he began to transform—full werewolf mode.  
 The other started to do the same, but Katherine simply rolled her eyes. “You’re making this too easy,” she said.  
 With a look of confusion on his half-hairy face, the first paused his transformation and said, “Explain yourself.”  
 She just smiled, and then took a step back so that, as Triston came leaping over the fence, there was room for him and the man to go sprawling across the grass. Not waiting a second longer, Katherine swept the second man’s feet from under him and then landed on top of him with a head-butt that cracked his nose and sent blood gushing.  
 “I wish you’d keep blood to a minimum,” Matthew said, appearing at their side and gasping for breath. “It’s not necessary, but damn it’s tempting.”  
 “What the hell?” the man with the broken nose shouted, half trying to fight back, half trying to hold his nose to stop the bleeding.  
 Triston had his legs wrapped around the other man, who twisted to reach behind and sink his claws into Triston’s shoulder.  
 A loud grunt of pain escaped Triston as he too began to transform.  
 “No need for that,” Matthew said.  
 The two men, one now nearly fully transformed in Triston’s grip, suddenly stopped resisting.  
 Matthew had his silver pistol in one hand, a silver blade in the other. “Yeah, I thought that’d get your attention.”  
 “Who are you, anyway?” the one with the broken nose demanded. “We came for the girl. The rest of you—” 
 “The rest of us,” Matthew said, “are with the girl. So you have a problem with her, you have a problem with all of us.”  
 Triston released his hold on the other man and stood, one hand on his fresh wound. He swore and then kicked the man in the face, sending blood and spittle across the grass.  
 “Do you have any idea who we are?” the man said, as he returned to his full human form. “What kind of trouble you’re getting yourselves into?”  
 “Why do you think we’ve just captured you?” Mauro said, and they all turned to see him standing on the other side of the fence, hands folded behind his back. He wore a suit as well, but with a priest’s collar. “So that we can find out all about the sort of trouble we’re getting ourselves into. After all, we can’t put a stop to it if we don’t fully understand it.”  
 “You know we’ll never talk,” the bloodied one said, but the blank stare in his eyes showed he was already defeated.  
 “Oh, I think our friend here might have something to say about that,” Mauro said with a nod to Matthew. “Perhaps you’ve heard of the one they call ‘Hunter’?”  
 That sent a shiver through the two men, and Katherine couldn’t suppress her smile. She might not fully trust this man, Matthew, but she was glad he was on her side.  




Chapter 2

   
 Katherine sat at the table, chewing on cauliflower baked in curry powder, doing her best to ignore the grunts and smothered shouting of the two men downstairs. They’d questioned them and found that word of the events surrounding Aldrick’s death had spread, and there was a hunt for Katherine. That wasn’t anything new as far as she was concerned.  
 “We can’t let them live!” Matthew said, pacing across the living room of the house Mauro’s contact had set them up with in North Berkeley. “Isn’t our point here to see justice delivered, to stop the evil of….” He stopped, looking at each of them, and then bit his lip.  
 “Evil of our kind, is that it?” Mauro said, hands behind his back. He stood tall, the ever regal man and werewolf. His eyes glowed yellow for a moment, and then he smiled. “While I appreciate the fervor with which you hunt, I must remind you that Katherine is right. We must offer help to those who will accept it.” 
 Matthew turned to her, nostrils flaring and eyes wide. “They were sent to kill you. You do realize this, right?”  
 “I see the value in keeping them alive,” she said, swapping her cauliflower for a sip of white wine. It was a tad drier than she’d prefer, but it complemented the snack nicely. 
 “You see the value,” he laughed. “I’m sorry, I’m still not following the reasoning for us all listening to everything you say.”  
 “She was foretold,” Mauro said, looking at her like a proud father. She liked those looks, and the feeling of having a family again, but all this talk of being destined for greatness and whatnot sometimes felt like a bit much.  
 “Yeah, I’m still not following that myself, really,” she said.  
 “The stars—” 
 “We’ve heard all that brouhaha
about the alignment of the stars,” Matthew said. He looked to Triston for help, but he just shrugged. “What makes you think that means anything?”  
 Mauro shook his head, smiling contentedly. “Ye of little faith. I studied the stars on the date I was bitten, and the date she was bitten—”  
 “But… didn’t you bite her?” Triston asked, now leaning forward.  
 “Yes, but only because I knew it was her... I sensed the aura about her.” 
 After a moment of silence, Matthew said, “You sir, are a nutjob.”  
 “Hey,” Katherine said, pointing at Matthew. “You’re one to talk. Did you help us kill Aldrick? Yes. Does that mean I trust you completely? Hell no. Does it mean I like you? Even less than I trust you.”  
 Matthew glared. “In the past… it’s true that I may have killed a werewolf or two who didn’t deserve it.”  
 Katherine stood, slamming her hands on the table. “You killed Babur. You nearly killed almost everyone in this room, at one point or another!”  
 “And he has apologized,” Mauro said, holding up his hands for peace. “His sins might not be forgotten, but we can do our best to forgive.” 
 “Can we not talk about sins?” Katherine said, lowering herself to the chair again. Her mind flashed to images of Aldrick pacing before her and the other kids of her youth, talking about how they were chosen by God to bring a stop to sinners of the world. Only problem with that was that Aldrick was the one to decide who the sinners were. “It brings back unwanted memories.”  
 “Yes, well…” Matthew stood and motioned to the door. “While we figure out how to work together for the good of humanity, we have those two down there that need to be dealt with. So do you have a plan?”  
  “Frankly, I’m done being hunted. It’s time I turned this around on the other werewolves, and these two can lead us to the ones in power.” 
 “What, like if we just let them go?”  
 She shook her head, then waited, listening. A moment later a crash of breaking glass sounded downstairs and she smiled.  
 “If they think they escaped on their own,” she said. She leaped up and downed her wine. “Who’s coming with me?”  
 Triston groaned. “You two couldn’t have let us all in the plan?” 
 Mauro stood, handing Triston his shoes and opening the door. “We could’ve, but this way it seemed more natural when you were questioning them. And we did learn some valuable information.” He turned to Matthew and said, “So, Hunter, will you be going with them?”  
 Katherine felt her joy vanish, and shot Mauro a glare.  
 “You can use his skills at tracking our kind,” Mauro said.  
 Matthew looked at the three of them, grunted, and headed for the door. “You couldn’t stop me if you tried.”  
 “Keep telling yourself that,” Katherine mumbled as she ran after him, Triston in the rear.  
   
 *** 
   
 Matthew focused on the silver mist that formed when there had been werewolves nearby, the mist that only he could see. Rather, all of his kind, for all he knew.  
 He still hadn’t gotten used to the idea of working with werewolves. Especially Katherine, who he had spent so many years trying to kill. He felt guilt over the ones who maybe shouldn’t have died, but it was war, humanity against the supernatural.  
 While he’d taken on the supernatural to fight, he still chose the side of humanity every time.  
 The mist led through a residential area and past a park, and then he spotted the two men darting past a house halfway down the next block.  
 “Slow,” he said as he reached the corner, and held up a hand to make sure the other two knew to proceed with caution. He poked his head around and saw a man standing in the shadows, head bowed with a cowboy hat.  
 The stranger said something, and the two men turned around, eyes shining with a purple light. With each step they grew, hair sprouting from their bodies and claws and teeth growing sharp. Then the two were in full werewolf mode, charging right for them, and Katherine barely managed to change before the first one attacked. 
   
 *** 
   
 Katherine used her enhanced speed to side step and throw one of the men headfirst into a nearby wall, then turned in time to see the other one claw at Triston’s chest. He held up both arms to block, but that just meant he took the attack in the arms. Blood flew and Triston grunted in pain.  
 “They were running from us,” Katherine said as she kicked Triston’s attacker back, then saw silver flash from the corner of her eye.  
 Matthew had his knee on the other werewolf’s back, silver blade to its throat.  
 “NO!” she said, but it was too late. He’d already pulled the blade across, slitting the beast’s throat from ear to ear. Silver meant that wound wouldn’t be healing itself anytime soon.  
 She charged Matthew and pinned him to the wall, anger flaring. 
 “You don’t know if he was under his own control!” she shouted. A growl rumbled behind her, and she turned to see the werewolf who still lived circling Triston, readying for the pounce. Triston wasn’t experienced enough yet to face these beasts, so Katherine released Matthew with a growl of frustration, then turned to pull the wolf from Triston and throw him to the ground.  
 “The man!” Triston shouted, pointing up to the rooftop where the stranger’s silhouette was still visible.  
 They ran forward, but the man was already up and onto the next rooftop. When he paused to look back and saw them pursuing, he reached out, moved his arms in a big circle, and then brought his hands together. A burst of purple light shot out from his hands, and when it faded, he was gone. 
 Matthew stumbled back. He stared at the spot the man had just been, then turned to Katherine and Triston.  
 “Tell me you know what just happened,” he said.  
 Triston pursed his lips in thought. “This is all a dream, I hope?”  
 “This isn’t the time for jokes,” Katherine said, elbowing him in the side. “I certainly hope Mauro has some idea what that was, but it looked to me like that man just used magic.”  
 “Magic…?” Matthew shook his head. “You two, get that one. I’ll check it out.”  
 “This isn’t over!” Katherine said, pointing to the body of the other werewolf. She dragged the other one up and pinned him to the gate. “Who was that? TALK!”  
 He stared back defiantly, then the purple light faded from his eyes and he slumped down in her arms, conscious, but drained of energy.   
 Damn, this just got more complicated.  
   




Chapter 3

   
 The werewolf groaned, and Katherine lowered him to a sitting position against the gate, where he transformed back into a human. His clothes were tattered, the look in his eyes terrified.  
 “Who was he?” Katherine asked the werewolf, but then her enhanced hearing picked up the sound of police sirens approaching. “Damn, cops must’ve heard the shots.”  
 The man tried to use the distraction to swing at Katherine, but Triston stepped in this time with a well-placed kick that sent him sprawling on the cement, next to his dead buddy.  
 “Take us where you were going,” Katherine said. “That, or join your friend here.” 
 “So die now, or die when they kill me for betrayal?” the man asked.  
 “Yes, that sounds about right.” Triston stepped up beside Katherine and shrugged. “Seems like an easy choice. At least if you wait, you’ll have a fighting chance of survival, here… not so much.” 
 “Come on,” the man said, with a grudging look at him. “It’s not far.”  
 He led them down the rest of the street, then around a curve in the road and to a large, brown house. It had stairs leading up to a patio, but when Katherine started walking up the stairs, the man said, “No, there.”  
 He pointed to the side of the stairs near the rear where there was a door. He opened it for them and motioned to the stairs. “They expected me to return with you anyway.”  
 “Smart thinking,” she said, then put her hands behind her back so he could pretend to have captured her. 
 “Kat, what’re you doing?” Triston asked, worry creasing his face. 
 “Relax, you two will be right behind. We have to catch them by surprise. Just be ready.”  
 Triston didn’t like it, but he shrugged and kissed her on the forehead. “Be careful.”  
 She turned and started down the stairs, the man behind her, while Triston and Matthew waited to follow in a few moments.   
 The stairs were dark and cold. Stale air brought the scent of mildew. The closer to the bottom they went, the louder the noise of people shouting and cheering grew. Not too far down, the stairs led to a low opening. She ducked to enter, then found herself in a large basement.  
 Almost a dozen men and women were gathered around two men, shirtless and going at each other with punches and kicks. One began to transform, then so did the other, but at that moment a slender man with black hair and pointed eyebrows stepped forward and said, “Stop!”  
 Everyone did.  
 “We’re not here to kill each other over hurt egos. We’re here to train.” At that moment, he paused, noticing Katherine. His smile widened. “So, Clyde, you’ve succeeded.”  
 “Not exactly,” Clyde said, and then he stepped aside to reveal Matthew, silver gun at the ready, knife in his other hand, and Triston.  
 The dark-haired man’s smile faded instantly, and the others turned, half of them transforming as they saw their company.  
 “Wait,” the dark-haired man said, stepping forward. He smiled at Katherine. “We will of course kill you, but I’m intrigued. What brings you here, if you weren’t captured?”  
 “I have questions,” she said. “Like who’s in charge now that Aldrick is gone, for one.”  
 “Aldrick?” The man spat on the floor. “That’s what I thought of him. He wasn’t really in charge, not after his gift spread to those in authority.” 
 “You’re telling us he wasn’t in charge before he died?” Triston asked doubtfully. 
 “Oh, he had his followers, that’s for damn sure. Still does, since not everyone has received word that he’s dead. But this has risen much higher than him.” 
 “And the sorcerer or whatever that was out there?” Matthew asked.  
 “The what?” the man asked.  
 Clyde nodded and explained what had happened to him and his partner. Or what he could figure of it, anyway. Most of it had been a blur, like he wasn’t in control.  
 “And then the man disappeared,” Katherine said.  
 Everyone looked at each other with concern, some even changing back to human form. 
 “This doesn’t add up.” The man with dark hair assessed them and then said, “Listen, all we know is we were told to get you when you showed up for your friend’s burial.”  
 “And you just follow orders?” she asked.  
 The man smirked. “Lady, we’re all soldiers, or were, before this pack was formed. We’re used to following orders. Only, now it means our life is forfeit if we don’t.” 
 She looked at them, tilted her head, and then glanced back at Triston. He nodded, so she figured he was thinking it too. Turning back to the man, she said, “I propose a truce.”  
 “A what?”  
 “You want to stay alive, fine. Keep looking for me, but not really.” She held up a hand to interrupt him. “Meanwhile, we look into who’s controlling your men and stop him. Something tells me he’s a tad more powerful than your boss is anyway, and therefore a bigger threat.” 
 The werewolves looked among themselves, and then one stepped forward. He was short compared to the others, with fiery orange hair.  
 “And if we just wanted to join your side?” he asked. 
 “What?” the dark-haired man demanded. “Rumos—” 
 “Let me hear him out,” Katherine said, hands up. “Mr…?” 
 “The name’s Aaron.” He spat at Rumos’s feet. “And we reward traitors with death.”  
 “Keep saying that, and we can see who from this room walks out alive,” she said. “Anyone who threatens my followers is threatening me.” She waited, and Aaron took a step back. He had more followers, but apparently they’d heard of her powers, and of Matthew.  
 “Maybe not just me,” Rumos said, glancing back at the others. A blonde man stepped forward, and the two shared a moment, then Rumos turned back to Katherine. “We weren’t made this way by our choice. And yeah, we’ve heard all about you. We wanna be on the winning side.”  
 “You traitor!” Aaron said, lunging for him.  
 Katherine stepped in and lifted him into the air before slamming him on the ground. “What did I just say?”  
 Aaron gasped for the breath that had been knocked from him, while the others stepped forward. Matthew cocked his pistol and smiled.  
 “He really does like to kill our kind,” Katherine said. “Please don’t give him reason to.” She stood, seeing that none were making the attack, and addressed Rumos. “So just like that, you two would abandon your Alpha? Why should I trust you?”  
 “We want to follow a leader worth following,” Rumos said. The other one stepped forward, taking Rumos’s hand. “One who’d accept us as is.”  
 Aaron’s eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared, but he didn’t say anything.  
 “You’re not leaving this room,” Aaron said. “And there will be no truce.”  
 “Very well.” Katherine nodded to the pair, and said, “I accept you. But this won’t be like before. I will be your Alpha, and I’ll not have anyone doubting my decisions or standing in my way. Is that clear?”  
 They both nodded.  
 “And the rest of you, too, can make this choice.” Her smile faded to a glare. “But if you don’t, if you stand with Aaron here against me, you die this night.” 
 A moment passed, and then the room filled with kneeling men. Only Aaron remained, and one man who had yet to transform out of werewolf form.  
 “You all are traitors!” Aaron said, and then he pushed up and leaped for Katherine. But Rumos attacked at the same time, knocking his former pack leader out of the air and landing with a knee in his neck. They both transformed, as did the others, and Katherine turned to the door.  
 “We’ll wait outside for this,” she said, and then exited to the sounds of Aaron’s screams.  
   






Chapter 4

   
 “I can’t continue working with a damned vampire!” Katherine stood in front of Mauro, hands on the desk. He sat in the chair opposite her, looking up at her with curiosity.  
 “You two were quite the team leading up to the downfall of Aldrick,” he said. “And you see the value of having him here.”  
 She closed her eyes, trying to ignore his calmness. It pissed her off that she was losing her temper while he was able to sit there and talk rationally with her.  
 “He’s a murderer,” she finally said. “It’s not just a matter of practicality, it’s a matter of right and wrong.”  
 “The world isn’t often as black and white as you’d have it.” Mauro stood and went to the window, looking out at the night sky where a sliver of moon was visible. “There are some who would’ve thought twice before accepting your friend, Danny. Heck, even I have a tarnished past from my days before all this.” 
 “We’re not talking about you,” she said, but he’d piqued her interest, so she waited.  
 He looked at her with a smile. “I wasn’t always a golden werewolf, nor a priest. We have many others to introduce you to when the time is right. Maybe then you’ll hear my story.” 
 “Great, not only do you refuse to listen to reason, but you’re a tease.”  
 He laughed. “Perhaps, but the point remains that we need Matthew. His nickname, Hunter, now spreads fear among the Dark World, and—” 
 “Excuse me, dark what?”  
 “Just a term.” He folded his hands and assessed her. “There are those that would follow the path of light, and those that chose another path. I, and others in my group, call this second group the Dark World.” 
 “Sounds like it should be a ride at Disneyland or something,” she said, rolling her eyes.  
 “If it were, I’d advise you not bring children on it.” His eyes sparkled, and she managed a smile.  
 “Stop it!” she said, remembering her anger. “You’re changing the subject!”  
 With a shrug, he walked around from the desk and put an arm around her. “I understand your reluctance. But is right now the best time to be losing a friend?” 
 “Not a friend,” she said, holding up a finger correct him.  
 “An ally then. Temporary, if it helps to think of him that way.” He opened a suitcase next to his desk, then pulled out a book. “There’s so much to this world that you don’t understand. That you never will, but, if this is what I think it is, we’re going to need Matthew as an ally more than ever.” 
 “Why?” she said, more of a challenge than a question. 
 “Because of who I think we’re dealing with here,” he said, and opened the book, flipping through the pages.  
 It was an old, leather-bound journal, its pages mostly filled with notes. She saw a few drawings, such as a dagger with intricate designs, a scepter and King of the Dead written next to it, a skull with runes carved into it and the name Aleski written beside it, and even one page of a full set of armor labeled The Armor of God. Several names were written beneath the armor, each scratched out, but for the latest—Allie Strom.  
  But then he turned the page to one full of symbols. The pentagram star was in its center, surrounded by sketches of wolves and maps of locations around Europe. A line pointed at the northeast tip of Africa on one map, and then to a sketch of a temple, somewhere below China.  
 “This is where your…” He paused at the next word, glancing at Katherine, “Ally got his powers. He didn’t finish though, when he was asked to kill an innocent and drink of his blood. Remember, this dark magic could’ve been completely within his grasp, but he rejected it. Not all have done so….” 
 “Including Grundy,” a voice said from the doorway, and they turned to see Matthew there. He stepped in, eyeing the book in Mauro’s hands, who made no effort to hide it. “But you know that already, don’t you?”  
 “I’m sorry,” Katherine said, irritation causing her voice to come out scratchy. “First of all, who the hell invited you? And second, what?” 
 “Alexander Grundy, as he went by when we traveled those mountains and found the temple together,” Matthew said, his eyes on the book as his finger traced the sketch of the temple. “He, too, had a craving for revenge, but he was willing to stop at nothing for his desire. I, on the other hand, had my boundaries.”  
 “You were still ready to kill indiscriminately,” Katherine shot out at him.  
 “Out of ignorance,” he said. “And an inability to believe your kind could be anything other than evil.”  
 “And now that’s changed?” She scoffed. “I just saw you kill that werewolf back there!”  
 “Who was trying to kill us. Was I hasty? In hindsight, we both know I was. At the time, I didn’t piece this together—it wasn’t until I saw Grundy that I understood.” 
 Katherine stared at him, wide-eyed. “You… you knew him and you didn’t say anything?”  
 “I wasn’t sure… Not until I went up to investigate and saw the purple haze of light left behind. Just like I see silver for werewolves. There’s apparently a connection to him, and maybe the rest of my kind as well.” 
 “Vampires,” she said, practically spitting the word in disgust.  
 “Yes, and no.” 
 Mauro leaned in now, curious. He flipped the page to more notes, checked them, and then said, “So… the legend of the two paths, it’s true?”  
 Matthew glanced at the notes, then nodded. “From my understanding, yes. There are those that would bring light into this world, and those that would bring darkness. I embraced darkness in my quest for revenge, and it corrupted me. Had I gone all the way, I would thirst for blood, I would burn when the sunlight touched my skin, and… I wouldn’t be here helping like I am right now.” 
 “That last part’s still up for debate.” Katherine folded her arms across her chest, fingers caressing the leather of her jacket as she rocked from one foot to the next. All this talk was bringing her mind back to places it didn’t want to go—she’d rather have the conversation over, but she needed to know the full story. “If it’s this man you say it is, why’s he here?”  
 “If he’s here, which I now believe one hundred percent,” Matthew said, “then that means he’s finally come for his revenge. He’ll use lesser beings, members of the Dark World not as powerful as himself, and control them so that they can carry out his revenge for him.”  
 “Yes, hatred, revenge, we get it,” Katherine said, her anxiousness growing. “But who is he after? Revenge for what?”  
 Matthew sighed, looking her in the eye with sorrow as he said, “His revenge isn’t simply against one person, but for everyone he blames for what happened to his wife when she was killed overseas. She was a doctor, and….”  
 “A bombing,” Mauro said, closing his book. “Misplaced, naturally. Civilian casualties, to include this man’s wife.”  
 “You’ve done your research, old man.”  
 Mauro shook his head. “That’s my job. And yours—the two of you and everyone else we can find to defy this man, Grundy—is to find him and stop him before it’s too late.” 
 “Hello?” Katherine held up a hand. “Am I missing something? Who does he blame? Who’s his target?”  
 “Not just one who,” Mauro said, his eyes taking on a distant look. “Am I right, Matthew?”  
 Matthew nodded. “Grundy means to see all of America burn.” 
 Katherine’s chest heaved, her ears ringing with the news. She’d hoped they were done with madmen when they’d defeated Aldrick, but now it was only getting worse. Someone with the power to control not only werewolves, but maybe other forms of dark beings… Maybe even spirits and demons? And to make it worse, he was some sort of twisted vampire.  
 She put her head in her hand, focusing, and then said, “What do we do?” 
 “Get some rest,” Mauro said. “Matthew and I will figure out what we can, and tomorrow we set off to put a stop to this.”  
   
 *** 
   
 Triston had started falling asleep, waiting for Katherine to come back up to the room they were sharing.  
 When she finally came stumbling in and sat down at the foot of the bed, head in the palms of her hands, he knew something was wrong. Wiping the sleepiness away, he sat up and put an arm around her.  
 “We’ll figure this out,” he said. 
 She turned to him and, after a moment of hesitation, started telling him all about Matthew and his journey to the temple in the mountains of Central Asia, how he’d met this Grundy person, and what sort of threat he presented for America.  
 Triston’s eyes grew wider with each word, until any lingering drowsiness was long gone.  
 “First I become the one thing I hate,” he said, grimacing as he remembered the werewolf that had killed his family, the same sort of creature he was now, “and now I find out that we’re fighting mind-controlling, dark-magic-practicing, freaking VAMPIRES?”  
 She stared at him, and then said, “There’s no reason to lose it. We can’t afford to right now.” 
 A quick breath escaped his nose, and he said, “If there was ever a reason to lose it, I’d say this about does it.” 
 She took his hand and squeezed. “We’ll fight it together, right? You and me, taking on the world.”  
 “Saving the world, you mean.” 
 “Yeah, I guess.” She leaned her head on his chest. “Though, sometimes it doesn’t feel that way.”  
 “Come on,” he said, pulling her up to the pillows with him, so they were lying together, her head still on his chest. “We need to close our eyes and forget about this, until tomorrow when we’re rested and ready.”  
 “Is that how you forget about it?” she asked, and he felt her hand on his chest, caressing, then moving to his abs, pulling up his shirt so her warm touch sent tingles through his body. “I feel like there’re better ways to take our minds off of it.”  
 She lifted her head and kissed him, then adjusted her body so she was on top of him, her hips pressed against his. 
 “You know,” he said between kisses, “I think I like,” another kiss, “your way more.”  
 She smiled, then sat back to pull off her shirt. He was glad to see she was right, as the moonlight shone in from the blinds and highlighted her nude torso. He was already starting to forget what they’d been so worried about.  
 By the time they were done and she was asleep at his side, his eyes closing slowly, he’d totally forgotten.  
   
