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For Carter John Michael Sebastian Sims
The little boy who cried wolf
 
 
“Light thinks it travels faster than anything but it is wrong.
No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has always got there first and is waiting for it.”
Terry Pratchett
 
 



Chapter One
 

 

 

 

California has always been my home. It’s where I grew up and where I thought I would live out the rest of my days. Home is the one place in the world you always think of as safe despite the crime rate but I know different now and I will do anything I can to protect the last shred of family that’s left. At times, I love her more than myself and I can’t take the thought of never seeing her smiling face again but no one ever said that doing the right thing was easy.
 

My truck groaned loudly as I flew down the highway. My thoughts are never ending and threaten to throw me into madness if I didn’t do something, anything to quell the guilt of abandonment that hovered around me and made it hard to breathe.
 

I turned up the radio to drown it all out as I pushed my old Dodge just as fast as she would go.
 

“Just a little longer,” I whispered as I reached forward and patted the dashboard. “And we can both rest.”
 

She served me well, my old truck but it was no mystery from looking at her and hearing the groan in her voice that she was ready to retire. I just hoped that she was well enough to get me where I needed to go.
 

But not tonight, I thought as I saw the turnoff. A few miles down, I found an old motel waiting to greet me. It was rundown and uninviting but now wasn’t the time to be picky.
 

Pulling into the gravel parking lot, I shut the old girl down. Without the rumble of her antique engine, the night was quiet, eerie and a little bit dangerous. Closing my eyes for a moment, I took in the silence and the smell of the night air as intoxicating as it was and had always been.
 

A few minutes passed and the need for sleep washed over me, making it almost impossible for me to open my eyes willingly. I shook myself awake, grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and made my way up the drive to what I was hoping wasn’t the Bates motel.
 

Now I’m not a big fan of landscaping, too unnatural if you ask me but even in the dark, I could tell that this place was sorely in need of some. Between the patches of yellow dead grass and the cracked and mismatched stones posing as a walkway, there was little to salvage the look of the desolate and unwelcoming building before me.
 

From the outside, I could see the pale pink curtains that dangled lifelessly behind the panes of glass that lined the motel’s sickly green walls. Stopping for a second, I wondered if anyone ever thought this looked good or if a bet was lost years ago. The thought escaped me as I pulled open the door and the overwhelming scent of mothballs and floor cleaner brought me back to a painful reality. For a moment, I considered the possibility of sleeping in my truck rather than having to endure the violent assault on my senses but somehow I managed to find the strength to shrug it off and step inside.
 

As the door closed loudly behind me with a bells soft jingle, I took a look around the room and sighed. Just my luck, there was no one to be seen.
 

The hum of static on the TV behind me was all I could hear as I poked my head around the back of a beaten up desk. No one. I rang the bell as loud as I could. Once ....Twice ...”Hello?” I called. No answer.
 

A few moments passed while I did everything I could to suppress the urge to toss the T.V through the large window to the side of me, it was amazing how quickly the dull distant hum of nothing could get on your nerves. As I looked up from my scattered thoughts, I found myself suddenly face to face with a man I assumed to be the owner.
 

He was a small man with a menacing yet friendly look about him. It was almost unnerving the mix of the two and it took me a moment to compose myself. Thankfully, he spoke first, “Can I help you?” with a voice so raspy that it barely suited him at all.
 

“Hello.” I held my hand out with a smile. “My name is Ethan. I don’t mean to bother you so late but your sign said vacancy.” I threw in another smile for good measure as he took my hand and shook it limply.
 

“No bother, son. So you looking to stay the night or a few days?” he asked as he walked behind the desk slowly and pulled a key off of the empty rack behind him. He placed it on the counter and gave me another quick glance.
 

“Oh no.” I smiled as I adjusted my back pack and stepped up to the counter. “Just the night.”
 

“It seems that is all we get these days.” He chuckled as he reached down and pulled out a thick, leather bound book. He flipped through it for a second, sending the smell of dust and antiquity at me before turning it around to face me and handing me a small chewed up pen.
 

“Sign here,” he pointed to the last of the small boxes on the page. There were so many names and so many dates that in a place like this I was sure at least half of them were fake. I chuckled to myself as I scanned the creativity of the various guests. John Smith was a fan of this place that’s for sure. I shook myself out of my daze and finished signing my name.
 

Ethan Harlow
 

Just as I finished, the old man took the book from me and replaced it with a small key attached to a leather chain, on it was the number 2.
 

“I don’t have many rooms here, but you’re in luck-” He moved around the counter to face me. “we got just one left tonight.” He chuckled as he patted my shoulder. I stepped aside and followed a few steps behind the old man as he led me back outside, toward the long sickly green building I had already stopped to admire. The rush of cars from the nearby highway caught my attention as he stopped in front of my door and shoved the key into the lock.
 

“Okay, you’re all set, son.” He smiled as he turned toward me and motioned toward the door. “If you need anything, feel free to give me a holler.”
 

“Sure, thanks.” I smiled sincerely and waved in thanks as he turned on his heels and made his way back to the office. I glanced back as he cleared his throat and disappeared into the front door, leaving me alone under the bug infested light. Chuckling to myself, I took another quick look around before I slid inside and closed the door behind me.
 

As soon as the room was flooded with light, I found myself fighting the urge to simply live in darkness until it was time to leave. The room was beyond salvageable in its appearance. The same pink curtains hung next to the stained and dirty purple walls and a sickly yellow carpet stopped at my feet. I didn’t even want to begin to wonder what was going through the mind of whoever decorated this monstrosity, it was beyond fixable.
 

Shuddering as I took another step inside, I threw my bag on a small round table that sat under the window next to me. Running my fingers through my hair, I smirked and shook my head as I made my way toward the tiny bathroom and reached inside to flip on the light.
 

Taking a long look in the mirror through tired eyes, I saw my hair was messy naturally and it was noticeably longer than it was yesterday. “It’s growing too fast,” I grumbled as I ran my fingers through it, trying the best I could to tame the light brown mess of bed head that dangled over my eyes.
 

Running my hand down the side of my face, I noticed I needed to shave but for now it would have to do. As I looked closely at the man in the mirror, I was reminded of the kids that roamed the halls of my old college campus. Too lazy to brush their hair or even shave on a regular basis, donned in nothing more than a black T shirt and too-big jeans in the place of any kind of style, I could have easily passed for a kid fresh out of his parents’ house and more than relishing in the freedom of nightly parties and morning hangovers.
 

A slight chuckle escaped me as I splashed some water on my face and dried off quickly. I had no desire to fix the situation tonight and even if I had, the warm and inviting bed that beckoned me from across the room had other plans in mind.
 

As I lay there waiting for sleep to take its hold on me, I couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing right now. Was she worried? Was she scared? Would she come looking for me? I didn’t have time to finish my thoughts before my eyes became heavy and the dark grip of sleep washed over me.
 

But as luck would have it, it wasn’t long before the phone started ringing.
 

Walking over to the table, I ruffled around until I found it. The thought had crossed my mind to let it ring but I decided I better answer. They would just call back anyhow and I’d never get any sleep. I turned it over and checked the number and my hands immediately went cold.
 

“No, no, no.” I grumbled. “I told her not to call me.”
 

Cordillia had always been overly dramatic. The scene she made when I told her I was leaving proved that more than ever. The tears came first and then the screaming. It took everything I had to calm her down and even then it still took damn near an hour. I had to lie to her, I had no choice but she wasn’t a fool and it didn’t take long for her to see right through it.
 

I told her I was sick of California. I told her I needed a change. The truth was I didn’t know where I was going and I didn’t know what I was looking for, I just hoped that I could get far enough away to keep her safe.
 

Clearing my thoughts, I lifted the phone to my ear slowly. I didn’t even have a chance to speak before her sweet voice came pouring out, “YOU ASSHOLE!” it was nice to hear she had some emotion in her this time.
 

“Yes, Cordillia?” I waited for a reply. The phone was silent as I heard her trying to control her breathing.
 

“You meant it, really you weren’t kidding about the whole leaving thing?” I paused for a moment and swallowed the pain that grew in my stomach. I really hurt her, I never wanted to but I did.
 

“I’m sorry, I had to. I don’t know how else to explain.” Nothing, this was not good. The only time Cordillia ever became quiet was when her gears were turning and that usually meant a fight.
 

“I know you may think I’m a kid who just can’t possibly get it, but I want to Ethan, please. We’re family. We can work through whatever it is that’s making you run away like a self-centered jackass,” her voice was angry and edged, not that I blamed her. But I couldn’t think of anything to say. Nothing could make this better and no explanation could make the situation any less insane.
 

“I don’t want to lose you. I just want to know what the hell is so dammed important that you would just-” She paused, “run away.” I sighed heavily and rubbed my eyes.
 

“Cordillia, this has nothing to do with how I see you.” I tried. My voice cracked as I spoke. I tried so damn hard to make this feel right but she wouldn’t let me, couldn’t let me be at peace with what I’d done.
 

“I’m not running away from you, you’re the only family I have. You know I wouldn’t do that. You know if I could,” I paused as the thought crossed my mind. Maybe if I told her the truth it would be easier, she would write me off as crazy and just go on with her life. I shook it off, No. I couldn’t do that to her, what if she believed me, what if it ruined everything for her or worse. What if she wanted to--? I couldn’t bring myself to finish the thought.
 

“What do you mean if you could?” she mocked. “You’ve never kept a secret from me before. You know you can trust me, what’s so God dammed-” she began to scream into the phone.
 

“ALRIGHT!” I roared, hoping I didn’t wake anyone up in this shit-hole motel. “Alright,” I repeated a bit calmer this time.
 

“You ready to treat me like a sister and not some stranger you can just walk away from?” there was a bit of sarcasm in her voice this time. I smirked.
 

“You do realize that it’s midnight, right?”
 

“Actually it’s more like one in the morning.” I paused as her words sunk in. What the hell was she doing up so late, she had a job in the morning and bills to pay. I stopped my train of thought there. It was easy to leave but suddenly harder to stop being a brother.
 

“I can’t explain over the phone.” I sighed. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. I hardly believed what was going on myself and now I had to drag the only family I had left into this mess. But she was right. She deserved at least an explanation. Worst case scenario, she would think I was insane and let me go on my way but anything was better than leaving her like this. “If I tell you how to get here, will you come?” I asked.
 

“Of course,” she replied with an edge to her voice. I prayed I was doing the right thing.
 

“I-five out of Redding. Head north. There is a small truck stop about sixty miles up, pass it. You’ll see a turnoff not far north from there. Take it, you’ll find a small hotel that looks like a death trap. I’m in room two. I’ll wait for you,” I finished with a cringe. What was I going to say to her? How could I explain something utterly unexplainable? At least I had time to gather my thoughts between now and then.
 

“Room two,” she whispered over the soft scribble of pen on paper. “I’ll pack some things and be on my way. You better not be dicking me around, Ethan, I want to know the truth.” The phone cut out and the pain in my stomach grew worse. This was a bad idea, I knew that. But what else could I do? I had to tell her something. I couldn’t just let her think I was running away from her.
 

Pulling back the purple floral drapes and staring out into the empty parking lot, I considered my options. I really only had two choices. Tell her the truth and risk being labeled as insane or run. Juggling between two equally bad ideas, I let my arm fall and ran my fingers through my hair with a groan. At least I had a little time to figure it out before I was confronted with reality.



Chapter Two
 

 

 

 

Patience was never my strong point and now more than ever that fault was shining brightly. I paced the room for what seemed like an eternity but when I checked the clock only ten minutes had passed. The clock stared back at me as I ran through a myriad of ways to pass the time, each one as unappealing as the idea before it and eventually I gave up and made my way into the bathroom and flipped on the light. It almost blinded me and it took a few moments for the sting to pass that’s when I realized the rest of the hotel room had been dark this whole time.
 

When my eyes had finally adjusted, I walked over to the mirror and quickly pulled my shirt over my head, tossing it onto the bathroom counter and turning to take a look at my reflection. It had been a while since I had really looked at the man in the mirror and since the attack a few months ago, I had changed. Not in a bad way but I wasn’t Ethan as I knew him anymore.
 

All my life, I had always been a little on the scrawny side and that’s why it surprised me when I noticed a faint but sure line of muscle appearing out of nowhere. I was shocked even now that the faint tone had turned into a well-defined body and I had done nothing to provoke it. My eyes seemed to glow even under the florescent light that hummed above me and as I leaned forward to take a better look, I noticed something staring back at me. I heard once that the eyes are the window to the soul and while I still saw myself in them and staring back at me from the mirrors dirty reflection that wasn’t the only thing that took up residence behind them. Something older, something darker, something inherently not me lived there now and no amount of wishing could change that.
 

Squeezing my eyes shut, I shook my head before turning to start the water for my shower and when I turned back something else in the mirror had caught my eye. I reached up and ran my fingers over the thick, white jagged scar that stood out against the tan skin of my right shoulder. I hadn’t given it much thought since the attack and as my fingers slowly passed over the patch of cold, raised skin, I wondered just how long it would be before I could look at it without cringing.
 

I smiled slightly as the shape and size of it began to remind me just a little of the old monster movies Cordillia and I would watch late at night when things become scarier than they really are. It spanned my shoulder, making it seem as though my arm was stitched on and if you were the right kind of person with the right kind of imagination it wouldn’t be unusual to think that maybe there was a mad scientist’s hand involved in the procedure.
 

Shaking off the thought with a smile, I climbed out of my jeans and into the shower letting the water wash over me and take with it most of the grogginess I felt.
 

When I close my eyes, my mind tends to wander and as it did, I couldn’t help but think of the last few months and all that had changed since the attack on my way home from work. I’d spent a month in the hospital, at least that’s what I was told and more than once I was reminded of the miracle that pulled me from the clutches of death. I had never seen Cordillia cry so much as the day I woke up and in its own way I was happy to see it. At least I had spared her the pain of losing someone else so close to her.
 

A smile shaped my lips as I thought about Jenna for the first time in months. She was beautiful and blond like my mother but unlike her, she was a wild and exciting woman that grabbed my heart from the moment I saw her. It was her hair that caught my attention first, the way the sun bounced off of it and made it shine. She was with me through it all, even took care of Cordillia while I was in the hospital and as I looked back, it was easy to see that I couldn’t have asked for someone better.
 

And yet after I got home more than my appearance had changed. I couldn’t control my temper anymore, my paranoia or my tongue. I accused her of cheating and of not really loving me and when she didn’t respond, I lost myself completely. Thankfully I made it out of the house and away from her in time but it wasn’t long after that I….
 

I couldn’t think about it anymore, how I’d hurt her and accused her of things she would never do. She was a good girl, I knew that and I would give anything to take it back. I would miss her hair, her eyes and the way she smelled like flowers only sweeter but at least now she could find someone better for her, someone safer.
 

Violently, I was pulled from my thoughts with the sound of an incessant yet gentle knock at the door and it wasn’t until I looked up that I realized my shower had gone ice cold.
 

How long had I been daydreaming?
 

Shutting off the water, I began to dry off as the knocking became steadily louder and desperate.
 

“Just a second!” I called as I crawled into my jeans and threw on my shirt before making my way quickly to the door. My eyes darted to the clock as I pulled back the lock. 3:32, I paused. “How did I lose two hours?” I muttered to myself.
 

“Ethan, come on, it’s dark out here!” she called impatiently.
 

Undoing the chain, I opened the door to greet her. A gust of cool air and perfume flooded the room and I couldn’t help but smile as I saw her standing there, small, thin and somehow menacing despite it all. Dressed in her pajamas and a red bag slung over her shoulder, she glared at me with a smile.
 

“Are you going to let me in or make me stand here all night?” she smirked, her voice sweet and dripping with sarcasm. I pulled the door open wide and stepped to the side to let her in. She dropped her bag next to mine on the tiny round table and turned to face me as I slid the lock into place and met her accusing eyes with a sigh.
 

“So?” She crossed her arms at her chest as she waited for the simple explanation she had come here expecting. I wished it was that easy, really I did. I motioned to the bed behind her and watched as she took a seat before I pulled a chair from the table next to me and turned it to face her, my heart racing as I sat down and rested my elbows on my knees.
 

She sighed impatiently as she uncrossed her arms and laid them gently on her lap. “Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on or are you planning on tying me up and making a run for it?” Her eyebrow rose. I couldn’t tell if she was joking or really not sure. I laughed and she scowled. “What?” She smirked.
 

“The thought had crossed my mind.” I smiled playfully.
 

“Don’t be a jackass. I came all this way…” she attempted to be stern with me but I could see the smile that hid behind her scowl, the one that told me nothing had really changed between us.
 

“Relax, Cordy, it’s just good to see you.” I smiled. She rolled her eyes at me and pulled her legs up under her.
 

“Don’t call me that,” she added with a huff. “Now come on tell me what the hell is going on.” I thought for a moment. Could I really do this? Should I? She eyed me from the bed as she waited for me to answer. It was obvious she was growing more impatient as time went on. How could I explain the impossible, something that I barely believed myself?
 

“Cordy,” I paused as she glared at me. “Sorry, Cordillia.” She relaxed a bit and I started again. “First of all I’m not just running away from you.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “No, don’t give me that I’m not,” I added sternly. “This last year has been a big mess, you know that and it’s not that I think your some kid who can’t handle the truth.” She smiled slightly as I mocked her. “But you have to believe me when I say that I really thought that leaving was better than bringing you into something that I don’t even want to be a part of.”
 