   
   




Chapter 5

   
 Dawn came with a pounding on their door. “It’s time to go!” 
 Katherine rolled out of bed, found a shirt and panties, and put them on before going to the door. When she opened it, Mauro frowned at her appearance.  
 “Really?” he said, already dressed and prepared. “Just so you know, I don’t exactly approve of this situation you have going on.” 
 “And what situation is that?” she asked, rubbing her eyes and stifling a yawn. She noticed him looking pointedly past her.  
 “Oh… Oh!” She turned to look at Triston, who was propping himself up on his elbows with a sleepy look. “It’s a good thing you’re not my father then,” she said before turning to close the door.  
 “Katherine, it’s time.” 
 She sighed, pausing. “Where exactly are we going?”  
 “Matthew’s out searching for a trail, seeing if he can get a lead on where Grundy could be, or where the other Werewolves might be congregating, in case they’re under Grundy’s control.” Mauro hesitated, eyeing her as if he wasn’t sure she was ready. “I have some people I want you to meet.” 
 “Are you being cryptic to piss me off?” she said, hand on her hip, forgetting that she wasn’t fully dressed. She reached behind the door and found some pants to slip on. “Or is this just your way of actually trying to communicate?”  
 He turned so as not to watch her dressing, and said, “It really is easier if I just show you.”  
 She rolled her eyes and said, “Okay, we’ll be down in a minute,” before closing the door and pulling off her nightshirt to find something more presentable. She had no idea what this was all about, and didn’t want to show up looking like crap.  
 “You heard all that?” she asked Triston.  
 “Did it sound like I’m invited?” he asked, standing from the bed, not bothering to cover himself.  
 “Not if you don’t put on some clothes,” she said with a laugh. She stifled another yawn and tossed him his underwear and pants, which had ended up hanging on the back of the desk chair. “Have you seen my bra?”  
 He reached under the sheets and held it up, and she snatched it away. Although he had his lips out for her to kiss, she bit her lip and turned away, fastening the bra. 
 “Is something up?” he asked. “Last night—” 
 “Last night was great.” 
 “It wasn’t our first time….” he said slowly, trying to feel her out. “So…?” 
 She grabbed her shirt and pulled it on. Then, deciding it was best to be open with him, said, “It was our first time since Danny’s death.”  
 “Oh, damn.” He nodded and finally slipped on his boxer-briefs, then started dressing in silence.  
 She went to the attached bathroom and nearly walked right back out when she saw her face in the mirror. Her normally silky-smooth wavy hair was all over the place. She didn’t wear makeup, and right now, with the bags under her eyes, she kind of wished she did.  
 A creaking of floorboards pulled her attention to Triston in the doorway. How the hell he got ready so fast bothered her, especially since he looked completely alert and ready to go. 
 “We can back off,” he said, hands on the doorframe. “If you need to take it slow. I mean, this all kind of just happened, right? So I get it.” 
 “And all the time we’ll be spending together, you can just go along with it and ignore all this?” She gestured at her body, trying to be playful. But her heart wasn’t in it. She wanted to tell him that, no, there was no reason to take it slow, but her forced smile vanished as her lower lip started quivering.  
 He came to her and wrapped her in his arms, one hand on the back of her head as she buried her face in his chest.  
 “I’ll be here for you in any way you need me,” he said. “And when you’re ready, no, there will be no ignoring you in the slightest.”  
 She pulled away and wanted to punch herself for showing weakness, but was able to manage a real smile this time. “Thank you.”  
 He went in to kiss her, but stopped himself and just rested his forehead against hers.  
 “God,” she said with a laugh. “We don’t have to slow down that much.” She grabbed him by the lapels of the plaid shirt he’d put on and pulled him in for a kiss. 
 “What was that?” he asked, perplexed.  
 “I said take it slow. Not break up.”  
 His smile spread wide and his relief was evident in his eyes. “Great!” He laughed, then kissed her again. “I can do that even easier.”  
 “You thought I was telling you I didn’t want to be romantic at all, and you were okay with that?”  
 “Not in the slightest,” he said, grabbing a toothbrush and putting some toothpaste on it. “But like I said, I’m here for you however you want me.”  
 As he started brushing his teeth, she said, “Wow, you’re a bit of a cheeseball,” then laughed and jumped out of the way as he tried to slap her butt. She went into the other room, found her leather jacket with the bullet hole in the shoulder, and slid it on. 
 “Any day, you two,” Mauro yelled from down the hall.  
 Triston came out, slipped on his tan jacket, and the two of them exited to meet Mauro in the living room.  
 “This is just going to get depressing,” Mauro said, glancing over at them. 
 “Don’t worry,” Triston said. “We’ve agreed to take it slow.” 
 “Triston!” Katherine glared at him. “Do we have to advertise that to the whole world?”  
 Mauro laughed, shaking his head. “I wish you two could’ve decided to take it slow yesterday. Maybe I could’ve gotten some sleep.”  
 Katherine felt the heat of her cheeks turning red as she wondered how noisy they had been. “Can we just go?”  
 Mauro went to the front door and opened it for them, gesturing for her to go first. She gave him a fake curtsy, rolled her eyes, and went out to find a new Toyota waiting for them.  
 “What happened to the other car?” she asked. 
 As they piled in, Mauro at the wheel, he explained that one of his contacts had left it for them, so that Matthew could go do his thing. Katherine suspected part of this whole arrangement was so that she could get a breather away from Matthew, in addition to everything else going on, so she didn’t complain.  
 She watched the houses, just starting to glow with the early light of sunrise. After they’d made a few turns she asked, “So, who are these contacts? This guy who brought the car?”  
 “Guardians, they call themselves.” He glanced her way in the rearview mirror. “Everything I’m going to tell you two today, you have to keep amongst us. It’ll change the way you view our world.”  
 “We have other friends?” she asked, sarcastically. “Who would we tell?”  
 He shrugged. “Very well. These Guardians, there’s a whole network of them. Many were out looking for you, along with Triston.”  
 Triston gave her an apologetic smile.  
 “You’re one of them?” she asked him. 
 “It’s why we think the werewolf attacked my family,” Triston said. “I left it all behind then, allowing dark thoughts into my mind. Mauro found me in my moment of grief and despair, and told me about this other side of our world. Helped me see that hatred and revenge weren’t the only answer. So, I joined him.” 
 “He was more like an honorary Guardian,” Mauro interjected. “The main Guardians, they’re part of a network that trains new fighters against evil. So they knew about Grundy and his followers, and wanted to stop him, but didn’t know how to find him. They thought you’d be the answer, but didn’t realize Matthew could be swayed to join their side, as he has now.”  
 “But if they have fighters of their own, I’m not seeing why they’d need me.”  
 “They have some of the best,” he said, pulling into a church parking lot. “One I’m about to introduce you to. But she’s fighting her own battles, on a spiritual level. She’ll be able to help us when the time comes, I imagine, but you… you’re unique for your own battle.” 
 “Because you say so.”  
 Mauro hesitated, clearly not feeling comfortable about what he was about to say. With a deep breath, he said, “Because of who your parents were.”  
 Katherine leaned forward at that. “My parents were just normal… just my parents.” 
 Triston and Mauro shared a glance, and now it was Triston’s turn to have that look in his eyes as he said, “I met them once, back when I was in training to be a Guardian. They were taking on mentees, and considering entering you into the school to become one yourself. If they hadn’t died….”  
 “Enough!” Katherine said, sitting back and folding her arms. She stared out the window at the church, frowning. She wasn’t sure what to think about all this, wasn’t sure she believed there was good and evil. If there was, she certainly wanted to work on the side of good, but whether it was part of some higher purpose or not, she wasn’t ready to consider.  
 What she did know, though, was that all this talk of her parents was bringing the pain in her chest back. Considering the fact that she was still brimming over with the pain of Danny’s death, she was afraid she’d explode if she allowed any more in.  
 Then again, with werewolves in hiding everywhere and this new vampire on the prowl, she knew she had to suck it up and kick some butt before everything got out of control.  
 She frowned at the glowing cross at the top of the church, then allowed her eyes to wander to the dark windows. “We’re meeting this person in a church?” 
 Mauro smiled, knowingly. “I am a priest, after all. But no, not exactly.” He got out of the car and leaned back in to say, “Just follow me.”  
   
   




Chapter 6

   
 Matthew felt his holster to ensure the pistol was there, pausing to stare at the closed gates of Tilden Park, a steep hill on the other side, and the purple mist hovering nearby. It was just like hunting werewolves, but this time he was hunting a vampire—if you could call him that.  
 The term had always bothered Matthew, ever since he had learned what he’d become. Half-vampire, or half-warlock, the point was that he had looked to the dark arts for answers, and it had corrupted him. As soon as he’d rejected their ways, they’d cast him out, tried to kill him. But at least he wasn’t lost to his quest for revenge. He was no longer the one they’d called Hunter, because he could now see the difference between revenge and what he sought—a simple end to the evil of werewolves. Not all werewolves, such as Katherine, Mauro, and Triston, but he’d bring judgment to the rest and decide their fate.  
 He hadn’t understood at the time that there were so many forms of evil in the world, and he had been in the process of becoming one.  
 Meanwhile, Grundy had gone all in. He’d sacrificed an innocent, a young teenage boy, while everyone watched. Matthew had tried to stop it, but the others held him with strength beyond his comprehension, and he’d been forced to watch as Grundy drank from the boy, consumed his life-force.  
 When Grundy had stood and dropped the lifeless corpse at his feet, the energy within him flowed strong, his eyes glowing red and his fangs long.  
 It was a dark magic that had existed for centuries, one that meant great power but came with weaknesses, such as being vulnerable to sunlight. The origin to what stories nowadays referred to as vampires. 
 Matthew exited the car and stood at the edge of the gated hill that led into the park, watching as the purple mist swirled, then formed dark before him.  
 This was the difference between hunting a vampire and hunting a werewolf—the vampire could hunt him back.  
 “You’ve been gone too long,” a deep voice said from the mist, and a moment later the face of his old friend appeared, followed by his body as he materialized. “You come to me seeking death, or to rejoin the old ways?”  
 Matthew stared, still in shock at seeing this man after so long. Finally, he said, “Whatever you’re up to, we will stop you.”  
 “Ah, so you come to die then,” Grundy said, and surged forward, mist engulfing Matthew and cutting into his skin as the vampire’s claws pulled at his flesh, circling him again and again for the attack.  
 But Matthew had been ready, and on the third attack he performed an old kata, sweeping the knife in broad strokes that cut through the purple mist, driving Grundy back.  
 While not as lethal to a vampire as to werewolves, silver still caused damage. It was the one advantage Matthew had over Grundy—he hadn’t fully embraced the darkness, so could therefore wield silver.  
 And that made all the difference, for now. The purple mist pulled back and Grundy formed again, hands out with claws, fangs bared as he snarled at Matthew with frustration.  
 “This is bigger than you,” Grundy said, and then he was gone.  
 Matthew spun, searching for any sign of the purple mist, but it too had vanished. He closed his eyes, focusing, hoping to gather a sense of where the vampire had gone—and then it hit him, like thunder rippling through the air, and he sensed a presence moving toward the bay, then across it and into the city.  
 San Francisco. 
 A city Matthew had visited as a child when his mother took him for a work trip. All he remembered were the homeless people sleeping on the streets, over street vents for warmth, and the human feces that he’d almost stepped in. 
 First, he’d have to convince Katherine to work with him, find some way to make her trust him.  
 He turned to head back into Berkeley, to find the church where Mauro had told him to meet them, but stopped at the sound of heavy breathing and a silver mist that had begun to roll through the trees. At first glance he thought it was simply fog catching the moonlight. It was normal enough in these parts.   
 But the heavy breathing, and then the purplish-red, glowing eyes, told him all he needed to know. That bastard Grundy had ensured he’d have company to slow his pursuit. As the werewolves began to emerge from the tree line, a couple more from behind him, he pulled out his pistol, holding it in his right hand, the knife in his left.  
 An image of Katherine flashed through his mind—the look of betrayal in her eyes after he’d taken down that other werewolf. If he was going to earn her trust, he’d have to stop killing their kind, at least when they were under Grundy’s control. Judging by the purple gleam in their eyes, these clearly were, so he bit his lip in frustration and pocketed the weapons.  
 This was going to have to go down the old-fashioned way, with vampire strength and speed-fueled butt-kicking.  
 The first werewolves charged, three of the others following, but Matthew was ready. Instead of letting them corner him, he kept his back to the car and dodged the first attacker. The werewolf’s head put a dent in the door, causing Matthew to wince. He’d have to apologize to Mauro later for that.  
 Having learned his lesson, the second attacker found his face colliding with the cement. The third received a chop to the throat, a risky move that almost got Matthew’s hand bitten off. A quick kick to the stomach, followed by a punch to the werewolf’s temple, dropped it unconscious.  
  Another slid over the car from behind, tackling Matthew. Its sharp claws tore into Matthew’s arms and saliva flew across his cheeks as the werewolf’s teeth nearly took off his face. The training in the temple of Central Asia had prepared Matthew, and the extra strength helped. He brought his knee into the werewolf’s stomach and kicked in with his other leg, flipping the beast over. 
 Like a gust of wind, darkness swept across Matthew and he felt his fangs growing, his eyes glowing so that everything took on a red tint.  
 He was using too much of his power. It had only happened once before, and he’d woken up in a cave in the mountains of Nevada, naked and covered in blood.  
 Never again.  
 He had two options here—pulling out the weapons to destroy these creatures was the more appealing. Katherine wasn’t here, so how could it hurt her? Then again, she’d proven that not all werewolves were evil, though he still had a feeling most were. He also had a sense of duty to his new friends, if he could call them that. He certainly hoped to one day be able to. 
 So for now, he used the last bit of vampiric energy he felt comfortable would not pull him over to the side of evil, and ran.  
 He darted between attackers, nearly as fast as Grundy had moved in the mist, but not quite. Energy filled his muscles, blood flowing, as if it were about to boil up and explode out of him, and then he was free of them, escaping down the hill, past houses where people slept and back toward the church he could see in the distance. 
 Past it all, there was San Francisco, where he knew Grundy would be working his evil. Matthew meant to find out what his plan was, and soon. As for Mauro’s car, he hoped it’d still be there tomorrow, or whenever they decided to go back for it.  
 Right now he was just happy that he hadn’t lost control and killed any werewolves. For someone who loved to kill werewolves, that was saying a lot.  
 Ignoring the sudden chill in the air, he jogged down the hill, taking his time now that he was free of the werewolves. The wind shifted, warm now, and it brought back a memory of days spent in the temple learning the dark arts, before he had believed that they were truly evil. Back then, he would have done anything for his revenge, he had thought. Then anything found its limit, and he ran.  
 But there were days spent on the ledges of that temple when he would practice channeling the dark forces, feeling them course through him… and it had felt a lot like this.  
 A glance back showed shapes moving to his left and right. As his head swiveled from side to side, taking it in, he realized something. They hadn’t been sent to kill him or capture him, necessarily, but to divert him, to lead him into what he could only assume was a trap.  
 His eyes darted to the ground, searching for the markings he dreaded, and then found one—off to his right, faintly glowing in the middle of a cul-de-sac. Lines drawn around stars in a faint, purple light that only he would be able to see.  
 Veering left, he ran away from it. But he knew that he was likely already within the trap. DAMN! Another one directly in his path. He spun, watching the wave of purple light shoot from one symbol to the other, nearly right through him. He tried to run, skidding on his heels and nearly falling, but the line expanded to a circle of light that hovered off the ground at waist level, with him inside it.  
 Moving through the light was like trying to run in the ocean, against a riptide. He reached for the edge, as if grabbing hold would somehow save him, but his hands passed right through. Suddenly, his feet were swept up into the air and he was flying backwards toward the immense ball of light that had formed in the circle’s center. The light all around pulled back, converging on him, and he felt his insides twisting like someone wringing out a towel. Then everything went dark, and he was flying through the air.  
 The ground hit him with a thump. Not cement like the street he had been on moments before, but cold stone. He didn’t need the wind whistling through surrounding hills and valleys to tell him where he was.  
 If that portal had been from Grundy, and he was certain it was, there was only one place he could be: the temple he had escaped from all those years ago.  
 This was not good.  
   
   




Chapter 7

   
 After working their way to the back door, Mauro had pulled out a key ring and unlocked it, glancing around as if they might be followed. Now they were sitting in a large worship hall, waiting in darkness.  
 Mauro approached the front and lit several candles, but kept glancing toward a side door.  
 “Any chance you plan on telling me what’s going on?” Katherine said. “This person has a tendency to be late, is that it?”  
 “She’s very busy,” he said.  
 “We’re not?”  
 “Point taken.” He glanced back at the door, then scrunched his face, clearly feeling awkward. But that didn’t mean Katherine was going to let him off so easily.  
 “Before, about my parents?” she asked.  
 Triston must have sensed how hard it was to ask that, because he stood next to her and took her hand. A gentle squeeze told her all she needed to hear from him.  
 “They were Guardians, as I said.” Mauro looked between the two of them, then sighed and leaned against the wall. “There’s a whole battle going on here, Katherine. One you should know about, so you understand what you’re getting into. This isn’t just an army of werewolves, or one stray vampire. This is good versus evil we’re talking here.” 
 “Yeah, I kind of got that from everything you’ve been saying.” She rolled her eyes, but felt her curiosity piqued. “Just to be clear, you being a priest, good versus evil and all that, are you saying we’re fighting the devil? On God’s side?”  
 “I can only answer what I believe,” Mauro said. “Would I be here if I didn’t believe we were fighting on God’s behalf? No. Have I seen any higher being, or has anyone?” He shook his head. “This is all based on faith, and that’s fine by me. And all this, whatever you choose to believe or not believe, that doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.” 
 “How can it not matter?” Triston said, frowning. “Of course we’re fighting for God.”  
 Katherine pulled her hand away, surprised to hear him talk like that. “Would any God, or any just and good God, have let my parents die the way they did?”  
 “But—” Triston started, but Mauro cleared his throat and gave him a stern look.  
 “You two have no right to assume what God wants!” 
 Mauro breathed deep and said, “You’re right. What I’m trying to say here is this is my belief, Triston’s belief, sure. But it doesn’t matter if you share religious beliefs with us over the reasons for this war. The fact remains that we are at war with forces of darkness. With evil, wherever that evil might originate.” 
 “And my parents were involved in this war?”  
 “They were. Though, to be honest, I don’t think they ever believed in the religious side of it either. Although I’m not sure how you can fight werewolves, vampires, and demons, and still believe them to be anything other than evil.” 
 “I’m a werewolf, and you’ve taught me I’m not evil,” Katherine said. “All three of us are. So yeah, you’ll have to excuse me for not drinking the Kool-Aid.” 
 “There’s nothing to excuse.”


 “You make a good point, actually,” Triston said, frowning.  
 “Werewolves weren’t always thought to be bad,” Mauro said, nodding. “In fact, the legends of the werewolves in Europe, Italy, to be precise, have some truth to them.” 
 “No way,” Katherine said, remembering the time she and Danny come across that stuff online, and laughed at how ridiculous it sounded. Babur had argued for its validity, but they made fun of him for believing anything. Now she felt like an idiot and a jerk.  
 “Our kind,” Mauro said, “has been at this for centuries. Often fiction pits vampires versus werewolves as two sides of evil, but it’s not so simple, I suppose.” 
 “And the witches?” she asked.  
 “Just like this new vampire you told me about.” Mauro leaned forward, glancing toward the door as if he had heard something. “Simply dark magic users. Call them witches, warlocks, devil worshipers, they’re all the same.”  
 Triston shared an awed
look with Katherine. She had to wonder how much he knew already, but the look in his eyes seemed to be genuine interest.  
 A click sounded and, after a moment, footsteps. Mauro smiled. “Get ready to enter a whole new world.”  
 She smiled, until she saw his serious expression. “What?” 
 “No, I mean that quite literally. I hope you don’t freak out or anything.”  
 She laughed, waving him off, then glanced at Triston, who was also staring at her quite intensely. “I promise not to freak out. I mean…” She frowned. “I’m totally lost, but yeah. Triston?” 
 He shook his head. “I’ve only heard, but was never allowed.” 
 “He’s recently been promoted,” Mauro said.  
 “What, because he found me?” She glared. “That seems wrong on so many levels.”  
 “No, because of his new, er, condition.”  
 She glanced over to Triston. “You mean, being a werewolf? One of us?”  
 “Precisely,” Mauro said, and then held up a hand for silence, as the door had started to open.  
 Out walked a woman who looked to be about Mauro’s age, maybe a bit older, with silver hair tied back into a bun. She was followed by a tall and even older man.  
 “Gabe and Merriam,” Mauro said. “We’ve brought her.” He gestured to Katherine. “Please allow me to introduce the newest member of the team, Katherine.” 
 “She has her mother’s jaw,” Gabe said, shaking her hand.  
 “She isn’t sure what to think of that remark,” Katherine said, being sure to put a bit of her werewolf strength into the handshake.  
 Merriam chuckled and nudged Gabe aside. “Ignore the old librarian. He loved your parents like they were his own children, and is probably too awed to be meeting you to think of anything intelligent to say.” 
 Gabe chuckled. “They were great kids.”  
 “You knew my parents,” Katherine said, suddenly very interested in this man, “as children?”  
 “We both did,” Gabe said. “They trained with us to be Guardians. This is, of course before the eleventh worthy, or tenth for that matter.” 
 “What were they like?”  
 “Oh, you can meet both of them, and I’m sure you will—” 
 “Not the worthies,” Merriam said, rolling her eyes at the old man. “Her parents, you old cabbage.” Turning to Katherine, her expression became soft, caring. “Your mom and dad, they would have done anything to fight for what they believed in. And they loved you very much.”  
 Katherine felt her chest rising as she breathed in, remembering that Christmas Eve so many years ago, the smell of her mother’s fresh-baked gingerbread cookies and the laughter of her dad. But for them to have been part of all this? 
 “I—I’m sorry,” she said, telling herself not to get choked up in front of these people. “But I still have no idea what all this is. Guardians? But there is not time for you to explain now. Most important now is,” she cast a glance at Mauro to make sure they knew, and he nodded, “there are a bunch of werewolves out there, and we need to stop them before something goes very wrong.” 
 “The full moon is coming soon,” Gabe said, pausing to push his glasses up on his nose. “If we don’t get control of them before that, I don’t want to even consider the consequences.”  
 “The full moon,” she said, realizing that somehow she’d forgotten about that little detail. Mauro told her she could control herself now, if she focused, but all of those werewolves… No matter how good or bad they were, when the full moon took over, this country, maybe the world, for all she knew, would be in chaos.  
 “You see why we must act fast,” Merriam said, nodding for them to follow her. She went through the door. After a moment’s hesitation and a look at Katherine as if to convince himself she really existed, Gabe stepped through the door after her.  
 Katherine frowned, avoiding Mauro’s eye contact as he followed them through the door.  
 Before Triston had a chance to go as well, she reached out for his hand and took it, pulling it close to her heart.  
 “What is this?” she asked.  
 “I think we have to follow them to find out,” he replied, but stayed there with her, and then took her in an embrace and kissed the top of her head. “Listen, we can turn around right now and run from all this, or do our best to do so. We don’t have to fight.”  
 “But then there would be no one else to fight in our places, would there?” She pulled back to look into his eyes.  
 “Actually, there’s always someone else to fight, it just means trusting others. If you can do that, and live with any lives that might have been lost because of that decision, then let’s just go.”  
 She squeezed his hand and he yelped. “You know I could never leave after a little speech like that, jerk.”  
 “Well, I also know you are aware of this little werewolf problem we have, and that you have a kind soul, the type of kind soul that wouldn’t want to see millions of innocents die.”  
 “And this church?” she asked. “They’re going to be of real help here?”  
 “Not a church,” he said. “But you'll see.”  
 “Or you could just tell me.”  
 “Or... You’ll see.”  
 She scrunched her nose in thought, but a clearing of Mauro’s throat from the doorway told them to hurry.  
 “Okay, let’s go into the back of this weird, creepy church,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Why the hell not, huh?”  
 He laughed and squeezed her hand, then nodded toward the door. “Ladies first.”  
 “Great.”  
 She went to the door, unsure what to expect, but certain it was nowhere near what she actually found—past the door frame, where she expected to see rows of pews and other church trappings, instead she saw a long hallway, one that looked entirely too long for the size of this church. Gabe and Merriam were there waiting, staring back her way.  
 With a frown, Katherine stepped forward and felt a strange sensation, as if walking through a wall of wind. It let up suddenly and so she swept forward, stumbling when it stopped. She straightened and looked back to see Triston coming in behind her, nearly colliding with her.  
 “I’ll never really get used to that,” he said, smirking.  
 “Used to what?” Katherine asked.  
 “You’ve just taken your first portal,” Mauro said. “Welcome to The Training Grounds, where these doors will serve to help you along your journey.”  
 Katherine looked at them like they were crazy, but then looked in through the door Gabe held open for them, and nearly fainted. The door led to a sun-filled hill, in spite of the fact that it was still night outside where they’d just come from. 
 “Orientation will be in there,” Merriam said. “I hope you’ve brought your A-game.” 
 And with that, still in a bit of a daze and totally confused about what exactly was happening, Katherine stepped through the door and into the warm sun. Whatever this was, if it helped her get the answers she so desperately needed right now, she figured it was best to get it over with as soon as possible.  
   
   




Chapter 8

   
 Matthew had been walking along a dark corridor for longer than he cared to admit. That was the thing with this temple, the temple where he had earned his powers in the name of seeking his revenge—it never made sense, and never let you win. 
 Except for the one time he’d managed to escape by burning it down.  
 How was this place standing again? It was possible they’d rebuilt it, sure, but it seemed something more, he thought. Walking with a hand along the wall for guidance, he could’ve sworn he felt a heartbeat from deep within the temple.  
 After picking himself up from the hard stone of the ledge, he quickly found his way inside, and now was searching for the way out to the lower levels. When he had first come here all those years ago, they hadn’t truly told him what he would become. It was true that, while walking the black markets of Cambodia, this was the place he was told would grant him eternal life and all the power he would ever desire.  
 To defeat the werewolves, his one and only goal at the time, anything had seemed worth it.  
 Anything, that is, except for hurting innocents. They weren’t part of his war, so would not suffer as casualties.  
 Reaching into the dark powers at the time had seemed more mystic than dangerous. He didn’t know it would corrupt the mind, leave its users in states of pure power at nights, but forced to live off of human blood and unable to face the sunlight.  
 Luckily for him, being half meant he was somewhere in between the two worlds—caught in the shadows, bordering the line between light and dark.  
 Grundy, however, had stepped into the darkness long ago, and embraced it.  
 “Show yourself!” Matthew called out, growing frustrated with these games.  
 He stood still in the darkness, waiting, but nothing changed. Finally, with a heavy heart, he pushed on. On his third step, however, he felt a wave of energy pour over him as a door appeared ahead and to the right.  
 He sprinted forward, turning into the door to see another balcony, this one the size of a large house all by itself.  
 Grundy stood there, hands on the railing, staring out over the mountains. Rays of sunlight fell around him, but he stuck to the shadows. 
 “How…?” Matthew asked, stumbling out onto the balcony and catching himself as the sudden light threw him off balance.   
 “It’s beautiful, don’t you think?” Grundy kept his back to Matthew and motioned to the point in the distance where the mountains faded into hazy shades of blue and white. “All these lands, unblemished by the corrupt human souls.”  
 “You can’t fight all of humanity,” Matthew said, standing tall. “All that’s good in this world exists through them.”  
 “And yet, they allowed my family to die.” Grundy spun, eyes furious. “You stand by that werewolf’s side and talk to me about what’s right?” 
 “I’ve played this game, I’ve had my revenge. It’s time to go home.”  
 Matthew turned back to the temple door, and for a split second he saw the burnt skeleton of the place, remnants of his handiwork, and then it was restored in all its glory—red and yellow adorned with fancy jewels, jewels Matthew knew served a higher purpose than simple decorations.  
 These were the accolades of the vampire Grundy, symbols of the magic he had learned during the years since Matthew’s departure. Many of them still glimmered, meaning he had used the magic recently.  
 A yearning came over Matthew and he closed his eyes, pushing aside the memories of his first exposure to the jewels and their powers, how he had craved them, and the voice inside his head that said he still did.  
 They operated to channel one’s dark magic, each one to be mastered in turn. Matthew had only ever practiced with a handful of them, including the one that gave him the ability to track and hunt, to see the silver mist or and other signs left in the wake of werewolves.  
 “I’ve brought you back for a second chance,” Grundy said. “You must be the one to kill your new friends. Forget the random innocent, it’s time you paid your dues.”  
 “It won’t happen,” Matthew said, spinning on him. “You cannot keep me here!”  
 Grundy smiled. “We shall see.”  
 Matthew turned and returned to the dark passageway within the temple, sprinting away even as he heard the chanting begin and felt the shooting lights from the stones piercing him.  
 A dark form appeared next to him as he ran, gliding along, almost taunting him, and then the passage was gone and he was falling into nothingness, falling… falling… falling. 
 The shadow caught him, and he realized his eyes were closed. When he looked up, he saw a face he never expected to see again—his mother. That same woman his father had slaughtered, who he knew for a fact couldn’t really be here. It was for her that his quest for vengeance had started. It was for her that he had come to this temple to begin with. But… 
 “You’re not real,” he said.  
 “I’m as real as you want me to be,” she said, and then he was standing in her embrace as she held him close. “I’ve missed you, son.”  
 Pain shot through his chest, aching as if he were being pulled apart, right down the middle. “YOU’RE NOT REAL!”  
 He pushed back, stumbled, and fell.  
 The image of his mother corrupted, morphing until it was Grundy, standing before him and laughing. Long fangs showing, eyes glowing red, he held out a hand and said, “Come to me, son, let mommy take care of you.”  
 No more running. Matthew charged, pulling on everything he had learned for the attack, but Grundy vanished in a cloud of purple and black and then reappeared behind him.  
 More forms began to appear in the darkness, every werewolf he had ever killed, and in their center, walking forward wearing nothing but the moon necklace he had seen around her neck so many times—Katherine.  
 He staggered back, refusing to believe this, but unable to take his eyes off of her nude form. Shadows accentuated her curves in a way that made him feel like his hands were those shadows, caressing the line of her hip bone, cupping her breast. And then he could actually feel it, as if the shadows were his fingers, and she was smiling, her yellow eyes shining like the purest gold.  
 “Don’t fight it, Matthew,” she said, stepping forward, running her hands across her body now, eyeing him and knowing he was loving every second of it. “You are what you are, nothing can change that.” 
 “None of you are real,” Matthew said, almost a whisper, but even as he said it he was stepping forward, removing his shirt. He closed his eyes, breathing heavily as he felt the surrounding shadows engulf him, caressing him like Katherine’s hands, her lips, and then her tongue.  
 None of it… was… real.  
 But that didn’t matter, none of it mattered. He was in bliss, all the pain of his life floating away into the darkness, leaving him complete, whole again.  

But it wasn’t real.

 And they needed him. His friends needed him!  
 He screamed in agony and pushed the darkness from his mind, felt hands pulling at his now bare flesh, scratching at him and drawing blood. A flash of pain toppled him over and he felt cold, hard stone on his bare skin.  
 When he opened his eyes, Grundy stood over him, glaring, a circle of vampires surrounding them.  
 “Get him up,” Grundy said, disgust heavy on his voice. “Let’s see how a few days in the Realm of Shadows affects his decision.”  
 “No,” Matthew said, eyes wide. The Realm of Shadows was a place he had only heard of, a realm outside of this one, where all manner of evil played with you until you lost your sanity, then spat you out, chewed up and nothing more than an empty shell.  
 They converged on him as he struggled, but there was no escaping it. He bit his lip to stop the screams from coming, closed his eyes, and mentally prepared himself for the worst.  
 He had to stay strong, for his friends. For Katherine.  




Chapter 9

   
 Katherine had her fair share of training when she had lived under Aldrick’s roof, and had kept up the sparring over the years with Danny. Learning to fight and maneuver around obstacles was nothing new, so pardon her if everything this Merriam lady was saying failed to worry her.  
 “This is the elite of the elite here, Katherine,” Merriam said, pointing out men and women practicing swordplay in a clearing among the trees. Their swords glowed a golden hue. As they kept walking, they came across a small hut with a circle of sand out front, where a woman had a man in an arm lock on the ground. They watched as he tapped out with a grunt. “Think of this as your new training ground, a place to come and learn, and never be bothered by outside forces.” 
 “This place has never been attacked?” Katherine asked.  
 Gabe and Merriam shared a nervous look, and then Gabe said, “Just once, and only because they had someone on the inside. We do our best to avoid that now.”  
 “You didn’t do your best then?”  
 “We did, but didn’t know what to look out for.” 
 “I see.” Katherine watched another pair, both women this time, step into the sand pit and start to spar. “But you think that letting a couple of werewolves in here is perfectly safe?” 
 “We trust Mauro,” Gabe said. “So, implicitly, we trust you.”  
 Katherine dismissed that with a nod, but frowned. “I’m missing something here. All those werewolves are out there, ready to strike at any minute, and worse. Why are we here?” She turned to Mauro. “I’m not exactly seeing the connection here. I can fight, you’ve seen that. I took down Aldrick, for heaven’s sake. I don’t need more training.” 
 “You did,” he said. “But you said so yourself, those werewolves are everywhere. And with this vampire threat, whatever that turns out to be, don’t you think you can use all the help you can get? Don’t you think having friends and teammates will help?” 
 She frowned, but before she could answer, Merriam interrupted.  
 “You didn’t mention a vampire.”  
 “New occurrence,” he said, gravely. “We’re not sure of the extent we should be concerned.” 
 “Mauro,” Gabe shook his head, brow furrowed in concern, “when vampires are involved, you should always be very concerned.” 
 “Not all vampires,” Katherine said, thinking of the new side of Matthew they had been seeing lately.  
 “Excuse me?” Gabe turned his eyes on her and laughed. “Perhaps you don’t truly understand the nature of vampires in our world. Let me help you there, child. Call them what you will, vampires, demon possessed, or warlocks. It’s all the same—people who have turned to dark magic for answers. It corrupts them, destroys them, so that they become creatures of the night.”  
 “And if one were only a half vampire?” she demanded.  
 He shook his head, eyes full of pity, the smile gone. “It would only be a matter of time until darkness takes him completely.”  
 “You’re wrong.” She glared at him, then turned and walked away, heading for the sand pit to watch. Really, she just wasn’t ready for these conversations. She wasn’t sure how they should be tracking down other werewolves. Most of all, she wasn’t convinced these regular people could stand a chance with their swords and sand play pit.  
 A cool breeze blew across her, bringing with it the scent of cherry blossoms after a spring rain. It was welcome, but at the same time just one more reason to frustrate her—it had been night outside, clearly, and now they were… what, on the other side of the world? Some other plane or dimension or something?  
 It might have been enough to make someone else lose their sanity, but the way she saw it, there were werewolves, and, she had learned more recently, magic-wielding vampires.  
 So yeah, why not a bit of portal magic and whatever the hell else they were going to show her here.  
 A hand took hers, but she didn’t startle, knowing it had to be Triston.  
 Without bothering to look over, she said, “You knew about all this and didn’t tell me.”  
 “Did I know there were portals? Yes,” He stepped in front of her, holding the one hand in both of his, his right thumb gently caressing her knuckles. “It was how we were able to track you, that day when I first found you. They could find the general area where you were, then open a portal for us. It wasn’t exact, which is why we had so many out there looking for you. I was just fortunate enough to be the one that found you.”  
 She wasn’t sure if she had ever asked it, but had to know, so she said, “And the seduction? Swear that wasn’t all part of it.” 
 He scoffed. “Me seduce you? I’m pretty sure it was the other way around, if I remember correctly.”  
 “You’re not getting off that easily.” 
 He frowned as if trying to decide if she was serious, then said, “No, that wasn’t part of it. I swear.” Cocking his head with a playful smile, he said, “But come on, you totally seduced me.”  
 She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t ignore his charm. “You walking around showing off abs like these,” her free hand traced his abs, “and a smile like this,” her hand moved up and her thumb caressed his lower lip, “and I don’t think I was left with much of a choice.” 
 “We’re not exactly in private here,” he reminded her, and she realized she was staring into his eyes with longing. “Yeah, wow.”  
 She turned, blushing. “It’s just that all this, on top of what happened to Danny.” 
 “I imagine it’s overwhelming,” he said. “But that’s what I’m here for, to be your anchor in the storm, when you need me.”  
 She smiled and hugged him, then pulled back and glanced over to see Merriam waiting for them with the others.  
 “What do you think this place really is?” she asked Triston as they walked back over. 
 “A new beginning.” He squeezed her hand and laughed, but she could tell he wasn’t joking.  
 “For both of us, then,” she said. “So much for the normal life, huh?”  
 “Didn’t we kind of give up on that the moment we signed up with a golden werewolf and agreed to allow a half-vampire join the team?” 
 She laughed. “Yes, I guess that’s true. Damn.”  
 He kissed her cheek as they walked, and said, “I promise to try and make it as normal as possible.”  
 With a smile, her mind clearer, and at as much ease as she could muster, she stopped in front of Merriam and Gabe and nodded.  
 “Shall we?” she asked.  
 Merriam nodded, only allowing a hint of irritation to flash across her face, and then started walking.  
 Mauro caught up with her and Triston and motioned ahead where, in the distance, she could just make out a building that looked to be made of white marble. “You can decide how you want to work with the Guardians, or not, after we’ve put something in your stomach.” 
 “That sounds like an amazing idea,” she said. But as they walked, a thought clicked. “Mauro, if you all were tracking me, doesn’t it make sense that we would be able to also track anyone we wanted, albeit not with perfect accuracy?”  
 Mauro nodded. “You had someone in mind?”  
 She scrunched her nose in thought and then said, “I’m just thinking. If we find certain Weres we want to keep an eye on, or… this vampire we came across?” 
 “We would need to know more about him,” Mauro said. “And have someone with Merriam and Gabe who can visualize him, but yeah.”  
 “Who did you have for me?”  
 Mauro’s face reddened.  
 “Wait, you?” she asked. “But you never… Oh. From when you changed me.” 
 He nodded. “It was so long ago, the connection was weak. Another reason we had to send more than just Triston here after you.”  
 That made sense, or at least as much sense as anything was going to make here. She considered what she had learned as they approached the marble building, but when they stepped inside all she could think about was the tantalizing scent of mint-crusted lamb that pulled at her cravings. The tables were set, and several men and women, even a few older teens, sat around them, waiting patiently.  
 “Thank you,” Merriam said to the room as she entered behind Katherine. With a wave she said, “Dig in, no use waiting for us any further.”  
 Most of them started eating, though several kept staring at Katherine and Triston, especially a boy with shaggy brown hair who sat next to a taller, blonde boy. They couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen.  
 Unfortunately, the only free chairs were just opposite them, and so Katherine found her spot, per Merriam’s guidance, and started cutting into a beautiful piece of meat that lay before her. She took a bite, then glanced around the room. The dining hall was massive, now that she took the time to look it over. Other tables, all circular, filled the room and held an assortment of men and women, along with the older teens, eating and drinking. Some were very somber, while others cheered and laughed as if they’d just returned from some great success.   
 Chandeliers hung with sparkling diamonds, and the walls were covered in old paintings depicting good versus evil, often in the form of a knight against a serpent, though a more modern looking one had a girl in full armor, holding a flaming sword and surrounded by hooded figures in black with red, glowing eyes. 
 “Daniel,” Merriam said, walking past the table and seeing how the brown-haired boy was staring at Katherine. “She’s not here to replace anyone.” 
 Daniel watched Merriam approach a table in the room’s center, then he turned back to Katherine, unsure. “Why is it all I hear is talk about you, lately?”  
 Katherine paused mid-chew, stared back at him, and then swallowed. “What are they saying?”  
 He shrugged, but the blonde boy jumped in and said, “Nothing much, honestly. Just that there’s a bit of talk about some woman who fits your description, saying she’s meant to basically save the world or something like that.” 
 “Usually that’s Allie’s job,” Daniel said, again glaring at her.  
 Katherine leaned back, assessing these guys. They were only a bit younger than her, and the blonde one could almost be Triston’s brother, she thought. Then she noticed the look Triston was giving him.  
 “Wait a minute.” She did a double take to make sure. “You two are brothers!” 
 Triston shrugged like he’d been caught stealing gum from his mom’s purse.  
 “Guilty,” the blonde boy said. “I’m Troy, and it looks like you landed the lesser of the two.”  
 Triston picked up a dinner roll as if he were going to throw it, but Troy laughed and said, “Kidding, kidding.” 
 “Troy and Triston,” Katherine said, shaking her head. “Funny parents.” 
 “What? Why?” Troy said, and Triston was looking at her weird now too.  
 “I just… I don’t know. Both names starting with the letter ‘T.’” 
 Neither smiled, but looking like they were trying to get the joke. 
 “Nevermind,” she said.  
 “You’re avoiding the topic,” Daniel said. 
 She frowned. “Which was…?”  
 “How do you plan on saving the world, exactly?”  
 “I don’t. There are bad creatures out there that I plan on stopping, but that’s it.” 
 “Figures,” Daniel said.  
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Triston asked, coming to her rescue.  
 “It means,” Daniel said, dropping his fork on his plate and standing, “that we already have Allie, we don’t need any other heroes.” He turned and walked out of the dining hall, leaving Katherine to stare after him in confusion.  
 “Sorry about him,” Troy said, after a minute. “He’s just upset because Allie’s off hunting down some demon or something, and he wasn’t allowed to go.” 
 “I’m sorry, but Allie who?” Katherine took a long swig of apple cider. “You two are throwing that name around like it’s supposed to mean something.”  
 “Right.” Troy laughed. “Around here, that name means everything. She’s saved the world more times than I can count.” 
 “The Eleventh Worthy,” Triston added. “The one Mauro was talking about.” 
 “Oh…” She nodded, as if that was supposed to make it all make sense, and went back to cutting her meat. But after a minute of eating and watching Mauro heatedly talking on the other side of the table with Merriam and Gabe, she turned back to Triston. “Okay, we have this Allie person out there hunting down a demon, we have portals or whatever, and… we have our kind. Anything else I should know about?”  
 “Only them,” Triston said, pointing at the far end of the hall, where several men and women in black special forces gear had just entered.  
 Katherine immediately stood, grabbing her knife and taking a defensive position.  
 “Get behind me,” she hissed, but noticed Troy looking at her like she was a nutjob. She frowned at Triston. “Something tells me they aren’t the same group that was following Aldrick.” 
 “Not at all,” Triston said, smiling at her reaction. “Similar style, I guess, but notice the patches on their chest?”  
 She looked closely and saw one of them glance her way, so she turned back to Triston. But she had noticed the patch, an image of a flaming sword, behind it a shield with a Celtic knot formed into a tree. 
 “What is it?”  
 “That’s the sign of the Bringers of Light,” Troy said. “Basically, they’re the elite force against darkness. Allie leads them, though more in name than anything else. She’s more often than not going off on her own.”  
 “And their role in all this?”  
 “You’ve heard of Seal Team Six?” Troy asked. “All those special operations teams? Well think of that, but on a spiritual level. These guys are out there taking down the worst of them. You got a demon army, send them in. Right now, I hear they’re putting together intel on where the different werewolf groups are rising up.” 
 “So you’re aware of that?” she asked, but caught a slight shake of the head and a cautious eye from Triston.  
 “Werewolves?” Troy asked. “We’ve been briefed. Nasty creatures, for sure. If I get my hands on any of those bastards…” 
 “You know they aren’t all bad, right?”  
 Troy looked at her like she’d just bit off his toe. “Um, let’s see. Werewolves and vampires, bad. Us good. I think it’s pretty simple.” 
 She opened her mouth to argue, but this time Triston gave her a very pointed glare, so she got the message. Though she meant to ask him about his secrecy later, she imagined it had to do with the fact that he was now also a werewolf.  
 Her brow furrowed, suddenly not liking this Troy guy so much, even if he was Triston’s brother. Then a realization hit her.  
 “Oh, so that’s why we’re here, because they’re going to help us find the different werewolf packs that are forming.” 
 “And the stragglers,” Mauro said, overhearing as he approached. He stopped just behind Triston’s shoulder and said, “Come now, it’s time we got you situated.”  
 “We’re staying here?” she asked.  
 “At least until the intel’s reliable,” he said. “And in the meantime, we can learn a lot from Merriam and Gabe, and the others.”  
 She cast a doubtful look in Troy’s direction and said, “Yeah, sure we can.” 
 He rolled his eyes and turned to the next table over, picked up his plate, and went to join them.  
 “So, this new world growing on you yet?” Mauro asked.  
 “Right…” She gave him a very serious look and said, “just get us out there to stop all this before the full moon. Unless this Allie character plans on doing it for us.”  
 He shook his head. “Allie Strom has her own demon she’s tracking down, one with its own agenda, from what I understand.”  
 The special operations folk had moved over to speak with Merriam, and Mauro noticed Katherine glancing over.  
 “They’ll be our closest allies in this, so… play nice.” Mauro stepped back at the look she gave him. “I’m just saying, you can be a bit rough around the edges at times.”  
 “How so?”  
 “Best not answer that,” Triston warned Mauro with a clap on the shoulder as he stood. 
 Katherine didn’t let up the glare, but she let the issue go when Mauro smiled, nodded to the door, and took off to lead the way to their next destination.  
 “You get the feeling we’re just pawns in some larger game here?” she asked Triston as they followed Mauro out.  
 “The feeling? Kat, that’s exactly what we are. This isn’t about us, it’s about stopping suffering in the world, defeating evil once and for all.” 
 “Wow, you… you sound like one of them.”  
 “That might be because I am one of them.” He shrugged. “Just saying.” 
 “I keep forgetting.” She pinched him gently and laughed. “But remember, you’re on my side first and foremost, got it?”  
 “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”  
 They exited the dining hall through the back door, where Mauro stood waiting for them. Several buildings lined a grassy field, wide balconies held up with marble columns. She saw an old cannon across the field, and a fountain carved to resemble a winged warrior fighting two serpents.  
 “What the hell is this place?” Katherine said, caught off guard by the sight before her.  
 “Think of it like a military base,” Mauro said. “Only, it’s a different type of military. Those soldiers you saw in there, they’ve infiltrated the right circles to find out what’s going on out there in the world, and when they say it’s time, we move.”  
 “But it was clearly night outside when we got here. The fact that everyone’s acting like this is so damn normal is starting to freak me the hell out!”  
 “It’s okay,” Triston said, apparently sensing her growing frustration. “We’re here together.” 
 She shot him an angry glance and then turned to Mauro, hands on her hips, waiting.  
 With a lick of his lips, he nodded. “It’s not another dimension or anything like that, more like… another plane. One where we can train and strategize without interference. This is the hub, headquarters, if you will. If we want to stop the werewolf armies Aldrick put in place, this is where we need to be.” 
 That was what she wanted, after all, so she shrugged and said, “Fine, just point me in the right direction so I can get some sleep.”  
   
   




Chapter 10

   
 Matthew ran as if his life depended on it, even though deep down he knew it was really his sanity that was on the line here.  
 He had met others who had survived the Realm of Shadows, some who could still talk about it, others who had devolved into mindless beasts, vampires who attacked without conscious or clear thought. The vampires of stories.  
 It was a punishment of sorts, but also a test.  
 In his case, the test was meant to break him. He refused to let that happen.  
 Candelabras flared to life to reveal tall, stone walls that formed as he ran, not there moments before, and he found himself in a tall castle. Stairs appeared under his feet and he didn’t turn back, knowing that one thing held true here above all else—fear was the destroyer.  
 You doubt yourself in the Realm of Shadows, it just gets stronger, and then you might as well kiss your sanity goodbye. So he kept walking, wanting to shout for the demons behind this to bring it on, to get it over with.  
 A clash of swords sounded from the castle battlements, but he knew they were simply glimpses of the past. Screams filled the night. He paused, hearing too many familiar voices in those screams.  
 A dark passage lay before him, but it was that or turn back. Never turn back.  
 He pushed on, finding the darkness heavy, like walking against a strong wind that did not move.  
 Silence.  
 Everything became still. Faint lights appeared in the hallway, and then a voice, distant.  
 “No, no!” a woman screamed, and something fell, crashing.  
 He ran forward and to the light that was now a door, peering in to see his mom, just as she had been all those years ago, hair pulled back and in that flower dress she always wore. One hand lifted to him to tell him to get out of there, while another went to the figure just beyond the doorway.  
 Matthew stepped forward and nearly vomited at the realization of what this place was about to show him.  
 There was Aldrick, the man he had watched Katherine kill, only he was young again, unscarred. His hair was slicked back and wavy, his piercing eyes lacking the fierceness they held later in life. In fact, they were almost sad to see his son standing there, and that’s what Matthew was, for that moment—a scared boy again, Aldrick’s son, come running to see what the problem was.  
 “Go back to your room!” Aldrick shouted, and then doubled over with a spasm. When he looked up again, his eyes glowed red and fur had begun to sprout from his skin. The transformation came fast, Matthew staring as his father grew sharp teeth and claws, and then the werewolf was on his mother. 
 When he was younger, he had looked away, run and hid. Not this time.  

No fear, he told himself.    
 Unlike when he was young and had witnessed this really happen, this time Matthew was ready for the temple and what it had to throw at him. He closed his eyes, steeled his nerves. Looking up, he imagined none of what he saw was real, then ran for the man he knew to be dead.  
 He plowed through the scene and it exploded into a burst of dense fog that smelled of candles being extinguished.  
 “What have you done?” Aldrick’s voice came from the fog that hovered around his head, but Matthew was still running, charging through, knowing the owner of that voice was long gone. “Tell me why?”  
 Matthew reached the far wall and an arched doorway in the stone, then paused, looking back at the fog. Its swirling tendrils formed the face of the man he had grown to hate.  
 “I brought you justice,” Matthew said, and then blew into the fog, scattering it so that it was no longer there.  
 He turned and walked on, only to come to an immediate halt.  
 Not her, anyone but her. This woman in her red, flowing dress, her hair tied up but falling in delicate strands around her perfect face.  
 Rosita.  
 She stepped forward, smiling with red lips that revealed her fangs.  
 “You survived?” he asked.  
 “One never can tell in here, isn’t that right?” She approached him with slow, deliberate steps, her dress trailing behind her. “The day you left, I wept until the sun set. How could my Matthew abandon me?”  
 She stopped less than a foot away, so close that he could smell the sweet aroma of her breath, like a fine merlot, see the subtle rise and fall of her breasts, pushed up by that red dress.  
 Her hand reached up and, with one finger, she caressed the side of his cheek. Just barely, as if making sure he was really there.  
 “How…?” he asked.  
 The gentle caress turned into a fierce scratch across his face, and as he stumbled backward, she advanced. “How did I survive? After you burned this place to the ground, the temple that gave you such power, the woman you loved?”  
 “You are a demon,” he shouted back. “No woman!”  
 She screamed at that and ran for him, picking him up and flying into the air with him, eyes glowing fiercely and teeth exposed. “The only way to survive was to escape to the Realm of Shadows!  This whole temple now is merely a husk of its former glory, a reflection, pulled from the shadows to exist in our world.” 
 With a snarl, she dropped him to the floor and he fell with pain shooting through his right leg.  
 As she descended like an angel of death, she held out her hands, and only then did he notice the glowing stones on her wrists. Red and black tendrils, like liquid that moved through the air, crept toward him from her outstretched hands. The necklace at her bosom began to glow a vibrant magenta, and her face lit up in a way that cast deep shadows around her eyes.  
 “But you have returned to me, and we can be together forever, can’t we, Matthew?”  
 He pushed himself up, limping backwards and away from her.  
 She smiled at this and said, “Ah, there is a way to make you retreat in the Realm of Shadows. Cowering at the feet of a woman.” 
 He realized it was true as the darkness enveloped him, her laughter ringing out and echoing through the castle walls.  
   
   




Chapter 11

   
 Katherine woke with a start, her hair matted to her forehead with a light sweat, in spite of the chill that sent a shiver through her.  
 At first she wasn’t sure where she was. It had been so real, those images of Matthew, and the darkness. Could it have somehow been a message, or simply her imagination getting carried away? 
 A pounding came on her door, and a voice said, “Let’s go!” 
 She stumbled over to the door and peeked outside, groggily. “The hell is this?”  
 A line of men and women stood there in their cammies, including the older teens she had met at dinner the evening before. Triston was at the end, and gave her a bewildered look that told her he was still waking up, too. He had on those same cammies, and she had to admit the outfit was damn sexy on him. 
 “Get dressed,” the man in the front said. He was easily twice her size, muscled, and had a shaved head and a stern glare.  
 She almost had to laugh at the stereotype, but caught herself smiling, in spite of the unsettling feeling the dream had left her with. 
 “Something wrong?” the man asked.  
 A woman with dark skin and wavy hair tied into a bun glared at Katherine. “I think she thinks something’s funny. Something about your appearance. Maybe your bald head, eh, Ricky?”  
 “Shut up,” he said to the woman at his side, then turned back to Katherine. “Merriam said we’re to keep you on your toes while you’re here, so if you don’t mind.” 
 “Don’t mind what?” Katherine asked, still waking up. 
 The man looked at her, exasperated, and then nudged the woman and said, “Destiny, would you handle this? We’ll get started.”  
 Destiny’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded and stepped out of the line to stand beside Katherine as the rest of them took off at a run, led by Ricky. At the end, Triston held out both hands and looked like he had been betrayed, and Katherine had to laugh at that.  
 “You’re chipper this morning,” Destiny said. “But that’s fine. The rest of us are preparing to save the world while you sleep in. No biggie.”  
 “Excuse me?”  
 “I didn’t speak loud enough? A little hard of hearing in the morning?” 
 “Hey,” Katherine opened the door all the way now, and the woman frowned to see she was only wearing her panties and a t-shirt. Katherine shrugged it off. “You have no idea what I’ve done for this world already, okay? I don’t see how me guessing that I was expected to go for a run in the morning, when nobody told me, changes my commitment to all this.”  
 “Good. Then put some clothes on and get out here.” 
 Katherine frowned. “My clothes could use a wash. Where do I get a getup like yours?” 
 “Try checking your closet?”  
 “Try checking your attitude,” Katherine said as she turned away from the woman to go to the closet. She had passed out the night before, totally exhausted, and hadn’t bothered to look around at all.  
 Now that she had a moment of silence as she opened the closet door and found several pairs of cammies just like the woman’s, images of the dream came back to haunt her. The vampire they had seen the day before, Matthew running, and the image of his father attacking his mother.  
 “You okay?” Destiny asked, coming around to Katherine’s side to see that she’d frozen, eyes staring wide at the darkness of the closet.  
 “Sorry, yeah.” Katherine checked the drawers to see several sports bras and pairs of underwear in various sizes, and found some that fit. “Do you mind?” 
 Destiny frowned but turned around while Katherine slipped into new underwear and then her cammies.  
 “You do realize we’re about to go get all sweaty?” Destiny said. “I mean, you coulda changed clothes after instead.” 
 “Considering what I’ve been through lately, you’re lucky I’m not telling you no and barricading myself in for a nice, long bath. A change of underwear is the bare minimum at this point.” 
 “Fair enough.”  
 Katherine went to the door and opened it. Before they exited, Destiny paused in the doorway and asked, “What have you been through?” 
 “If I learn to like you, ask me then.”  
 Yeah, she felt like a jerk for answering like that, but considering the magnitude of recent events, paired with her crazy dreams and the way these people had come knocking on her door, they kind of deserved it.  
 “Try to keep up,” Destiny said, brushing past her and not bothering to apologize for bumping shoulders.  
 So that’s how it was going to be.  
 If there was one thing these people needed to know about Katherine, it was that keeping up was never a problem. Too bad it wasn’t still night, when her strength and other powers were really strong.  
 They ran along a path among the trees, trickles of light splattering the green grass and dirt trail. A bend in the road took them into a clearing with a small waterfall on one side, a field past the trees on the other.  
 At first she didn’t see Triston and the other group, but then she spotted movement and one of them popped up, ready for the attack. The man moved for Katherine, but she took two steps back and then leaped forward, rolling to take out his legs.  
 She leaped up, ready to pounce, when Ricky came from the side, picking her up and slamming her to the ground. He could have gotten a good punch in, but instead went for an ankle lock.  
 He was good, but she was too fast, and managed to escape the hold.  
 A strong kick sent him onto his butt, and he cursed before rolling out of the way of her heel to the groin and coming back at her with a fist.  
 Destiny grabbed his arm and used the momentum to carry him down.  
 “What in the world are you doing?” she shouted, and Katherine stood there panting, waiting for an answer.  
 Only, both of them were staring at her, pissed. Others were appearing out of hiding spots in the tall grass or behind trees, to see what was happening.  
 “Wait, me?” Katherine looked each of them in the eye, and then saw Triston smirking. “Oh, son of a… It was a drill?” 
 Ricky was fuming, but he pulled his arm back from Destiny and massaged it. “Of course it was. You think we’d attack you? Mauro and Merriam told us to get you out here, get you warmed up and ready for something big.” 
 “Couldn’t warn me?” she asked, glaring at Triston now.  
 “Your friend only just found out,” Ricky said. “The element of surprise makes it more real.” 
 She shook her head. “Well, someone twice my size attacks me, I take them down. Simple as that.” 
 “Right…” Destiny glanced at Ricky and couldn’t help but laugh. “She did take you down pretty fast, though.” 
 “I don’t want to hear it,” he said, then turned and walked off. “New guy next, let’s go.”  
 A couple closest to Triston turned on him, and now it was his turn. Katherine quickly learned the rule of the game—it was like sparring, where light hits were fine, but the goal was to get them to the ground and tap them out.  
 They went at this for a bit, first with several on one, then multiple groups at once, and finally in an all-out brawl, to simulate being in the midst of battle.  
 “Not bad,” Destiny said with an impressed nod. “You two haven’t been exactly slacking off, I take it.” 
 “We’ve trained, and we’ve fought,” Triston said. “Nearly died…” 
 “You pretty much did die,” Katherine corrected him. 
 “This we gotta hear,” Ricky said, and a couple of the other soldiers gathered around. Daniel and Troy were both there too, looking out of place among the grownups, but at least not frowning at her this time. Everyone was staring, waiting intently.  
 “It’s not the type of story that’s fun to hear,” she said. “I mean…” Memories came back to her of Danny, and she felt her voice quiver as she said, “I’d rather not talk about it. Seriously.”  
 Catching on, Destiny turned back to the others and said, “Nothing to hear here, children. Get back to work. We got a run ahead of us. After that, let’s see what our friends here know about weapons.”  
 A couple of the soldiers cheered at that, and they all turned to get back in formation, waiting.  
 “You sure you’re okay?” Triston said. “We can just tell them we’re not up for it.”  
 Destiny glanced over her shoulder, apparently hearing those words, and frowned.  
 “No, I can do this,” Katherine said, loud enough to make sure the woman heard. “If we’re attacked, the enemy won’t care if I’m feeling emotional. So screw that.” 
 “I like your attitude,” Destiny said with a laugh. “You’re with me.” 
 “With you?” she said, shrugging and walking over to her.  
 “Yeah. For this part, we need teamwork. Tell your lover over there to find someone his own size. Trust me.” 
 Triston nodded for her to go on and then looked at the other soldiers, debating, looking like a lost puppy as Destiny pulled Katherine away.  
 “Roll out!” Destiny shouted, and the soldiers took off at a jog, which was just fine by Katherine, since going at a faster pace in these military boots would be a huge pain.  
 They jogged along, Katherine and Destiny, the others around them but much less focused on keeping in line now. The sun was rising higher in the sky, but was at the exact angle to hit them in the eyes as its light danced between trees.  
 “You all do this every day?” Katherine asked, her breaths coming heavier now.  
 “Not every day,” Destiny said. “Only when we aren’t looking for rare artifacts or fighting the bad guys.”  
 “Rare artifacts? What do you mean?”  
 They jogged through a section of the path that had a puddle in the middle, and swerved to go around.  
 After clearing it, Destiny said, “There are certain items in this world that hold… abilities, let’s say. The ability to make things happen.” 
 “Like magic?” Katherine’s mind went back to the colored stones she’d see in her dream, with the temple and vampires.  
 Destiny shrugged. “Sure, you could say that. Though that word has a negative connotation for some, less so for others.”  
 She must have seen Katherine’s frown, because she smiled and made a motion with her hand. A small light glowed before expanding into a hawk that flew into the air above her, circling, looking for any attackers.   
 “A lot of us try to avoid using this stuff too often, you know, to avoid the whole witch association. It’s not really magic, per se, but in today’s world, anything that isn’t easily explainable gets labeled as so. Not a problem when dealing with the younger crowd that grew up loving witches and wizards, but when you start interacting with people who don’t understand it? Yeah, that gets a bit out of whack.” 
 “How…?”  
 She held a finger to her lips. “It’s a spirit animal. I’m sure Gabe will go through it in our lessons today, that and who knows what else. We’re usually off on duty, but with your arrival he pulled us back for this, so I imagine it must be pretty damn important.” 
 “Not important enough to call Allie back, though,” Daniel said as he ran past.  
 Katherine glared after him, and Destiny laughed. “He’s just a boy. Well, seventeen, but you know. Sometimes I’m amazed by the man he’s becoming, but often, when he’s not with Allie and especially when he feels anything encroaching on her turf, he acts like the teenage boy he never really had time to be.” 
 “Yeah, I see the teenage boy part, not much else.” 
 “He has both nearly destroyed the world and, on more than one occasion, helped save it. That’s asking a lot from someone who started off on all this in his young teens.” 
 “I’ve never heard of him.” 
 “You wouldn’t have. How good would we be at this if everyone in the world knew there was this ongoing war between good and evil? Let me put it this way—you’ve heard of those Seal Team Six guys who went blabbing about their missions when they weren’t allowed to?” 
 Katherine shrugged. She didn’t remember the details, but yeah, she had heard about it.  
 “Well, Daniel puts that guy to shame, and has never once tried to go to the press or even make a secret blog or whatever.” Destiny leaped over a log that looked to have been put there as an obstacle. “So, all I’m saying is you should give him some credit. Give him a chance.” 
 “I’m pretty sure it’s him not giving me a chance,” Katherine said, leaping over the same log.  
 “Patience.” She paused with a smile. “Come on, this is my favorite part.”  
 Katherine looked around, confused. “What is?”  
 Destiny just winked, and then stepped into the field before them. A roar sounded from the other side, and then howls. First a bear appeared, lumbering into the field, and then she noticed the wolves moving through the tall grass on either side.  
 “You gotta be kidding.” 
 “They’re just Jason’s spirit animals,” Destiny said, gesturing to the wolves. “Don’t worry, the pain will only last until the exercise is over.” 
 “And the bear?” 
 “That would be Gabe’s,” she said with a laugh that seemed to say you are so screwed. 