“What the hell is that even supposed to mean?” she scoffed as she stared me down.
 

“It means that I left because I thought it was the right thing to do for both of us, I still do and this...” I motioned between her and I. “This doesn’t change anything.” I saw the hurt in her eyes as I said this but I knew my sister well enough to know that she thought I would come home after all this. It hurt but it needed to be said.
 

I sighed and took a longer pause than needed, I was stuck and I hoped to God the inspiration would come and I would just magically know what to say. After a few moments I realized it wouldn’t.
 

“Ethan,” she groaned slightly as she leaned forward and took a deep breath. “You can trust me,” she spoke with such conviction that I couldn’t help but believe her even though there was a part of me that was still unsure. Our eyes met and for a moment I felt like it was all going to be okay, I felt crazy for ever thinking I needed to leave.
 

“It’s not that I don’t trust you.” I sighed as I ran my hands through my hair. “Look, I’m not the same man I was before. Let me explain,” I managed before she could speak. I took a deep breath and placed my face in my hands. The frustration of not knowing what to say was eating away at me and every instinct in my body wanted to run screaming from the room, a luxury I didn’t have.
 

“Do you remember when I was attacked a few months ago?” I asked not sure where I was going to go with this. She nodded lightly, the understanding in her eyes calmed me and I began again. “The thing is I’m not so sure that it was an animal that attacked me that night.” I paused, giving her the chance to speak.
 

“Of course it wasn’t, Ethan, you were mugged,” she reminded me. I felt the frustration welling up in me again.
 

“No, I mean...” I sighed and closed my eyes for a quick second. “Yes it was but it wasn’t.” I thought about what I had just said, if she wasn’t confused already that did it for sure. I looked into her face and immediately knew I was right. She was puzzled. I remembered the scar and a light came on for just a second. I could show her, I could make her see what I was trying to say.
 

I stood up and lifted my shirt over my head, tossing it onto the bed next to her.
 

“Look.” I pointed to the jagged scar on my shoulder. “I wasn’t just mugged, Cordillia,” I tried to explain. “This thing came out of nowhere, it saved my life and it left me with this.”
 

The puzzled look on her face turned into horror as she stared up at me.
 

“What?” she asked more shocked than questioning.
 

“I don’t know, Cordy, I don’t know.” I paused. For the first time she didn’t say anything about my pet name for her she just stood up and walked over to me, taking a closer look at the scar on my shoulder.
 

“I was at the hospital with you,” she stammered. “How did I not know about this?”
 

“Because it was healed over by the time you got there.” She shot back slightly, her face stained with disbelief.
 

“No, that’s not possible.” She shook her head. “I came as soon as I got the call as soon as you were admitted to the ICU.”
 

“You’re telling me.” I smirked as I grabbed my shirt and pulled it over my head. “The paramedics said it should have taken my arm off, damn near did but it was healed before the doctor even saw me.” She stared at me as I spoke quickly, “He probably thought it was old and didn’t see the point in telling you. Believe me, Cordillia, I’ve gone over this a million times in my mind. If there was a better explanation, I would give it to you.”
 

“Okay so wait,” She closed her eyes as she processed what I had just said. “What does this have to do with you leaving?” I groaned and sat back down.
 

“A lot.”
 

“You do realize you’re not making much sense here.” I nodded as a smile crossed my face.
 

“You think this is confusing and fucked up?” I chuckled. “Imagine being me here...” She threw herself back down on the bed and shot me a weary glance.
 

“I think I was better off just thinking you were sick of California,” she muttered as she ran her hands over her face with a groan.
 

“Why do you think I did what I did?”
 

“Okay,” She looked up at me. “So you left California because you were mugged and some...” She motioned to my shoulder. “I don’t know, wild animal gave you a scar? Why does that not make any Goddamn sense?” She glared at me as she leaned forward and rested herself on her knees.
 

“It wasn’t an animal.”
 

“Okay then what the hell was it, spider man?” she sat up as she shouted at me. She was furious and there was nothing I could do to change it.
 

“I don’t know,” I growled, trying the best I could to contain myself. “All I know is that after it happened I haven’t been the same and I really thought it was best for you if I just took off.”
 

“Oh really? I’m nineteen years old, Ethan, not a child...”
 

“I know that,” I barked.
 

“So do me a favor and maybe stop treating me like one and tell me the truth.”
 

“I’m trying,” my voice was sharp but it didn’t seem to faze her as she looked at me, expecting an answer. “What do you want me to say, Cordillia? That my hair grows too fast, I’m getting stronger every day, that I’m changing in horrible ways and I don’t even know how to believe it let alone explain it to the one person who deserves an explanation? God I didn’t want to do this!” I screamed. I had to gain control of my temper and fast. My thoughts flashed back to Jenna and what could have happened if I hadn’t left the apartment when I did.
 

“Then I’ll go with you to a doctor and we can-”
 

“No doctors!” I screamed as I put my fist through the oak table by the door. She shot back slightly, frozen with fear and so was I. My strength was growing and I was slowly losing control of it. “No doctors,” I did my best to speak calmly as I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “They wouldn’t help, they would treat me like some, I don’t know, freak show or something.” My breath relaxed and I began to feel my pulse slow back down.
 

“Okay,” she said in barely more than a whisper. Her body relaxed as she stared at the floor and I couldn’t blame her for not looking at me. After that I didn’t want to ether.
 

“So what do you think is going on?” she asked me quietly. There was a long pause, a silence between us before she looked up and met my eyes. I smiled. How could I not? She was so sweet, so caring. She smiled back at me in a way to let me know that everything was alright.
 

“I’ve thought about a lot of things.” I sighed. “At first I thought I was crazy and then the night Jenna left me-” the pain in my voice was more than obvious. I still missed her. It would be a while until that pain went away I was sure.
 

“You never did tell me what happened,” she spoke quietly as she twisted her fingers together nervously. “But I remember it was the first time I saw you cry, the first time I saw you scared.”
 

“We got into a fight that much you know. I got angry and I felt like I needed to leave.” I sighed as I sat back down and leaned forward on my knees. “I guess I kind of knew that if I didn’t something bad would happen.” I looked over at her, my heart pounding in my chest as I thought carefully about what I was going to say.
 

“I left the apartment and went for a walk,” I continued, stopping every so often to read her face. “I got a few blocks away and all I remember was being in so much pain I couldn’t stand.” She shot me a confused glance as I looked over at her. “My stomach,” I explained. “It was like it was on fire. So I ducked into an alley and hid behind a dumpster.”
 

“That bad?”
 

“Yeah,” I smirked. “It didn’t take long before the rest of my body felt like it was on fire and the next thing I know I’m screaming and I can’t stop.” I chuckled slightly, I didn’t know why. Maybe it was the relief of finally being able to tell someone, to make it real in a way.
 

“I tried to be as quiet as I could, let everything just happen, you know,” I continued. “I felt my body change. I remember closing my eyes because I didn’t want to see what was happening and after that it all gets kind of hazy but I do remember blacking out not long after.” I paused and took a breath as I looked at Cordillia her face was white, her expression blank. I didn’t want to but I knew I had to continue, “This is where it gets crazy.” I sighed. “When the pain stopped and I opened my eyes, I wasn’t...” I stopped and searched for the right word to use. “I wasn’t human anymore, I was...” I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say.
 

“What?” she asked defensively. She didn’t believe me, it was written on her face and to be honest I hadn’t expected her to.
 

“I don’t know.” I searched myself for what to say, what would make it right but I came up empty with an exasperated sigh. “I could show you,” I offered. She looked up at me, her eyebrow raised as she shrugged.
 

“Really?” she mocked.
 

“I know you don’t believe me.”
 

“That is the understatement of the century.” She chuckled lightly. “Okay then, show me.” I stood from the chair and reluctantly and walked to the foot of the bed, the only open space that my tiny room had to offer. I didn’t know how to do this, if it was even a good idea but I had to do something. She watched on as I took off my shirt and tossed it onto the bed, looking away from her as she stared up at me, her lips twisted in a mocking grin.
 

“Promise me you won’t run.”
 

“Sure.” She chuckled as I readied myself. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, concentrating on what it was I needed to do. It took longer than expected and I could hear her sigh impatiently from the bed as I focused everything I had on the task at hand.
 

My body began to burn and I could feel the change taking over as the same searing pain ripped through me, dropping me to my knees. I closed my eyes tight and let it take over, trying the best I could not to scream as my bones began to shift and change under my skin. I could hear Cordillia stifle her own cries from somewhere far away as I opened my eyes and watched as thick patches of gray fur began to sprout over my mangled and misshapen arm.
 

There are no words for the feeling that washed over me as writhed and growled on the carpet, no real way for me to describe the amount of pain that ripped through me as my body changed in ways it was never meant to. It wasn’t long after that I felt a sweet wave of relief wash over me and I was able to breathe, able to steady myself. I looked up and it took a moment before my eyes could really adjust but as I did, I saw Cordillia’s scared figure as she pressed herself tight against the wall behind the bed as far away from me as she could get. I stood my ground, my eyes lowered as I waited and hoped for any sign that she was okay.
 

“What the....” she mouthed as she stared at me in disbelief, her breath labored and I could hear her heart racing in her chest from where I sat. “You, you weren’t lying.” She began looking around the room frantically. “I thought you were bullshitting me but you weren’t you were telling the truth...” I closed my eyes and allowed myself to phase back, hoping that it would make it easier for her if she didn’t have to look at me that way. “What the hell are you?” she snapped. I popped my neck loudly and sat down on the floor at the foot of the bed.
 

“I told you, if I had a good answer I would give it to you.”
 

“Think of one, give me something, Ethan.”
 

“I can’t!” I groaned. “I wish I could, Cordillia. Do you see why I wanted to leave?” She nodded slightly as she brought her knees to her chest and stared out at me curiously.
 

“This is messed up.” She sighed as she dropped her forehead onto her knees and took a deep breath.
 

“You’re telling me.” I smirked.
 

“I know,” She smiled slightly. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what it was like to figure this out on your own.”
 

“I still haven’t figured it out.” I yawned.
 

“Are you still planning on leaving?”
 

“Yeah.” I nodded, looking up at her as she relaxed and stretched herself across the bed.
 

“Then I’m coming too.”
 

“No.” I barked, eying her sternly. “It’s not safe for you.”
 

“Ethan,” she groaned. “Don’t give me that I’m doing what’s best for you routine.”
 

“It’s true,” I argued.
 

“No, if you’re so intent on leaving then I’m coming with you.”
 

“Were your eyes closed a minute ago?” I barked as I jumped to my feet. “Did you not see what just happened?”
 

“Yes I did and that’s why I’m coming.” She crossed her arms at her chest and looked up at me with a scowl.
 

“It’s not safe!”
 

“Like you’re in a better position!” she screamed as she jumped up off the bed and moved toward me. “I want to help.”
 

“And how do you think you’re gonna manage that if you’re dead?” Her eyes turned to the ground and she chewed at her lip as the gears began turning in her head.
 

“What makes you think I’m gonna die? You didn’t attack me.”
 

“I’m your brother.” I smirked.
 

“So you were logical and had the ability to reason?” I’d never really thought about it but she was right. I nodded. “Who’s to say that others like you aren’t the same?” I sighed heavily and ran my hands over my face as she waited for me to give in. I really didn’t want to agree but I knew if I sent her packing she would just follow me, it was her way. She wasn’t the type to take no for an answer.
 

“Fine,” I grumbled, wanting nothing more than for this conversation to be over with. “But if I ask you to leave or do anything for that matter please promise you’ll listen.”
 

“I promise.” I could tell that she didn’t want to but it meant a lot to me that she had. I took a deep breath and yawned.
 

“Come on you, let’s get some sleep. We’ll head north in the morning.”
 

“Why north?” She asked as she turned down the covers and crawled underneath. I climbed into bed next to her and closed my eyes just as soon as my head hit the pillow.
 

“I don’t know, I guess it’s just a feeling,” I groaned through my tired haze. I settled myself in and for a moment my mind was quiet. It wasn’t long before a string of doubts and fears kicked making it hard to feel like this was the right thing to do but it wasn’t like I had a choice.
 

I felt the hold of sleep beginning to wash over me as the sound of her soft snoring filled the room and somewhere in the middle of it, my world went dark, giving way to the nightmares that consumed my dreams.



Chapter Three
 

 

 

 

I woke to the sound of a strange tapping next to me. I couldn’t place it and my eyes argued as I forced them to adjust to the room around me. Rolling onto my back, I rubbed my eyes and looked over at Cordillia as she sat cross legged on the bed next to me and typed away on a small black laptop.
 

She stared intently at the flickering screen, her eyes filled with wonder and confusion as she surfed quickly from one page to the next. Images of monsters and pages full of text filled her screen. I didn’t need a second glance to figure out what it was that she was researching.
 

“Morning sunshine.” She smirked without even looking at me. I grumbled in response and sat up as she continued her work.
 

“Find anything interesting?” I asked quietly as I stretched. My body ached in all the wrong places but I had high hopes that a shower would fix that as it always did. She shook her head and reached down, lifting a large paper cup and handing it to me without so much as a glance. I hoped she was just engrossed in her research as I took it from her and shot her a questioning look.
 

“I didn’t poison it.” She smiled, looking over at me quickly. “It’s just coffee, I thought you might want one.” she added as she reached down and grabbed her own. I took in the smell as I pulled off the lid and took my fist sip, it was enough to coax me out of sleep and bring me further into the land of the living.
 

“When did you leave?” I asked as she returned her attention to a web page splattered with images of various monsters.
 

“I got back about twenty minutes ago.” She shrugged. “I found your key near the broken table. By the way,” She turned to me and took a sip from her own cup. “What are we gonna tell the owner about that?” I thought for a moment and smiled.
 

“He’ll figure it out on his own.”
 

“Really?”
 

“What?” I chuckled. “I’ll tip him.” She eyed me for a second and shrugged.
 

“Setting a great example here, Ethan.”
 

“Hey, you said yourself that you’re an adult.” I smiled over the rim of my cup as I took another sip.
 

“So?” She smiled.
 

“So you should know better than to follow my example.” Cordillia chuckled lightly and shook her head a she placed her cup back down on the floor and went back to work.
 

“How long was I out?” I asked curiously as I leaned over to get a better look at what had her attention.
 

“Mmmm...” She mulled for a second and looked down to her laptop. “It’s about ten now so seven hours or so.”
 

I nodded as I crossed my legs in front of me. It was a little later in the day than I liked but it wasn’t like we were in any kind of hurry. I couldn’t even explain why I was headed north in the first place. Something just told me that I would find others there, people who could help me.
 

“So why are we headed up north?” she asked just as the thought had crossed my mind. “I can’t find anything that suggests there are others like you there?”
 

“No werewolf match dot com then?” I smirked. She smacked me in the arm and glared through a smile.
 

“Real funny, jackass, you know what I mean.” she ended with a chuckle. She leaned down and grabbed her cup from the floor and took a sip as she waited for me to give her an answer.
 

“I can’t really tell you, I’m not sure myself. I guess it’s just instinct.” She raised an eyebrow as she watched me.
 

“So you’re telling me that we are headed on a three day drive based on your instinct?” She stared at me for a moment, placed her cup back down on the floor and turned her attention back to the flickering screen in front of her.
 

“I guess that’s not the strangest thing that has happened in the last little while then. My brother turning into a creature right out of a horror movie takes the cake on that one,” she spoke sarcastically as she typed away at the keyboard.
 

“Hey,” I nudged her side. “Ouch.”
 

“What?” She smiled. “It’s true.” I shrugged as I placed my cup on the floor and leaned toward her.
 

“What are you doing?” I asked as she continued flipping through page after page.
 

“Well I figured that there has to be someone out there who knows something. I mean, we know werewolves,” I winced. I didn’t like that word, it sounded too Hollywood for my tastes. “Sorry,” she added as she saw my reaction.
 

“It’s okay, its right isn’t it,” I stated more than asked.
 

She shrugged and continued her theory, “Well we know at this point that they exist, we can’t deny that. So there has to be some information somewhere.” She placed her chin in her hand and tapped a finger over her lips as she read a blue page on the screen.
 

“How opposed are you to making a stop in Oregon?” she asked without taking her eyes from the page.
 

“I guess I’m not opposed to stopping anywhere. It’s not like I’m in a rush.”
 

“Good!” She smiled before I even had the chance to think. “There’s an Indian reservation there. They have a lot of legends about what they call skin walkers maybe we can get some information. Even if its legend it can’t hurt to know right?” it took me a moment to realize that she was asking me a question.
 

“Um, sure I guess you’re right,” I added skeptically. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. But she was clever, more so than I gave her credit for and maybe just maybe she was onto something. I could see the perks of having her with me already. “Did you find anything else interesting?”
 

“Not really, just that there have been stories of werewolves told all over the world for hundreds of years. But they vary so much from decade to decade and country to country that it’s kind of hard to find anything reliable.” I smirked.
 

“You’re looking for truth in bedtime stories?”
 

“They’re not bedtime stories, Ethan. What happened to you is real. You can’t tell me that we both had the same hallucination about you turning into a six foot tall creature of myth.”
 

“No I guess not.” I smiled and looked down as I shook my head.
 

“You guess?”
 

“Alright, smart ass.” I smirked. “Go on, what else did you find?”
 