 “Gabe’s spirit animal?”  
 “Don’t go easy on him, he can take it. It hurts the creator if it’s defeated, but the spirit animal can be recalled after a bit. They don’t die or anything.”  
 “And you’re not witches, you say?” She raised an eyebrow Destiny’s direction, but the woman waved her off.  
 “Keep making jokes and see how well those help you survive out here.”  
   




Chapter 12

   
 Katherine took a defensive stance, wishing her power allowed her to transform during the day. Heck, wolves were like her crew, right? But out here in the middle of the day, surrounded by wolves and with a bear approaching, she wasn’t exactly sure what to do.  
 Run? Fight?  
 She heard someone shout in the distance, and then the grunt of an animal being hit, and she figured Triston was going through some similar sort of test.  
 Her best bet was to get out of their reach, make it so they didn’t have her surrounded. Knowing this, she turned abruptly back to the trees.  
 “Running so soon?” Destiny asked.  
 “Not on your life,” Katherine replied. Her time spent training with Aldrick and later keeping it up with Danny meant she knew plenty well how to maneuver through trees and keep her opponents to one side of her.  
 She hit the first tree as the wolves realized what was happening and charged in for the attack.  
 Planting one foot on the base of the tree, she pushed off for a jump, grabbed a tree branch, and swung. The harsh bark scraped her skin, but nothing to be worried about. Grabbing the next branch, she pulled herself up and ran along it to the point that it wouldn’t carry her, then she leaped and rolled.  
 She came out of her roll as the wolves were realizing what had happened, and were behind her now. Maybe the point of this test was to fight them and win, but she didn’t much care for striking an animal, even if it was some sort of spirit animal made from magic.  
 A better idea presented itself in the form of a shape she spotted while in the trees—someone halfway up a hill nearby, trying to hide.  
 Sprinting to take advantage of the head start she now had, she reached the hill and sprang up onto the large stones that lined its edge, just as the bear arrived to plow into her. It sent her flying to slam into one of the large stones, and the wolves began to gather around her.  
 One nearly had her ankle, but she pulled it away just in time and then leaped onto the rock, cringed as she kicked the bear square in the nose, and then ran up the hill.  
 “Call them off,” she shouted with a glance over her shoulder to see the bear had pulled back slightly, but the wolves were in hot pursuit.  
 One leaped for her, but she was close enough now. The man in hiding looked up just in time to see her leaping for him, grabbing him by the shoulders, and thrusting him into the wolf’s path.  
 Instead of making contact and tearing the man to shreds, the wolves dissolved as they came close to him.  
 “Does that count?” Destiny shouted down from the bottom of the hill. “We’ve never had someone go straight for you before, Jason.”  
 The man, who Katherine now saw was only a teen, turned to Katherine and nodded his approval. “I’d say it counts. But…” He motioned back down the hill. “You still gotta deal with the bear.” 
 “Remind me to ask you all later what the point of this is,” she said, letting him go and turning to face the bear. “And remind me to ask in a very violent way.” 
 He laughed nervously, then slowly backed away as the bear charged forward.  
 “Pleasure to meet you, though,” she called over her shoulder, and thought she heard him say it back, but was too focused on charging the bear to listen. “You’re not going to like this, bear.” 
 The bear stood on its hind legs to challenge her, and she raised up as if she was going to meet it head on—but then, at the last second, she threw herself to the ground, glad they were on a decline, and slid right between its legs, on her back and head first. 
 She brought her knee up into its crotch as she went past, and then kicked off of its rear to push herself the rest of the way down and flip backwards onto her feet.  
 A groan of pain came from somewhere nearby, and she guessed Gabe had either felt the pain of his bear or was doing a great job commiserating.  
 “Sorry!” she called out, then ran to the opposite side of the field. 
 Destiny stood there, hands on her hips, shaking her head. “I’m pretty sure that’s the fastest anyone’s ever cleared this area.” 
 “Yeah?” Katherine beamed, but then shook it off. She’d had her fair share of successes in the past, often when it really mattered. This was just training after all.  
 “Come on,” Destiny said with a smile. “We got hand-to-hand next, and then some obstacle courses before lunch.” 
 Katherine gave her a skeptical look, wondering if the woman was joking. When she turned and walked off, calling out to the others, she realized these people were serious.  
 If she had wanted to join the army and do pushups and run all day, she would have. This was getting ridiculous.  
 Triston, however, came running over and clapped her on the shoulder with a huge smile before saying, “Fun, right?”  
 She laughed, deciding right there not to dampen his spirits. “Oodles of fun,” she replied, and took off running after him.  
 The rest of the day was much of the same, though they took a lunch break and allowed for thirty minutes rest before getting back at it again. During the downtime, Katherine found herself staring off at the rolling hills and wondering when they were going to take action instead of training.  
 When the time came for more hand-to-hand training, she watched Triston go up against one of the younger soldiers, one who looked to be about Triston’s age. She had to laugh at the way her man took a fighting stance, as if he were straight out of a kung fu movie.  
 “Take it easy on him, Davies,” Ricky said.  
 “Hey, I don’t need any handouts,” Triston said, then looked at Katherine for help. “Tell ‘em. You’ve seen me in action.” 
 “Every kind of action you’ve been involved with, you’ve performed exceptionally,” she said with a wink that distracted him so that he took a jab to the gut. “Ooh, sorry.”  
 He laughed and swatted away the next punch. “I might not be as trained as you all, but I’ve fought my fair share of werewolves.” 
 Katherine frowned. Sure, at times he had, but for the final battle against Aldrick he had pretty much served as a damsel in distress.  
 Davies spat at that and said, “You ever put me up against a werewolf, I’d tear his throat out and pour molten silver into its body. Vile creatures.” 
 Triston looked about to say something, but had just circled Davies so that he caught Katherine’s slight shake of her head. That didn’t stop Triston from giving the guy a good kick on the shin that he followed up with a right hook across the jaw.  
 Davies stumbled backwards, nearly falling.  
 “Hey, keep it civil out there,” Destiny said, then nudged Ricky. “You reffing this or what?”  
 “Like she said, boys,” Ricky grunted, and Katherine could have sworn she caught him giving her a suspicious glance.  
 Did these guys not know about them? About Mauro? Could they really have three werewolves among them and have no idea? She had assumed it would be common knowledge in these circles, what with the way Mauro and Merriam were so close. 
 If they didn’t know, they would have a rude awakening when night fell and the first sign of danger reared its head. Katherine was damn sure not going to stay human if it meant the difference between Triston, or any of the team members, getting hurt.  
 A couple more blows were exchanged, with Ricky reminding them to keep it fun, when Katherine noticed Gabe limping over. He held his lower abdomen and forced a smile.  
 “Sorry,” she said as he sat next to her on a horizontal tire. “I didn’t know the bear’s injuries would translate over to you, I mean, not like this.” 
 “They usually don’t, but… I’m getting older in age, and usually the connection grows stronger at that point. It’s especially the case when you stick to one animal, like I’ve done with Brutas, instead of several like Jason does.” 
 “You named your bear?” 
 “Brutas. Yes, of course.” 
 She smiled at the old man, then turned at the sound of an oomph as Davies caught Triston with a kick to the thigh. Triston took the moment to wrap an arm around the kicking leg and swept the other, bringing Davies to the ground so he could straddle him and work a choke hold. 
 “Okay, that’s enough,” Ricky said, after Davies tapped Triston’s forearm a second time. “That’s enough!” 
 Triston still wasn’t letting up, though, so Katherine stood and said, “Triston!”  
 He seemed to snap back to the present at that, and relaxed the hold enough to let Davies break free. The man stood, coughing and glaring.  
 “What’s your problem?” Davies asked between breaths.  
 Triston stood and sulked off the sand pit to sit on the other side of Katherine.  
 “Still having fun?” she asked.  
 In spite of his frown, he couldn’t help but smile. “Actually, that felt damn good,” he whispered, making sure the others were still occupied checking on Davies. 
 Gabe, however, was still there and looking between them. “I’d advise you two to watch your emotions. Keep them in check until the right time.”  
 Katherine was pretty sure that meant he knew, especially with the way he was eyeing Triston. Which at least meant Mauro had told Gabe and Merriam the truth about them being werewolves, but why did they not pass it down to the troops yet?  
 As if reading her mind, Gabe nodded and said, “Just be patient.” 
 She frowned at him, but then heard Ricky calling her name.  
 “Huh?”  
 “You’re up,” Ricky said, and nodded to Destiny. “Let’s see what you’re made of.” 
 “Oh, I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Katherine said.  
 Destiny laughed. “Girl, you’re badass, I’ll give you that. But how ‘bout you jump into the pit with me before making assumptions?” 
 “I didn’t mean—” 
 “Sure you did. Now get up and get in here.” 
 Katherine frowned, but a nod from Gabe caused her to say screw it. Might as well at least have some fun.  
 She walked into the circle. Destiny held out her fist for her to touch with her own, so she did. Then they started circling each other, each sizing the other up. A fake out dodge to the left almost caught Katherine off guard, but she was too adept at fighting, too used to trickery. So when Destiny came back to the right and attempted a leaping punch, Katherine had already stepped to the outside of it and landed a kick to Destiny’s exposed ribs—not too hard, but enough to say I told you so.

 Destiny grunted and spun, bringing a backhand down that was followed by an elbow. Both missed as Katherine dodged, but the follow-up knee gave her a good charley horse in the thigh. It was almost enough to cause her to take a knife hand to her throat, but she turned and swept her leg to trip Destiny.  
 But Destiny had expected it, and leaped over the sweep. She came down with her heel, causing Katherine to have to roll aside and come back up with a push kick that sent Destiny flying halfway across the sand to land on her butt.  
 “Ladies,” Ricky said.  
 “Sorry,” Katherine said. “It’s been a long time since I practiced holding back.” 
 “No, no,” Destiny said, her lips moving back in a snarl. “Please, let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 She took a step forward to attack, but Gabe raised a hand and said, “That’ll do.”  
 Destiny froze in place, and Katherine could tell by the look in her eyes that she was debating whether to attack anyway. But after a moment, Destiny relaxed and stood straight, feet spread and hands behind her back.  
 The rest stood as well, those who had been sitting, and when Gabe motioned to them, they all gathered round.  
 “Seems we could use a break to ease our tensions,” Gabe said with a nod at Destiny, who blushed. “So, while our new friends are here, I thought I’d make sure we’re all on the same page. Katherine, Triston, I honestly don’t know what you’ve been through, or not the full picture, anyway.” 
 Several people muttered to each other, casting glances their way.  
 “Our fair share,” Triston said.  
 “Have you ever faced a demon?” Daniel asked. “Fallen angels, werewolves, vampires? What does our fair share mean?”  
 “The last two, yes,” Katherine said. “But demons? Fallen angels? Come on.” 
 Ricky laughed. “You’re telling me you believe in vampires and werewolves, but other creatures of lore seem impossible?”  
 Worded that way, she wasn’t sure how to answer. She scrunched her nose and thought about it, then said, “I suppose I’m open to the idea of other possibilities.” 
 Triston glanced over, unsure, but then turned back to Ricky. “What do you mean, demon?”  
 Gabe cleared his throat, and the others turned back to him. “If I may… What matters is that they are beings of immense power, and we stand against them. But, and this might be news to some of you, there are some people who believe this isn’t all about good versus evil, or not in the traditional sense, anyway. Some who would say,” he looked at Katherine, his deep eyes seeing into her soul, “that it’s possible to find werewolves and others traditionally thought to be evil, who are really no different than you or me.” 
 Davies scoffed. “I’ll remember to tell that to Barb next time I see her, that’ll make her feel great. Hell, maybe the werewolf who killed Winters and made her a widow can come over for a cup of tea and explain the whole situation.” 
 “Barbara suffered greatly, as we all did,” Gabe responded. “That doesn’t mean the werewolf who caused this pain represents all werewolves, just as the so-called Christian who attacks someone of a different race or religion represents Christians. This is true of most aspects of life.” 
 “Next you’ll be telling me to hug the next demon I see,” Davies said. “Give me a rest with this.” 
 “Davies!” Ricky hissed, glaring. 
 Davies glared back, but then turned and walked off.  
 “Please excuse him,” Gabe said. “It’s often hard to separate the personal from the professional.”  
 “Yes, I know,” Triston replied.  
 “The question I think we must all ask ourselves is, what drives these people or creatures or what have you,” Gabe continued. “A vampire, as we know it, is simply someone who pulled on the dark arts and it consumed them. Can a vampire then be anything but evil? Can someone escape the evil, and change their mind after the process has begun? Are they beyond redemption?”  
 Flashes of Katherine’s dream hit her—images of Matthew running, and of the woman in red with her magic stones.  
 “All we have seen of fallen angels and demons implies they are the definition of evil. Evil incarnate, if you will.” Gabe took a moment to look at each of them gathered there. “Some of you,” he nodded toward Daniel and Jason, “have first-hand experience in this regard. Others,” his eyes moved back to Katherine, “likely hear me mention such concepts and fail to understand the reality of our world. They think that, because they’ve only been exposed to limited evil so far, that’s the extent of it. Lucky for you, that’s where we come in.” 
 He was clearly addressing Katherine at this point, but she was lost in thought, staring at the ground. Yes, it was hard to grasp what he was saying, based on her limited experience in such matters. But he had a good point that, if one could accept the existence of vampires created out of a use of black magic, taking it one step further wasn’t much of a leap of faith. 
 Except that, she wanted to believe she was more of an anomaly, not simply another freak of existence. One who had learned to harness her power. Mauro talked about her like she was someone destined for greatness, but based on what?  
 Gabe continued to teach them about his understanding of their world and the spiritual world, and how they worked together. After some time, he clapped his hands together and motioned for them to get back to it, before heading for the dining hall.  
 The remaining group, minus Davies, went through some more sparring sessions, this time much more civil. Ricky had them pair up in sessions of two minutes, then switch opponents over and over until everyone was exhausted and had a chance to face each person there.  
 It was tiring, and Katherine was glad when Ricky pulled them all together and told them it would be their final run before dinner.  
 “We have to earn it,” he said, and then took off, the rest close behind.  
 Triston caught up to Katherine and shook his head, already out of breath. “If every day was like this, I’d have jumped from a bridge a long time ago.” 
 “That’s not funny,” she said, focused on her breathing between strides. “Don’t joke about it.”  
 He nodded and ran at her side, for a bit in silence.  
 The sky took on a purple hue and soon the sun was setting. Though Katherine was exhausted, she didn’t feel like a whole day had gone by. Triston had a similarly puzzled look on his face, but then looked thoughtful in addition to pained from the run. 
 Soon they found their pace, and the rest of the run didn’t seem so bad. The cool breeze and scent of fresh pine brought back memories of hikes with her dad, and for the first time in a long time, Katherine let herself remember him. Somehow, in a place like this, the memory didn’t bring the intense pain that normally accompanied such thoughts and made her turn away from them.  
 There was one time when they had gone to explore twin falls, and she remembered running off the path with him, playing a game where the first to collect the most pinecones won. He’d said they were homes of the elves, so whoever had the most could call upon them to fly. When she had tucked up the bottom of her shirt and filled it with pinecones, he’d declared her the winner and threw her up in the air, laughing as he flew her around.  
 Later, when eating their picnic of turkey jerky, crackers with cream cheese, and pepper jelly, a snack that had seemed weird to her at the time but even weirder now that she thought back on it, she had asked him about fairies and other magical creatures. She would never forget the look in his eyes—true belief and honesty—as he told her that he wasn’t sure about fairies, but knew for a fact magic existed, in one form or another.  
 She had looked out over the waterfall in complete amazement, though even then wondering if her dad was a little crazy, believing in stuff like magic.   
 Now she realized that this was what he meant that day. He had been one of these people and had truly believed in at least some of what Gabe had been telling her and the others.  
 It put an entirely new spin on that day at the waterfall.  
 When dinner finally came, Katherine was ready to pass out for the night. She found a spot at a table next to Triston, and they were both complaining about how sore they were, though Triston did so with a smile, when Mauro came over and joined them. 
 “I trust you had a good first day?” he asked.  
 Katherine wasn’t sure how to respond to that, and her mind was too occupied with questions. It had been an educational day, an enlightening day, that was for sure. But ‘good’? As she sat there, looking around at the others and thinking back over the day’s training and lessons, it felt all too familiar.  
 “What’re we doing here?” she asked. “Instead of out there hunting the other,” she lowered her voice, “werewolves?” 
 “Trust me on this,” Mauro replied as he took a bite of cornbread. “With their network, we’ll not have a problem finding the werewolves, and then the next step will be up to us.”  
 “I’ve lost track of the cycle of the moon,” Triston said, glancing at the window, darkness outside. “But… we don’t know yet what will happen to me when the time comes.”  
 “If we need to, I’ve arranged a room here with Merriam,” Mauro said. “You won’t have to worry if you’re locked up in there.”  
 Triston shuddered, but Katherine put a hand on his leg. “We’ll be there for you.”  
 He nodded, then glanced down at his plate and spooned his beans.  
 “And the others?” Katherine asked. “You’ll round up all the werewolves in the world and put them in that room?”  
 Mauro shook his head. “The people here aren’t just out looking for the werewolves.” 
 “A cure?” she said, dropping the rib she was about to bite into. “You actually think…?” 
 “If there’s a serum that can make werewolves be able to change any night of the month, instead of just on the full moon, it stands to reason that there would be some way to at least control the change on full moons, aside from the serum that makes them more powerful.”  
 “And we know silver helped me,” she said.  
 “Though done wrong, silver injections would likely kill the werewolf. You were smart enough to not pierce yourself with too much, not inject it. And, there was the part where you wanted to control it.” 
 “That’s right,” Triston chimed in. “Even with the silver, you nearly lost it when Hunter—I mean Matthew—attacked. Emotions still canceled out science.”  
 “But that does give me something to think about,” Mauro said, standing again. He hadn’t even eaten half of his food.  
 “Wait,” Katherine said, glancing around to ensure no one was listening. “This… what makes any of this different?” 
 He furrowed his brow, but his eyes showed compassion. “From Aldrick, you mean?” With a deep sigh, he put a hand on her shoulder and said, “We’re not here to force you into anything. We’re not trying to raise an army that will change the world. We’re just trying to stop bad people from doing bad things. Or in some cases, it might not even be people, per se. Where my heart is, that too makes it different. If that’s not enough for you, I suppose that’s a question you’ll have to look deep down inside yourself to answer.”  
 He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze, and then headed over to the table where Merriam, Gabe, and two others were in deep conversation.  
 She watched him walk off, aware of Triston’s eyes on her, but wanting a moment to think in silence. Mauro was right, she was sure, but part of her held back on her trust, knowing what she had been through in the past and wondering if she would ever be able to trust again.  
 The clattering of chairs nearby pulled her from her thoughts and she turned to see Daniel, Troy, Jason, and Destiny sitting at the table with her and Triston.  
 “Hey, you don’t mind, do you?” Troy asked.  
 Katherine smiled, unsure how she felt, but Triston said, “No, not at all.”  
 “You two were great today,” Destiny said. “I mean it.”  
 “Yeah, even impressed me,” Daniel said. “And, sorry to say it, but that takes a lot sometimes. Lately, anyway.”  
 “We did notice the stick up your butt, actually,” Triston said.  
 Everyone else froze, and then Daniel burst out laughing, so they smiled and joined in.  
 “I’m just worried about Allie is all,” Daniel finally said. “Sorry that came out as not so cool to you two.”  
 “She’s a big girl,” Destiny said, pointing her fork at him. “She doesn’t need you worrying about her.”  
 He shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I worry any less.”  
 “So you two are a…?” Katherine asked, curious now.  
 “What, a couple?” Daniel laughed. He looked a bit confused, then chuckled. “No, no… No.”  
 Troy laughed and said, “Best not to get into the history of that response.”  
 Daniel blushed slightly, and then motioned to Triston and Katherine. “But you two, straight up in love, huh?”  
 Katherine spat out the bite of cornbread she had just taken, then covered her mouth and looked at them, embarrassed.  
 Triston looked at her with a smile but wide-eyed surprise. “Wow, what a response. Yeah, um, kid—” 
 “Don’t call me that.” Daniel winced as Jason kicked him under the table. “I mean, please.”  
 “Okay, sorry.” Triston smirked and took Katherine’s free hand. “We just… haven’t really gotten to the big L word yet, but yeah, we’re a thing.”  
 Daniel smirked, nodding as if he were in on some secret.  
 “We’ve only been together for…” Katherine looked at Triston, trying to figure out how long they had been romantic.  
 “Not very long,” he said, and she could see in his eyes that he was trying to figure it out too. “Like, a little less than a month, I’d say?”  
 She shrugged. Based on the last full moon she had experienced, and how soon the next was coming, that sounded about right.  
 “Oh, damn,” Destiny said. “Yeah, definitely too soon to be using the big L word. Shoot, someone said that to me after three months once, and I was like no way. Peace.” 
 “You broke up with him?” Triston asked, staring at her in horror.  
 Katherine nudged him and nodded at Troy, who was blushing.  
 “My feelings haven’t changed, though,” Troy said.  
 “Wow, this is awkward,” Jason said, chuckling.  
 “My bad,” Destiny said, eyes now glued to her plate.  
 “Can we just change the topic here?” Katherine asked, not liking it much more than she imagined Destiny or Troy were. “Like, how the hell did you all get involved in this?”  
 Daniel and Jason both shared a humored look, and Daniel said, “We were both kind of dragged in by Allie.”  
 “Allie Strom?” Katherine asked. “And she’s this Eleventh Worthy or something?”  
 “Yeah, basically the most awesome warrior chick you’ve ever seen,” Troy said.  
 “I mean, you don’t have to say ‘chick,’ in that sentence,” Destiny said. “This was part of why—” 
 “Right, changing the subject, remember?” Katherine cut in. 
 Jason laughed, and Troy cast Katherine a ‘thank you’ glance.  
 “Yeah, I’m… I think I’ll call it a night,” Destiny said, frowning. She breathed deeply and stood, taking her plate with her, then hesitated a couple of steps away and looked back. No one else had moved or said a thing. “Troy…?” 
 He looked totally caught off guard, but when she gave him a hopeful look and nodded for him to follow, he frowned and said, “I’m a dog now? You say come and I do it?”  
 “Just go,” Jason said in a hushed voice. “She wants to talk, find out why.” 
 Destiny looked extremely awkward and vulnerable, but she said, “Yeah, I mean, if you want to talk. I feel like a jerk, and just thought….” 
 Troy pursed his lips and looked at Jason, who gave him an any day look, so Troy stood and took his plate with him to follow her. He glanced back at Jason and hissed, “Fine, but if you all find my heart in pieces out there, just toss them, right?”  
 Jason and Daniel laughed, but Katherine and Triston didn’t seem to know how to take this.  
 A glance back showed Ricky had a seat next to Mauro, and they seemed to be in a serious discussion. She was ready to pass out, and figured that, if it was important, they would tell her in the morning.  
 “Think I’ll call it a night too,” she said, and wiped her fingers on a wet wipe she found in a holder in the center of the table.  
 “I’ll walk you out,” Triston said, and the two boys said good night.  
 They found a place to leave their plates near the kitchen, and then made their way outside. Triston took her hand and gave her a humored look. 
 “What?”  
 “We’ve apparently walked into some army soap opera crap,” he said with a laugh, and she couldn’t help but laugh too.  
 “It’s just those two, I hope,” she said, smiling. “Don’t think I can take much more of it.”  
 “You doing okay?” His smile vanished and he stared into her eyes as they walked. 
 She looked down at the path, already knowing what he meant. With everything else going on, talking with a kid named Daniel, the same name as the man who had been like a brother to her and they had just finished burying… yeah, it got to her a little.  
 “I’ll survive,” she said.  
 They reached the door to her room, and she leaned in to give him a gentle, quick kiss.  
 She could tell by the look in his eyes that he wanted more, but she said good night and turned into her room. The door slammed behind her and she tore off her cammies and collapsed on the bed, lost in thoughts about it all, holding back the sorrow as best she could, and wondering how long they would be stuck in this weird place.  
 Then it all faded as sleep took her.  
   