“Well,” She sighed as she opened up a web page and turned the computer toward me. “I found that back in the day, like way back when, people used to hunt werewolves regularly.”
 

“Let me guess, they were really just hunting wolves?”
 

“Kind of.” There was a cringe in her words as she reached down and grabbed her coffee cup from the floor as I peered over the page in front of me. “Sometimes the hunters would come back with wolf heads sometimes they would have the head of a person.” I cringed slightly. “I know right.” She smiled as she saw my reaction. “And it wasn’t limited to werewolves. Vampires, ghouls, witches, basically anything that a culture or town couldn’t understand they blamed on something monstrous and most of the time they killed it for good measure or as a warning to others like them.”
 

“That’s barbaric.” I shook my head.
 

“You know I thought so too but if you think about it we kind of do the same thing now.”
 

“Okay now I can honestly say I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I chuckled. “But I’ve never seen a group of witch hunters in California.”
 

“Okay maybe it’s not the same way but people still get killed for being supposed witches and we put serial killers to death on a daily basis, maybe it was no different back then they just had a different way of explaining why someone would commit cannibalism or kill like fifty people for no reason. Each culture has their own way of defining things.”
 

“Why are you not in college?” I smirked as she finished her lecture.
 

“Because I’m busy helping my werewolf brother keep his ass out of trouble.” I laughed loudly and leaned back against the headboard.
 

“You seem to be taking this rather well,” I added as I made myself comfortable.
 

“Really?” she snapped as she slammed her laptop shut and placed it on the ground. “You think I’m taking this well?”
 

“I’m about to get lectured aren’t I?”
 

“Oh yeah,” She nodded as she turned herself to face me. “First of all, the last month has been horrid, Ethan. You took off without any kind of explanation and left me in the dark, then I find out you’re holding up in some seedy hotel halfway out of California and if that wasn’t a bad enough way to find out you were telling the truth about leaving, I get here and you turn into this....” She motioned wildly toward me before stopping to shake her head. “this thing that shouldn’t even exist and now I don’t know what to think.” I lowered my eyes and nodded slightly.
“I don’t know how to take this, I don’t know what to think all I know is that something really messed up happened to you and I want to help you get to the bottom of it.”
 

“I really appreciate that,” I muttered.
 

“You would do the same for me.”
 

“Yeah.” I smirked. “I guess I would, wouldn’t I.” I looked over at the clock and groaned, I wasn’t in a hurry but my stomach was beginning to make itself known.
 

Reaching over, I ruffled her hair. “Don’t do that,” she grumbled as she brushed my hand away and smoothed her hair back down. I crawled off of the bed and my body groaned as I stretched and cracked my back loudly. I walked over to the broken table near the door, grabbed my bag out of the rubble and shuffled through it until I found my wallet and began counting the money that I had left.
 

“What are you doing?” she asked curiously as she watched me from the foot of the bed.
 

“Counting my cash.”
 

“I can see that,” she mocked me. “Do you have enough?”
 

“I should.” I shrugged and tossed my bag to the ground. “Why?”
 

“If you don’t, I have some stashed away. I brought my bank card just in case.” I smirked and shook my head. It’s not like I didn’t deserve it but she gave me so little credit sometimes.
 

“Come on, Cordy,” She glared at me. I wouldn’t feel bad this time. She had it coming, “Give me a little credit at least. I took care of you for four years by myself. I saved whatever I could for you.” She blushed and smiled apologetically.
 

“Alright and thank you. You didn’t have to do that for me.” She stood up and trotted over to me, wrapping her arms around my waist and pulling me tight. I hugged her back and smiled as she let go and grabbed her bag from the floor, tossing it onto the bed.
 

“I may be retarded sometimes but I try to make sure I’m the only one that suffers for it,” I added as I finished counting what I had.
 

“That’s why I love you.” She smiled as she began pulling handfuls of clothes from her backpack and sifted through them. She took a few pieces into the bathroom without saying a word and shut the door gently behind her so I took the opportunity to change myself. I pulled a clean shirt over my head and wrestled it into place before making my way over to the large oval mirror that sat just on top of the old oak dresser to smooth out the rest of my appearance. Monster or not, it was no excuse to stop caring about the little things that made someone human.
 

I did the best I could to fix the tangled mess of bedhead that covered my eyes and proudly gave up when it made no attempt at cooperating with me. It wasn’t long before Cordillia skipped out of the bathroom and back to her laptop. I glanced over at her as I went to take my turn. She had traded her pink pajamas for a yellow tank top and jeans. Her hair was once again tied back into a ponytail and a subtle hint of light makeup lined her face.
 

“Can I help you?” She smirked as she noticed me looking at her.
 

“When did you start wearing makeup?” I sneered.
 

“I’ve always worn it.”
 

“No you haven’t,” I argued as I searched my memory for even one time I saw her dolled up like this.
 

“Yeah I have,” her eyebrow rose as she insisted. “You just never notice.”
 

“That’s not true.”
 

“Just go get changed.” She chuckled as she shook her head and turned her attention back to her little computer. I grabbed my bag and wandered into the bathroom to take care of the ever increasing facial hair that seemed to grow as fast as I could shave it. I shut the door behind me and groaned as I flipped on the light, slightly blinding myself in the process.
 

Ten minutes and one clean shaven face later, I rinsed off and took one last look in the mirror. The shadow was gone but at least I wasn’t left with a baby face to deal with. Men should look like men if you asked me but hell maybe I was biased. My eyes were a darker green than they were yesterday, deep set but even I had to admit they were kind. I didn’t have one of those chiseled faces, I thanked God for that. It was softer like my mom’s and a part of me was eternally grateful for that. I was only twenty five years old. I guess it wasn’t all that odd that I still had a boyish charm to me and if I was thinking right, it would be a few more birthdays before I grew out of it.
 

Did werewolves even age? I wondered to myself. There was a lot about this I was realizing I didn’t know.
 

Grabbing my things, I wondered out of the bathroom to where Cordillia sat at the foot of the bed. “You ready?” I asked as I slung my bag over my shoulder.
 

“I was ready before you were.” She smirked as she stood from the bed. “Besides I thought you weren’t in a rush?” She smirked.
 

“I’m not,” I smirked. “But I don’t know about you but I could eat a horse.” She raised her eyebrow at me and chuckled.
 

“Okay bad analogy but the fact still stands.” She laughed lightly and stood up, grabbing her bag from the bed behind her. She held out her hand and it took me a moment to realize she was handing me back my key.
 

“Oh hell thanks. I would have forgotten.” I smiled as I took it and slung my bag over my shoulder. She looked over at the broken table and my eyes followed suit.
 

“Let’s just do this quick and get the hell out of here.” I smirked and led her out of the room, locking the door behind me. I walked up to the front office and handed the old man his key. He looked out the front window to my sister who was now leaning against the hood of my truck and looked back at me raising an eyebrow and gave me an approving smile.
 

“Have a good stay, sir?” he spoke with a bit of humor in his voice.
 

“Sure.” Smiling, I knew that I didn’t have the heart to correct him. It would just make this more awkward than it needed to be. He ran up my total and I threw in a nice tip, I had to do something to make up for the mess I left behind. I made my way out to my truck quickly and froze.
 

“How did you get out here, Cordy?” I asked as I scanned the area and saw no other car but my own.
 

“I took a cab.” She smiled. “I paid him a little extra to bring me here. I figured if I couldn’t convince you to come back, I could make you drive me home.”
 

“Yeah and how would that help you any?” Cordillia shrugged as she walked over to her side of the truck.
 

“Would have given me just a little more time to convince you I guess.” She shrugged as she pulled open the door and crawled into the passenger seat. I could hear her stomach groan over the creak of the door as she shut it behind her and tossed her bag to the floor.
 

I jumped in, threw my bag on the floor with hers and started the engine. It was strange but I could swear my truck sounded happier this time as I pulled out of the old hotel and back onto the highway.



Chapter Four
 

 

 

 

“I spy with my little eye...” Cordillia was the first to break the silence. We were easily half an hour away from the hotel and I had yet to find a place to stop for food.
 

“Not this.” I glared out the front window as I raced down the highway. Normally I wouldn’t be so reckless but the need for food was becoming nearly unbearable. I looked over at her just in time to see her roll her eyes and huff at me.
 

“Do you have a better idea then?” She asked mockingly. I shrugged and turned my attention back to the road. After a few moments had passed she groaned and reached for the stereo. I kept my eyes glued ahead desperate for a turnoff, a truck stop, anything. I listened as she fiddled with the dial a lot longer than necessary and eventually gave up with an exasperated grunt. We were in the middle of nowhere headed out of California. Between straight static and some pop princess bleating out the word baby more times than needed our options were more dire than limited.
Chuckling at her attempts, I pointed to the black case lying at her feet. “Look in there, there should be something you like,” I said not taking my eyes off the road. She picked up the bag and shuffled around for a few moments before finding a CD buried near the bottom. She eyed me suspiciously and dropped the CD and the bag back where they were.
 

“What?” I asked with a grin.
 

“AC DC?”
 

“You know what, I’m starting to think you wouldn’t know awesome if it bit you in the ass,” I said with a smile. Before she had a chance to respond, a beautiful green sign like a saving grace, came up from the ground and pointed us toward salvation.
 

Truck Stop Next Exit
 

“Thank you GOD!” I shouted with a smile as I stepped on the gas and pushed my truck as fast as I could. Cordillia laughed as I took the turnoff and she fell into the door next to her. Looking back, I probably should have taken the turn a lot slower than I had but there were only a few miles between me and what I wanted and as I said before, I am not a patient person.
 

Following the narrow winding road, I pulled into a small parking lot outside a rather tiny silver diner and cut the engine. Saying nothing, I climbed out of the truck and waited impatiently for her to join me. I never did understand women. It didn’t matter how beautiful they were, they always needed to check and double check themselves before going anywhere.
 

It was hot but thankfully not humid outside as I leaned back against my truck waiting for her to make herself ready. One or two big rigs sat parked off to the side and the sound of the occasional car moving down the highway behind us filled the air. I loved the desert for one reason and one reason only, it was private. Here we stood out in the open, miles of nothing surrounding us and yet there was a lingering feeling of seclusion and peace. My thoughts were broken by the sound of Cordillia’s light footsteps crunching in the sand beneath her.
 

“Ready?” I asked as she stopped at my side.
 

“My stomach hurts.” She smiled as she looked over at the tiny restaurant. “Hopefully they have more than just road kill on the menu.” I chuckled and followed close behind as we made our way up the narrow dirt path and pulled the door open.
 

We walked in slowly and I couldn’t help but cringe as I took a quick look around the place. The building itself was small and looked like it had had taken decorating tips straight out of a bad fifty’s movie. Metal rimmed tables, red overstuffed seats and black checkered flooring included.
 

As we walked over to an empty table near the window lined wall, I scanned the restaurant and took a seat. There was a family in the large booth near the end. An older man sat reading a newspaper as a tired young woman with a desperate look about her tried to calm a small boy into his seat and a baby fussed in her high chair not far from where she sat.
 

“Dammit, Frank, you could help,” she barked at him so loud it didn’t take my ears to catch it. He just grumbled and went back to his paper. I felt sorry for her but that passed quickly as my stomach made its presence known once again.
 

As I slid into the booth opposite my sister, I noticed a man out of the corner of my eye. It’s not that I was looking but there was something about him that was hard to ignore. It’s not unusual to see people in places like these that are disheveled or look like they haven’t slept in days. But something about this man made my stomach turn. The first thing I noticed was the smell like he’d been running through the woods for years without so much as a bath. His hair was long and greasy and his face held the same signs of neglect offset only by the slight scabs and scratch marks that decorated his cheeks.
 

I could see the dirt under his nails as he stirred a spoon into his cup of coffee and the black scabs that littered his knuckles looked painful at best. He wore jeans and a light brown coat that went down to his ankles and didn’t seem to be in much better shape than he was. It was stained and torn and my God the smell, I just couldn’t pull myself away from that detail. Turning toward Cordillia, I tried to shake it off and hoped that she could find some way to distract me.
 

“I’m not seeing babies or human hearts.” She smiled as she peered over her menu. I thought for a second before a grin crossed my face.
 

“There’s one over there.” I nodded at the couple in the back. Cordillia looked both horrified and amused as she smacked me with the menu.
 

“Hello,” an unusually chipper voice came from next to me. “How is everyone today?” I turned to get a better look at the woman that had appeared out of nowhere and as I turned, I found myself taken back by her appearance. She was a husky woman with an older look about her; I couldn’t help but wonder if she decorated this place from memory. Donning a pink uniform and trademark horn rimmed glasses she stood patiently, notepad in hand waiting to take our order. “My name is Annie and I’ll be your waitress.” She beamed. “What can I get for you all?” I flashed her a smile and quickly gestured over to my sister.
 

“I’ll have the pancakes,” she chirped. “Blueberry and a side of bacon please.” The older woman wrote down her order surprisingly fast and turned to face me. I looked up just in time to notice her flash me a wink and a toss of the hair.
She batted her eyes at me and asked in a sweet yet unmistakably flirtatious voice, “And what can I get you, sugar?” She smiled and leaned closer to me as she readied her pen.
 

“I uh... do you have steak?” I asked pushing my menu to the side.
 

“We sure do, honey, they’re not very big though.” She added with a smile. I thought for a moment, not about what I wanted to eat but whether or not I wanted just a few steaks or the whole damn cow.
 

“In that case,” I spoke quickly. It was becoming increasingly annoying to have so much in between me and my inevitable and much needed meal. “Make it two, rare.” I added. “And I mean still bleeding. A side of eggs, double side of bacon, some pancakes and a couple of biscuits.” I watched her scribble as fast as she could and glanced over at Cordillia. Her jaw hung open and her eyebrow rose.
 

“Are you sure you can eat all that?” she asked with a smirk. I leaned over the table close to her and nodded.
 

“Want to put money on it?” She leaned back and thought for a moment before shrugging and reaching into her pocket. She pulled out a twenty and placed it on the table but I decided to make this fun as I looked up at the waitress and waited for her pen to stop.
 

“Is that all?” she spoke sweetly. I grinned at Cordy and turned back to finish my order.
 

“Make that steak three please. Also, a cup of coffee and that should be good, thanks.” I flashed her a smile, pulled out my wallet and placed another twenty on top of the pot.
 

“Okay then,” she chimed as she finished scribbling and placed the pad in her apron. “If you need anything else, you just ask.” Smiling up at her, I offered a quick thank you as she took our menus and walked back toward the kitchen. Taking a deep breath, I leaned back in my seat. The stench hit me again, this time it was enough to turn my stomach.
 

“Do you smell that?” I asked Cordillia as I turned to take another look at the man sitting at the bar. She lifted her nose and took a whiff.
 

“I smell eggs and coffee. What do you smell?” she asked me, puzzled. I didn’t understand how she couldn’t smell that. It was sour and sickly with an undertone of decay. I shook my head and scooted over, anything to get as far away from him as possible. It wasn’t long before Annie returned with my coffee and flashed me yet another wink before she headed back into the kitchen.
 

The man at the bar let out a belch that was as loud as it was sickening. Everyone in the restaurant took notice. Even Cordillia had a disgusted look on her face.
 

“Jesus,” she whispered. “Manners are free you know.” She groaned as she turned to face me. My eyes were still on him. The smell was getting worse as he grunted and spit into a napkin. He turned his head back in our direction. His eyes were dark, that’s all I had time to notice before he turned his face back toward the cup in front of him. He couldn’t have heard her, I thought to myself. There was just no way.
 

Turning back to Cordillia, I lifted a finger to my lips and spoke quietly, “That may be true but that doesn’t mean we need to be rude.” I took a sip of my quickly cooling coffee. He grunted again and began to scratch at his head vigorously. Probably fleas. I chuckled as the thought crossed my mind. I smirked and turned back to Cordillia. Maybe if I didn’t look, the smell wouldn’t be so bad.
 

Cordillia and I began to talk and not long after, I heard Annie’s sweet voice as she placed a plate down on the bar. “There you are, sir. I hope this one is to your liking.” The way she said it, I was sure he’d sent his plate back before. I could smell the steak from here. Like copper and salt, it was rare and mouthwatering. I’d just hoped my order came back smelling so good. We continued our conversation, Cordillia laughed and smiled sweetly as she talked about school and the things she would miss. I heard him take a sharp whiff of the air, there was a short pause and that’s when everything went to hell.
 

A loud smash broke the silence of the diner as his plate hit the floor and shattered followed by Annie screaming as her feet were pulled around the counter. “Calm down, sir,” I heard her yelp in a shaky voice. Instantly, I looked over at them. He had her wrist in his massive hand, her fingers turning white from the pressure.
 

“You let me go now or I’ll have the cops in here I swear-” she started but he cut her off in mid-sentence.
 

“And how do you plan to do that?” his voice was barely more than a growl. He towered over the poor girl, his face inches from hers. I remembered his smell and my stomach turned at the thought of being so close to him. I remembered Cordillia and hoped for Annie’s sake she couldn’t smell him either. She yelped as he squeezed her wrist and I could see the pain on her face from where I stood.
 

“Stop it, you’re hurting her!” Cordillia screamed and I jumped. Somehow I had forgotten she was there. He turned to her, a sick satisfied smirk on his face as his eyes flicked between us.
 

“This doesn’t concern you, sweetheart,” his voice was deep and raspy, almost like he hadn’t used it in years. I caught myself wondering how someone could fall out of the habit of speech but the thought didn’t last long.
 

Annie yelped as he tossed her to the ground where the plate had hit the floor and almost immediately I could smell blood in the air. He bent down, grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her up onto her knees and that’s when I saw the deep gash that ran the length of her arm.
 

“Does that look like what I ordered?” he demanded “Does it!?” he yelled.
 

“I don’t know!” she yelled back obviously unsure of what to do. I jumped out of the booth and moved towards them, I wasn’t sure what I was doing but I had to do something.
 

“No, Ethan!” Cordillia called as I moved. I glanced back for a second before the man peered over his shoulder at me.
 

“Listen to your sister, Ethan,” he growled as he lifted Annie off of the floor. Before I could think, my body reacted and I took the final few steps between him and me. I reached out, wrapping my arm around his neck and pulled back. With a groan he fell into me, struggling against me before finally letting go of Annie and dropping to his knees. I stepped back and watched as he got to his feet and my stomach twisted itself in knots.
 

He took a step toward me and I braced myself, ready to fight but I found myself a little more than surprised when instead he spoke, “Watch it! You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.” He growled as he grabbed the collar of my shirt and pulled me onto the tip of my toes. I yanked his hand away and stared him down.
 

“I think it’s time you left.” I growled as he took a step toward me.
 

“Or what?” He smirked as he closed the space between us. I towered over him and yet I still found myself intimidated by the look in his eyes and the growl in his tone. He smirked before grunting loudly and spitting at my feet. “You got nothing.” He sneered as he stepped away.
 

His smell wafted back toward me and for a moment I felt like I was going to be sick. I took a deep breath, never loosing eye contact with him in a tense silence that seemed to go on forever.
 

“I’m done with you.” He smirked as he looked behind me, flashing a wink and a smile toward Cordillia before storming out of the tiny restaurant.
 

I could hear Annie take a deep breath behind me, we all did. It was over, he was gone and a sense of relief surrounded us as we went back to our meals and tried to forget him.
 

Before I moved back to the booth, I helped Annie to her feet and took my seat. After a moment’s pause, I pulled a pack of cigarettes out of my pocket and stood to go outside but before I made it up, Annie was standing next to me with a small ashtray and a smile.
 

“I can’t thank you enough for that, young man,” she spoke sweeter than someone who was just attacked should. “I won’t tell on you.” She gave me a wink as she placed the ashtray down in front of me.
 

“Thank you,” was all I could muster as I pulled one out and lit it, watching her as she walked over to the counter, grabbed a broom and began to sweep up the mess that he had left behind. Cordillia was still stunned. She half stood on the booth and gawked at me, eyes wide. After a moment had passed she sat and shook her head.
 

“What the hell.” She sneered looking down at the table. I took another deep pull off of my cigarette and shook my head to answer. She looked up at me and raised her eyebrow, I knew this was coming.
 

“Since when do you smoke?” she asked puzzled and a bit shocked. I laughed, it felt good to smile.
 

“Since my life went to hell,” I answered. We passed the time in silence before Annie came back with our meals. She sat the plates down in front of us and placed a hand on my shoulder.
 

“It’s on me, honey. What you did back there…” she trailed off for a second. Her face stained with shock. She shook herself back to reality and smiled again. “Well it’s the least I can do. You eat here for free from now on,” she added. I tried to protest but she just shook her head.
 

I dug into my steak. Perfect, just like I had hoped and it wasn’t until I began to shovel mouthfuls of food into me that I remembered just how hungry I was only a few moments ago. We finished our meals quickly and quietly, anything to get out of there as fast as possible. I flashed Annie a wink with the hope that it would make her day a little better before we headed out toward the truck. We didn’t make it far before Cordillia stopped me just and smiled.
 

“I have to pee,” she said as she handed me her bag and turned to run back inside.
 

“Real lady like,” I commented with a grin. “Hurry up, it’s nearly sunset and we have a long drive.”
 

“I just have to go to the bathroom, it’s not like I’m running a marathon.” She laughed as she pulled open the door and disappeared in to the diner once again. At least I could be sure she was safe without him in there. I growled at the thought of him anywhere near her and just as the thought crossed my mind, I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as I was pulled off of my feet violently.



Chapter Five
 
 
 
 
He gripped me tight around the waist and the next thing I knew I was being drug around the back of the diner and away from prying eyes. Another shock of pain jolted through me as my back was slammed into an oversized dumpster, knocking the air out of my lungs and blinding me. It was open here, nothing to keep us from being seen, except maybe the lack of cars or people passing through. His hand found my face and I was forced to look into his putrid yellow eyes.
 

“Let me go!” I growled trying to find my feet. It was a moment before I realized they weren’t touching the ground and all I could do was kick helplessly as his eyes narrowed and his snarl turned into a smile.
 

“And why would I want to do that?” He smirked as he held my head still in his massive hand. I struggled against him but he held me as if it took no effort to keep me still.
 

“My sister will find us, she’ll call the police.” Almost immediately I regretted bringing her into this. His fierceness changed to amusement as he dug his nails into my face where he held me. I screamed as the sticky warmth of blood began to trickle down my cheek.
 

I tried everything I could think of as fast as it came. I kicked, I swung my arms, I thrashed against him but nothing worked. The more I fought the more he smiled like he was enjoying my futile struggle. I decided it was best not to give him what he wanted and quickly went limp in his hold.
 

“That’s better,” he growled as his eyes locked onto mine. My breathing became rapid, my heartbeat unbearable and I felt my body burning under his tight hold. “What’s the matter, sheep?” he asked with a grin as he inched his face closer to mine. The smell coming off him was putrid. God, what I wouldn’t give to never smell that again.
 

“Ethan?” Cordillia called out from the other side of the little restaurant. I closed my eyes and offered a silent frantic prayer Please don’t come back here Please just go back inside. She called my name again and this time her voice was closer. Please God no I begged but I never was so lucky.
 

A moment later, her head popped around the corner and all I could do was hope she wouldn’t see us. “Ethan!” she screamed as she turned toward me, her eyes grew wide as she saw who had me in his grip. He tightened his hold and clawed at my face as I reached out to her.
 

“Run, Cordy! Go back inside!” It was too late. He lifted me higher and threw me to the side, I flew like a rag doll and cried out in pain as I bounced off the hard dirt ground and felt my rib crack under the pressure.
 

Holding my side, I looked up as he began to move toward her catching her just as she turned to run. He grabbed her ponytail and pulled her back into seclusion. I tried to get my footing but the world spun around me and I slipped back to the ground with a shock. My vision went white as I was painfully reminded of my broken rib.
 

I cried out as he pulled her closer to him, his arm wrapped around her neck as he held her back tight against him. He brushed her hair to the side and ran a finger down the side of her throat. She elbowed him as hard as she could and I was proud but as I tried to get my footing again he pulled her in tighter.
 

“Now that’s not very polite.” He chuckled as he leaned in and planted a kiss on her neck. “This is gonna be fun.” He laughed as he threw her to the ground. She shouted as her head bounced off the gravel a few feet from where I lay. He knelt down on top of her and pinned her arms to her chest. I struggled to get to my feet as he laughed loudly at her attempts to fight him off. I got to my feet and just as I did his head reared back and Cordillia screamed, staring up at something I couldn’t see.
 

“No!” I yelled as I ran for her but it was too late. He sunk his teeth into her shoulder and ripped his head back, streaking the ground with blood and filling the air with her screams.
 

I don’t know when it started but I felt the tearing under my skin, the fire in my veins and the searing pain that ripped through me as my body began to change. Cordillia opened her eyes to me as I howled into the sky and stood, towering over them. A roar escaped from my chest as I ran toward them, it was like moving in slow motion and everything was clearer now. I could hear the blood pumping in his veins, his heartbeat even the smell of fear seeping off of Cordillia. He looked up at me and a sick smile crossed his face as I swung for him. He dodged my attack, rolling off of her and getting to his feet faster than any human should.
 

“Now that’s more like it.” He laughed as he began to change. I heard his clothes rip and his bones snap as he became less and less human by the second. He shot up easily three feet and doubled that in girth as I watched his body transform. I was dumbstruck as thick patches of black fur began to sprout over every inch of him, I knew the last thing I should be doing is standing there watching but I had never seen the change from the other side.
 

 

I was brought back to reality as he threw his head back and howled into the air, it seemed like minutes but it was more like seconds before the transformation was complete. Before I had a chance to strike, he lunged for me and his blood curtailing roar pierced the silence of the desert. I managed to knock him back but he was on his feet as quickly as he had landed and I ran toward him, hoping to land the next blow before he had the chance.
 

I swung at him as hard as I could with a massive claw and somehow it landed sending him flying away from me and knocking him onto his side. He glanced up at me, growling as he got to his feet and charged me once again. I ran toward him, my heart pounding as I slammed into him and knocked him to the ground. He reached up and pressed his arm into my throat as I snapped at the air just inches from his face, that same twisted grin curling his lips and proving that he was at least in some small way enjoying the fight.
 

He knocked me to the side, snarling as he got to his feet and hurried toward me. I dodged blow after blow, whipping to the side and dropping to the ground as his massive claws came whipping past me. I grabbed his arm as he leaned in for the last blow and pulled him down, snapping his arm over my knee before tossing him to the ground. He yelped loudly as he rolled against the dusty ground and I followed his stride, rolling him onto his back as he finally stopped moving and pressed my elbow into his throat. I stared down at him as he struggled for breath but my victory was short lived.
 

I felt a sharp pain as he bit down on my free arm and a whimper escaped me as he knocked me to the side and jumped to his feet. He turned his attention to Cordillia and I struggled to get to my feet as he ran toward her. I leapt at him and a deep guttural growl shook me as I flew toward him landing on his back and knocking him to the ground beneath me.
 

I bit down as hard as I could into the back of his neck and held tight as he howled into the darkening sky around us. He thrashed against me, crying out and shrieking into the sky but I had him pinned tight, there was nothing he could do. My claws dug into his back and I bit down once again, ripping my head back as I latched on. I felt his body go limp, I couldn’t hear his heart beating in his chest anymore and in that moment, that second I knew he was dead. Something in me snapped and a deep well of rage grew as I clawed and bit, destroying what was left of him. After what he had done, he didn’t even deserve a body.
 

After a few minutes reality began to sink in and I lifted myself, the taste of blood in my teeth as I looked over his lifeless form. I crawled off of him and without a second thought I began searching for my sister. I saw her curled in on herself by the dumpster, her head hidden in her hands as she shook with silent sobs. I made my way over to her and I was thankful that I couldn’t smell her blood anymore. Her shoulder was healing and for that I was grateful, at least I was until I realized that he might have infected her too.
 

I walked over to her slowly, carefully and lay down on the ground next to her, resting my chin on my paws as I waited for her to look up. We couldn’t stay here long but I wasn’t about to rush her. I whimpered and nudged her arm with my nose, hoping for something, any kind of response. She looked up at me slowly, her eyes filled with tears as she sucked in a deep breath.
 

Timidly she reached out and touched the top of my head. She was scared but at the same time intrigued and as she relaxed she ran her hand through my fur, stopping to scratch my ear. I wagged my tail hoping it would make her laugh and it did. It felt nice to see her as she smiled and looked into my eyes.
 

“I always did want a dog.” She chuckled weakly.
 

She wiped herself off and sat up slowly. I felt my body groan and crack as I involuntarily changed back. I looked down quickly and breathed a sigh of relief realizing that at least my jeans had survived the ordeal. I reached over to Cordillia and pulled her shirt away from her shoulder to get a better look. It was still bleeding slightly, there was no sign of healing and I was relived. At least there was a chance he hadn’t dammed her to the same fate as me.
 

“Does it hurt?” I asked
“Not really,” she spoke quietly.
 

“Are you okay?”
 

“Not really.” She shook her head. I took her in my arms and almost immediately felt my chest growing damp as she cried into me.
 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as she shook. “I never wanted you to see any of this.”
 

“It’s okay, Ethan, really.” She sniffed loudly as she pulled away from me and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m not upset because of you.”
 

“Then why?” I asked as I leaned back against the cold metal siding of the diner.
 

“I was attacked.” She stated, looking over at me with red swollen eyes. “I’m upset because I thought we were going to die.” I smirked slightly and nodded.
 

“At least it’s over now.”
 

“Yeah.” She agreed as she slowly got to her feet. I offered her my hand and smiled down at her as the night air whipped past us and stirred the dusty ground to life. As I closed my eyes and breathed it in, I realized that Cordillia, in that moment was a lot stronger than I gave her credit for. She had witnessed something that would drive most to insanity and instead of succumbing to it she stood next to me with a faint smile on her face and for that I was proud. Maybe I was wrong to think that leaving was best for her, maybe I was wrong to assume that she couldn’t handle what I myself had no choice but to face.
 

I turned toward the parking lot, ready to leave this place but before I made it far, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me back. “Hold on.”
 

“What? Why?” I asked quickly.
 

“I’m just gonna go get you a shirt, I’ll be right back.” I didn’t want her out of my sight but I had no real choice as she walked away before I could protest. I took the free moment I had and looked over at the man that I had destroyed. It’s strange the things we become grateful for in times like these but I was happy; happy that we were safe, happy that the monster in me could be used for something good.
 

I’m not the type to wish death on anyone not even the worst of mankind or in this case my kind but something about knowing that he would never hurt anyone again brought a smile to my lips.
 

“Ethan,” a small voice whispered from behind me. I shook myself from my train of thought and turned to her, the coolness of the evening air whipping up around me bringing with it the scent of the desert and just behind that, the smell of death. I took the clothes from her and dressed quickly, tossing my tattered jeans into the dumpster behind me.
 

“Thanks.” I smiled as I pulled her in for a quick hug. She patted my back gently and pushed me away just as quick.
 

“As much as I would love to have this hallmark moment, Annie was on her way out when I left the truck.” I nodded and quickly followed after her as she led me around the building and toward the parking lot. We rounded the corner and I stopped as I saw Annie’s bright red hair in the doorway of the tiny diner.
 

“Hey there, Sugar,” she greeted me with a worried smile. “Is everything alright?” I froze. I couldn’t tell a joke convincingly let alone lie about something like this. Just as my fear was reaching its breaking point Cordillia stepped in front of us.
 

“Everything is fine.” She smiled. By the tone in her voice and the conviction with which she spoke, I was half convinced it was.
 

“I thought you all were leaving. What were you doing back there?” Annie asked. The confusion in her voice was unmistakable and we both watched Cordillia as she smiled up at the kind woman.
 

“We were,” she beamed. “But we heard some growling in the back there and Ethan wanted to check it out. There were a couple of wolves back there, it was so cool.”
 

“Oh my goodness.” She smiled brightly, placing her hand on her chest. “I bet that was a sight.”
 

“It was.” Cordillia nodded. “But they got kind of mean toward us, we were just lucky that man from earlier was there.”
 

“The man that started that fight, he came back? Oh, sweetheart, are you okay?” she asked hurriedly addressing us both.
 

“Yeah, we’re fine right, Ethan?” She turned to me quickly and I nodded in response.
 

“Yeah sure.” I shrugged.
 

“But anyway,” Cordillia turned back toward Annie and continued her story, “The wolves started fighting. And one of them came after me. I was terrified,” She added as Annie hung on to her every word. “But he ran them off just a few minutes ago.”
 

“Oh my Lord, child, you’re a lucky one,” Annie exclaimed, placing her hand over her heart.
 

“It’s okay now. We’re just on our way out.” I was just as shocked as Annie was as Cordillia moved to embrace her warmly. “It was so sweet of you to worry. We are definitely coming back here someday, right, Ethan?” She asked turning to me.
 

“Um… yeah sure of course.” I nodded as I rubbed the back of my neck. She was good. Damn good. They said there goodbye’s and I followed Cordillia back to the truck, watching as she waved one last time before shutting the door behind her. I started the truck and sped out of there as fast as I could. It was only a matter of time before that poor woman saw the mess I’d left behind.
 

A long silence had passed between us before I had the courage to ask the most pressing question on my mind, “What the hell was that?” My tone was more serious than I had meant it to be, Lord knows I was impressed and surprisingly proud of her. She smiled weakly at me and looked down at her feet.
 

“I don’t know,” she finally answered. “I guess I just had to, you know. I needed to get us to the truck.” I nodded and reached over to her, gripping her shoulder lightly. She looked up at me, her eyes full of shame.
 

“I’m proud of you.” I nodded before turning my attention back to the road.
 

“Really?”
 

“Sure, I couldn’t have done it.” I shrugged.
 

“But aren’t you supposed to tell me not to lie, that it’s bad or some crap like that.” She chuckled.
 

“Well yeah but you’re right, we needed to get to the truck and you did what you had to do.”
 

“You confuse me sometimes.” She smiled as she leaned over and rested her head on the window. She raised her feet up onto the seat next to her and placed her head on her hands and a few moments passed before I realized that she had fallen asleep. I hardened my foot down on the gas and pushed my truck as fast as she would go, wanting nothing more than to put as much space between us and California as I could.



Chapter Six
 

 

 

It was a long drive but as we crossed the border into Oregon I felt myself smiling slightly, we had finally and thankfully made it. It was almost surprising to see that in one night not only had I managed to make it out of California but I was pulling into a small Indian reservation as Cordillia returned to life in the seat next to me.
 