   
   
   




Chapter 13

   
 Again the dream came. This time Matthew was huddled in a room, shivering, nude. He turned, eyes to the ceiling, the walls, then directly at her, as if Katherine were there, though she knew she wasn’t.  
 When his eyes moved back to the floor again a moment later, she knew he hadn’t seen her.  
 A thick, metal door separated him from a hallway. Spaces between the bars on a small window in the door revealed flashes of red light, the occasional dark form passing, and the sound of someone whispering a name, “Altemus.” 
 Matthew spun and ran to the door, flinging himself against it and then cursing at the pain as he rubbed his shoulder. Now Katherine could see the scratches covering his legs, arms, and back. Deep, as if he’d been mauled by a bear—or a vicious, clawed vampire.  
 “I’m not one of them,” he shouted, “You cannot call upon me!”  
 One of the dark forms stopped outside his window, its eyes almost visible in the darkness. “For now, that may be true. For now.”  
 And then it was gone and, as if a gust of wind were blowing her from that spot, Katherine flew backwards as it all darkened.  
 She rolled from the bed, claws out, ready for the attack.  
 Just a dream… Just a dream… Just a dream. She breathed, trying to control her heart rate, and closed her eyes. 
 A light tapping startled her and she tensed, claws at the ready once again.  
 It was dark outside, and at first she only saw her reflection in the window, but with a step closer she saw blond hair and a nervous smile. Triston.  
 She went to the door and inched it open. “What are you doing here?” 
 “I had to see you,” he said, the smile faltering. “Can I come in?” 
 “You aren’t supposed to be in here,” she said. “Mauro said—” 
 “Do we really care what we’re supposed to do or not?” he said. “Matthew’s in danger.” 
 “What?” She opened the door the rest of the way so he could enter, then closed it behind him and leaned against it. Triston sat on her bed, head in his hands. 
 “A dream, maybe, but it was so real,” Triston said. “He was in this—” 
 “Temple,” she said. “Yes, I know. And this wasn’t the first time, was it?”  
 His eyes were full of wonder and horror as he stared at Katherine, then he stood and came to her, holding her. She was still feeling jumpy after the dream, so at first resisted, but soon found herself falling into the embrace.  
 The comfort of his arms around her almost made her believe it was a dream, instead of the reality it had seemed.  
 But if they both had the same dream… 
 “Last time, the woman in the red dress?” she asked, to be sure. “Now the cell…?” 
 “Rosita last time, only, I thought for sure it was a dream,” he said, shuddering. “Then this time, the spirits, another name… I don’t know how I knew, but it was like I was there, like I was with Hunter.” 
 “Matthew, you mean.”  
 “Yes, sorry…” He ran his hand through her hair and pressed his forehead against hers, eyes closed. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 “Is it supposed to?” She pulled back, so that he looked up at her with questioning eyes. “I mean, my parents, your family, all this insanity here with portals or whatever the hell is happening?” She scoffed, moving away from him and lying on the bed to stare at the ceiling. “If there’s one thing we can be sure of, it’s that nothing makes sense anymore.” 
 He stood there, hand on his chin, thinking. “We have to get Mauro.”  
 “And if it was just a dream? Somehow a shared dream, but… a dream?”  
 “We have to at least tell him about it. Everything in me says this is something he has to be aware of.”  
 She glanced over at him, feeling the pout forming. “Even if I talk a lot of crap, this place is nice. You know, in its weird freaky kind of way.” 
 “We might not be going anywhere,” he said, then forced a smile. “You know, when they showed us to our rooms, I was kind of hoping the first time I snuck in here would be for different reasons.”  
 “You’re bad,” she said with a half-smile.  
 “I don’t suppose…” 
 She sat up and threw her pillow at him. “Shut up. Let’s go find Mauro.”  
 “Yeah, of course, that’s what I was going to say.” He blushed as she stood, then motioned to her outfit—a t-shirt and panties. “Might want to throw something on, or my mind’s going to keep going back there, seriously.” 
 “Turn around.”  
 She waited for him to do so, and then quickly threw on some of the new clothes Merriam had left for her. They weren’t a perfect fit, and she wasn’t used to wearing cammies, but the military feel suited her, she thought. A look at Triston’s smile showed he felt the same way.  
 “Hey, who told you it was time to look?” she asked as she pulled the belt tight.  
 “Breaking the rules can sometimes be worth it.” 
 She hit him playfully. “Seriously, though. Are those the same clothes as yesterday?”  
 “I passed out when I got to my room. Didn’t even have time to check out the outfits they left for me.” 
 “Yeah, well.” She spun and struck a pose as if in a fashion show. “If I’m going to look silly like this, so should you.” 
 “If me wearing cammies turns you on half as much as you wearing cammies does me, I’ll go get changed right now.” 
 “Ooh, you have a good point.” She laughed. “Let’s go straight to Mauro, so I don’t lose control along the way.”  
 He bit his lip at that comment, but she nodded to the door and added, “Remember the dream, or whatever the hell that was. That ought to dampen your libido a bit. Unless of course, you have a thing for red dresses.”  
 “Not when the lady wearing them is a scary-as-hell vampire, that’s for sure.” He paused, looking pensive. “On that note, did you see the glowing stones too?”  
 She nodded. “I don’t understand, though.” 
 “That’s how they’re made,” another voice said, and they jumped. Mauro stood just outside the door, arms folded. “I believe you weren’t supposed to be in each other’s chambers here.” 
 “We’re not teenagers,” Triston said, irritation plain in his voice.  
 Mauro raised an eyebrow. “Whether you act like it or not, I suppose that’s true. But this is Merriam’s request, and we are guests here.” 
 The two had a bit of a stare down, so Katherine asked, “What’s how who’s made?” 
 “Huh?” Triston said, confused.  
 “No, Mauro. You said ‘that’s how they’re made.’” 
 “Yes, well…” He glanced over his shoulder. “I have to brief Merriam on this, but walk with me. I’ll tell you more along the way.”  
 They nodded, and Katherine tightened the laces on her boots and closed the door behind them, not failing to notice how large the moon was when she stepped outside.  
 Mauro walked briskly, but slowed slightly for her to catch up.  
 “You know Matthew is a vampire, or a half-vampire. And we talked about how they aren’t the creatures of legend, or not exactly. They are men and women who looked to dark magic for their answers to life’s problems. People who sought out evil, and whom evil has embraced.” 
 “And they use magic rocks or something?” Katherine asked.  
 “Emeralds, gems, other precious stones that have the ability to hold magic, yes. It isn’t that they need the stones to do their magic, but being connected to the earth as these items are, they allow the users of magic to channel magic, to amplify their powers. Different stones serve different purposes, I’d imagine, but that’s something we’ll have to ask Matthew about when we next see him.” 
 “I’ve never seen Matthew use them,” Triston noted.  
 “Ah, but as we’ve already discussed, he’s only a half-vampire. He threw these powers aside in favor of remaining human. If he were to channel energy through the stones—dark magic, to be more precise—he would likely go over to the other side. On that day, I wouldn’t imagine there’d be any way to bring him back.”  
 Katherine frowned. “On that day?”  
 “If he’s where I think he is, he’s going to have a hard time not resorting to anything and everything to escape… which means it’s only inevitable.”  
 They approached the main hall where Merriam had said she could be accessed, but paused at the sign of a light from nearby, in the dining hall.  
 “No one should be up at this hour,” Mauro said. “Something’s going on.” 
 Indeed, a form appeared in the doorway and, as they approached, they saw it was Merriam waiting for them.  
 “You had the dream too?” Mauro asked, bewildered.  
 “Dream?” She shook it off. “No, I don’t like the sounds of that if you all are on the same page there, but this is different. A pack of werewolves has been seen on the move, and more reports of a large meeting in west Oakland, by the underpass.” 
 “We have to get to them,” Katherine said, her excitement mounting. “Figure out what they’re up to.” 
 “And abandon Matthew?” Triston asked.  
 “Damn.” Katherine turned to look out at the night. It wasn’t a full moon, and that meant that these werewolves had the serum and could change at will. That might mean that at least some of them were Aldrick’s old lackeys, or spinoffs. She was torn here, between stopping potential deaths and saving their new teammate. 
 “You didn’t care much about him just yesterday, am I wrong?” Mauro said, glancing over and then back to Merriam. “At any rate, I think I have a solution.”  
 “A solution to what?”  
 He filled Merriam in on the dream, on everything the three of them had seen about Matthew, and it was a whole new level of creepiness for Katherine to hear from him everything she had seen in her own dream. Triston too, she noticed, was staring with wide eyes.  
 “Someone has to go after him,” Merriam said. “This is bad.” 
 “And the werewolves?” Triston asked.  
 “That’s where my solution comes in.” Mauro motioned them inside, where several soldiers stood at a map against the far wall discussing plans. “I’m going after Matthew, while you and a couple of the Guardians will go after the werewolves.” 
   




Chapter 14

   
 Mauro refused to listen to Katherine’s protestations as he finished securing his heavy parka. He had a pack with water and food, since they weren’t sure how long this would last.  
 Merriam had taken one of the portals to their home base, where they were able to seek out the general location of Matthew, as they had done with Katherine. But this time, it wasn’t a place where sending multiple groups of Guardians would make sense. It was too dangerous,  
 Their findings had said he was in the mountains of Central Asia, and when Merriam had told Mauro that, he knew right away that, for some reason, they would be heading to the temple where Matthew had first gotten his power.  
 “But he said it was burned to the ground,” Katherine said, pacing along the windows, anxiously glancing outside at the team that waited for her. “This can’t be about the temple, can it?”  
 “When dealing with dark magic, we shouldn’t assume anything,” he said. “So if he’s in the vicinity of this temple of vampires, I’m going to highly consider the fact that he might have either returned to the vampires, or we have to rescue him from them. We’ll find out soon, but for now, you have a pack of werewolves on the move that you need to see to.” 
 He saw the worry etched on her face as she stood there, torn.  
 “I get it,” he said, pausing his packing and casting a glance over to Ricky and Destiny to let him know he would be a minute. “Matthew has become a member of the team and, even if you didn’t like it at first, his absence has made the reality of our team even more present in your mind.” 
 “He never should have gone after that vampire without us!” she said, spinning on Mauro. “And you let him.”  
 Mauro nodded, accepting what she said. “It’s true, I can’t deny my mistake in the matter. For now, I just have to hope I get to him before they’ve broken him, if that is their goal. If they wanted him dead, we would already be too late. However, based on the dreams, I think we’re safe to assume that isn’t the case.”  
 Katherine grunted and went to the door, opened it, and then paused. “Just, hurry the hell back here.” 
 “I will,” he said, and then frowned as she slammed the door. As a priest, it had always been his way to talk things out, not storm off on people slamming doors. When he was met with ways unlike his own, it always baffled him.  
 He had to remind himself that she was under a lot of stress, in this place training with people who didn’t necessarily accept werewolves, either as reality or capable of good.  
 Add to that the fact that he was going off with Ricky and Destiny in an attempt to save Matthew, and he began to understand her that much more. He checked for gloves and a hat, and took them out of the pack before slinging it over his shoulders.  
 “Ready,” he said. The other two were already at the door, nodding that they were ready as well.  
 They marched out and back into the hallway where Mauro had arrived with Katherine and Triston, the Hall of Doors. As Mauro understood it, some doors were set up to return to key places, such as the school for young Guardians and Bringers of Light, or the main capitals of the world, in case they were needed. Most presidents or world leaders weren’t in on their existence, but over the years it had become necessary to reveal themselves to certain key individuals in the U.S., Turkey, Mongolia, and several other countries.  
 The rest of the doors, however, changed based on the needs of the Guardians entering. It was for this reason Mauro needed at least one of his companions to go with him, and why bringing two was prudent. He wouldn’t be able to make it back, since he couldn’t operate the portals on his own. And if somehow something should happen to Ricky or Destiny, the remaining one could serve as backup to get him, and he hoped Matthew, back to safety.  
 Each step sent an echo through the hallway, bringing Mauro back to a time long ago. Each step then had brought that same level of jittery nerves, each step closer to the priest who had brought him into his fold. Little had Mauro known then what he was truly becoming, or that he would never be able to reveal to his family what he knew about the world. It had driven them away at the end, his secrecy, but it had saved them as well.  
 When an Alpha and his pack of werewolves went after Mauro, they had searched out his family and friends, only to find none.  
 And then Mauro had brought the pain, for everything he knew they meant to do to his loved ones. He loved them that much—so much that he would never speak to them again if it meant keeping them safe.  
 Every time he walked into the face of danger, he was reminded of that day and of the carnage that had torn through his mind. When he had left the Alpha broken and humbled, sucking on his last breath, Mauro had wandered dangerously close to darkness. His mind had taken months to get right again, and then the golden glow had come. His eyes had stopped shining red, and his heart had been at peace.  
 Was it God, as he liked to tell himself? He had no clue. But he liked to have an explanation for all of this good and evil. Whether one wanted to call it God and the devil, or think of it as nebulous forces at work that humans could never truly understand, the fact remained that he was now on the side of the righteous. 
 Those who turned to the darkness would be punished. 
 He preferred to see it done by others, by those less likely to risk stepping over into darkness. Knowing his own history with the matter, he preferred to step aside while courageous figures like Katherine and Triston did the dirty work.  
 If they stumbled, he would be there to pick them up, just as he was now on his way to find Matthew and ensure he was safe and of sound mind.  
 Ricky stopped at a wide, oak door, his hand on the handle, and loosened his neck. “I hope you’re at least half as badass as they say you are, old man.”  
 Mauro laughed. “Old man? I’ve got many years ahead of me before accepting that title. Though, compared to the two of you, sure, it fits.” 
 “We might be young, but we can fight.” Destiny zipped up her thick jacket and pulled her wool cap down so it covered her ears. She adjusted her pack, clearly uncomfortable with the weight on her shoulders. “Not that I’ll be able to throw a kick with all this gear on.” 
 “You’re a soldier, you’ll figure it out.”  
 “Just to be clear, you do understand that we’re not like actual soldiers, right?”  
 He nodded. “Warriors against evil, fighting the spiritual war. I’d say we have higher expectations of you than of the typical soldier.”  
 “Yeah, well, let’s just hope you can hold your own out there too,” she smirked, as she added, “old man.”  
 Ricky laughed.  
 “I thought this trip was going to be tough because of the weather and maybe going up against vampires,” Mauro said. “I’m starting to wonder if the hardest part will be listening to you two.” 
 Ricky laughed harder at that, then clapped Mauro on the shoulder. “You’re a funny one.” He looked between the two of them, smile fading, and said, “Let’s do this.” 
 A gust of wind brought snow flurries into the hall, and Mauro felt the bite of cold cutting through his clothes. Great, this was going to be a hoot.  
 He stepped through the door and found himself in the middle of a blizzard. Ricky and Destiny suddenly appeared next to him, and Destiny moved her hands in a quick gesture that closed off the rectangle of light behind them.  
 Mountains spread for miles around them, Mauro imagined, but with the blizzard they could see no further than thirty feet in every direction.  
 “Remind me, Ricky,” Mauro said as he pulled his skullcap down tighter to cover more of his face. “Isn’t it still spring back home?” 
 “Traveling through time isn’t something we’ve learned how to do,” Ricky answered, voice trembling in the cold. “Not yet anyway.”  
 “That’s what I was afraid of.”  
 “A little magic snowstorm’s going to faze you two?” Destiny gave them a skeptical look and then smiled. “Try to keep up.” 
 She stepped through the snow, picking a direction and leading the way. Shivering, Mauro followed, Ricky at his side.  
 “Is she always so chipper?” Mauro asked.  
 “Think of it like backwards day.” 
 “Backwards day? Like in kindergarten?”  
 “Yeah. When everyone else is happy, she’s kind of a—er, jerk. When conditions are miserable, she’s all smiles.”  
 “Well, normally I’d say that’s just stupid. But right now, I’ll take all the smiles I can get.” 
 “You and me both,” Ricky said with a nod, then pulled up his jacket to cover his mouth from the cold.  
 Each step was grueling, pulling at everything Mauro had to keep going forward. He longed to see the sun and sky above, blocked out by a thick blanket of snow. They knew Matthew would be around here somewhere, and suspected the temple would be as well, but in this storm, how could they know where? They could wander around for hours and still be lost.  
 As he walked, his eyes grew heavy and he found himself moving in a state between being awake and asleep. Images started flashing into his mind.  
 There he was… hovering… watching… 
 Matthew had found a way out of his cell, and was crawling along a narrow passage, when he suddenly jolted and looked around, sensing Mauro’s presence. His eyes looked wild, each iris almost entirely black now.  
 He mouthed a word, “Help,” and then heard something that made him fall back and scramble to the far wall. Pressed against it, he listened, and then ran. Dark shapes moved about in the tunnel behind him, and then one nearly had Mauro, but he floated away and was free to pursue Matthew.  
 The man stopped at a dead end, but then pressed on three stones in the upper left and watched them glow red and gold before the wall moved aside.  
 Matthew crawled out of the passage and found himself in a narrow room with a high, arched ceiling.  
 An outfit hung on a coat rack, an elegant robe of blacks and reds and a sash to tie it with. A mosaic of stones and gems covered the far wall, forming the shape of a face. One that Matthew shuddered to see.  
 Darkness formed to his left and then became a shape like a person, finally materializing to be the woman in the red dress, Rosita.  
 “You have one way out,” she said, tantalizingly. “Only, to do so means you must cross over. In so doing, will you still want out?”  
 She stepped forward, no longer the terrifying creature he had last seen, but a queen of seduction. Her red lips pursed into a pout, her eyes roaming his body as she let one shoulder of her dress slip so that the cleavage of her breasts showed, rising and falling with each breath.  
 “I will not!” Matthew shouted, turning from her and running to the walls, searching for any way out. The only way back was the passage he had come through, but now she stood in his way. When he turned to her, she let the dress fall from her shoulders completely, and it slid to the ground to reveal the woman he had craved during his studies at the temple. How many times had he turned from practicing a new spell to watch her walk past, the sway of her hips pulling at his imagination, longing for a moment exactly like this?  
 Her perky breasts, the smooth contours of her skin and the way the shadows moved across her hips… it was almost too much. The shadows pulled him forward, like tendrils come to life, caressing him, embracing him.  
 “Fight it!” Mauro screamed, and Matthew stumbled back, breaking the link with the shadows.  
 Rosita frowned and reached out her arms, and the shadows thrust forward, grabbing him fiercely now, pulling him to her. He let out a desperate snarl and spun, breaking the shadow’s grasp.  
 He only had one shot here, and much of it would rely on his ability to fight the darkness. In two quick steps he was at the gems of the mosaic. Though it had been years since he had attempted such magic, he ran his fingers across the yellow stones, and then the green. To his surprise, they began to glow.  
 “You idiot!” Rosita said, suddenly behind him, bare flesh pressed against his back. “You think for a second that you can use our own magic against us? That you can simply revert to the old ways and somehow break free?”  
 “Stay with me!” Mauro shouted again, and this time Rosita glanced around, furious, though she didn’t seem to be able to see anything.  
 She wrapped her arms around Matthew, hands moving across his chest, his abdomen, running across his thighs and then—his body filled with the strength he was searching for, and with a surge of warmth in his blood that shot through his limbs, she was flung backwards so that she hit the far wall and collapsed onto the red dress she had discarded on the floor.  
 The stones glowed brightly now, and as Matthew’s eyes clouded over in blackness, he pulled the magic from the stones and shouted, “MAURO!” Using the power was draining him, and as the magical light flew into the pillar above his head, shooting out of the temple, he collapsed to his knees, feeling the weakness take over, feeling the darkness moving back in.  
 Rosita stood and the dress moved about her as if it were alive, curling like snakes until it was back in place and she was clothed, her eyes full of fury.  
 “Mauro,” Matthew said, his voice weak, but the light didn’t stop. Rosita stepped toward him, and he felt the terror rising in his chest. “Mauro…” 
 “Mauro!” a voice shouted. “Mauro!”  
 Mauro’s face was cold. His eyes flitted open to see pure white, shadowed by him, and he realized he was lying facedown in the snow. Two sets of hands had him and were rolling him over, and he realized he had collapsed and had another dream, or vision. He wasn’t sure what to think about it until he saw the green and golden pillar of light shooting into the sky in the distance, slowly dissolving.  
 “There,” he said, pointing as they hefted him up.  
 The other two spun to see the light just as it faded, and then they looked back at him with awe. He knew they wouldn’t understand. He didn’t even understand, not fully anyway. 
 Regardless, they knew in which direction Matthew was, and now it was simply a matter of time. 
   
   
   
   
   




Chapter 15

   
 Katherine walked in the night, Triston on one side, Daniel on the other. She almost called the boy Danny when she went to ask him a question, but caught herself. Why did something so simple as a name have to draw out such emotions?  
 Troy and Davies led the way, each consulting one of the soldiers who had brought the news of the werewolf movement. The soldier had short-cropped hair and would almost pass for a man with her buff, muscled body, if not for the high cheekbones and full lips that gave her away. Davies had called her Rivera, which Katherine had to assume was a last name. 
 “How do you know they were werewolves?” she heard Troy ask Rivera.  
 “We’ve had teams out searching, looking for any big signs of movement,” Rivera replied. “Technically, this could be anything. But we put a tail on those werewolves Mauro and his team found, and they’re part of this. So we put two and two together.” 
 “I hope we get a lot more than four,” Troy said, and the other two looked at him briefly, confused.  
 Katherine caught up just then and said, “See for yourself,” as she bent down in a crouch. The others glanced over and then followed suit to avoid being spotted.  
 They had been going along the walkway that followed the BART train, but stopped at a point where construction was being done behind a large plaza. It was night, so the construction wasn’t happening, but the building was still full of people. Shapes were barely visible at the corners of the building, likely to stand guard, and with her werewolf eyes, Katherine could see another group just past the closest guard. There had to be at least a dozen in there.  
 Triston and Daniel came over in a crouched walk, and Daniel asked, “What’s up?” 
 “This is it,” Katherine whispered. “We need to get closer.”  
 Davies looked like he was about to protest, but Rivera nodded her way and gestured for them to follow. She led them around past another guard.  
 “Wait here,” Rivera said, then took off in a crouched run toward the guard.  
 Katherine glanced over at the others to see if they were really just going to wait. When she was sure they were all content to not be part of the action, she turned back to join Rivera, despite her orders. She saw the guard’s silhouette collapsing, and another catching it and pulling it aside. She looked around nervously, hoping none of the enemy had seen that.  
 With a cautious pause to make sure it was clear, she darted across the empty parking lot between the BART tracks and the construction zone. The area down here was dark, and she was looking for a way up when someone leaped down in front of her.  
 She pulled back, close to drawing her claws and attacking, but then saw the close-cut hair and full lips of Rivera.  
 “You were supposed to wait back there,” Rivera said. “But since you’re here, come on.”  
 “Wait,” Katherine hissed, motioning for silence. She had heard something—the creaking of the wood above. “They’re above us,” she mouthed, and pointed up as she did. Rivera got the message, smiling as if this was a fun way to spend her Saturday night.  
 “Let’s move so we can see them,” Rivera whispered, and she motioned to a tree line and small hill nearby, at the south side of the building.  
 There couldn’t be any harm in that, Katherine thought, so she led the way. When they reached the hill, Katherine found a spot to climb up and onto the second floor, using the hill to reach a section of wall with boards crisscrossing that she could use as footholds. Once in, she knelt to take Rivera’s hand and help pull her up.  
 “We have an acrobat amongst us,” Rivera whispered. “Bravo.”  
 Katherine held up a hand, listening to the voices of those gathered nearby, then stepped closer and whispered, “If you keep talking, all we’ll have is two dead teammates.”  
 Rivera tilted her head, confused.  
 “Us, I mean,” Katherine said with a sigh. “Was that not clear?” 
 Before Rivera could respond, the banging of wood sounded and then a new voice came through, filtered through the wood, but loud enough to hear.  
 “Who made you?”  
 Muffled responses, and Katherine motioned Rivera forward to the next wall over, as close as they dared. They found a spot in the construction where they could see into a room. There were more werewolves gathered than they had anticipated, and now seeing them, it was much more intimidating. The men and women were all large and scary. Some of them stepped forward and changed after saying names, others stayed in human form but took a knee at the sight of the others transforming.  
 One man stood at the front of them all, flanked by six others who had transformed already. He was shorter than the rest, but had a way of standing tall and looking at the others as if they were beneath him. His hair was cropped short. With a glance back at the werewolves behind him, he said, “None by Aldrick then.”  
 “I was,” said a man in the back, working his way forward now. 
  “You were one of them that escaped?” the man asked. “You’ve seen the ones who killed him?” 
 The man nodded. “Yes, sir.”  
 “Good, we’re going to need your help to find her.” He waved to one of the werewolves, who transformed into a nude man. Quickly, he bent and pulled on a pair of loose-fitting pants and a shirt, and then Katherine saw that they all had clothes lined up behind them. This must’ve been a normal occurrence. She was glad that wasn’t the case for her, as she more often than not only partially transformed.  
 When she did go full wolf though, she had almost always torn her clothes to the point of ruin. That night in the church against Aldrick had been the exception, though her clothes had been in pretty bad shape afterward.  
 The new man went with the one who had been a werewolf moments before, and the short man addressed the others, handing them each pieces of paper. Katherine couldn’t tell, but from here it looked like maps with writing below.  
 “If you want the serum, this is where you can find us,” the man said. “This isn’t playing around though, and it’s damn sure not a charity. You get the serum, you’re one of us. You become a soldier for life, a member of the pack. We’ll get you trained and set you up where it makes sense, whether that’s a place of influence in the government, working the field, or wherever the hell we say. Understood?”  
 “Not entirely,” one of the women said. She stood beside a man whose eyes were full of terror at the fact that she had just spoken up. “What’s in it for us? I’ve only heard rumors about this serum, and as far as I know, you got jack.”  
 The short man frowned and motioned to his five remaining werewolves. “These men and women were just like you until yesterday, but now they can transform at will.” With a snap of his fingers, all five became nude men and women, and with another snap they contorted and shook as the hair and claws returned. “Convinced?”  
 With a slow, awed nod, the woman held up the paper and said, “Count us in.”  
 “Excellent.”  
 The man turned, job done, and addressed the werewolves as they returned to human form and started dressing.  
 “We have to see where they’re going,” Katherine whispered.  
 Rivera nodded, but said, “What did you have in mind?”  
 “This,” Katherine said, and stepped back into the shadows, then turned and ran to the edge of the building. She lowered herself out, then dropped, glad to hear Rivera was following close behind. They darted over to the nearest corner and waited.  
 Daniel ran over and asked, “Where do you need us?”  
 “Just a sec,” Katherine said. She peeked around the corner, saw a group of two men and a woman who had been in the werewolf meeting, and pulled back, waiting for them to pass.  
 Ignoring Daniel’s look of impatience, she held up a hand, and then looked again. One man, by himself. She waited, and then, as he was walking past, stepped out and started walking with him.  
 He jolted at the sight of her, then looked around, confused. Katherine did so as well, with mock surprise.  
 “What is it?” she asked.  
 “You—you startled me is all.” His eyes narrowed. “Where’d you come from?” 
 “Can you believe it?” she asked, hoping he would buy that she had been at the meeting with them. “Soon you’ll be able to change like the rest of us.” 
 The suspicion on his face vanished, replaced by awe. “You were one of the werewolves?” 
 She nodded and allowed her eyes to change to yellow and her teeth to grow slightly, then returned to normal. He was amazed.  
 “Wow, I mean, I heard rumors,” he said. “A bunch of guys that already went, but… wait, what are you doing here? Did I do something wrong?” He was suddenly very pale. “Please, you have to accept me, I—I don’t want—” 
 “Relax,” she said, holding her hand out for his paper. “It’s just that we gave the wrong instructions to a few of you on accident, totally my fault, and the Alpha will have my snout if he finds out. So, our secret? I thought I’d just check with each of you individually to make sure, if that’s okay.” 
 He continued to stare at her, nervously, then glanced back to the building behind them.  
 “It’d mean I owe you one,” she said. “Trust me, when you’re part of the team, you want people like me owing you one.” 
 “Yeah, um…” He reached into his coat pocket, found the paper, and handed it over. “Here you go.”  
 She looked it over, pretending to be checking it, but really she was memorizing it. “You’re in luck, you got one of the good ones.” With a final glance to make sure it stuck, she handed the paper back and winked. “I better get back to check the others. Remember, put your game face on when you get there. These guys aren’t playing around.”  
 “Yeah, thanks.” He beamed, apparently feeling like he’d helped out, and then nodded to her before walking away.  
 She pretended to be heading off after another group, then quickly turned left and ducked into the shadows. Cautious to ensure no one had seen her, she paused, sniffed, and was satisfied that no unknown werewolves were too close by.  
 When she rejoined Rivera and Daniel, she saw that Triston had joined them now too.  
 “What the hell was that?” Daniel demanded. 
 “I got the location,” she said. “Rivera, you and I will hitch a ride now. Daniel, get the others and let Merriam know. It sounds like we’ll need a bigger force than what we have.” 
 “For real?” Daniel asked.  
 “I think this is one of their recruiting deals,” Katherine said. “They use the serum as bait to pull in new recruits, and once they’re in, they can’t leave.” 
 “So, it’s like GTA but with werewolves.” 
 Rivera and Katherine stared at him, confused, but Triston nodded like that made sense.  
 “Grand Theft Auto,” Daniel said. “You know, with the mafia and all that.”  
 “Why not just say Godfather?” Rivera asked.  
 “God what?”  
 Katherine shook her head. “Come on, kid, even I know that one.” 
 “When did he live?”  
 Rivera hit her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Kid, it’s a movie. A classic. One of the best of all time.” 
 Daniel looked to Triston for help, but Triston said, “She’s right about that.” 
 “Hey, reference video games or history, and I’m your… Wait a minute, no, there was a Godfather game. Yeah, I remember. Gotcha, good reference!” 
 Katherine chuckled. “What have I gotten myself involved with here, huh?”  
 “These kids?” Rivera smiled. “You really have no idea.” 
 “Okay, so, back on track.” Katherine turned to Daniel, stern. “Tell Merriam they’re meeting off of Treasure Island. Looks like the location of some old shipping port. Guess they’ve found that good enough for their exercises.”  
 “That makes sense,” Rivera said. “I’ve been out there before. There are large warehouses they could use, and a lot of it was abandoned after some waste issue, I think.”  
 “Sure, of course we’re going to go confront a bunch of werewolves and expose ourselves to hazardous materials,” Daniel said with a scoff. “Another wonderful Saturday night. Oh, wait… Not.”  
 “Really?” Rivera gave him a disapproving look. “You don’t automatically get the Godfather reference, but you’re all about the ‘90s not usage?”  
 “I’m bringing it back.” 
 She pursed her lips, raised an eyebrow, and said, “Not.”  
 “See?”  
 “Okay, okay. It’s go time.” Katherine nodded to a couple of nearby SUVs pulling out. “Rivera, do we have a way to follow them?”  
 “Sure.” She pulled out her phone and tapped a button, then smiled. “Car should be here any minute.”  
 “No way. You guys have a chauffeur or something?”  
 “Yeah, of course we do,” Rivera smirked. “It’s called an Uber.”  
 Katherine frowned, actually not familiar with that term, but she got the feeling there was a joke there. While they waited, they reconvened with Troy and Davies, who had been on lookout. After briefing them, they agreed that she, Rivera, Triston, and Daniel would go for now—more passengers would mean two cars, which might appear suspicious. Troy and Davies would wait behind, and follow later. 
 Now, it was just a waiting game. She hoped Mauro’s mission was going smoothly, so that he and Matthew could hurry back and be part of this. 