“Rise and shine.” I chirped and she just groaned, clutching her stomach tightly. I assumed she was responding to my bad attempt at levity but that was before I got a good look at her face. She was drenched with sweat, her cheeks red and her eyes were dull. I pulled to the side of a small dirt road and she barely waited for me to stop before she pushed the door open and leaned her head out of the truck, throwing up more than I thought she could possibly hold.
 

I reached over to grab her hair before she made a mess of it and she waved her hand in thanks. After a few minutes she pulled herself back into her seat taking deep breaths and holding her stomach as she closed her eyes. Her hair was stuck to the sweat of her cheek and as I reached over to brush it aside I felt the burning heat that came off of her in waves.
 

“I don’t feel good.” She groaned as she rolled her head to face me. She cried out weakly and lifted her chin as it brushed across her wounded shoulder and I felt the color drain from my face as I got a better look at it.
 

It was swollen and seeping, the part of it that wasn’t bright red had turned a sickly shade of purple and I gasped as I realized that it wasn’t just the wound, her entire arm was swollen red. It stopped just short of her elbow and covered most of her chest as well. I was panicked; it wasn’t anything like what I had gone through that night at the hospital. This was something different and I hadn’t the slightest clue what to do.
 

“It’s bad isn’t it?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper as she opened her eyes to me.
 

“Uh... No.” I lied. She smirked as rolled her head to the side once more, allowing it to rest on the window next to her.
 

“You’re a terrible liar.” I started the engine and pulled onto the road like a man possessed. I didn’t know where I was going or if a doctor could even help her but after last night’s encounter I wasn’t about to lose her to something like this, something that was so comparatively small.
 

As I made my way down narrow side streets and onto the main road I didn’t have time to notice anything about my surroundings other than the apparent lack of a hospital. I saw a line of stores to my right and decided I better ask someone. I pulled the old girl up to the curb outside of what looked like a drugstore, not even bothering to correct my horrid parking job before I killed the engine and turned to Cordillia.
 

“I’ll be right back.” She nodded softly and with that I jumped out of the truck, slammed the door behind me and ran into the drugstore. It was small and as I pulled open the glass door the smell of alcohol and sterility filled my senses. There was no one behind the counter and I felt myself growing frantic and impatient as I peered around the back.
 

“Hello?” I called as I smacked my fist onto the counter. “Hello!?” I nearly screamed. A young man came out of a backroom. He couldn’t have been out of his early twenties, his short round face carried a smile that could melt ice and in all honesty I really wished I had more time to enjoy his apparent kindness. He met my eyes and his smile quickly changed to concern.
 

“Can I help you?” He asked as he bent down to place a small white bag behind the counter.
 

“My sister, she’s really sick.” I explained frantically. He nodded as he listened to me. “She’s running a fever. There’s an infection in her shoulder. I really think she needs a doctor.” A smile crossed his lips as his posture began to relax.
 

“There is no need to worry sir.” He tried to assure me. “I’m sure it’s nothing, I see family overreact about this kind of thing all the time.” He paused for a moment to think. “We have peroxide and a lot of over the counter pain killers…”
 

“That’s not going to do it.” I cut him off sharply. “It’s bad, really bad.” His face didn’t change and in that moment I could tell he wasn’t going to believe me. I turned and stomped out of the small drugstore and back to the truck. I didn’t want to do this but I knew there was no other way to convince him.
 

I opened the passenger door and helped Cordillia to her feet.
 

“What? Where are we going?” She groaned as she leaned her head against my chest. I picked her up and carried her into the store, her arms rested across her stomach and her head bent back as I ducked through the front door and laid her down on the counter.
 

The small man’s face immediately went white, his expression mirroring the horror and concern that I felt. She had gotten worse since I first came into the tiny store and it wasn’t until I looked down that I realized the redness in her arm had spread down to her wrist, the wound itself had become putrid and sickly and it was all I had not to drag him over the counter in a panic..
 

“Peroxide isn’t going to do it.” I pleaded with him desperately. “I need a doctor PLEASE.” My breath grew short and I bordered on tears as I waited for him to reply.
 

“Outside of town.” Was all he could muster as he shook his head. “You could drive there, I could give you instructions.” He stammered as he lifted his eyes to meet my gaze.
 

“I don’t have that kind of time. It wasn’t this bad when I came in.” I explained, his eyes grew wide and suddenly his face lit up.
 

“Wait here just one second,” he said as he disappeared into the back. I looked down at Cordillia. She was lying there almost lifeless as she looked back at me through glassy eyes. Her teeth began to chatter as she whispered up at me.
 

“I’m cold.” I took her hand in mine but before I could say anything her eyes rolled back into her head and she slipped away into sleep. I watched her as her shoulder pulsed and a burning hate welled up in me. It was futile I know but a part of me would have given anything to savor in his death just one more time.
 

The young man came out of the backroom and moved around the counter to face me, his eyes flicking quickly toward Cordillia before turning back to me.
 

“I called our doctor. He’s not the best but he can stabilize her so you can make it to a Hospital.” I nodded and lifted Cordillia into my arms as he grabbed a set of keys from behind the counter and led me out of the store. We walked around back to a small empty parking lot and it took me a moment to notice the black Taurus parked just on the other side of a row of small dumpsters.
 

“We have to go there, help me get her in and ill drive you.” He opened the back passenger door and moved aside as I lowered her into the backseat being as gentile as I could with her head. He slammed the door shut and walked around the front without a word. I climbed in as he was buckling his seat belt and before I could get mine one we were off down the road as fast as we could go.
 

The ride was short. Cordillia groaned in the backseat with every bump and quick turn we took. I reached back behind the seat and took her hand in mine. “It’s okay, Cordy,” I said as assuredly as I could. I didn’t believe it, not fully anyway but I had to make her believe. We pulled onto another dirt road and just half a mile up the narrow trail lay a small wooden cabin that seemed somehow to be untouched my time and circumstance. An old man stood out front waiting for us with a smile on his face and a certain sense of tranquility in his presence.
 

He was older. The lines in his face a testament to his age. His gray hair was tied back in a thick braid and he looked stronger than a man his age should. He wore an oversized red shirt over blue jeans and brown boots, his appearance screamed of a simpler life, one I would have to remember to try when things weren’t so dire. I climbed out of the tiny car and almost immediately felt as if I had stepped into another world.
 

The cabin was surrounded by a thick nest of trees, birds sang in the distance and it was all I had to pull my attention away from the beauty around us as Marcus opened the door and helped me to lift my sister out of the backseat and into my arms. I kicked the door shut and a shudder ran through me as I watched the small man jog toward the doctor and whisper something into his ear. I couldn’t tell what was said but the old man answered him with an inquisitive nod as I began to walk toward them, shrugging off the nagging sense of doubt that nipped at my heels.
 

We were literally in the middle of nowhere with some medicine man and I had to admit I was a little more than skeptical leaving my sisters life in this man’s hands. I wanted a doctor but what else could I do.
 

He gazed into my eyes and I couldn’t be sure, maybe it was the fear but I could have sworn he saw right though me.
 

Without a word he led me up the front steps past a rather tired looking old bloodhound and into the house. As soon as we stepped in, the smell of baking bread hit me in the face and something much fainter followed close behind. I took a whiff of the air and realized quickly that it smelled like the woods around us. I was sure it was whatever he was planning on treating her with and I only hoped to God it worked.
 

He led me into a small living room and I placed Cordillia gently on the large couch that faced the front window. I took a quick look around as I stood back up; everything was wooden except for the small ornate rugs that decorated the place here and there. There were pictures on the wall of what I could only assume were his family and a fish tank hummed quietly from the corner of the room. Cordillia would love that, I thought to myself. I couldn’t wait to see what she thought when she woke up and for the time being at least I had that hope to get me through.
 

“Please God let her be okay.” I prayed as I stepped back and watched over her nearly lifeless body with a deep sense of worry.
 

I heard the two men whispering behind me, I couldn’t make it out but as I turned I saw the younger man whispering into the old man’s ear again. The doctor nodded a few times and finally asked “And the other one?” he whispered in a raspy but sweet voice. The young man shook his head.
 

“I don’t think so,” he responded quietly. As soon as they noticed I was listening the older man met my eyes.
 

“You can go back to work now, Marcus,” the doctor spoke in a deep voice that was as typically native as you can get. “I will call you to bring the young man’s truck back.” Marcus held his hand out to me and asked politely for the keys. I didn’t feel right handing them over, especially since I didn’t know how long I was going to be out here. Reluctantly I did and no sooner than that did he turn and leave. A long silence passed and I heard his car pull out of the driveway as the older man walked over to Cordillia.
 

He knelt down next to her and placed a hand on her forehead. He began humming something as he closed his eyes. It was old, I could feel that much, probably much older than even himself. As he looked her over the song never stopped. It was haunting, beautiful even. I closed my eyes and listened.
 

“You were right about the infection,” he spoke, his voice much closer than I had expected. I opened my eyes and there I was face to face with the man I trusted her life to. “You were also right not to go to a doctor. There medicine is all wrong.” I wondered at this and went to ask him what he meant but before I could speak he wandered over to a small kitchen that sat at the right.
 

There was no wall dividing us so I just stood there watching him as he worked. He pulled a small glass bowl from a cupboard above him and walked over to the stove. I could see him pouring a sweet smelling green liquid from a pot into it and he met my gaze briefly before returning to the task at hand. Watching him move so fluidly and so sure of himself I wondered if he hadn’t done this a thousand times before.
 

“Your doctors treat every sickness like it is the same.” He began. “Just because the symptom is the same doesn’t mean the treatment is.” He grabbed a white rag and walked back over to the couch, kneeling down next to her with a groan and I could hear the bones in his hips creak as he touched the floor. He dunked the rag into the liquid and began to dab at her wound.
 

“What did you mean by that?” I asked as I moved to sit next to them.
 

“A sickness like your sisters is not the same as any other.” He began to explain. “A doctor would see just another infection. He would probably give her an antibiotic but this is not biological.” I was puzzled.
 

“But that doesn’t make any sense.” I questioned him as he worked. “Of course it’s biological, isn’t that what an infection it?” He shook his head gingerly as a smile curled his lips.
 

“The creature that gave her this wound,” He started as his eyes flicked quickly to me. “It was black, almost pitch.”
 

“How did you know that?” His smile widened.
 

“He would have been angry and for something trivial or for no reason at all.” I stared down at him in disbelief. “They almost always are.” He added quietly as he re soaked the rag and continued with his treatment.
 

“He was looking for a fight,” I spoke quietly, shocked and a little confused. He nodded lightly in response. “He attacked a waitress in front of a lot of people; it was like he didn’t care.”
 

“They run on pure emotion; Anger, hatred and sometimes fear but that doesn’t happen often.”
 

“How do you know all of this?” I asked again hoping that this time he would offer me even the smallest of explanations.
 

“You must be honest with me young man, if I am going to treat her well.” I took a deep breath the sweet aroma had faded into a sour stench and I noticed the liquid in the bowl had turned a sickly brown. I sighed deeply and shook my head.
 

“What do you want to know?”
 

“I need to know what happened to her.” He nodded toward Cordillia. The color had begun to return to her face and I breathed a quick sigh of relief, hoping that it was a sign that his treatment was working.
 

“I stopped him when he attacked the waitress.” I began quietly. “He came after me as we were leaving, that’s when Cordillia found us and he went after her.” I sighed. “I did everything I could I swear,” I began but he put his hand up to stop me as I spoke frantically.
 

“It’s okay, I believe you but you must learn to control your emotions if you are to control the beast within you,” he spoke as he returned to his work. He stood up quickly taking the bowl with him and walked back to the kitchen to empty the bowl and pour a fresh batch. I watched my sister carefully as he walked quietly behind me, the redness in her arm had retreated and I could feel myself becoming hopeful. He sat back down next to me and began to wash her with the sweet water again.
 

“This infection is not biological, it is spiritual. That is what you must understand. Doctors do not yet know the difference.” I listened carefully and watched him as he worked slowly, I felt like I was in school again and he was teaching me something I wanted so desperately to know. I felt in my gut that if anyone could help us, help me it was him.
 

“They look the same to most people,” He continued. “But a human cannot come in contact with something evil without suffering the consequence. It is like a poison to them. The blackness that was in that man was what infected her.” He looked at me and a grave concern washed over his face. “She would have died in a hospital. You did the right thing.” He smiled up at me.
 

I wanted to speak, I had so many questions but as soon as I got up the courage to ask the first one I heard Cordillia groan on the couch.
 

“Ethan?” She whispered without opening her eyes. I took her hand in mine and brushed her hair away from her forehead as I answered her.
 

“I’m right here.” She squeezed my hand gently before resting her head on the pillow and falling back into sleep. I turned back to the old man and leaned my back against the couch as he continued to work uninterrupted. “How do you know all of this?”
 

“I told you, we can tell the difference. We know when a sickness is spiritual or physical and a spiritual sickness can only mean one thing.”
 

“By meeting something evil.” I finished.
 

“No,” he spoke. “The evil has to get into the body somehow. It got into you but the one that got into this young woman was deadly to her.” The color left my face and I choked on my words trying so hard to get them out. “Do not worry young man; you’re under no danger here.”
 

“You know what I am?” I asked him not sure if I wanted the answer.
 

“Yes,” he replied. “But I wonder…” He thought for a moment as he put the rag back into the bowl and gave me a gentle look. “Do you know what you are?



Chapter Seven
 

 

 

A long silence passed between us as I searched for the right words to say. There was no doubt in my mind that he could know what I was but could he really help me? I came here searching for answers but I was left with more questions instead.
 

I looked over at Cordillia, her eyes fluttered open slowly as the old man stood and walked quietly back to the kitchen. She was smiling weakly but at least it was something, the pink had returned to her cheeks and I breathed a sigh of relief as I noticed the wound on her shoulder had begun to show small signs of healing.
 

“Does it hurt?” I asked in barely more than a whisper. Her eyes met mine and I was happy to see the shine had started to return to them. She shook her head and gripped my hand tightly, using me as leverage as she pulled herself up slowly and rested her back against the arm of the couch. “I think it worked.” I smiled over at the old man as he came back from the kitchen with a fresh bowl.
 

“Not quite.”
 

“What do you mean? Look at her.” I beamed as he knelt down in front of her and placed the newly soaked rag on her shoulder and pressed it tight.
 

“She’s doing better you’re right but she still has a long way to go.” Cordillia’s eyes fluttered and her head fell back as she slipped into unconsciousness once again. I caught her head in my hand and laid her back down on the couch gently. “You see?” He turned to me as he readjusted the rag. I nodded gently and followed his lead as he stood from the floor, leaving the medicine soaked rag to do its work. “Come with me.” He smiled as he placed his hand on my back and led me back outside.
 

The fresh air was nice I had to admit but a part of me had little interest in truly enjoying it as I sat in a weather worn wooden chair across from his. “So tell me; how did you find your way here?” He asked.
 

“Cordillia suggested it.” He nodded as he looked down at his feet.
 

“Who is Cordillia?” He asked and in that moment I was more than a little embarrassed. In all this time I hadn’t realized that I somehow lacked the good manners for a proper introduction.
 

“Sorry, the girl in there...” I motioned behind me. “She’s my sister Cordillia.” He nodded softly.
 

“And you are?”
 

“Ethan,” I held my hand out to him, smiling as he shook it gingerly. “Ethan Harlow.” He nodded.
 

“I’m Robert.” He added as he let go of me and leaned back in his chair.
 

“So how long has it been?”
 

“Has what been?” I smirked. He eyed me and somehow in that moment I knew just what he was asking. I sighed heavily and leaned back in my chair.
 

“Three months, maybe four.” I answered with a shrug.
 

“You don’t know?”
 

“I was in a coma.” I explained. “After I was attacked I just went under and didn’t come out of it for nearly a month.” He nodded as he listened.
 

“Have you hurt anyone?”
 

“You mean besides that freak at the diner?” I smirked. “No. I mean I almost did but I got out of there before anything really bad happened.” I jumped slightly as Cordillia began to scream from the house but before I could get to my feet the old man placed a hand on mine and shook his head. “I have to get in there.”
 

“It’s only a nightmare. She has to go through this.” I threw myself back down in my chair and sighed as I ran my hands over my face.
 

“So I just have to listen to her scream like that?”
 

“Unfortunately yes.”
 

“Why?” I barked.
 

“I told you, coming into contact with something evil has its consequences.”
 

“But....”
 

“This is just one of them. She’s purging it from her system and if you want to help her you’ll stay put,” he spoke sternly as he leaned back in his chair leaving me with a choice. I didn’t want to but somehow I decided it was best to listen to him and tried my hardest to stay concentrated on him and not the sounds of suffering coming from the other room.
 

“Have you seen this kind of thing before?” he nodded and leaned back as he spoke.
 

“Once, a long time ago. I was just a boy but it was enough to convince me that the tales of our tribe weren’t exactly fairy tales.”
 

“What like skin walkers and things like that?” his lips curled up in a slight smile at the mention of the word.
 

“Yes, among other things. How do you know about skin walkers?”
 

“Something Cordillia told me.” I smiled. “She said that this tribe, your tribe,” I corrected myself. “They had legends of things called skin walkers and she thought that maybe someone here might know something that could help us.” He chuckled lightly as he reached over to a small table and pulled a cigarette from a nearly empty pack. I followed his lead and leaned back in my chair as I filled the air around us with a cloud of thick blue smoke.
 

“Well your sister was right Ethan; we do have a lot of legends.” He smiled.
 

“Okay so tell me about skin walkers.” I asked enthusiastically. He shook his head as he took a deep pull from his cigarette. “Why not?”
 

“Because it won’t help you.” He chuckled. “Do you know what a skin walker is?” I shook my head. “A skin walker is a witch that can willingly change its shape into the animal it chooses, can you change into a bird?” I shook my head and smirked. “A fox? A bear?”
 

“No.”
 

“Did you choose this?”
 

“No.”
 

“Are you a witch?” I laughed loudly as a smile crossed his lips.
 

“No.”
 

“Then it won’t help you.”
 

“Okay, so what am I?” He sighed heavily and leaned back in his chair, taking a deep pull from his cigarette as he looked at me thoughtfully.
 

“You know what you are, Ethan,” he spoke quietly and I shook my head.
 

“No I don’t.”
 

“Yes you do,” he argued. “You’re Ethan Harlow, you told me yourself.” I shook my head again as a frustrated grin crossed my face. “Just because there is now more to you doesn’t mean that you are any different than you were before.” I thought carefully about what he said. In a way he was right but I still couldn’t hold to the idea that I was the same man as I was before. We sat in silence for a long while, allowing the world around us to simply exist as we listened to the soft cries and shrieks that came from the other room. I wanted to comfort her, to wake her from her nightmare but Robert simply shook his head every time the thought crossed my mind.
 

“When can I see her?” I pleaded quietly.
 

“When the dreams have passed, she needs time, Ethan.” I nodded and sighed heavily. He looked up as the last rays of the sun crossed over the horizon leaving us in darkness and stood from his chair as the howling of wolves somewhere in the distance filled the air around us. “Come with me.” He offered as he pulled open the screen door and held it still for me. I took one last look out at the woods before sighing heavily and standing from my chair.
 

Following him into the tiny cabin, I watched absently as he changed Cordillia’s rag, wishing and praying that she would just snap out of it but I never was so lucky. It wasn’t long before the nightmares started again and I could see them twisting her face as Robert stood from her side and walked over to me.
 

“Your sister will be fine,” he spoke quietly as he led me out of the living room and down a narrow hallway. He pushed open a solid oak door to my left and ushered me inside. “Try and get some sleep.” I nodded absently and turned toward the small bed, eager to put the day behind me as he closed the door and left me alone with my thoughts. I threw myself down on the bed without a second thought and closed my eyes, burying my head underneath a small pillow as her scattered shrieks filled the air of the tiny cabin once again. Like some kind of morbid lullaby the last thing I remember was her voice crying out to me before the deep dark hold of sleep pulled me into nothingness.
 

Normally people look forward to sleep as a time of rest and a place for dreams to take shape but somewhere along the line my dreams became twisted and contorted, a place for my darkest fears to take hold. When we were kids, we knew that monsters existed. They were the creeks and groans from the unseen corners of the room and the shadows that seemed to move without the benefit of light. They scratched at the walls, crept across the floors and made you pray you didn’t have to get up in the night. Not alone, not for anything.
 

As you grow up, you forget about them. When you’re told enough times that something doesn’t exist, you start to believe it.
But what do you tell your children when you yourself have become the very thing you once feared?
These are the thoughts that haunt my dreams, images of beasts and man fighting for the right to live, fighting for survival in a world that has been overrun by monsters. I shot awake from my bed, covered with sweat and aching for breath as I closed my eyes and did the best I could to shake the images from my mind. My attention turned toward Cordillia as I heard her voice echo down the hallway and with a sudden rush of excitement, I climbed out of bed and made my way out into the living room, eager to see her.
 

Rounding the corner, I stopped short as Robert stepped in front of me and bent down to hand her a tall blue glass. She sniffed it gingerly and looked over at him.
“It smell’s sweet.”
 

“It’s just sugar water.” He smiled back. I caught myself in a chuckle as her eyebrow rose in a questioning glance.
 

“Sugar water?”
 

“It’ll take the edge off.”
 

“Trust him, Cordy.” I smiled as I stepped around him and sat in front of the couch. Her hair was a knotted mess, her eyes sunken in as if she hadn’t slept in days and her lips were dry and cracked. She had been through hell, even if it was only in her mind and it showed. I watched as she lifted the glass to her lips and cleared it gratefully, handing it back to Robert with a belch.
 

“Oh my God I’m sorry.” She laughed as he took it from her hands with a chuckle. He reached over and brushed the back of his hand against her forehead as she looked up at him.
 

“You’re feeling better now?” It was more of a statement than a question. Waving her hand dismissively, she shrugged.
 

“I’m still tired.” She yawned.
 

“That will pass.” Robert turned and made his way toward the kitchen without a word. I was drawn back to the moment as Cordillia reached out and took my hand gently, smiling down at me as I watched her from the floor.
 

“How did you sleep?” She rolled her eyes and shook her head, pulling her hand back onto her lap as she sighed.
 

“I had a terrible dream.” I nodded softly, knowing the feeling all too well as her face twisted with fear.
 

“What was it about?” Robert asked as he held the glass out to her once again and she took it gratefully. I wondered why he wanted to know, why this stranger was interested and as if he read my thoughts he turned to me and spoke, “Dreams are a sacred thing among my people,” he explained as Cordillia downed the glass of water and placed the empty cup on the table next to her. She pulled her blanket up to her chest and held it tight as she closed her eyes.
 

“I was in the woods...” Robert sat down in an overstuffed armchair as we watched her carefully, waiting for her to continue, “It was dark, cold and it smelled awful.” Her nose wrinkled in disgust as the memory flooded back to her. “I could see this smoke coming from the other side of the woods and I started to run toward it, I didn’t want to but I couldn’t help it.” She took a deep breath and gripped the blanket tighter.
 

“The smell got worse as I got close and I ran into this clearing toward a large fire with people all around it.”
 

“Did you recognize them?” Robert interrupted.
 

She shook her head without looking up and continued her story, “There were six of them, maybe seven and I thought it was safe there so I walked toward them. They were joking and laughing,” She smiled slightly. “And they were eating something. They had plenty left so I thought I’d ask if I could join them. I was so hungry...” She trailed off as a soft stream of tears began to fall down her cheeks. “One of them looked up at me and he invited me over.”
 

“What did he look like?” Robert asked softly.
 

She looked up at him, her face stained with fear and her lip quivered as she spoke, “He was tall, bigger than the rest with dark hair and yellow eyes. I thought it was strange and something in me told me not to go but he knew my name and he was so nice....” She looked down and shook her head as she reached up to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I sat next to him and they went back to their conversation like I wasn’t even there. Then he handed me something and told me to eat.”
 

“What was it?” I looked over at Robert, I was a little more than curious why he had so many questions but more than that I wanted to know what she saw. She looked up at him and her face went white.
 

“At first I didn’t know but then I saw the little boy that was roasting over the fire,” She burst into tears as she spoke, making her hard to understand as her body shook with violent sobs. “He was just a kid and his face-” She shook her head. I pulled myself up on the couch and threw my arm over her shoulder, pulling her tight as she took a deep breath and continued her story, “He was looking right at me, screaming but there was no sound. He was torn open and when I looked around I saw that he wasn’t the only one. There were tents behind me torn open and stained with blood, the people that were in them were ripped apart and scattered over the ground.”
 

She stopped and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before she continued, “I threw the plate into the fire and turned to run but I tripped and fell into that man, the one with the yellow eyes except he wasn’t a man anymore.” She looked toward me, her face eerily calm and her voice sure as she spoke, “He was like you.” My stomach dropped as she looked down. “He was black, like the man at the diner and I fought to get away from him but I think he just let me go. The others, they started to walk toward me and the closer they got the less human they were. One of them grabbed me and started dragging me toward the fire and I called for you.” She turned to me as she began to cry once again. “I screamed and screamed but you didn’t come.” She wiped the tears from her face and took a deep breath as she leaned back against the couch and pulled her knees into her chest. “That’s when I woke up.”
 

“It was just a nightmare,” I tried to assure her.
 

“I know.” She held her hand up to stop me. “I know, Ethan, just please let me forget it.” We sat in silence. I wanted her to know it was okay but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to speak as she stared down at her fingers absently. The phone rang and I nearly jumped from my seat as the sound bounced off of the walls and broke our silence. Robert patted her knee gently as he stood and quieted its incessant ringing.
 

“Marcus?” he began. My eyes never left Cordillia as he spoke quietly into the phone, stopping every so often to simply listen. “My son is coming with your truck.” I looked up quickly, confused as Robert stood over me with a smile. I hadn’t heard him hang up the phone let alone walk over to me but I shook it off and nodded at him as he moved to take his seat once again.
 

“Some of my friends and family will be coming here tonight. Do you remember the way from town?” he asked as he adjusted himself.
 

“I think so.” I smirked.
 

“That’s okay, Marcus can show you.” He smiled over at me. “I’ll have him show you where to get cleaned up and rest. Tonight at sunset you will come back here.” He added as though we had no choice. “It’ll be fun, I promise.” It was starting to become unnerving how he seemed to be able to tell just what I was thinking.
 

“Food?” Cordillia asked with a smile.
 

“I plan on roasting a deer.” She shot back happily and grinned.
 

“Never had it.” She shook her head with a smile.
 

“Then you’re in for a treat young lady.” It wasn’t until I listened to the two of them that I realized just how hungry I was.
 

We passed the rest of the time getting to know our new friend. Cordillia asked most of the questions and I just listened happily as he spilled the details of his life story at her feet. He told us that he came from a long line of medicine men and that his family had lived on this stretch of land for over a hundred years.
 

“Have you seen anything like this before?” I asked, motioning toward Cordillia. Solemnly he nodded and leaned back into his chair.
 

“Once when I was a child.” He began with a deep breath. “A boy named Mason, he was about sixteen and one afternoon he and his father went hunting in the woods when they were attacked by a large creature, at least that’s how he told it.”
 

“What happened to him?” Cordillia asked quietly.
 

“He walked back into town and my father found him crawling up the front steps of this cabin.” He motioned toward the door. “My father brought him in and fixed him up with the same salve I used to cure you.” He smiled at Cordillia.
 

“So he lived.”
 

“In a way.” Robert nodded. “His body healed but his mind was never the same.”
 

“What do you mean? He went crazy?”
 

“Even the strongest of minds can have a hard time accepting dark truths.” He nodded. “He spent the rest of his short life paranoid and almost never left his home. He grew dependent on his sister and his mother to take care of him until one day he put an end to it.”
 

“He killed himself.” Robert nodded. “But why?” Cordillia sat at the edge of her seat as Robert shrugged slightly.
 

“He didn’t leave a note or tell anyone why but in a way I think his family was relived. In some small way death was a release for him.” A shared sense of understanding filled the room as the deep rumble of my truck’s engine shook the floor and brought a smile to my lips. We helped Cordillia off of the couch and she leaned against me as we followed Robert outside to greet his son.
 

It was a short visit as Marcus jotted down some instructions on a piece of paper and handed them to me.
 

“There is a small casino in the heart of town, they have a hotel so you can clean up and get some rest there if you need to.” I nodded gratefully. “I’d take you there myself but I’m on my lunch break.” He smiled.
 

“No problem.” I turned toward Robert and offered him my hand as Marcus helped Cordillia into the truck. “Thanks man.” He took my hand in his and smiled sweetly.
 

“I’m glad I could help, you think about what I told you.”
 

“I will.” His face darkened and became serious as he pulled me closer to him.
 

“When the time comes for you to make a choice remember who you are not who they want you to be.” I pulled away and looked up at him in confusion.
 

“What does that mean?”
 

“Just the ramblings of an old man.” He smiled as if nothing had happened. I said my goodbyes and climbed into my truck, my thoughts dancing wildly as I started the engine and pulled out of the driveway.
 

“What did he say to you?” Cordillia asked as I made my way down the narrow dusty road.
 

“He just told me to look out for you,” I lied. She nodded slightly and rested her head against the window, closing her eyes as we pulled out of the woods and onto the deserted main street of town.



Chapter Eight
 

 

 

As we drove through the nearly deserted main streets of town one thing stood out more than anything else about the tiny reservation. They weren’t used to visitors. People stopped and stared as we drove past the short line of shops and well-kept houses, in a town this small it wasn’t surprising that an outsider would be so easily recognized or something of interest for that matter. At least I hoped that that was all there was to the eyes that followed my truck as we flew by.
 

Cordillia seemed to love it but the undo attention made me just a little more than nervous. Robert had said that this reserve didn’t get a whole lot of visitors these days, with the Hopi tribe having a bigger casino and a small museum there wasn’t much of a reason to come here anymore. But the way he spoke, I couldn’t help but feel that they liked it that way.
 

After a short while, we finally came to a large flashy building at the end of a small parking lot. There were a few cars parked outside, nothing to be excited about but somehow the building itself seemed so out of place. A large white structure cast its shadow over us as I pulled into a spot and cut off the engine. Painted with bright reds and gold trimming it did little to blend in with the thick line of woods that surrounded it. As I climbed out of the cab, I noticed something moving out of the corner of my eye, a deer lifted her head from a small patch of grass. Her eyes focused on me as her ears twitched and moved from even the slightest of sounds.
 

I heard Cordillia faintly, climbing out of the truck and tiptoeing to my side as the creature returned to her meal.
 

“She’s beautiful,” Cordillia whispered as she came to a stop at my side. The creature perked up once again and shot into the woods as graceful as she was quick. Cordillia groaned as the doe disappeared from our sight and I couldn’t help but smirk as I turned to her.
 

“Go grab your bag.” I smiled as she pouted. With our bags in tow, I pulled open the glass front doors of the small casino, relishing slightly in the burst off cool air that hit me as I followed my sister inside.
 

“This place is massive,” she said as she looked around almost in awe. I chuckled lightly as we walked slowly across the red plush carpet into the massive front room. More people than I had expected were grumbling and throwing their money at machines and smiling dealers hoping to walk away rich and for a moment I wondered just how many of them ever actually accomplished there goal.
 

“Come on, baby, show me some love!” a bald man in a brown tweed suit cried with a smile over a game of craps. I watched for a moment as he tossed the dice. I could hear them clacking loudly as they rolled across the green felt table, bounced off the end and came to a stop. The small crowd groaned and the man’s face changed to despair as a tiny blond woman reached over and grabbed a handful of chips from the table with a sympathetic smile.
 

My attention changed quickly to a forlorn woman who sat hunched over a large loud slot machine. Religiously, she followed her pattern, her system without fault; slide a coin in, pull the handle, sigh and repeat. I almost felt sorry for her as I watched her failed attempts and it didn’t take long for me to see that she wasn’t the only one. Many faces watched in sadness as the pictures on their machines failed to line up and for a moment I was happy that gambling was never my vice.
 

“Can I help you, sir?” a chipper voice called to me, pulling me from my daze. I turned toward it and saw myself face to face with a young blond girl and her tired smile. Her hair was tied back in a bun and the makeup on her face had begun to smear, leaving her looking tired and worn out as she waited impatiently for me to answer her.
 

“Oh, yeah I was told there was a hotel here.” She nodded and flashed me a snotty look. “I just need to get a room for the night.”
 

“Okay.” She sighed as she turned and pointed me toward a large white desk near the bar. “You want to go over there and talk to Jackie, she’ll get you set up.”
 

“Thank you.” I smiled politely. She smiled back but it was far from sincere as she walked around us and returned to her work.
 

“She wasn’t very nice.” I turned to my sister, playfully punching her in the arm.
 

“Hey now be nice.”
 

“What?” She smirked as we walked slowly toward the bar. “She was a snot.”
 

“Do you ever not say exactly what you’re thinking?” I asked quietly as we passed by a cheering black jack table. She looked over it curiously before turning back to me.
 

“No.” She shook her head. “You always told me to be honest.”
 

“Okay well there is such a thing as too honest.” We stopped at the edge of the desk and I reached over to sound the bell as Cordillia lifted herself to get a better look.
 

“I know but the way I see it,” She dropped back onto her feet and turned to me. “if you find it acceptable to be a total bitch then don’t feel bad when someone calls you on it.” She looked up at me with a smile. “Just saying.”
 

“Okay,” I chuckled. “I guess I can see that.”
 

“Hello, sir, how can I help you?” an excruciatingly chipper voice rang from behind the thick sheet of glass. A dark haired woman stared up at me from her post with a flirtatious grin.
 

“We just need a room.” I rubbed the back of my neck as she looked to Cordillia and back to me. Her smile turned sour as she twisted her chair toward a small computer and began typing without giving either of us a second glance.
 

“Single or double?” She sighed heavily.
 

“Double.” Her grin returned and somehow she seemed brighter as she continued to type. I can’t say that the female attention was unwelcome, for the most part I didn’t really mind. But when you’re tired, hungry and in desperate need of a shower it can be a little tiresome. She continued typing faster than I had thought was humanly possible and looked back up at me.
 

“That will be eighty dollars up front please.” She smiled as she thrust her hand toward me. I reached for my wallet and pulled out what she wanted, smiling as she flashed Cordillia a nasty look and she stuck out her tongue in response.
 

“What are we like six?” I smiled as I handed the woman her money not breaking my gaze from my sister.
 