Chapter 16

   
 Matthew found himself seated at a long table, wearing the same suit he had first arrived in. His head was foggy, still affected by the magic of having used the stones. It was like he wasn’t quite himself, like he was watching from the outside.  
 He had no idea how he’d gotten here. One moment he had been sending the signal in hopes of being rescued, the next he was here at the table. 
 Across from him sat five others, each staring at him, assessing his worth. At the far end of the table sat Grundy, Rosita at his side. Each wore their finest.  
 “You’ve betrayed us,” Rosita said. “The temple must always stay hidden.” 
 He tried to stand, only to find his body unable to move. “What do you want with me?” 
 “There may be only six,” Grundy said, motioning to the table, the six chairs, and six vampires if Matthew was included. “The man who used to occupy my seat broke free, but none before nor after him have managed to do the same. You do not wish to be one of us, but your mind is clouded. Drink, so that you may see clearly.”  
 He gestured to a glass of what looked like thick wine, but Matthew knew to be blood.  
 “Never,” Matthew said.  
 Grundy stood, pausing to trace the gold patterns carved into his chair, images of old knights, a vampire king at their head. With a claw extended, he scratched a quick line across the king’s face, pulling back to wipe the line of gold off on his maroon robes.  
 “We have a duty here, Matthew,” he said as he walked around the table, assessing his other three generals as he did. “The people of the world are blinded, but we can clear their eyes, open them to the path they were meant for. No more blind obligation to freedom, not when they can be part of our greatness. An army awaits us, my old friend, an army that can begin the revolution long past due.”  
 “If I remember correctly, you came here for your own selfish reasons, just as I did.”  
 “And you’ve had your revenge,” Grundy said, voice rising. “Is it not fair that I too receive justice?” 
 “You mean vengeance.”  
 Grundy smiled. “They are often one and the same.”  
 “Only when you walk in darkness.”  
 “And you’re so pure now?” Grundy paused behind him, hands on his shoulders. “Your father killed your mother, I remember the story. So you came here searching out a way to hunt them all down. Well, he is dead, but… are the stories I hear true? You sided with a couple of werewolves?” His laugh echoed through the dining room, and the others smiled.  
 “Only so that we could hunt down the rest,” Matthew said, ignoring the laugh. “Not all of them are evil, unlike you.”  
 “I like the idea, but think it can be improved upon,” Grundy said. “You see, we thought we would create our own followers, and we have.” He gestured to the edges of the room, where Grundy could now see men and women stepping out from the shadows, their eyes glowing red.  
 Several of them transformed into werewolves as they walked. When they stopped in a circle around the table, Matthew could tell the vampires weren’t completely at ease with them here, especially a young woman who he didn’t recognize, sitting at Rosita’s side.  
 But when he glanced around, he noticed something about these werewolves—the purple light in their eyes along with the red, swirling mist trailing behind them.  
 They were all under his power, under his control.  
 “How many have you gotten to?” he asked.  
 “Enough to make a difference, and more to come.” Grundy took Matthew’s glass and held it high. “A toast, to bringing humanity to its knees.” 
 The others followed suit, and Rosita added, “May they suffer long and provide us blood for years to come.”  
 Everyone sipped, then Grundy held the cup to Matthew’s mouth. “You’ve used the stones; I see you teetering at the edge of the precipice. Now all you have to do is take one tiny step, and unlimited power will be yours.”  
 The young woman beside Rosita suddenly bit her lip, her nails digging into the table.  
 “Erika?” Grundy asked.  
 Rosita was looking at the younger woman with disdain, but suddenly her eyes went white and she snarled. “They’re close.” 
 Erika returned to normal, wiping a trickle of blood from her lip. “Yes, I sense them, and there’s one among them with unnatural powers.”  
 Grundy glared at Matthew and held the cup to his lips. “DRINK!”  
 Matthew clenched his jaw, returning the glare with pure defiance.  
 “Agh!” Grundy threw the cup in Matthew’s face and spun, kicking out the chair so that Matthew landed hard, whacking his head. He lay there in pain as blood seeped into his eyes and down his cheeks, and he was powerless to stop it. The vampire within craved it, yearned for him to simply stick out his tongue and catch a drop of the blood, to taste it.  
 But he resisted, and when the ringing stopped, he realized a couple of the werewolves were dragging him off.  
 “Throw him in the cells and ensure he’s well-guarded, and I mean by the best!” Grundy commanded, and was already at the door with his vampires in tow. “Werewolves, take your positions.”  
 Then he stormed out with a snarl, the others in tow.  
 Whoever had come for Matthew had better have brought a damn army. They were going to need it.  
   
   
   



 
Chapter 17

   
 Mauro trudged through deep snow, the never-ending siege of the blizzard pounding at them, telling them to turn back. It teased them in its attempt to make them lose their way, but they did not.  
 Even now that the light had faded, Mauro saw it clearly. The green and yellow glow was strong, as if imprinted on his eyes, and he pushed on even when the other two called out to him telling him it was time to rest.  
 “He’s there!” Mauro shouted, pointing to what seemed a wall of white.  
 Destiny’s jaw was shaking and Ricky had frost in his stubble. Both of them had a look of defiance and doubt in their eyes, but, after a moment, Destiny nodded and pushed on, so that Ricky had to do a double step to catch up.  
 “Because you saw him?” Destiny shouted over the storm’s howling wind. “Some sort of magical connection?”  
 He glanced over, knowing where she was going with this. “I’ve already considered the possibility. If it were a trap, would that make me any less willing to try to save him?”  
 “And what if he’s already gone over?” she asked. “If he’s already succumbed to the shadows?”  
 Mauro shook his head. “He’s had his share of faults, no one can deny that. But he devoted his life to stopping evil.”  
 Ricky guffawed. “So he’s a fanatic. A first class candidate for losing his sanity or believing in something so strongly that it tears him apart.” 
 “All the more reason for us to push on.”  
 They didn’t argue with that, but he could feel the exhaustion on them like an aura that spoke to him, calling for rest. If they arrived in this condition and were confronted with a fight, chances are they wouldn’t come out on top.  
 So when they came across a point where the snow dipped and large rocks provided shelter, he led them down into it and was the first to break out the heat pads. He broke two and inserted them into the heat-support liner of his jacket, then found his water and some jerky.  
 Destiny’s jaw was too busy chattering for her to speak, so she curled up into a ball, glancing out at the two.  
 “Remind me why this vampire is so important to us?” Ricky finally said, breaking the relative silence.  
 “Half-vampire,” Mauro corrected him. “And that being the case, the only vampire we’ll ever have a chance of having on our team.” 
 “But you let them catch him.” 
 “It was a mistake I won’t make again.” Mauro took another swig of water, then wiped his mouth with the back of his glove. He shuddered at the cold. “It was a trap, I’m sure of it. Matthew thought he could go there and find out more about this vampire named Grundy, see what he was up to. And never made it back.”  
 “Okay, so him not being fully evil aside, what’s his value?”  
 “What’s your value?” Destiny managed to get out.  
 Ricky frowned as if that was obvious. “Hello, look at me.” 
 “Okay, you’re hot as hell, but—” 
 “I could take anyone in hand-to-hand combat,” he said, ignoring her snarky comment. “You do realize I’m like twice the size of everyone?”  
 “Your ego certainly is,” she said. “Everyone put together, that is.”  
 “Hilarious.” He turned back to Mauro, waiting.  
 “His value?” Mauro shook his head. “Aside from the fact that we all have value in God’s eyes, and I would never leave a single one of you behind—” 
 “Yeah, yeah, aside from all that.”  
 “Aside from that… He’s smart, quick against werewolves, which, this vampire issue notwithstanding, seems to be our biggest concern at the moment. And he can track them too, werewolves I mean.” 
 “We can find people,” Destiny said. “That’s nothing unique.” 
 “No, not like this. He senses them, I believe. I’m not totally familiar with his skills, but trust me when I say the abilities of the Guardians are nothing compared to his.” 
 Destiny shrugged. “Works for me.”  
 Ricky grunted, then added, “I mean, I agree about the no one left behind thing, just… curious.”  
 Mauro gave him a raised eyebrow, then finished off his jerky. When he was done chewing, he realized he had feeling in his legs and arms again. That was a plus.  
 “Destiny…” He looked at her, wondering. “Is that something to do with the Guardians? A nickname, or some sort of legend they have about you?”  
 Ricky laughed as Destiny rolled her eyes.  
 “Here we go again,” she said. “I have to explain this at least once a month, it seems. No, my mom’s name was Trinity, yeah, like in the movie. But that was her real name, and no, she wasn’t connected with God or whatever. Pure atheist, through and through. But she believed in the power of positive thought, so figured naming me Destiny would give me a better lot in life than she’d been dealt.”  
 “And…?” 
 “Is my life better than hers? Hell yes, but that doesn’t mean it’s because of the name. She had no goals, no…” She trailed off, frowning.  
 “Higher calling?” Ricky smirked. “You were going to say it, weren’t you? Like… destiny?”  
 “Shut up, you.”  
 Mauro was glad he could somewhat laugh at a time like this, though what escaped his lips was more like a grunt than anything resembling a laugh.   
 “What’s your story then?” she asked, glaring at Mauro. “I know Ricky here is some rich boy from Cleveland or something, I’ve heard it a billion times. I tell you what, though,” she said to Ricky, “if my parents were that rich, I’d be sipping vodka from the oceanfront on Maui, you can be sure of it.” She turned back to Mauro. “So?”  
 Mauro frowned, eyes moving between the two, but when he saw Ricky wasn’t going to respond to that, he said, “Just a man trying to make a difference.” 
 “Oh come on,” she said, making a sign toward her neck, where he normally wore his priest collar. “You gotta give us more than that.” 
 “I’ll tell you that I truly believe in our calling, and I truly believe Katherine is going to make the difference.” 
 “Okay, I was impressed with her, but clearly not as much as you were. But her abilities aside, what’s your history?” She saw him glancing back out to the snow. “Nu-uh, we’re not moving until you tell us your story.” 
 “You’ll have to suffice for the summarized version.” He stood and hefted on his pack. “Merriam found me when I was at a low. Though I’d been a priest, my life had taken a turn for the worse and I did things beyond my control… horrible things. Merriam convinced me I could start again, so I embraced my calling and set about with one goal in mind—to uncover the secrets of our world, both light and dark, and ensure I was on the side that fought for evil to be purged from our world.”  
 “Glad to see that’s working out for you,” Destiny said with a smirk.  
 “We’re about to make it,” he said, and headed back for the snow.  
 He had almost forgotten how the wind shot right through his clothes, chilling him to the bones. When the flurries surrounded him and made him shield his eyes, he pushed on anyway. They had waited long enough. It was time to find Matthew and, he hoped, rescue him.  
 At one point the ground gave out and he slipped, but Ricky caught him and it was like being supported by a machine. The man was definitely all muscle, and at that moment, Mauro was thankful for him.  
 Destiny set a strong pace, sliding down the hill on her heels, and then leading the climb up the next one. On and on they went, each doing their best to stay strong in the blizzard, the other two glancing at him to be sure he knew the way.  
 But there was no doubt in his mind now, because he saw the temple through the snow.  
 He reached a shaking, gloved hand, and pointed.  
 The other two looked up and their eyes went wide. All of their strides quickened now, for they saw the goal within sight. They had made it.  
 Only, they hadn’t… because the temple was still just as far away as it had been moments before. The three looked at each other, confused, and then Ricky took a step forward, determined.  
 Mauro held a hand out to his chest and said, “Wait.” 
 Ricky glared at him, wanting to charge forward like a bull, but Destiny was nodding.  
 “Yeah, it’s like a rainbow,” she said. “Like an evil, vampire occupied rainbow that moves away when you get close.” 
 “Precisely,” Mauro said in agreement.  
 “So how the hell do we get in there?” Ricky demanded. “We made it this far!”  
 The wind blew strong and Mauro had to close his eyes. He held up a hand to block the wind, and then he realized something.  
 “I saw it in the dream, that’s how I connected with him.” He closed his eyes and added, “Do it. Focus, as if you were dreaming.”  
 “As if I were…?” Ricky said, but his voice disappeared along with the howling wind.  
 Mauro opened his eyes to see he was at the base of the temple. White walls rose up ahead of him with black, arched tiles hanging out along the top. He searched for any sign of a door, then turned back just as Destiny appeared beside him. 
 “Whoa,” she said, staring back in shock. Ricky was still out in the storm, waving his arms and yelling something, but they couldn’t hear him.  
 “How long until he gets it?” Mauro asked.  
 “Usually, I’d say forever. But…” She smiled as Ricky stopped moving around, his head bowed.  “The guy could fall asleep in the middle of a thunderstorm even if he was in the clouds.” 
 “Hey,” Ricky said as he appeared next to them, blinking in confusion but smiling. “You say that like it’s a negative thing.”  
 “That wasn’t so hard,” Destiny said, hands on the wall as if she would discover a secret entrance. 
 “So, just to be clear,” Ricky said, watching the pair look for an entrance, “once we get in there, we have no idea how many of these dark magic-wielding vampires we might be up against?” 
 “To make it worse, we didn’t bring any stakes,” Destiny said, stepping back beside him and frowning at the wall as if it’d eaten her breakfast. “No garlic, no crosses, nothing.”  
 “It wouldn’t matter,” Mauro said, starting to walk along the wall. They followed. “These are real vampires, not those things you see in movies. At least, from what I’ve read in my studies on the matter, these vampires have very little in the form of weaknesses.” 
 They came upon stairs that took them up along the temple wall, but didn’t seem to be much use aside from helping them move around the temple without having to climb rocks. Mauro looked back at the storm, marveling at how it raged not five feet from their faces, but here they couldn’t feel or hear it.  
 “And those weaknesses would be…?” Destiny asked.  
 “Ah, right. Fire. You burn one, that’ll do it. It’s why burning witches at the stake was so popular in its day. Witches, vampires, same idea here. And of course that’s connected to sunlight. UV rays in general I guess could work, but garlic and all that? Not likely.” 
 “Some legends say silver hurts vampires just like…” Ricky pursed his lips, casting a sideways glance at Mauro. “Just like werewolves.” 
 Mauro bit his lip at a memory of silver, the last time he had tried to end his life instead of live with what he thought was a curse. He had found a hunting knife online for only ten dollars, one with a silver plated serrated edge. He’d felt the sting of silver, but couldn’t finish the act, instead lying there on his kitchen floor, a complete mess.  
 This had been after Merriam had found him and told him there was another way out, so the next day he had left his old life behind and returned to her, ready to serve.  
 “Yeah, silver…” He looked up and noticed the other two were staring at him quizzically. “I’m not sure what effect it has on them, honestly. I read about it in fictional accounts, but the Church has yet to test it, or at least nothing was written of their attempt to do so.”  
 They continued on, until they reached a high point with a large drop off on one side, and on the other a wall that curved around. The storm had lessened, and he had a feeling it was less of a storm and more of a way of keeping people from the temple. Magic. Here, though they could still see no way to enter the temple, there was a small, circular area in the rocks.  
 As they approached, they could see that the stones surrounding the pit were actually six large statues. The one in directly in front was a dragon, and he also saw a tiger, a snake, a wolf, a lion, and a scorpion, each in a ferocious pose.  
 Past them, on the wall closest to the statues, a stone archway rose up at the top, as if a door should be there, but wasn’t. Instead, something was written in Sanskrit.  
 “I don’t suppose anyone can read that?” Mauro asked, doing his best to recall his days studying the language, in which many of the myths and legends of vampires and werewolves had been written.  
 The other two shook their heads, but then Destiny asked, “Does it have anything to do with fear?”  
 That was it! At least part of it, he could see now. “How…?” 
 “A lucky guess, based on the statues,” she said. “I mean, dragons, whatever. But snakes? Who doesn’t fear those, right? And each of them is a predator, in a stance like they’re ready to strike.” 
 “Wolves for me,” Ricky said, chuckling in a frightened way as he looked up at the wolf statue. “Good thing we’re up against nearly immortal vampires instead of wolves, right?” 
 “Indeed,” Mauro said with a frown, more focused on figuring out the next step here. “So, the idea is that we face our fears, perhaps.” 
 “Maybe…” Destiny stepped into the circle, then let out a yelp. She was staring at the ground, backing up as she reached for the blade at her hip, eyes wide with terror.  
 “The hell?” Ricky asked, watching her back away from nothing visible.  
 “Confront your fears,” Mauro said, nodding as he dropped his pack. “I was afraid of this.”  
 He stepped into the pit with her and she stopped, blinked, and looked confused.  
 “They’re gone,” she said. But when she turned to him, her eyes went wide again.  
 He could guess why she looked frightened this time, and was sure when Ricky stepped into the circle and grunted at the sight of him.  
 He knew, because he felt the familiar warmth of his blood coursing through his veins before a transformation came. But it was accompanied by another feeling, one he hadn’t felt in years. Before them, a mysterious light formed into a circle connecting the statues.  
 This wasn’t just his transformation, he realized as the first blackout hit. He was losing himself to the wolf. A veil of darkness fell over his eyes so that he was vaguely aware of what was happening, but couldn’t control it. 
 The thought terrified him.  
 From what he could see of Ricky and Destiny, it terrified them even more. He could hear them shouting, telling him to stay back, Ricky swearing and preparing for the attack.  
 Matthew wasn’t about to be saved anytime soon at this rate, he thought, even as he charged.  
 All control was lost to him, just like before. He swiped at Destiny, who dodged quickly enough, and then Ricky, knocking him to the ground. With a roar he was on top of the man, but Destiny charged, plowing into him to knock him off. Only, it wasn’t enough.  
 He turned on her, leaving Ricky. She backed away, then shouted something at Ricky, who, Mauro saw, had a pistol aimed at him.  
 “Do it!” Mauro wanted to shout, but only a growl came out. He charged, swiping the pistol aside, and lifted Ricky into the air with one clawed, furry hand.  
 The man, almost as big as Mauro even in werewolf form, was horrified. His wide eyes brimmed with tears and his lower lip quivered. But then something came over him, a moment of calm, and Mauro could tell the man was putting everything into this internal struggle.  
 He was facing his fears.  
 That’s what the writing had said, and that’s what he had to do too. This was his fear, he realized. Becoming a wolf. Losing control.  
 But if he embraced it, all of this would be over.  
 Even as Ricky broke free, Mauro released him and turned, charging the wall. As he hit it, he was human again, bursting through thick, wooden doors.  
 He stood there, gasping for breath, clothes stretched and tattered, then turned back to Ricky and Destiny and watched as the light of the statues vanished.  
 “You coming?” he said.  
 They both stared, completely in awe of what had just happened. Destiny shook it off, as if the whole experience had been simply spider webs one could wipe away, then walked over. Ricky hesitated a bit longer, though, eyeing Mauro.  
 “You ever do that again,” Ricky said, “and I will destroy you. Just so we’re clear.” 
 “Crystal,” Mauro replied.  
 Ricky cast him one more hesitant look, then walked over and entered after them.  
 The doors shut with a thud.  
 They were inside the temple.  
   
   
   
   
   
   




Chapter 18

   
 Katherine lay at the edge of a loading dock roof, peering over to the old parking lot where a small army of men and women were forming. Werewolves, she was certain.  
 “You see them?” Daniel asked. 
 Triston shook his head, but Katherine kept looking. Her enhanced vision helped her to see farther and better in the dark. It was the same with Triston, so they were on lookout.  
 “There’s a lot of them down there,” Rivera said. “I mean, I could probably take at least twenty, but that still leaves each of you with…?” 
 “Thirty to fifty?” Daniel said with a shrug as Katherine turned back to them.  
 “Nothing yet,” she said. “Maybe we need to get closer, to be sure.” 
 “Kat,” Triston said, “we can’t take the risk.”  
 “Maybe not all of us,” she said, with a look to Rivera and Daniel.  
 “You’re not leaving us here,” Daniel said. “Who made you queen?”  
 “Huh, so here’s the thing…” She allowed her eyes to glow yellow and her teeth sharpen. “We can transform, you two can’t.” 
 Daniel backpedaled across the roof on his hands and said, “Shi—” 
 Rivera put a hand over his mouth. “Keep it down,” she hissed.  
 “But she’s a were—” 
 This time Rivera hit him in the shoulder, then put a finger to her mouth. He massaged the spot, glaring.  
 “The others are coming soon, we hope, right?” Katherine and Triston moved to the edge, looking for a place to drop down.  
 “And the plan with all that?” Rivera said. “I mean, you do have a plan, I hope.”  
 “Find out who’s behind this, and kick their butts into submission,” Katherine said as she knelt at the edge of the roof. “Would you expect anything less from your queen?”  
 “Ha ha,” Daniel said sarcastically, but she was already dropping over the side.  
 She landed with a soft thud on the ground below, and a moment later Triston followed, though she had to help stabilize him after landing.  
 It was kind of cute, the way he wobbled, then looked at her with fright in his eyes. Most women liked guys to take care of them, or so she thought anyway, based on movies and some of the books she had read. Not her, which is perhaps why it had never worked out with Danny. She had loved him as a friend, as a brother, but nothing more.  
 Taking care of Triston in times like this though? That’s what did it for her. She bit her lip, wishing their time alone together hadn’t been so sparse lately.  
 “You’re kidding me with that look right now, right?” he asked.  
 “A girl can’t control when she has urges.” She pushed up against him and licked her lip, just slightly.  
 “Ahem.” A voice came from above and they turned to see Rivera, watching. “Mission accomplishment and then troop welfare, if you don’t mind?”  
 “Sounds a tad too military for me,” Katherine said, with a small laugh.  
 Then headlights came around the corner and she swore as Triston pulled her out of the way just as the jeep turned and would’ve seen them.  
 Pressed up against each other in the shadow, Triston smiled and caressed her shoulder with one hand while his other held hers. “How you feeling now?”  
 “Now?” she said with a glance back at the jeep as it came to a stop near the group of people waiting. “Now I want to kick the butt of whoever was driving that pile of crap.”  
 “Yeah, oh, yeah. Me too.”  
 “Act natural,” she said, walking out to join the crowd, pulling her hand from Triston’s so they would look just like two people arriving at the same time, she hoped.  
 A woman glanced over at them as they approached, but apparently they didn’t stand out in any weird way, so she went back to watching the man who exited the jeep.  
 It wasn’t the short man from the construction site though. She saw that this new arrival walked up and took a knee before the new man, along with a group of others. Everyone else looked around nervously, and a few near the front followed suit.  
 The man was more suave than the soldiers that surrounded him, and he wore a three-piece suit. When he nodded, everyone on their knees stood. His entourage led the way to the front of the gathered crowd, and for a long moment, there wasn’t a sound.  
 Katherine could hear Triston breathing beside her and wanted to yell at him for being so loud.  
 Finally, the man said, “Welcome, fellow creatures of the night.”  
 A couple of the more rednecky guys near the front cheered at this, and a woman in the crowd howled.  
 The man chuckled and held out his hands for silence. “My name is Adrian, and I, should you accept me, will be your new Alpha.”  
 A murmur arose from the crowd, some confused.  
 “What, you might ask, is an Alpha?” Adrian asked the crowd. “You are new to this life, so let me tell you. We will be a family, brothers and sisters united as one. We have each other’s backs no matter what. Nothing gets in our way, and nothing stands between us. Consider me the head of this family. It’s as simple as that.”  
 Some of the crowd were murmuring louder now, and a couple even seemed to be turning to go. Katherine noticed the short man reach for a pistol at his waist, but Adrian shook his head no.  
 “And as part of joining my family, I give you what you all came for.” Adrian smiled and held up a vial of gold liquid. “The power to transform at will, and to block out the effects of the full moon, all in this little vial. And we have enough to go around. Trust me.” 
 A man with his hood drawn up over his head made a quick movement, and then he and three others charged Adrian. They each pulled out guns, and one shot went off, catching Adrian in the shoulder.  
 “Grab it!” the hooded man said as he pistol-whipped the short man, and his two companions went to Adrian.  
 Only, where the man had stood moments before, Adrian had now risen up into the shape of a werewolf, as had several of his entourage.  
 “This isn’t going to be pretty,” Katherine said to Triston as she took a step back, unable to peel her eyes away.  
 The two men didn’t stand a chance. Right there, in front of the crowd, the werewolf tore them apart, while the other werewolves spread out to surround the crowd as best they could, in spite of their low numbers.  
 “Dammit!” the short man said, holding the side of his face where the other man had pistol-whipped him. The hooded man was staring in shock at what happened to his companions, so he barely noticed when the short man took the man’s pistol, aimed it at the guy’s temple, and ended his life. Turning to face the crowd, he said, “Anyone else want to be stupid?”  
 The large werewolf stepped forward and growled, then transformed back into Adrian. He stared at the crowd, daring them to make a move, and then finally glanced down at his torn, blood-covered suit.  
 “Another suit ruined,” Adrian said. “My patience isn’t what it once was, so, if you’ll excuse that little interruption, please follow my friend here, Mr. Baker.”  
 Mr. Baker, the short man, tucked the pistol into the back of his pants and smiled, then gestured to the large warehouse close by.  
 “How do we know you’re not just going to kill us like you did them?” a voice yelled from the crowd.  
 Adrian breathed deeply, clearly trying to recover his calm demeanor. “Do something stupid, and we might. But there are two things you must consider. The first is that there’s no reason for us to harm you. Without you, we have no army. The second is that you really don’t have a choice anymore.” 
 More mumbling, a couple of shouts, and then there was silence. Apparently, more werewolves had remained hidden, or had been among the crowd and stepped out, because now they were surrounding the crowd, and there was a lot of them.  
 “I will not repeat myself on this matter,” Adrian said, and gestured again toward the warehouse.  
 People started funneling in, and Katherine figured she and Triston better follow. She glanced back to the rooftop where she could just barely see Daniel and Rivera, and wondered when, or if, reinforcements would arrive.  
 She hadn’t really believed there would be this many werewolves here. This had to be double the number of what she had faced with Aldrick, and way more than that if you counted all of these new recruits to the cause.  
 Although, with the way they were being forced into it, she had to wonder how many would stand and fight against her and the Guardians when the time came.  
 “Last chance to run,” Triston hissed.  
 She shook her head. “Not until the rest make it.” 
 “What’re you planning?”  
 “Nobody here will join these guys if they don’t want to. We’re going to set them free, see how many men and women were bitten but still have good in them, like us.” 
 Triston turned to her with disbelief. “I wouldn’t count on many.”  
 “We’ll see.”  
 “You two!” Mr. Baker motioned them on, glaring. “Enough yapping.”  
 Katherine lowered her head in mock subservience, making a note to smack that guy upside the head later.  
 She wouldn’t admit it, but being in this big warehouse with all of them made her a bit nervous. The werewolves were turning back to people now and sectioning off the new recruits.  
 “We need to know what each of you is capable of,” Adrian said, stepping up to a small stage they must have erected at the front of the room. “You’ll be put into training, but those of you already capable will be moved to the accelerated program. Our leader has great things in store for you.” 
 “We thought you were the Alpha,” someone said.  
 Adrian smiled. “Oh, I am. But our leader isn’t one of us. He’s much more powerful.”  
 “I don’t like the sound of that,” Katherine said, but someone shoved Triston away before he had a chance to respond, pairing him up with a guy nearby. 
 A woman walked over and sized up Katherine, then pointed to another woman nearby and said, “You two.”  
 It went on like this until everyone was partnered up, and then Adrian spoke up again. “No need for shaking hands or getting to know each other. The rules here are simple. If you win, you go to the next round. To win, your opponent must have surrendered, be beyond the point of fighting back, or… dead.”  
 “Dead?” Katherine said aloud before she could catch herself. She was appalled.  
 “We’re forming an army here,” Adrian said. “Do you have a problem with it?”  
 She bit her lip and shook her head, and to her relief, he turned away from her with only a mild look of distaste. “We want all the warriors we can get, the more ruthless the better. A bit of a conundrum, wouldn’t you say? So here’s the deal. Try not to kill your opponent. Even the weaklings can be kept to turn loose on the full moon, while the winners will receive the serum. We see value in you all, and don’t forget that.”  
 “Screw this!” a man said from the back of the room, then took a step to go.  
 One of the men who had transformed took a baton to the man’s knee, causing him to fall, crying out in pain.  
 “That one’s opponent will have a much easier time in the first round,” Adrian said with a laugh, and those around him started laughing too. The man’s groans and curses were largely ignored.  
 Katherine made eye contact with Triston. Damn, those Guardians had better hurry up, or this was going to get bad real fast.  
 “BEGIN!” Adrian yelled out, and Katherine felt a punch slam into the side of her head. She turned, annoyed, to see her opponent pulling back for another punch. The woman was tall, with shoulder-length red hair, and likely trained, by the look of her fighting stance.  
 “I’m sorry for this,” Katherine said. She allowed her strength to flare as she dodged the punch, swept out the woman’s legs, and moved around her on the floor to catch her in a chokehold.  
 It wouldn’t kill the woman, just knock her unconscious.  
 But she hadn’t flared enough strength, apparently, because the woman broke the hold and shimmied around, grabbing Katherine in an arm-bar and then pulling with her body weight into it.  
 Katherine rolled into the hold and elbowed the woman in the gut, breaking her focus long enough for a second chokehold.  
 This time, Katherine went up to sixty percent of her strength, and moments later felt the woman go slack.  
 She laid her down on the floor, gently, and took a step back.  
 “Get to fighting!” a man said, but then saw the unconscious woman and nodded, impressed. “Over there then,” he said, pointing to a far wall.  
 She was the first to stand against the wall, but soon other winners were joining her, Triston following a few minutes later with a black eye forming.  
 “Really?” she said as he took his place.  
 “Had to sell it,” he whispered, walking past her.  
 Not a bad idea, she thought, considering how she would approach the next fight, if there had to be one. The room was in chaos, though the soldiers were doing a good job of keeping each fight contained. One man tried to lunge for one of their batons, but his partner caught him by the hair and pulled him back, off his feet, then stomped on him until the two soldiers had to pull him off.  
 They shoved him over to join Katherine and the others, and she saw he was smiling, blood on his mouth. He even winked as he passed, and Katherine made a note of him as another guy she’d have to smack around later if she got the chance.  
 Hurting another living person should never be fun.  
 As she watched the first round of fighting nearing its close, she started to realize there was going to be a lot of people in here who she would have to smack around. On the other side of that thought was the fact that plenty more looked like they would do anything to escape this, so she had hope.  
 Unfortunately, most of her hope lay in the people who were losing.  
 Up on the stage, Adrian was talking to a heavily scarred man, his face a mess of claw marks. He was also missing an ear. Then he turned toward her and she pulled back, catching her breath, hoping he hadn’t seen her.  
 Aaron. The werewolf she had confronted soon after Danny’s funeral, the one she’d let Rumos take care of when they were leaving.  
 She hadn’t thought about them for some time, but seeing Aaron here got her thinking. Rumos had sworn allegiance to her. If he was here, another werewolf with the ability to change already, then they might not be as bad off as she had thought.  
 A new group of werewolves entered, forming a line. Rumos was among them, and like the rest of them, his eyes glowed with a purple haze.  
 She had a sinking feeling then as she realized who the boss Adrian had mentioned likely was.  
 Grundy.  
 “Next round!” Adrian said smiling. “Let’s see how you do against one of our kind.”  
 He motioned, and then the winners were pushed forward, toward the line of werewolves. Okay, new plan. Hold nothing back, but try to get to Rumos to snap him out of this. In the meantime, ensure she and Triston survived this little ordeal without revealing what they were capable of.  
 As the room filled with howls, the fight began. Now it was more of a free-for-all, with purple-eyed werewolves charging around, flinging bodies, and people screaming. Katherine and Triston would have to step up here, to ensure as little lives were lost as possible. 
 On stage, Aaron was pointing in her direction, and she knew the gig was up. Adrian sneered her way, and motioned to a couple of his soldiers, who came up alongside him and, after a quick word, transformed.  
 She had to get to Rumos fast, and since her cover was blown anyway, she figured there was no more reason to hide what she was.  
 “Triston!” she shouted, running past him and dodging a werewolf’s claws. “It’s go time.”  
 He looked at her with confusion, but then turned back to the stage and saw what was happening.  
 Together, they kicked off an attacking werewolf. And then, with growls of pain because it still hurt every damn time, they transformed.  
 Clothes tore as their muscles and limbs grew, and nearby fighters backed away as her and Triston’s claws extended and eyes turned yellow.  
  One werewolf lunged at them, trying to get at her mid-transformation, but that was part of the difference between them. Once she had accepted the beast within and learned to control it, her transformations didn’t hit her like they had before, draining her until she was confused and disoriented.  
 No, now she was all strength, speed, and reflexes.  
 She flung the attacking werewolf back, knocking over two more, then had to jump over some regular people to get to Rumos. Another werewolf came at her, one without the purple haze, so she flipped it on its head with a snap and left it for dead.  
 The people were fleeing to the walls now, most of them, but a few had decided which side they would be on and joined in the attack against her and Triston.  
 She called out for Rumos, but had no idea how to shake him from the spell. Triston fought at her side, and together they were pushing back wave after endless wave of werewolves.  
 But still Adrian leered at them, pacing the front of the room, so confident that she wasn’t a threat that he didn’t even bother to transform.  
 She would have to show him how wrong of a thought that was.  
   