“She started it.” She smiled as she turned her back toward the glass and crossed her arms at her chest. I felt the attendants hand brush gently over mine as she took my cash, a little more contact than was needed for a simple money exchange and after another moment of her typing madly on her computer she handed me a receipt with a grin and a wink. “Could she be any more obvious?” Cordillia sneered as she looked behind her.
 

“Okay now stop it.”
 

“Stop what?” She smiled. “This lady is being weird.”
 

“Not that I don’t agree,” I smiled as I leaned in close to her. “But be nice.” Cordillia shrugged me off as the attendant’s voice rang over the loud speaker.
 

“Quinn to the front desk please, Quinn front desk.” She finished as she hung up the phone and looked up at me. “So what’s your name?” She asked as she twirled a lock of hair between her fingers.
 

“Ethan,” I responded quickly. Maybe if I sounded like I didn’t want to talk she would leave me alone. As per my usual luck it didn’t work.
 

“Is this your girlfriend?” she asked nodding in Cordillia’s direction. I looked over at Cordy as she eyed a row of slot machine on the other end of the room. I just shook my head and turned my back to the desk, leaning toward Cordillia and nudging her gently in the side.
 

“We can play before we leave,” I promised her.
 

“I’ll win,” she spoke absently.
 

“Is that a bet?” I grinned.
 

“No,” She smiled. “It’s a fact.” I couldn’t help but laugh as a small thin framed boy walked up to greet us. He shook my hand and without saying a word led us across the expansive room toward a large white staircase that had been painted to look like marble. Silently, I wished for an elevator as we climbed up three flights of stairs to what I assumed was the top floor and followed him down a narrow hallway. After a long bit of silence, he stopped at a large black door and slid a white key card down the lock.
 

We ducked inside the room and I took the key from his fingers, replacing it with a tip and closing the door as soon as he was out of sight. Sometimes it was nice when they didn’t try to make small talk.
 

“Wow,” Cordillia smiled as she dropped her bag on the nearest bed and looked around. “This place isn’t half bad.”
 

“Kind of small.” I winced as I noticed how close the beds were to each other leaving little room to walk in between.
 

“Yeah but at least it’s not a rat hole,” She turned to me. “And I get my own bed.”
 

“You look like you’re feeling better.” I smirked as I began rifling through my backpack for a clean shirt. She shrugged and sat down at the foot of her bed.
 

“It doesn’t hurt anymore but I feel like I went twenty rounds with a bottle of rum.” She smirked before looking up at me quickly. “I mean... I uh, I’ve never drank before I just imagine....”
 

“Cordillia.” I laughed, putting my hand up to stop her. “It’s alright, it’s not like I don’t remember you sneaking in through the back door at three in the morning from time to time.” Her face went red as she stared down at her feet. I gave up on my quest for a clean shirt and tossed my backpack down on the floor. “Or the sudden “flu” you had after spending the night at Jackie’s.”
 

“It was the flu,” she muttered with a smile.
 

“The flu doesn’t disappear after a glass of Gatorade and three aspirin. I’m not stupid.” I chuckled as I threw myself down on the bed. I closed my eyes as I stretched myself as far as I could, I had only wanted to rest my sore back but before I had the chance to realize how tired I was, I somehow fell asleep.
 


 

I opened my eyes and looked around me. It wasn’t the hotel room I had fallen asleep in and just as soon as the thought crossed my mind, panic began to rear its ugly head. My heart hammered in my chest and my breath grew short as I took a few tentative steps down the dark and deserted road.
 

“Hey buddy,” I heard a voice call from behind me.
Don’t turn around, I thought to myself. Not that it did any good. As I turned against my better judgment, I saw a large dark skinned man standing behind me. His eyes glowed menacingly as he held out his hand to me and I looked him over before I took it. He was homeless, that I could be sure of. His dark stained jeans and torn green shirt screamed that over the clean shaven face that stared back at me. “Spare some change?” he asked me with a hopeful look in his eyes.
 

I just shook my head and turned to walk away but before I could get my feet to move I was face to face with a larger lighter skinned man. This one didn’t look as ragged as the other. He wore a button down white shirt over the top of loose black dress pants and his shoes shined, no homeless man could afford shoes that nice.
 

His eyes were dark and sunken in, he looked like he was in desperate need of sleep or maybe on drugs I couldn’t be sure. He had an unmistakable five o’clock shadow that grew over a finely chiseled face, the kind I hoped I’d never have. My eyes trailed from his face down to his hand and that’s when I noticed the knife. It was large and sparkled even in the dim glow of the night lit street. I looked around quickly, hoping for someone anyone that could help me out of the mess I had gotten myself into. There was no one. I was alone with only my fear to guide me.
 

Suddenly, I regretted my better judgment to not stay home from work today. “If you don’t have any change, how about your wallet then,” the man from behind me spoke.
 

“I don’t want any trouble,” I said immediately damming my shaky voice.
 

“Neither do we,” the man with the knife said with a smug look on his face. The next thing I knew I was being pulled into the alley by my hair. The man with the knife walking in front of us was scanning the street for any sign of a witness. It’s funny the things your mind thinks of when your life is in danger. For instance my mind’s loud and angry grumble about the state of my hair and how I should cut it when I had more important things to think about like surviving. My back was slammed into a wall so hard I lost my breath for a moment and the small man moved leaving room for his hulking counterpart to take control.
 

“Wallet. Now!” he barked, waving the massive blade in my face. I nodded my head and managed to free my hand enough to reach into my pocket. As I fished around my stomach dropped. I didn’t have it.
 

I left it at home when I was at work, it kept me from spending the money I never really had to spend. I dammed myself for not bringing it tonight. I dammed myself for not staying home.
 

“I… I don’t have it,” my voice was almost pleading. For the first time in my life I wanted to cry. I didn’t know if I was going to make it out of that alley alive. I felt a sharp pain on the side of my head as something struck me, hard. It was the smaller man. He was standing face to face with me now, our eyes met and somehow I knew that I wasn’t going to survive. My mind stopped and I began to run on auto pilot.
 

You know those scenes in the movies when someone is in trouble and they instinctively know what to do? They fight off the bad guy, save the damsel in distress without even so much as a thought to how.
 

This was not one of those scenes. I froze. Of all the things I could have done and my mind chose to freeze. I sluggishly and halfheartedly threw a punch at the smaller man’s head and to my surprise I managed to knock him back. He hit the wall on the other side of us and looked over at his beast of a partner.
 

The large man charged me. I tried the same move again. Nothing. I connected but he didn’t budge. I suddenly became aware of the sharp pain in my hand as I realized I hurt just about as much as if I had punched a boulder. He grabbed my neck and plunged the knife into my stomach. The searing pain was enough to make me forget where I was let alone what continent I was on. I felt the blade cut through me. I felt the heat as what I could only imagine was blood escaped my body.
 

It’s funny the things your mind thinks of when it has better things it could be doing, like surviving. I remember feeling the blade again. It pierced through me sending a bolt of white hot fire through me and the only thing I could muster to think as I felt a wave of warmth running down my side was, I need that.
 

I wished I would pass out, I hoped I would die. At least then the pain would stop. As I said before, I never was so lucky. I heard a growl from the other end of the alley and before I had time to register what I was seeing, a beast came charging at us. It was large and ran on two legs. Its massive frame was somehow supported by its proportionally smaller legs and I got a better look as it swung at the man that held the handle of the knife that jutted out of my gut.
 

I fell to the ground as he flew to the side. Another jolt of pain went through me as the blade moved from the sudden shock. I heard a scream and a tear as the monster turned on the smaller man in front of me. I closed my eyes, I didn’t want to see him die but I couldn’t help hearing the sickening gurgle that escaped his throat as he left this world.
 

The beast walked toward me as I pulled the knife out of my stomach slowly and painfully. I threw it to the ground and locked eyes with the massive creature. I wasn’t afraid. I couldn’t explain why but its eyes were kind. I almost sensed that it was worried for me. Its face inched closer as I winced, waiting for it to kill me to but it just sniffed. A whimper escaped its throat.
 

“Pl... please,” I begged in barely more than a whisper “I- I don’t….I don’t want to d- di-die.” I stuttered in fear and in pain. I knew it was pointless. I was going to die here, this monster was going to kill me and there was nothing I could do about it. To my surprise it just took another sniff of the air, threw its head back and howled. It sounded like it was sad or maybe in pain, I couldn’t really tell. I heard sirens from a distance. Thank you God someone had called the police. They would come, they would kill this beast and everything would be okay.
 

The creature sniffed my wound and looked back up at me. My mind blanked and all I could hear was, You are dying. It wasn’t my thought. It was a woman’s voice, a caring voice. I shook my head. I didn’t have time to make sense of it. She was right. I was going to die.
 

“I can save you,” I heard the voice again. I was confused but nothing tonight made much sense so what was the difference
 

“I-I-I... D-d-don’t-” was all I could muster. Before I could finish the thought another searing pain swept through me and I heard a crunch as I felt my shoulder rip from my body. I screamed and tried to pull away but it was pointless, I didn’t have the strength.
 

The creature howled and ran down the alley leaving me there alone as the sirens grew closer with each second. Blood pooled around me and I felt reality slip from my eyes as I heard the ambulance stop and the doors open loudly.
 


 

I shot awake quickly as a scream escaped my chest. My pulse raced, my breath was deep and it took a moment before I could register where I was. The room was lit by the sunlight that beamed in from the large double windows to the right of me and the sound of a T.V quietly played in the background. I sat up on the bed and rubbed my hands over my eyes. Cordillia looked over at me from the other bed and to my surprise she was calm.
 

“Had another dream about the attack?” she asked. I had forgotten that this wasn’t the first time I woke up screaming. Ever since that night, the nightmares became a normal occurrence. I nodded and took a moment before shaking myself awake. I leaned over the side of the bed and quietly grabbed my bag from the floor. I shuffled around until I found my wallet, pulled out a twenty and handed it to Cordillia.
 

“I need some time alone.” I tried my best to muster a smile for her. “Why don’t you go have some fun?” Her eyes lit up as she took the bill from my fingers and jumped up from the bed.
 

“You don’t have to ask me twice.” She smirked as she turned off the TV. I laid back down as she began to make her way out of the room. “You know,” She stopped as she gripped the doors metal handle and turned to me. “They’re just dreams, Ethan.” I nodded. “But I guess now I know how you feel.” She met my eyes and nodded her head lightly before waving goodbye, pulling the door open and leaving my with my thoughts as it clicked shut behind her.



Chapter Nine
 

 

 

 

I had forgotten the voice that had spoken so sweetly in my mind that night or perhaps it was never there. I couldn’t really know for sure. The only thing I could be sure of was that I wanted so desperately to understand why. Why did it seem that everything that night lined up to make me what I am now? Why couldn’t I just leave Cordillia in California where they belonged?
 

That monster had taken everything from me and just like it I had taken everything from Cordillia. The hate in me grew and I cursed myself for doing this to her. I had taken her chance to go to school, her chance for a normal life. Now as it stood, I could never be sure she was safe. How could she protect herself from something like me? I thought about the man from the diner and I didn’t have a chance to stop myself as I felt the sharp pain of my fist going through the bathroom door.
 

How could she protect herself from something like him? I had to figure this out. I had to find a way to keep her safe. It was the only way I would ever feel right again. I pulled my hand from the hole that I had created, splinters and fragments from the door fell to the floor at my feet. My knuckles were bruised and there were signs of a break but I couldn’t pull my eyes away as I watched the bruises turn from black to purple, brown to yellow and within a few moments they were healed. I would never get used to this, of that I was sure.
 

Taking a quick shower, I hoped to wash away the madness from my mind. I chuckled as I realized that any normal person would have gone crazy by now but with everything considered, I was feeling okay. It was funny that I was handling being a werewolf on the run like someone would handle getting fired from their job. It sucks but you get on with your life. You play the hand you’re dealt with nothing more than the hope that it comes out even.
 

Stepping out of the bathroom, I donned a large blue towel and took a look through my bag. I had another pair of jeans but only one T shirt left, it would have to do until I had time to stop in town and pick up more. I thought about my finances and realized that Robert was right. If I was going to make this work and keep us fed, I needed to control the beast. If nothing else, I couldn’t afford to keep exploding out of my clothes.
 

Slipping on a fresh pair of jeans, I resigned myself to the same black shirt I drove in with. If I had time, I would get something else before we left to see Robert. I owed the man a lot. It was the least I could do to show up looking decent. I looked over at the bed that was seductively inviting me to sleep but that thought turned sour as I remembered the dream that woke me so violently. I pulled myself away and left the room before it had a chance to try and change my mind.
 

I nearly ran down the large staircase and moved toward the center of the room to join my sister. The flirty desk clerk had left and I relaxed. A small dark haired man sat behind the glass wall reading a magazine and for once it felt nice not to be noticed.
 

Looking around the room quickly, I walked toward her and noticed immediately that, well there wasn’t all that much to notice. A few waitresses sat scattered around the room looking bored to death. The bar was at best half full and the only tables that had any patrons were a single black jack game and a three man game of poker. The slot machines were pretty full, all six of them with my sister manning the biggest in the room.
 

I watched as she stared intently at the large red machine, her eyes fixed into place as she bit her lip and groaned with each loss. She pulled the arm down and I heard the machine chime as it rolled a set of common pictures into place. Cherries, pineapples and if you were lucky a row of big blue stars but as it came to a grinding halt, she huffed and pulled another coin from her pocket, sliding it into the machine and starting the process once again.
 

My senses were assaulted with groans and cheers from the people that surrounded me, throwing their money away at hopes for a better life and in a way I wished them well. The smell of old food and cigarettes wafted by me and somewhere behind it, I recognized the smell of excitement in the air. A waitress walked past me with a tray balanced carefully on her shoulder, a hint of perfume trailed lightly behind her as I watched her place a fresh drink in front of a distracted young man.
 

It was strange how everything came at me all at once and yet somehow I could separate one sense from the other with almost no effort at all. It would take some time before I became used to it but somehow it was nice not to miss even the slightest of details as I went about my day.
 

I heard her swear under her breath again and a chuckle passed my lips. It was so strange to hear such harsh words coming from her but it felt nice to finally know who she was at her core. I could hear the servers around me making small talk with the patrons at the bar, a dealer laughed at a rather bad joke from a man who smelt of whiskey. Having enough of my silent intrusion, I strolled over to where Cordillia sat pulling the arm and cursing when she didn’t win.
 

“Any luck?” I grinned as I leaned against the bright red machine. She just grunted at me as the pictures rolled into place. “So that’s a no then?”
 

“Dammit!” She cut me off as she slid another coin in. I was beginning to wonder when she would give up and stop putting herself through this but as it turns out patience really does pay off. The machine began to chime and flash, I had to step back a few feet for fear of losing an ear drum to the deafening victory bells.
 

Cordillia jumped and squealed excitedly as a small man in a gray suit walked over to her and handed her a white feather tied to a red ribbon. “Congratulations.” He smiled at her before moving to the side and allowing me to walk past him. I looked over at the machine, I wanted to see what the commotion was all about but Cordillia jumped at me before I got a good look.
 

“I won, Ethan!” She squealed as she hugged me. The machine finally stopped chiming and I was honestly relived. I was pretty sure that I would have smashed the large read screaming box if I had to take another moment of that and that wasn’t exactly conductive to staying hidden. I squeezed her back and smiled as she pulled back to look at me.
 
 
“How much did you win, kiddo?” She rolled her eyes and gave me her best I’m not a kid look but it didn’t last long. She looked over the machine again and grabbed a piece of paper from the slot near the bottom.
 

“Three-hundred,” she read off the ticket to me. “Isn’t that great?” She grinned. I turned to the small man and smirked.
 

“All that commotion for three-hundred dollars?” I asked. He shrugged lightly and nodded his head.
 

“That’s the jackpot for this machine.” I nodded and turned back to my sister. I could tell by the way she was shaking and smiling that she was having a hard time holding in her excitement.
 

“Alright you, let’s go claim it before you explode.” I laughed. I followed as closely behind her as I could as she nearly ran to the front desk and thrust her ticket at the man behind it with a smile. He took it from her and offered his congratulations before counting out her winnings with an apathetic tone.
 

To say she had her money spent before we even left the casino would have been an understatement. She had mentally bought a puppy, a bike, some clothes or maybe a few new pairs of shoes. She mentioned dinner for us and Robert, gas money, saving it for a rainy day and even suggested we go to an amusement park for fun. I listened as she rattled things off all the way to the truck and a few more as she climbed inside. I sparked the old girl up and began to pull out of the parking lot as Cordy was suggesting we find a mall and go shopping. I drove down the street lined with stores and chuckled as she suggested going for a movie and ice cream.
 

I laughed as I pulled into the parking lot of a small clothing store and she seriously asked if she could buy a small Ford for sale on the side of the road. I was beginning to think the excitement was going to her head as she spent her winnings several times over before we even left the store with our new clothes, my treat and I couldn’t take it anymore as I changed my shirt in the car and was beginning to wonder if she had even stopped to breathe since we left.
 

“Cordy… sweetheart,” I chirped with a laugh trying to get her attention. “You do realize you would need a couple of grand to buy all that right?” She smiled at me and took a deep breath.
 

“You’re right.” She sighed as we pulled out of the parking lot and headed back down the narrow dusty road toward Robert’s house. The sun began to set over the tops of the trees that surrounded the little town and the sky was beginning to turn a wonderful shade of purple and dark blue as Cordillia traced waves in the air while I drove. I was happy for her. She deserved to win, to have something to take her mind off of all that had happened in the last few days. I just hoped that her spirits would continue to soar as we traveled on.
 