   
   
   




Chapter 19

   
 Mauro felt like he had been walking for hours, but hoped it had only been a few minutes. It was impossible to tell in this dark passage that led in a maze, lower and lower within the temple.  
 Ricky and Destiny stuck close, with Ricky taking up the lead and constantly glancing over his shoulder.  
 They couldn’t exactly be blamed for being a tad jumpy—considering the fact that they were in a vampire temple, in the dark… without any way of making fire. That had been Mauro’s mistake. Sure, vampires could be killed by decapitation, but Mauro wasn’t really the blood and gore kind of werewolf. He enjoyed spending evenings with his nose in the books, the scent of a candle as it burned to its base, and the warm breeze of Texas, where he had been raised.  
 All of this dark, dreary, wet temple stuff, he could do without.  
 “While we’re walking,” Destiny whispered, “let me just get this straight.” 
 Mauro glanced over, curious, but careful to keep his wits about him.  
 “Your fear, which you confronted,” she looked at him with skepticism, “earning us access in here, was that you would turn into a werewolf?”  
 “He was already a werewolf,” Ricky said in a hushed voice. “He was afraid of losing control.” 
 Mauro nodded at the big man, impressed. “You aren’t just brawn and good looks.” 
 “I’m mostly those things,” Ricky said with a wink. “The brains are just cherries on the cake.” 
 “I’m pretty sure you mean frosting,” Destiny said. 
 Ricky guffawed. “That’s stupid. Cake without frosting is just sugary bread. So no, cake is cake, but if you put cherries on it, voila. Magic.” 
 “Nobody puts cherries on cakes,” Destiny said, voice rising slightly so that Mauro had to hold his finger to his lips and motion for them to keep their voices down.  
 She pretended to zip her lips, then tossed the imaginary key to Mauro. He took it and pretended to swallow it, earning him a smile.  
 When he looked back, he realized the stairs they were descending had brought them to a ledge with a dark drop off. Past the drop off, three paths branched off that curved around behind them.  
 He paused, closed his eyes, and saw an image of Matthew to his left, so that’s the way they went.  
 The passage led to more passages, though not at a descent, finally. His werewolf sight got them through, so the others had to stay close, until they arrived at two burning candles on a small table at the end of the passage.  
 Next to the candles, Mauro found a goblet, empty, but for red stains on it.  
 “Feel free to fill it yourselves,” a voice said, and they spun. It seemed to have come from all around them. “I figure I’ll drink your blood anyway, but it’s always nice when a guest offers it up themselves.”  
 Suddenly the doors at the end of the passage flew open to reveal a man standing there in long robes. His eyes shone with a slight purple to them, and he met the description Katherine had given of the one called Grundy.  
 His lips curled back in what he must have meant to be a smile, though his eyes were full of malice.  
 “But wait, what’s this?” he said, nose raised. “A werewolf, uninvited?”  
 “Have you been inviting werewolves?” Mauro asked, and noted the raised eyebrow at that. Interesting. “Had I known, I’m sure I would have found myself an invitation and been the first to accept your offer.” 
 Grundy’s eyes narrowed and he cocked his head, staring into Mauro’s soul. “Ah, the priest, yes. I’ve heard about you. There seem to be quite a few stories about you and your little friend, what’s her name?”  
 “Katherine,” Mauro said. “But I think you already knew that.”  
 Grundy smiled, looking around. “If she’s not here, I can only assume….” He closed his eyes for a moment, purple light surging around him. Images of werewolves fighting jumped from the light. When he opened his eyes, he snarled, the humor gone from his face. “She’s proving to be quite the little problem child.”  
 “Looks to me like she’s putting you out of business.”  
 “It’s a mere portion of my recruitment efforts, but yes, I might have to delegate here.” He waved his hand and the purple light surrounded him, and then it was gone and him with it.  
 The room filled with snarls and red and purple eyes, as werewolves moved in on them. Above was a ledge that went around the room. On it, vampires appeared in bursts of purple flame, each looking down at them, waiting to watch their destruction.  
 “Ready for a fight?” Mauro asked his two companions.  
 “Doesn’t look like we have a choice,” Ricky said, pulling out his knife as Destiny did the same beside him. They both dropped their packs and took up defensive stances beside Mauro.  
   




Chapter 20

   
 The werewolves were no match for Triston and Katherine, but when a sudden flash of purple fire appeared beside Adrian, Katherine pulled back sharply.  
 Grundy.  
 If he was here, then where was Matthew? Had Mauro failed?  
 Grundy stepped forward with a sneer, throwing Adrian forward. “Don’t just stand there, kill her!”  
 Adrian looked affronted that he should have to lower himself to this level, but he transformed, dropping his already tattered clothes as he once again became a humongous werewolf. He let out a vicious snarl, gnashing his teeth, then charged Katherine.  
 She had been waiting for this moment, but wasn’t prepared for the power of his strike, nor the coordinated manner in which the others attacked. Triston was doing his best to hold the werewolves off her, but two were at her back, clawing as she moved to dodge a strike from Adrian.  
 The blows stung, but even more so when Adrian faked a movement to his left and came back to the other side with a block of her arm. While she was overextended, he sank his teeth into her furry flesh and she let out a yelp.  
 Others were moving in again, emboldened by Adrian’s successes, and many of them had purple to their eyes.  
 “Anyone else want to join the fight?” Grundy said. “Come get your serum. Be the one to take her out, and I will make you one of my generals.” 
 Most people stayed where they were, though a dozen or so ran up to take him up on his offer.  
 Triston was attacked by Rumos, but had difficulty fighting back because of his inability to strike those under Grundy’s control. Katherine turned to help him when two soldiers opened fire, bullets tearing into her legs so that she fell on her lover. 
 “We can’t hold them off forever,” he said.  
 She growled and then saw the shadow of someone about to attack, so rolled over and swept the feet out from under the two werewolves.  
 More came, and then she turned, looking at the frightened people staying out of the way in the far corner.  
 “Is this who you want to serve?” she shouted, pushing herself to her hands and knees, glad to feel the bullet wounds healing. But then a foot caught her in her midsection, sending her sprawling.  
 Triston cursed and charged the werewolf who had kicked her. The two met in a clutched struggle while more soldiers appeared with rifles, aiming for a clear shot. Several of the werewolves also seemed to want a piece of the action.  
 This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. She was supposed to be destined for greatness; at least, that’s what Mauro had told her. At the church in Canada, she had faced Aldrick and his soldiers, and it hadn’t been anything like this.  
 Was she getting sloppy? Too worn out from the training and exercise?  
 Either way, she knew that Triston was right. This wasn’t working, and they would have to fall back if they hoped to make any sort of progress.  
 “Go,” she mouthed to Triston, and he nodded.  
 Together they worked their way back, which was much easier than forward, since most of the werewolves had been blocking their route to Grundy.  
 Adrian came pounding after them and leaped, nearly taking out Triston, but Katherine spun and hit him with both forearms, so that she sent him flying sideways into a couple of other pursuing werewolves.  
 The movement set her up in the sights of a soldier who opened fire, but the bullets merely grazed her.  
 Grundy’s shout of frustration filled the night as they reached the doors, but then they were out of there and dodging past buildings, running all out—or as best they could, given their beat up and exhausted conditions.  
 “That was a stupid plan!” Triston hissed, glaring at her and then turning to see if they were followed.  
 Werewolves and soldiers came pouring out into the night, and Katherine grabbed him and pulled him out of sight.  
 “Where the hell are Danny and Rivera?” she said, leaning forward slightly to see that they weren’t on their rooftop. “Any way to get one of those Uber things?” 
 He shook his head, also looking.  
 “They abandoned us?” 
 “I don’t think it’s that.” She glanced back and then motioned for him to follow. They kept moving out, very careful not to enter areas of light. Soon they came to a fence, which they ducked through at a spot that had been cut. The sound of werewolves came from behind, so they slid down a short decline to safety. 
 They lay there in silence for a moment, catching their breath, allowing their werewolf bodies to heal. Then they both turned back to their human form, and Katherine stared at Triston, his clothes tattered, blood splattered across him, and now lying here in the dirt. He looked a complete mess, and she imagined she didn’t look much better. 
 People were shouting, wolves were howling, and a few people screamed as Adrian or Grundy took out their frustration on those standing nearby.  
 “You’re right,” Katherine said. “I screwed us in there.” 
 He shrugged. “At least we’re alive, for now.” 
 “Mauro was supposed to be saving Matthew, right?” she said, voicing a nagging feeling. “And we were pretty sure Grundy had Matthew….” 
 “So where the hell is Mauro?” Triston filled in for her.  
 “Did he fail?” 
 They lay there, watching the stars for a few moments, then Katherine said, “They’re bound to look down here soon. We better get out of here.”  
 He nodded and let her help him up, just as a light hit them, someone shouted, and a moment later, an explosion went off, throwing them both to the ground. When Katherine was able to open her eyes again, she saw soldiers standing all around them, guns aimed in.  
 “RUN!” she shouted, and the two took off as bullets tore up the ground where they’d been lying.  
   
   

 





Chapter 21

   
 Mauro was surprised at how well Destiny and Ricky could hold their own, leaping and slashing, dodging werewolf attacks and setting up each one for Mauro to deliver the final blow.  
 When possible, Mauro kept to blows that would knock the werewolves unconscious or otherwise incapacitate them. He knew the vampires’ magic held them, and knew there was a possibility these werewolves could be persuaded to join their side at some point.  
 The vampires, however, were a different story.  
 So when they had finished with the last of the werewolves, instead of staying to fight, he said, “RUN!”  
 And they did.  
 They sprinted down narrow passages, the vampires coming after them, flying through the darkness in wisps and shooting like dark flames. At one point, Ricky was nearly taken over by one, but Mauro had turned and used his werewolf strength to fight the vampire off.  
 But fighting the vampire meant the others were catching up now too. Soon Rosita’s laughter echoed in the chamber as broad flames licked the hallway floors.  
 The passage led out to a descending stairway with more passages off of it, flaming torches along the walls, and a pool of murky water at the bottom.  
 Cackling sounded all around them as the vampires filled the room, floating above as the trio descended. At the bottom, Ricky cursed.  
 “There’s no way out!”  
 Destiny dipped a toe into the water and pulled it back to see smoke, part of her boot melting.  
 “And that’s not good,” she said. 
 “You thought you could walk into our home and, what? Just take over? Call the shots?” Rosita came forth, materializing fuller the closer she got. Her red dress was made of red tendrils of light, coursing through her limbs and caressing her body in a way that any man would have been envious of.  
 But not a priest.  
 Mauro shut his eyes, calling out to Matthew. He saw him, and heard him, and he knew what they needed to do.  
 “Jump into the water,” he said.  
 “But you saw what it did to my shoe!” Destiny protested.  
 He nodded. “All the more reason it calls for faith. Sacrifice is the only way to beat these creatures.”  
 Rosita stared at them in anger, then lifted her arms so that the red tendrils flared around her like a wall of flame. She surged forward.  
 “NOW!” Mauro shouted, and he jumped, hoping the other two were close behind.  
 The immediate sensation was horrible, burning—pain beyond belief. And then it was over and they were unharmed. All three of them stood in a dark room listening to the screams of frustration that echoed through the temple.  
 “I’ve missed you,” a voice said from the darkness, and then they saw the glow of eyes.  
 Destiny and Ricky tensed, blades ready, but Mauro waved them down. He took a step forward, relying on his werewolf sight, and then saw him—Matthew.  
 The half-vampire was chained to the wall, fully nude, and his eyes had a malicious black and red glow to them. Yet, there was a look of defiance to him.  
 “Are you still with us, Matthew?” Mauro asked, ignoring the gasps from the other two as their normal eyes adjusted to the darkness.  
 “I’m fighting it even now,” Matthew said. “But yes, and the sooner you can get me out of here, the better.” 
 “I’ll get the portal open,” Destiny said, looking away. “You two get him free and put some clothes on him.”  
 She turned and made a motion in the air, only nothing happened.  
 “It wouldn’t work,” Matthew said, coughing and massaging his hands as the chains came free. Mauro took off his coat and wrapped it around Matthew. “Thanks. But nothing you try here will work, not until we’re free of this place.”  
 “You escaped once before, right?” Mauro asked.  
 “It won’t work the same way. They’ve taken a version of the temple from the Shadow Realm, another dimension or another level of the afterlife, depending on how you want to think about it, and inverted it into our world.” 
 Ricky cursed under his breath, and Mauro turned, thinking. The darkness was growing darker, somehow, and he knew that meant they had to hurry.  
 “Wait,” Destiny said, her voice hopeful. “If Grundy traveled out of here, he had to have used a similar manner as we do, only based on different magic.”  
 “Your point?” Ricky asked.  
 “We might not be able to open our own portals here, because of the Shadow Realm stuff, but if we could find the remnants of his magic and latch onto it, we can ride it out of here, even find out where he’s gone.”  
 “And since we’re in the Shadow Realm,” Matthew said, his beaten voice suddenly rising with hope as well, “we’re technically in the exact same spot as Grundy when he left. Yeah, it’s complicated,” he said at a look from Mauro, “but it could work.”  
 “Then by all means,” Mauro said to Destiny. “But hurry.” 
 She closed her eyes, making gestures in the air with her hands, as if she were tracing a star one minute, then a circle, then lines in various directions. A grunt of pain escaped her lips, but she continued on.  
 As she did so, four vampire forms moved through the walls, Rosita in the lead.  
 “STOP HER!” the vampire yelled when she saw what was happening, but it was too late—with a lurch, everything froze, and the four of them, Destiny, Ricky, Matthew, and Mauro, were hurtling through the sky and over mountains. Then, with a flash of light, they found themselves in a parking lot surrounded by warehouses and shipping crates, the ocean nearby.  
 Mauro stared around, confused, and then realized the shapes in the dark were werewolves and soldiers with guns.  
 “Quick,” he hissed, and ushered the rest of them behind a truck. He then realized that he was wearing entirely too many layers for this type of weather—as it was quite warm, in spite of the cool ocean breeze—so he removed his outer pants and handed them to Matthew, who still hadn’t been wearing any.  
 “I was about to say,” Matthew whispered, and Mauro was glad to see his eyes were returning to normal, with only a glint of black swirling around in the whites.  
 “Where are we?” Ricky asked, peeking around the truck. “And what the hell is going on?” 
 “My best guess,” Mauro said, “is that this is where we sent Katherine and the others. But the fact that we don’t see her and there seems to be a search party ongoing doesn’t bode well for us.”  
 Matthew finished adjusting his outfit and said, “Trust me, she’s a survivor.”  
 Mauro almost laughed at that. “You would certainly know.”  
 They shared a humored but slightly uncomfortable look until Ricky cleared his throat and said, “Gang, we got movement.”  
 Mauro crept over to join him, and smiled. “We may just be in luck.”  
 At the far end of the parking lot, light was shining as if from several doors at once, and people were stepping out. Guardians.  
   




Chapter 22

   
 Katherine paused at the road, glancing back to see why the pursuing soldiers had turned around. She strained her eyes to see, then noticed weird light coming back from the parking lot.  
 Suddenly, shots were being fired!  
 People were yelling and werewolves were growling.  
 “What the hell is happening back there?” Triston said.  
 “Backup just arrived,” she replied with a grin. “Come on.”  
 She pulled him by the hand, going back toward the sounds, but he hesitated, pulling back on her.


 “And if it’s not them?”  
 With a roll of her eyes, she pointed at the lights, now fading, and the men and women running about with a slight glow to them.  
 “If that’s not the Guardians, then I’m a were-rat, okay?” She frowned at the look he gave her. “Meaning it’s them.”  
 He breathed deep, then furrowed his brow. “Screw it, let’s get back into the fight then.”  
 The sound of combat continued as they ran, and soon they overcame a soldier who had his rifle slung around one arm, aiming in on two people ahead. No room for mercy here, Katherine transformed as she ran and pounced on the man, driving him into the asphalt and then slamming his head a second time just to be sure.  
 Three werewolves appeared from her left, and Triston intercepted one while the other two converged on Katherine.  
 She wasn’t worried about two measly werewolves, but she was still relieved to see a sword suddenly appear through one of their chests. The owner of the sword pulled it back as the sword burst into flames and left the werewolf to run off in a burning mess.  
 It was a young woman, or maybe a girl in her late teens, wearing what looked like gold armor, carrying a shield with an intricately designed tree on it, and of course, the flaming sword.  
 Without hesitating, she continued the attack, but came right at Katherine!  
 Triston had taken care of the second werewolf as Katherine disposed of hers, then turned with a growl when he saw what was happening.  
 “I don’t know why you’re fighting yourselves,” the girl said, taking up a defensive stance so that both of them were in her line of sight. “Explain or die.” 
 Katherine took a step forward, claws at the ready. Nobody threatened her life, not even some Guardian, but then Merriam appeared at the girl’s side and said, “Not them!”  
 The girl looked up at her, confused, but let the sword fall.  
 “They’re who we are here to help,” Merriam said. She nodded to the two werewolves. “Katherine, Triston, allow me to introduce you to Allie Strom.” 
 Katherine looked between the two of them, confused, and then transformed back to herself.  
 “I don’t understand,” she said. “Where the hell did Daniel and the others get off to?” 
 Allie looked at her skeptically. “You do realize there’s a bit of a war going on here, or at least it looks that way to me.”  
 “Just so you know,” Merriam motioned Allie on, so the girl gave them a nod and ran off to attack more werewolves and soldiers, “she used to be much sweeter. Usually is, but I think the recent demon hunt wore her down. Some sort of dark spirit has been causing problems, and lately it’s been Allie that gets the job.”  
 A group of regular looking people ran by—new werewolves, Katherine figured, simply running for their lives.  
 “She’s right, we should get this over with,” Katherine said. “But…?” 
 “Daniel and Rivera found me, but Troy and Davies hadn’t made it. They’d been captured.” Merriam stepped out of the way as a werewolf leaped for her. A moment later a bear appeared and mauled the werewolf, and then went to all fours and approached them, standing guard beside Merriam. She nodded, then continued, “We didn’t realize you were in such a situation until Daniel came back to check and right away returned, shouting about chaos and saying we’d better bring everyone we could. So, here we are.”  
 “And the legendary Allie Strom,” Katherine said, impressed as she watched Allie deal with three werewolves at once.  
 “We figured it was serious, so we called her back from her hunt.”  
 “And our situation wasn’t serious enough to warrant her aid?” a deep voice said, and they turned to see Ricky running their way, a rifle in his hands and Mauro charging up behind him, taking down foes as they approached. Ricky stopped to fire back at a soldier, making a direct hit.  
 Destiny and Matthew brought up the rear.  
 “You did it,” Katherine said in awe to Mauro, still in werewolf form. Then she turned to Matthew and threw her arms around him. “Damn good to have you back on the team.”  
 He blushed and nodded, while nearby, Triston, still in werewolf form, grunted and backed up toward them, ready for any other attackers.  
 “We’ve had a hell of a time,” Matthew said. “And… bad news. Grundy is here.” 
 “I know,” Katherine said, motioning to the warehouse. “We saw him, in there.”  
 “Then what are we all waiting around here for?” Merriam said, already walking that direction. “Let’s kick his vampire butt.”  
 “Merriam, come on,” Ricky said, motioning to Matthew.  
 “Oh, it’s okay,” Matthew said. “I’m only half.” 
 Katherine laughed and picked up the pace, returning to her werewolf form as she ran.  
 They passed Daniel and two other Guardians who were taking turns against several werewolves, but who paused to cheer them on and say they’d join them in a second. Next, they saw Rivera, who had several soldiers pinned down behind a car. She shouted out, “Get some!” and then shot one of the soldier’s feet.  
 At the entrance to the warehouse, Allie caught back up with them and smiled. 
 “I’m guessing that vampire’s on our side too?” Allie asked Merriam, who laughed.  
 “You’ve missed a lot,” Merriam said. “Catching up on beauty sleep?” 
 “Damn straight, if by beauty sleep you mean banishing evil beings from our world, then yes.” She stopped her joking to look over at Katherine. “Sorry about that back there. Caught me off guard is all. Ready to kick butt?” 
 “Sounds like you know me too well!” Katherine growled, and together they led the group in.  
 At the base of the stage, a new line of men and women had just received the serum and, even as Katherine watched, they began to twitch and start the transformation to werewolves.  
 Grundy was there, standing with arms folded and glaring, but he rolled his eyes, more annoyed than anything else.  
 Werewolf Adrian came charging in through a side door and saw them, then howled. He suddenly had a handful of werewolves at his side, and then they were charging. Rumos and the other mind-controlled werewolves charged from the other direction, and Katherine had to shout over the stampeding of their feet as the two groups of werewolves rushed in from both sides.  
 “Don’t kill the ones with purple in their eyes! It means they’re under his control.”  
 “Any more complications you want to throw in there?” Allie said with a smile.  
 “Yeah, stay out of my way,” Katherine said, and she charged Adrian to meet him head on.  
 “As long as you stay out of mine!” Allie yelled after her, and then spun to take out the other side.  
 Matthew was shooting with his silver bullets, careful to only take down the ones without the purple to their eyes and moving closer to confront Grundy with each step.  
 A siege of werewolves came at them, and like two walls they collided. The scent of blood and wet fur filled the room, and people shooting didn’t even know where to shoot anymore.  
 Most of the shots didn’t matter anyway, since they weren’t silver bullets. But it was bad news if a Guardian got hit. Merriam directed a group of her people to take out the shooters while Katherine and her team dealt with the werewolves.  
 A strike hit her across the face, drawing blood, and she looked up to see Adrian. She plowed into him, taking him to the ground, while Triston took out a werewolf nearby and Mauro leaped over her to tackle two more.  
 Adrian flipped her over and came at her on all fours, but she was ready and caught him with a knee to the face. He fell to the ground, so she hefted him up by the leg and spun, then released him into a group of three other attackers.  
 When he recovered, she was already almost on him. But this time it was his turn to catch her by surprise as two others caught her in midair and slammed her to the ground. It hurt like hell.  
 Head ringing, she struggled to break free from their grasp while Adrian’s foot came down at her.  
 A shot rang out, and the werewolf to her left fell dead by one of Matthew’s silver bullets. The other one backed up, then ran, leaving Adrian for Katherine to deal with.  
 Adrian’s foot landed inches from her face, his claws following suit to tear at her shoulder as she spun and stood.  
 “Kat!” Matthew shouted, then tossed her the silver knife. She transformed back into a human, caught it, and whirled to sink it into Adrian’s back, right between the shoulder blades.  
 His shriek filled the warehouse, causing all to pause and stare in horror. Their leader collapsed to his knees, trying to grasp the blade in his back. Katherine wouldn’t allow him the pleasure, so she stepped up, slapped a hand away, and then shoved him to the floor, face-first. She lifted her foot and then brought it down hard on the handle of the blade, so that it sank halfway up to the handle.  
 There was no way that could have missed his heart.  
 When he stopped twitching and turned into a human, dead, half his werewolves fled.  
 A shout sounded from the front of the room. Grundy stood there, a stone glowing from a pendant around his neck and gems around the hem of his sleeves. He floated forward and purple light shot out from his hands, hitting those that were fleeing and dropping them to the ground.  
 With another shout, he pointed at Katherine and the purple light burst forth. Allie leaped into her path with her shield, rebounding the light so that it hit Grundy instead, knocking him to the ground.  
 He recovered instantly, but his stones were cracked and the purple light gone. His voice was guttural as he shouted in frustration, then charged.  
 Katherine turned to see that Rumos and the others were free from their spells, so she shouted, “On me!”  
 To her relief, it only took them a second to realize what was going on, and do as she asked. Now she had a large force of werewolves, and Grundy’s were either dead or backing up, frightened.  
 Grundy made contact with Allie’s shield, a force that sent her skidding backwards, but then she charged, sword bursting into flame as she brought it down at him. He dove aside, only to find he’d put himself right into Katherine’s path as she transformed into a werewolf again and attacked.  
 More werewolves were stepping back, bending a knee, or simply watching to see who would win now. The people there who still hadn’t taken the serum cowered in the corner, while Merriam and her Guardians formed a circle around Grundy on one side, Matthew, Katherine, Allie, Triston, and the rest of them on the other.  
 “It’s over, Grundy,” Allie said, wielding her fiery sword. “One good hit with this, and you’re toast.”  
 He hissed her way, but Katherine wasn’t one for talking in the middle of a fight. She threw the silver blade and transformed immediately after, mid-run, but before the blade could reach him, he was gone.  
 She turned to see him appear behind her, but then Triston attacked. The blow seemed to hurt, but Grundy simply spun and flung Triston so that he went skidding away. 
 Now it was Mauro’s turn, and Allie and Matthew charged a split second later.  
 Grundy was twisting and turning, fangs extended and eyes glowing bright red with pupils of pure black.  
 “Did you really think you could stand against me?” he shouted, laughing now. “ME?”  
 He kept deflecting their blows, holding them off, but then Katherine saw her opening—he had his back turned to Allie, who was moving forward with her flaming sword.  
 “Brace yourself!” Katherine warned, and Grundy turned to her with a confused expression, right as she clocked him upside the head and then connected with a push-kick to his sternum.  
 He went flying back and, Allie bracing herself just in time with sword raised, impaled himself on the blade of fire.  
 His shrieks filled the room as he shot up to the ceiling, a flaming mess that scampered across it as if searching for a way out. He fell to the ground and writhed, then stood and flung himself toward Katherine.  
 “Catch,” Allie said, tossing her shield as if it were merely a Frisbee.  
 Katherine caught it with one hand and strapped it on, then braced herself so that the flaming form of Grundy hit with a clang. As he stumbled back, flailing and continuing to shriek, she spun, shield out, and used its edge to remove the vampire’s head from his body.  
 The head fell nearby, while the body collapsed to its knees, then slowly fell sideways.  
 As soon as it was over, the flames vanished.  
 “Holy crab cakes,” Allie said, looking at the mess.  
 “Don’t make me hungry,” Daniel said, standing up beside her. “You know how I feel about crab cakes.”  
 Allie gave him a hug and a punch in the shoulder. “It’s good to see you, but seriously? Not the right time.”  
 Daniel shrugged and then started asking her all about some mission that made no sense to Katherine. All she felt was relief that it was over.  
 She turned to find Triston, and was glad to see him standing there, looking proud.  
 “Damn,” he said, nodding with a smirk. “That was both gross and impressive.” 
 “Gross? Oh, the whole flaming vampire and head chopped off thing?” She looked back at the body, then at the surrounding people and werewolves, who all seemed to be waiting for her to say something. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”  
 They both looked over to see Troy and Davies approaching. Troy hesitated next to Triston, glancing at him nervously.  
 “I’m the same me,” Triston said. “With just a tad more power.” 
 “You could’ve told me,” Troy said.  
 “With the way you two talk about werewolves and anything you don’t understand?” Triston scoffed. “Give me a break.” 
 Troy and Davies shared a sheepish glance, and this time it was Davies’ turn to step forward.  
 “You’re right, we’ve been dicks,” he said. “I mean, we wouldn’t have any way of knowing but—” 
 “No, we were dicks in more ways than one,” Troy said. “Don’t make excuses.”  
 Triston laughed and nudged his brother playfully. “At least you got that right.” 
 “Just because I’m apologizing doesn’t mean I don’t expect an explanation out of you,” Troy said, glancing around. “Something tells me you had a large role to play here, and I’d love to hear how you transformed.”  
 This time, Triston wrapped an arm around his little brother and they started talking, but Katherine was distracted by Merriam clearing her throat.  
 “Come on,” Merriam said, nodding to Katherine. “We have a lot of cleaning up to do, and you need to get these people organized.”  
 “Organized?” Katherine asked. “What do you mean?”  
 “You’re their new Alpha, and they’re your new army. You have to control them and see that they’re put to good use.”  
 Katherine held up her hands, backing away. “Me, no. I’m no leader.” 
 The others were moving in, bending their knees. Rumos took the lead, kneeling before her, and said, “You are now. You saved us, you’ve demonstrated power and wisdom. What better leader could there be?”  
 She scratched her head and looked out at them all, wondering what she was getting herself into.  
 “Okay, everyone, let’s get rid of this mess before someone comes investigating the sounds. Can you do that for me?” 
 They all said, “Yes Ma’am,” and went to it. She was about to start helping out, when Daniel said, “Guys, over here.”  
 He was standing at a large green case, with vials of amber liquid inside. “Looks like this is ours now,” Katherine said with a glance back over her shoulder at all the people who had yet to transform. “We have to give it to them, don’t we? Keep them from losing it on the full moon.”  
 “That or keep tabs on them, lock up the bad ones.”  
 “I think we should figure out a system for that regardless,” she said.  
 “And the soldiers?” Rivera had an Army major by the collar, her own pistol pointed at his head. “Want me to dump them in the bay?”  
 Katherine shook her head. “I think we can use them. We have to find out who’s in power and where he or she is, and eradicate this disease.” She turned to Merriam. “He wasn’t the last of the vampires, and there are plenty more werewolves out there. Can we rely on your help on this going forward?”  
 “As far as I’m concerned,” Merriam said, sharing an agreeable look with Gabe, “you’re one of us now. We’ll set you up here with a doorway to reach us and the training grounds, ensure you have all you need to get your army ready for the war.”  
 “A door? Where?”  
 “Why here, of course.” Merriam gestured around them. “In case you didn’t notice, they picked this spot well. Largely deserted due to waste issues, but you’re werewolves and a half-vampire, you’ll heal or fend off any potential problems. There are houses nearby that we can help prepare for living in, and the island’s connected to San Francisco on one side, the East Bay on the other. I think you’re set.”  
 Mauro nodded, then motioned for Merriam and Gabe. “Come, let’s get this planned out, let Katherine have a moment to catch her breath. She’s been through a lot.” 
 “We all have, Dad,” she said, throwing sarcasm on the last part. The smile he gave her at that was totally unexpected. Could he be the father figure she had always wanted? She smiled back and watched them walk off while others cleaned up.  
 Then she noticed the shield on the floor. She walked over, picked it up, and turned to see Allie sheathing her sword, which had stopped flaming.  
 “That was some teamwork,” Katherine said, walking up and holding out the shield. “I don’t know what to say, but thank you.” 
 “You’ve got some major work ahead of you,” Allie said, accepting the shield. “My fight is just beginning, so I should get back to it, but I’m sure we’ll work together again soon.”  
 “Count on it,” Katherine said. The two shook hands, then Katherine pulled the younger girl in for a hug. “Stay safe.” 
 “You too,” Allie said, then motioned to Daniel and Troy. “Come on guys, I’m gonna need you on this one.”  
 “See you soon,” Daniel said to Katherine, and Troy gave his brother a fist-bump before running off to join Allie.  
 When they were gone, Katherine put her arm around Triston’s waist and lay her head on his chest.  
 “Ready to call it a day?” he asked.  
 “We gotta help out here,” she said. “But when it’s done and I’ve situated everyone, I’m going to take the longest bath in the history of baths, and you’re going to join me.”  
 He looked down at her and she lifted her head to kiss him. It felt great, as if nothing else mattered in the world but that kiss. And later that night, when they had finished their bath and lay together, breathing in each other’s clean scents, her hand on his chest as it rose and fell rapidly, she thought she could stay like that forever.  
 But the next day, she would be up again, ready to hunt down more werewolves, stop more evil vampires, and do whatever the hell else she needed to keep this world safe.  
 It was her job now, she knew, because she was one of them. She had a place she belonged, one where no one was going to tell her what to do or how to. 
 She was with the Guardians, had fought right alongside the one they called the Eleventh Worthy, a Bringer of Light. But she wasn’t one of them. She was her own woman, her own force to be reckoned with.  
 She would start a new chapter in this fight against evil with her new army.  
 The Hounds of Light.  
   

THE END
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AUTHOR NOTE

   
 As you’ve now seen, this book is one of my books that starts pulling everything together. I had a lot of fun keeping this fairly secret until now, and then introducing Allie Strom here (from Allie Strom and the Ring of Solomon and the Bringer of Light trilogy) was a lot of fun! I also mentioned Altemus—did you catch that one?  
 There will be more in my other books, as a lot of them are in a shared world.  
 So you know: The original Allie Strom books are for a younger audience, and take place when she’s thirteen. You can even go farther back and read Back by Sunrise, the story of Allie’s mom when she was a little girl. Crazy, right?  
 What’s been really fun though is watching how involved and excited my fans are. This was in part because I published book one just after my first book with Michael Anderle (Justice is Calling). How hilarious that I’m going to come out with that book four pretty soon, but I’m only on book two with this series! Well, not hilarious, I guess. It shows how good he is at motivating me.  
 Now it’s your turn—motivate me, and I’ll rush on book three. Regardless, it will happen! I love the series, and you all!  
 This is also going to be a great experiment, as we will be able to see how many of our fans from the Reclaiming Honor series come over to this one. Since this book is coming out five days after a Bookbub ad ran for Justice is Calling and there are three books out in that series, along with two audiobooks, and the first audiobook in this series (Cursed Night) is launching around the same time, it could be a humongous week, and then month. You might be reading this much later, and it will be very interesting to look back and see where they went.  
 If this book doesn’t launch well, I’ll definitely finish up with a third, but have stuff in mind in case it is successful, so I can just keep it going and going and going.  
 If you enjoyed the book and want to see the series succeed, please consider leaving a review and telling all of your friends about the series.  
 We will also have fun seeing the ratio of Kindle Unlimited (KU) reads versus sales. Right now I would say that it’s about 70-30 in favor of sales, because I have not figured out how to attract KU readers. What are your thoughts there? Do I need longer books, more books in the series? Or is it really about marketing?  
 Maybe this book will launch and switch those numbers around. Who knows?  
 Regardless of how this book launches, we have some excitement in store for you. Like I mentioned, the Hounds of God book is being made into Audiobook and performed by Alicia Bade, who is amazing. You will love her performance.  
 The Reclaiming Honor series is going strong, strong enough that I might be able to start devoting a LOT more time to writing, which doesn’t only mean more books—it means more quality to my books. I have to admit that, with a job and two young children, the majority of my writing time is spent when I’m barely able to keep my eyes open. All the weird moments, or typos my plethora of editors might have failed to catch (I hope not!), those can be blamed on my sleepy writing. So if I’m devoting all or most of my time to it, that means more sleep at night! I can’t imagine, haha.  
 This has been an awesome year, and getting to know you fans and fellow coauthors has been a true blessing. I love every moment of it, and can’t wait to share the next stage of this journey with you!  
   

Also, book 1 Audiobook should be out shortly!


 Get the books:  
 
	
                  Allie Strom: The Bringer of Light Trilogy

	
                  Justice is Calling







 

Want more Vampires and Werewolves?

   

Books 1 and 2 in the Reclaiming Honor series are now live on Amazon!

   



   

The History of the World wasn't what Valerie was taught.


 


The daughter of a vampire and sister of a devil walking, Valerie finds out she has something neither her brother nor her father possess:


 


She has Honor.


 


Now, she needs to flee a brother who leaves her for dead. Because, if there is one thing Valerie understands?


 


It's that Justice Doesn't Turn the Other Cheek.


 


150 years after a near apocalypse, the world is rebuilding. Survival has become the only rule, and justice is in short supply. Now, Justice has come calling.

   




SAMPLE: DEATH MARKED

   

If you enjoy Supernatural Suspense, you’ll love Death Marked! Check out this sample chapter, for your enjoyment. 


 


Chapter 1: The Ural Mountains

   
 When Rohan’s fiancée died, he’d had no idea it would lead him to the snow-covered slopes of the Ural Mountains, searching for a way to speak with her one last time.  
 Closure, he told himself as he trudged through the snow—that’s all he wanted. Unless, as he’d hoped, there was a slight chance he could bring her back. 
 A gust of wind sent snow swirling around him, its chill reaching through his layers of long underwear, sweater, and parka. Ice crystals clung to his cheeks like small needles, biting him with their cold every time the wind blew. Yet, somehow, sweat slicked his back. None of it was anything compared to the burning in his chest, however, at the thought of seeing Senna again. To hear her voice, press his lips against hers…. There wasn’t anything that could dampen his excitement, not even this cold.  
 Howling gusts of wind brought a flurry of snow before Rohan. He tucked his head into the folds of his parka and focused on pushing forward, one step at a time. Suddenly, the wind changed direction and the wall collapsed, revealing craggy slopes that slanted upward into the white sky. Rohan stumbled as the ground shook. 
 Footsteps crunched behind him in warning before a hand gripped his shoulder. Altemus. Rohan nodded, wondering if he looked as haggard as this old man, his gray whiskers held together in clumps of ice. Heavy purple bags sagged from his eyes, barely visible under the skullcap that he wore beneath his parka hood. He still hadn’t explained the rifle slung over his shoulder.  
 “We’re almost there,” Altemus said, his voice thick with confidence.  
 “I hope you’re right,” Rohan said, rubbing his hands. They’d gone numb, and he couldn’t feel them through his gloves.  
 “We can stop if you like,” Altemus said, but his eyes had already moved to the gray mountain slopes, almost invisible in the darkness. 
 Every part of Rohan’s body begged him to say yes, but he resented the suggestion. Altemus did this kind of psychiatrist crap all the time—he’d say one thing when he meant the opposite. It might have worked on his patients, but Rohan wasn’t going to let the old man manipulate him. Clearly, the old man didn’t understand the extremes that Rohan was willing to go, the months spent in bed, staring at pictures of him and Senna, once happy. When she had left him, it was like she’d torn out part of his soul—he could never be whole without her. So he wouldn’t rest until they were together again. 
 Rohan shook his head and said, “Nothing can stop me now.” 
 “Excellent,” Altemus said, picking up the pace.  
 “I still say we should’ve left you behind,” said another voice with a Russian accent. A tall, muscular man marched past Rohan on the other side, pausing to give Rohan a glare. “You talk big, but I don’t think you’ve got it in you.” 
 Rohan’s teeth chattered too much for him to reply, so instead he marched after Altemus.  
 He hadn’t trusted the Russian since he’d met him at the hotel in Moscow. The first thing Lev had said when Altemus introduced Rohan was, “When you said you were bringing help, you didn’t say you were bringing a boy.” From that point, he knew they weren’t going to get along. Thirty-five was hardly a boy, especially after everything he’d been through.  
 While Rohan detested Lev, he had to admit that, if it weren’t for him, they would’ve had no chance of navigating the Russian landscape. Lev knew how to get around, and his language skills kept them out of trouble.  
 They began a steep ascent. Soon, their walking sticks became a necessity, and Rohan found himself wondering if he had been wrong in coming here. It wasn’t the first time since beginning the climb that he had questioned himself. But he’d made a promise to his fiancé Senna, and he meant to see it through. Even if it meant traveling to the farthest corner of the world. Nothing, perhaps not even death, would stop him from speaking with her one last time. 
 She had been taken from him before her time—both physically and mentally. In the end, she had killed herself, but he’d never let himself accept her gradual insanity. When the doctors had told him she was gone, he didn’t believe it. He refused. To this day, he still felt her there with him, in his heart. Their love had filled his world. Their love was the only thing he knew in this that was right. If bringing her back didn’t work, there’d be no point in carrying on.  
 When they’d first met, he’d fallen for her instantly. He had been drawn to her dark caramel skin, her short, cropped hair, and the fearless stud in her nose. 
 Three years later, she was dead, chained to a bed in the psych ward, her eyes recessed into their sockets and her skin as pale as the sheets that covered her.  
 It had eaten him alive, that memory.  
 And what came after it would change everything.  
 The funeral had passed like a hazy dream, but even after the rest of the mourners had departed, he had lingered. Rain pounded on the casket and the flowers hung limply in his hand.  His moist eyes simply stared at her casket, unable to accept that it was really there, when he felt a hand on his shoulder. A voice told him it was going to be all right.  
 When he had turned to see Altemus, he felt a mixture of relief and trepidation. The man was Senna’s doctor, but something about the look in his eyes had always been off-putting to Rohan. 
 “When you’re ready,” the old man had said, handing Rohan a business card with nothing more than an address and phone number on it. “Your time with her doesn’t have to end here.”  
 For a long while, Rohan had simply stared at that business card, trying to process what Altemus had just said. How dare he? With each piece of the business card that he tossed to the wet grass, he cursed the man for even suggesting such a false hope as having Senna back.  
  But sadness consumed Rohan in the days that followed, and he returned to the cemetery, digging pieces of the business card out of the dirt. When he called Altemus for the first time, he asked if the old man could really reunite him with Senna.  
 “Only if you’re willing to do anything,” Altemus had said.  
 “Anything it takes,” Rohan had said. “No matter what.” 
 And now he was here.  
 Just like he couldn’t let her go back then, he couldn’t now. Not without closure. So he pushed on. 
 Whispers between Altemus and Lev carried on the wind, something about the temple being close. Altemus stopped just ahead on a rocky outcrop. The old man cupped his hands to his eyes and stared into a bowl-shaped valley. Rohan stepped up beside him and squinted, trying to see what lay ahead. 
 “You’re sure this is it?” Altemus asked Lev, studying the valley with a frown. After a nod from Lev, he added, “It’s not how I imagined it.” 
 “The temple?” Rohan asked, searching the night. His heart pounded in his chest and his legs ached. He was glad for a break. 
 Altemus assessed him before allowing a crooked smile. His breath came out in puffs of white air as he leaned in close and said, “The easy part’s over, brother.” 
 The old man deserved a punch in the gut for that. The trek had been far from easy, with at least two near-death experiences while climbing the rocks.  
 But when Altemus pointed out their route, Rohan saw what he meant.  
 Below, a cave glowed with the faint flickers of firelight. He could just make out a footpath leading into the cave, jagged rocks sticking up around it like teeth. Near the entrance, pillars were carved from the rock, some sort of pattern chiseled into them.    
 For a moment, the snow let up, giving Rohan a view of spires and a faint outline of an ornate temple hidden in the rocks. If he hadn’t been looking for it, he would have missed it.  
 “Down,” Lev hissed. 
 Rohan looked at him with confusion, but felt the Russian’s firm grip around his collar, pulling him into the snow. Lev’s hand covered Rohan’s mouth, his other motioning toward the temple entrance as a shadow passed by one of the stone pillars—a man in thick robes. Another man joined the first, and something metallic glinted. 
 “They’re armed?” Altemus asked, sounding more annoyed than scared. 
 Lev pulled out a pair of binoculars. He observed the men for a beat, then nodded. “AK-47s. Does that change anything?” 
 “I knew there could be trouble,” Altemus said. 
 “And you know we need the skull,” Lev said. 
 “This is all about the skull.” 
 The talk of a skull that had the power to resurrect the dead had sounded crazy to Rohan at first, but as he watched the robed men patrol the pillared entrance to the cave, he wondered if Lev and Altemus were telling the truth. He had believed in it enough to follow them all the way out here, but he’d known it was more hope than actual belief. With them, that didn’t appear to be the case. 
 Altemus grunted and turned to Rohan. “And you? Not backing out, are you?” 
 Rohan took a moment, but finally said, “Never.” 
 Altemus led the way and they advanced, low to the ground so the guards wouldn’t see them. They descended the slope as fast as they could, snow sliding out beneath them with every step.  
  As they approached, Rohan studied the massive temple tucked into the mountain. Stone steps led up to the main entrance, flanked by a colonnade of rock pillars with demonic faces. Several parapets on the temple gave it the feel of a fortress. Helixes of smoke rose from chimneys into the cold night air, filling the area with the smell of burning wood and searing meat. Close now, Altemus ducked behind a rock pillar and motioned for them to do the same. 
 “We’re not going to get the skull out of there without using force,” Lev said, patting the pistol Rohan knew he had concealed under his many layers. 
 “What?” Rohan asked. “You told me we were going to ‘obtain it.’ You didn’t say anything about robbing or fighting them.” 
 Altemus turned, the curved bridge of his nose red with cold and inches from Rohan’s. “We only have one chance at this, and only one way it’s happening. You have a problem with it, speak up now.” 
 Rohan fumed. “You never said we were robbing a temple, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 “Well, now you know.” 
 Lev crouched, straining his neck to make out the guards.  
 “Okay, and here we are. So, what’s the plan?” Rohan asked in a hoarse whisper.  
 “Attack,” Lev said. “Now.”  
 And with that, he dashed out from their hiding spot and sprinted across the snow.  
 Altemus pointed to a parapet where the form of a guard was just visible.  
 “That one’s yours. Get past him, or go home crying.” The old man handed Rohan a knife, and then he too disappeared into the darkness.  
 Rohan wanted to kick himself. Standing alone in the freezing darkness, expected to kill someone.  
 He’d known this wasn’t going to be ethical to begin with, but how bad did he really want Senna back? 
 Pretty damn bad.  
 Rohan gripped the hilt of the knife tightly, feeling it as if it were part of him. He rushed forward in a kneeling run, darting to the nearest stone pillar in the direction of the parapet, then pushed himself flat against its base. With a heave, he pulled himself up onto the ledge, then swung around to see that the guard was near, walking toward him. 
 Rohan’s heart thumped hard—it was the moment: do or die. 
 The guard’s footsteps smashed the snow, the sound of boots crunching ice fading in and out with the howling wind. Then they stopped. If the man saw him first, Rohan was screwed. He stayed low, waiting, and then something caught his eye on the other parapet—a flash of light reflecting on steel, a guard’s body falling into the snow. Lev emerged from the shadows and looked in Rohan's direction before disappearing again. 
 Go time.  
 A light sweat formed on Rohan’s brow. He gripped the knife tightly, feeling its weight. His breath came out in quick bursts, but he focused his energy, telling himself it was all part of the act.  
 Screw that, he thought—before all this, he’d been a stage magician, a performer at birthday parties. He wasn’t set up to be a temple robber!  
 The crunching of snow and ice started again, growing closer. Rohan’s eyes closed and he wanted to cry out to Senna, to tell her he was sorry, but he couldn’t do this. He’d do anything for her, but taking a life? It wasn’t right. 
 He turned to go, but froze—the guard was standing there, staring right at him with a look of complete bewilderment. On instinct, Rohan held up the knife. He meant it more as self-defense, but the guard apparently didn’t see it that way, because he charged. 
 This was no longer about right or wrong, it was about survival. As the two of them struggled, Rohan pushed the knife toward the man, chest thudding and everything inside him screaming that his was wrong, and to somehow get out of it.  
 And in that moment, his better side one out and he went to drop the knife. Only, the guard countered and pushed the knife back on Rohan. 
 The two were locked in a battle of strength, the blade inching toward Rohan’s throat. They were so close now that Rohan smelled the onions and red meat on the man’s breath. 
 The guard hissed something in Russian, and then opened his mouth as if to yell for help. Rohan used the chance and kicked out the man’s legs, sending him into a nearby pillar.  
 Adrenaline surging, Rohan leapt on the man, landing punch after punch on his face. Instinct took over and he swiped the knife off the ground, raising it over his head for a killing strike. But he paused at the fear in the guard’s eyes. 
 Rohan gripped the knife handle, sweat making it slippery. His palms hurt. One strike and it would be over, but he couldn’t do it.  
 No, he couldn’t do it. He stepped back, annoyed and ashamed.  
 The guard stood and pulled a gun from his side, aiming it at Rohan.  
 Acting on instinct again, Rohan charged the man before he could pull the trigger. He thrust his shoulder into the guard’s abdomen, and the guard dropped the gun as he fell screaming over the edge of the parapet. The scream ended abruptly with a crack.  
 Rohan couldn’t bring himself to look down. When he finally did, he saw the man’s body lying broken on the rocks.  
 Rohan’s gut clenched and a sharp pain shot through his head—he’d made his first kill.  
 Or had he? A movement below gave him hope. Then, slowly, the man moved against the rocks with a low groan.  
 Rohan sighed with relief and looked at the knife in his hand, shaking his head. Thank God the man was alive. 
 A whistle cut through the air, drawing his attention to the temple again. Lev and Altemus were waiting. Just past them was what appeared to be a large courtyard with a sanctuary in the center. It had several spires and was made of red brick, scattered with square windows lit by candlelight.  
 Lev motioned to some nearby rocks that were just tall enough for them to reach the roof. “Better than the front door.” 
 Rohan cringed and imagined himself plummeting to his death. “That’s debatable.” 
 They made their way up, Lev in the lead, Rohan behind, and Altemus following at the rear. Lev quickly reached the top of the rocks, and climbed onto the shingled roof of the sanctuary. He leaned down, and Rohan took Lev’s hand so the Russian could pull him up as well.  
 “Not so bad after all, eh?” Lev asked.  
 Rohan grimaced. He turned to lend Altemus a hand, then paused as a low chant drifted through the night. 
 They moved to a skylight cut into the roof, which was propped open and gave them a view into the sanctuary.  
 Below, more men dressed in robes were gathered in a line leading up to a pulpit. The walls flickered with the dark yellow glow of a thousand candles. The air tasted of incense, growing thicker as the chanting grew louder. 
 In the pulpit, a bearded man in a purple robe knelt before a goat. With a quick motion, he slashed the animal’s throat. Blood poured freely, and the man ran his hands through it. He wiped his face with blood, and then the other men’s faces as he sang an eerie chant. When everyone had been marked, he bent over and disemboweled the goat. The chanting continued, growing louder as the man ripped the animal apart. At last, they all lowered their heads and prayed in Russian.  
 Lev climbed through the skylight and landed delicately on a rafter. “This way,” he whispered.  
 Rohan followed, balancing himself on the rafter. He tried not to look down. One wrong step and he’d be dead—no way he’d survive the fall. Even if he did, the men below would disembowel him like they did the goat.  
 Continuing along the rafters, they crossed out of the sanctuary and into the next room, a sacristy dimly lit with candles. The centuries-old keys, scrolls, chalices, and bones lay neatly arranged on wooden shelves, each marked with a tag with Cyrillic scribbles. 
  In the middle of the room, a skull sat on a raised metal casing. Some of its teeth were missing, and it had a dull gray sheen. Thick patterns were drawn along the plate lines, dividing the skull into squares that aligned with the plates. In each square was a written character like a hieroglyph. Rohan had never seen any of these characters before—they didn’t look Russian, and that unsettled him.  
 The group attached ropes to the rafters and swung down to the floor, careful not to make the floorboards creak. Altemus approached the skull. He lifted it up with a ravenous expression, and then placed it in a velvet bag hanging at his side. As soon as he closed the bag, a shrill wail ripped through the sanctuary, so loud that Rohan put his hands over his ears—an alarm. 
 Lev punched him on the shoulder and screamed, "Come on!" 
 The trio scrambled for the ropes to climb back up to the ceiling. The cold night air bit at Rohan’s exposed skin as they sprinted across the rafters.  
 “Stop!” a heavy Russian accent commanded. Shouting followed, and when Rohan looked down, he saw several men on the ground aiming guns up at them.  
 “Faster!” Rohan said.  
 As soon as the words left his mouth, the rafter splintered with gunfire. First Altemus and Lev disappeared over the edge of the roof, and then Rohan leapt, the air swooshing around him as he fell. Then, with a soft plunk, the snow caught him. 
 Altemus had already dug himself out of the snow and unslung his rifle. With two cracks, a pair of guards fell into the snow nearby, dead. 
 “Keep moving!” Altemus said, tossing the velvet bag to Lev. “Get it to safety.” 
 Lev nodded and ran. Rohan followed close behind as Altemus took out another guard. Rohan didn’t bother to look back—he assumed Altemus could hold his own. He and Lev made their way back to the parapets and climbed down onto the rocky footpath leading into the snow.  
 Out of nowhere, an old man jumped in front of Rohan, shouting in Russian. He had darker skin than the Russians Rohan had met so far, a bushy gray beard, and his robe flowed like a dress. 
  Lev replied in Russian and aimed his pistol at the old man, but the man held up his empty hands and gave a pleading look to Rohan.  
 “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into,” the old man said in broken English. “You must not do this.” 
 The old man grabbed Rohan’s arm. With his free hand, Rohan reached for his blade. But he didn't have to use it—Lev cracked the man over the head with his pistol. The man collapsed, unconscious.  
 “You Americans,” Lev said. “You always hesitate when action’s needed.” 
 Rohan’s stomach churned at the sight of the old man lying at his feet, a trickle of dark blood from the man’s head coloring the snow. 
 A moment later, Altemus caught up. He snatched the velvet bag from Lev’s hands and opened it in mid-stride, taking a quick glance inside.  
 “We gotta go before we get shot,” he said. With a grin, he turned to Rohan. “It’s time to reunite you with your fiancée.” 
   

If you enjoyed this sample, check out the full book on Amazon.



cover.jpeg
JslllS TOEN - S L. O A°N

BOOK 2 OF THE CURSED NIGHT TRILOGY





images/00003.jpg
JUSTICE
CALLING

RECLAIMING HONOR BOOK 01