I pulled up the narrow dirt path slowly, parking just outside of the familiar wood cabin. The smell of burning wood filled the air and permeated the truck as I killed the engine and breathed it all in. We climbed out of the truck and immediately I could see a thick ring of black smoke rising up from the back of the house and not far behind the scent of burning earth came with the succulent aroma of the deer we were promised. My mouth watered as we walked closer to the house and I could hardly wait to see if it tasted nearly as good as it smelled.
 

We walked up the path, only this time circling around to a small clearing in the back. The sun was finishing its decent behind the treetops turning the sky a myriad of colors that were as beautiful as they were inspiring. The trees had darkened in color and it almost seemed that the forest was taking on a life of its own amidst the setting sun. An owl called to us from somewhere deep within the woods, the sound of a deer’s soft footsteps as it walked through its home was faint and ethereal. I was so used to the desert that I hadn’t had much exposure to wildlife outside of coyotes and the odd quail here and there so I closed my eyes and took it in, smiling as the life that surrounded me filled me with a sense of peace.
 

The forest felt nice almost like home and I had to admit I was beginning to grow attached. I looked over at Cordillia who was smiling up at a large hawk perched on an oak tree not far from where we stood. It looked at us for a moment before jumping from its branch and I was left nearly breathless as it flew into the sunset with a kind of grace and majesty I had never seen before.
 

“You never see anything this beautiful in California,” I spoke softly to Cordillia. I wasn’t sure if there were any other critters around and I didn’t want to scare them off when they had more right to be here than I did. She took a deep breath and nodded. A peacefulness I had never seen in her crossed over her face as she closed her eyes.
 

“The desert is beautiful in its own way,” a familiar voice rose up behind me. I whipped around and turned to greet him, the same expression of tranquility on his face as he looked beyond me and toward the setting sun. “I’ve been here many years but I never tire of the view,” he spoke as he lifted a small table that sat near the back steps of his home. I quickly reached over and grabbed the other end, helping him to walk toward the clearing behind us where several lawn chairs had been placed.
 

We set it down and Robert nodded in thanks before turning toward Cordillia and pulling her into a friendly hug, whispering something in her ear before turning away.
 

“What language was that?” She smirked.
 

“It was Cherokee,” he answered with a smile. “Just a little prayer to help you heal,” he explained as he gently pulled the collar of her shirt to the side to check her wound. From where I stood it didn’t look good but at least it was healing and for that I had no choice but to be grateful. He gave her an approving nod and patted her shoulder before turning to pull me into the same embrace. It was awkward sure but at least I could be sure that he didn’t judge me for what I was.
 

“Beautiful day isn’t it.” He smiled as he looked up at the sky.
 

“Yeah I guess.”
 

“You guess?” I chuckled nervously and nodded.
 

“Yeah it is.”
 

“Sit with me.” His smile was pleasant and inviting as he motioned to the chairs around him. Cordillia didn’t need to be asked twice as she hopped into the chair closest to him and I took my place next to her.
 

“My family will be here soon but I wanted to talk to you first.” I was confused as his eyes turned to me. He nodded lightly as he adjusted himself in his chair. “They know about you by now I’m sure. My son Marcus was excited by what you are and he never did quite learn to keep things to himself.” He smirked.
 

“Wait, so he knows what I am?” I asked quietly as if someone could be listening in on our conversation. Not that it would matter anyhow. Robert nodded.
 

“He was the one that told me.”
 

“How did he know?” I asked quickly.
 

“There are ways of telling your kind from ours.”
 

“Like what?” I felt bad for firing so many questions in his direction but as far as I knew there was nothing I did to set off any kind of werewolf radar. So naturally, I was more than a little curious. Robert sucked in a sharp breath as he leaned forward, his expression never changing from one of peace and undisturbed contentment.
 

“The way you move for instance, the way you smell but what stood out to my son was the yellow tint in your eyes. He told me that they were almost glowing as you begged him to help your sister.”
 

“Wait, what?” I laughed lightly. “My eyes aren’t yellow.”
 

“They are when you change,” Cordillia added from her seat.
 

“Really?” I asked as I turned to her.
 

“You’ve seen the change?” Robert asked quickly.
 

“Sure.” She nodded. “Only twice though.”
 

“And you’re alright?”
 

“What do you mean by that?” She smiled sweetly as she crossed her arms on her lap.
 

“Most people who see something like that lose their minds.” Cordillia shrugged, a nervous smile crossed her lips as her eyes flicked between us quickly.
 

“I guess I’m just not most people.” He looked at her for a few moments, intrigue written in his eyes as he leaned back in his chair. “Okay you want me to be honest?” she leaned forward as she spoke. “At first it was creepy as all hell. I honestly thought I was stuck in some crazy ass nightmare and I’d be lying if I said that I was completely okay with it or totally used to it by now but...” She trailed off and stared down at her fingers as we waited for her to continue. “But he’s my brother,” her voice was soft, sincere as she looked up at me before turning her eyes to Robert. “He’s all I have left and he’s always stuck by me when I needed him so I guess it’s my turn to repay the favor.”
 

A smile crossed Robert’s face as he nodded again. I reached over and pulled her into me, holding her tight in a silent thank you for what she had said.
 

“You are lucky to have each other.” Robert smiled as I let her go and leaned back in my chair.
 

“Okay so about your family, is it a problem if they know about me?” The idea that anyone knew what I was seemed a little scary and the change in his expression did little to comfort me in my fear. He took a deep breath and looked down at his feet.
 

“You are in no danger from my family that I can promise you. But I can’t speak for everyone. Some of my people don’t believe in the stories that our people have passed down and some do.”
 

“And that’s bad for me?” I asked quietly.
 

“Yes and no.” He leaned forward and began to speak quietly, “There are legends about the return of your kind and those that do believe might see your arrival as a bad omen.”
 

“An omen of what?” I smirked.
 

“The return of the great evil.” I was taken aback by what he had said. The more I learned about myself and my kind the more I realized that I was in over my head and no matter how many questions I asked I truly felt like getting to the bottom of it all was a task I would never be able to accomplish.
 

“What’s that?” Cordillia asked softly as I stared on in disbelief.
 

“A long time ago a young woman from our tribe saw the return of the yellow eyed beast to our lands. She said his return would be marked by the coming of a lone wolf, a messenger and a truly naive spirit. Marcus my son grew up hearing this tale and he seems to think that you are a bad sign, he is a bit worried.”
 

“The yellow eyed beast? Like the man from my dream?”
 

“It’s hard to say but it is possible that he could be the very same.”
 

“What’s his name?” I finally managed to speak. Robert turned to me and shrugged slightly.
 

“That I cannot tell you. But I wanted you to know that if my son seems weary or afraid, please don’t take it personally, he’s just very superstitious.” I nodded and just as I opened my mouth to ask another question our conversation was ended by the sound of a car door slamming shut just on the other side of the little cabin. I dammed them for coming so soon, I had so much I wanted to know and so many questions I needed to ask but as I saw Marcus rounding the corner with a smile on his face I resigned myself to silence for just a little while longer.
 

He moved around the edge of the building, his eyes locked on me as Robert stood to greet him. I smiled up at him but somewhere behind our quiet introduction I could feel a thick wave of nervousness coming off of him as he saw me sitting there. I felt bad, I didn’t want to make their family get together awkward but I remembered what Robert said about not taking it personally and somehow that made me feel better about the whole thing.
 

His wife, I assumed stood next to him, her long white sun dress waving in the gentle breeze that blew the smell of the roaring fire all around us. She was tall and her skin was dark but it somehow managed to glow a wonderful golden shade in the fire light. Her raven black hair reached down to her hips and matched her chestnut eyes perfectly. She was young like her husband and carried an old world dignity with her that seemed almost lost in a day when there would be few left to appreciate such grace.
 

When I greeted them, Marcus reluctantly shook my hand but his wife that I now knew as Maura only greeted me with a gaze that suggested we were old friends. Something told me that I was at home here.
 

They sat with us and took control of most of the conversation. Marcus told jokes that made everyone laugh but Maura was a nice contrast of quiet for the most part. One thing I noticed was that she possessed a laugh that seemed like it didn’t belong to her but was more suited to a child in its sweetness.
 

Shortly after, Robert’s sister, May, his brother in law, Billy, and their two children arrived and sat with us.
 

May was an older, husky woman with a look of an old maid about her. She looked at home being a mother and I could tell she had been one for a while. Her husband was shabby and dressed in blue flannel that got coated in dirt as he played with his kids on the ground. He didn’t say much if it wasn’t to his children, it was nice to see a father with that kind of devotion.
 

When our father passed it was more than just a little heartbreaking. You never really get over that kind of pain in your life and I was happy to see kids that would never have to feel that pain in theirs that they would always remember their dad as the man who played in the dirt with him even if it wasn’t appropriate for him to do so.
 

From what I could gather, Kayla and Jeremy were twins. They were mirror images of each other and seemed to get along wonderfully. I was truly happy for them. They would always have a best friend.
 

We talked together but mostly I just listened as the family caught up with one another. Billy got a new job as a computer technician in the city and May was giving parenting advice to the trying to conceive Maura. Marcus was quiet and stared at me a lot and I tried to remember not to take it personally as Robert had said. I watched as Cordillia showed the twins how to make the perfect mud pie and I was happy to see that she had found her place.
 

In everyone’s life there are nights and there are days that take on a life of its own. First dates that you wish would never end and parties that the world stretches time for. As you laugh and enjoy the play of life unfold around you, you feel the presence of something more and you know, just know that this right here is what life is all about.
 

I sat and enjoyed the night as we ate, laughed and played together. We took turns telling jokes and playing hide and seek with the youngest of our group. We enjoyed their innocence and they enjoyed our wisdom. It almost seemed as though the stars had aligned to bring us together in this little clearing and enjoy a time that was older than us.
 

I felt like it was moving too fast but knew that we had all the time in the world. The fire began to dwindle and everyone grew quiet. Even the kids stopped their games to sleepily curl up at mom and dad’s feet. As the fire sparked comfortingly, all of our attention was instinctively turned toward Robert as he stood slowly from his chair. He walked over to the small table we brought and returned with a white dish in one hand and a bundle of straw in the other.
 

The dish was smoking and it smelled like Christmas dinner. I took a large whiff of the air. It was nostalgic and reminded me of Christmas with our mother. Cordillia looked as though she was sharing the memory with me. Robert began chanting in a language I didn’t understand as he walked around our circle pushing the smoke toward us with the handful of straw. He started with Cordillia and worked his way around. As he got to May he began to speak in English.
 

“My people used sage to bless us and purify our lands. It is a sacred herb as well as a powerful medicine.” I thought back to the green water he used to clean Cordillia’s wound earlier and wondered if that was what was in there.
 

“I ask the great spirit to bless our family.” As he approached me, he paused for a moment before moving the smoke toward me. “I ask Him to bring our new friends luck on their journey and help them to find what it is they are searching for,” he finished and sat back down, placing the white dish and the straw on the ground next to his chair. We all stayed quiet as if we knew what was expected of us. Or maybe there was just no need to break this peace with useless talk. Robert cleared his throat and looked down toward the ground closing his eyes.
 

“Many years ago we were a tribe of hunters. We believed that the woods were sacred and we spent a lot of time learning from them. We learned to hunt by watching the bear and the wolves. We learned the ways of medicine by watching the deer. The forest had a lot to offer us and for that knowledge we took care of her. We were careful never to over hunt or take more than we needed and we took care of our brother and sister creatures as we would have taken care of our flesh and blood. It was a time of great peace and we were a prosperous tribe.”
 

I scanned the faces of the group and realized that we were all hanging on everything he was saying. Even I couldn’t look away for long.
 

“When the white man came, we invited him into our tribe. We treated their sick and fed their hungry. We even taught them to survive as we had and wished our pale brothers well. We had more than enough to share and we were not a greedy people. Eventually our hospitality was not enough and our new brothers brought sicker and hungrier people with them. The land could not take care of so many and she began to die. Trees began to fall and plants began to wither. The bear left and the rocks cracked as the earth cried, asking us to heal her pain. Our pale brothers noticed that as the rocks cracked, inside lay jewels and golden stones and all he saw was greed. We didn’t want them but it didn’t matter to them, they wanted us gone just the same. We wouldn’t leave and after a while they accepted that.
 

“There wasn’t much to hunt and a lot of the herbs we relied on were no longer there but we managed to survive. Our time of great peace was gone and we were learning to live side by side with a greed that had poisoned their souls. As time went on, we realized that these were not our brothers anymore but animals after nothing more than shiny rocks.
 

“As the news moved east that there was gold and gems here more and more men came. Some pale, some dark, some young and some old. It was too much for the land to take as they polluted our waters, over hunted the animals and drove the life away from our land. We held on as long as we could but it was the coming of the great evil that made us finally let go and leave our home.
 

“After many months of mining, a man arrived who was not like the others. He was dark but not like us and his eyes were yellow, a color my people had never seen before. He was cruel to the others around him and we were careful to stay away from him. He beat those who were smaller than him and yelled at those who were bigger. He held a man’s head underwater and laughed as he choked only letting him up when he was pulled off by a group of older miners.
 

“When he hunted he was cruel, causing as much suffering on the animal as he could and he was even accused of killing many of his own men in the woods. The others saw his cruelty and decided to use it to rid the lands of us. He came into our camp one night and had an argument with one of the elders. He told us to leave. He said that we would regret it if we stayed but it was our home and we decided to fight for the good of the land.
 

“When we gave him our answer the man became angry and he changed into something inhuman. He became a creature as black as pitch and some say that a fire burned in him that threatened to destroy our people.
 

“The creature attacked our chief and the few others that were with him. The others died but the chief’s heart wouldn’t stop beating, his soul was too strong. As the creature turned on the white settlers, our warriors were able to sneak past and save our leader. They took him into the woods and did the best they could to treat his wounds but he healed faster than any man we had seen before.
 

“After the massacre of our tribe and the miners, the creature claimed our land for his own and we had no choice but to leave. We traveled many miles to the north carrying our wounded and stopping to rest only a few at a time. Our chief got better and so did the others. We thought of this healing as a blessing and we were happy. But the evil followed us.
 

“When our hunters went to gather food sometimes one would not come back. As our young disappeared, our chief became angry and one night he changed into a creature much like the strange man from the east. His fur was gray as slate and his eyes blue like the sky that covers us, we feared that he would become evil like the man that created him but like a blessing our leader became a protector of our tribe. We were blessed with a great warrior and a feeling of safety. Some of the wounded began to change after him. Some gray and some black but the black ones were always killed. We had no other choice as they turned on us or ran away to the south.
 

“After a while, the beast left and some of us went back to our lands. A small number of people chose to stay behind. Many months passed and our chief drove away all of the evil spirits. We made more warriors as we needed them and we were again in a time of peace.
 

“Some decided to go and visit our brothers to the north but they had gone back to the Great Spirit. Their camp was torn apart and their bodies became food for this creature and the family he had made for himself. Our men counted the tracks of seven of these beasts before they decided to return to the safety of our lands.”
 

He paused for a moment. I hadn’t realized how long we had been here as I scanned the sleepy faces of the people around me. The kids were snoring away and I caught myself in a yawn.
 

“Like my dream?” Cordillia asked in barely more than a whisper.
 

“Yes.” He met her eyes. “I believe you were attacked by one of his sons. That is why you saw our history. A history only shared by us and the great evil.”
 

“Robert, come on you know it’s just a story. Don’t scare the poor girl now,” May chimed in sleepily. Robert winked at Cordillia and stretched letting a yawn escape him.
 

“I think that is enough for tonight but I will say this, May. We were not the only tribe who met this great evil and the man with yellow eyes. His story is told as far as Canada so do not think me a crazy old man, just one who believes in the legends of my people.”
 

We all took our time cleaning up the clearing before shuffling back to our cars. We hugged and said our goodbyes and I took a moment to thank Robert for his story. It had given me a lot to think about and a feeling of hope as I realized there was a difference between what I had become and the monster I had destroyed. I led Cordillia to the truck and held the door for her as she climbed in and rested her head in her hands and it wasn’t long after that her eyes fell shut and sleep took over.
 

We made it back quickly and I carried her back to our hotel room laying her down and feeling surprised that she never woke. As I lay in my bed, everything I had heard tonight went through my head like a game of cat and mouse. I thought about the yellow eyed man and Cordillia’s dream but before I could put things into place, my world went black and I drifted off to sleep.



Chapter Ten
 

 

 
 
Waking early I felt better than I had since we left California. There were no dreams last night and that meant no nightmares. I was relived and I could only hope that they would be gone for good but I was smart and I knew that it was just wishful thinking. Cordillia was sound asleep and the room was quiet aside from her soft snoring and occasional talking. I hoped that she was happy and that she didn’t feel like she had to come out of some sense of loyalty to me. I knew she would never tell me the truth so there was no sense in asking but at least with her by my side I had a reason to keep moving, keep searching for an answer.
 

I looked over and the clock flashed ten thirty two. It was early, too early. I groaned and rolled over hoping to get back to sleep. I must have laid there for only a few moments before the phone started to ring and Cordillia rolled onto her side with a groan and pulled her blanket over her head. I chuckled and reached for the receiver.
 

“Hello?” I said groggily.
 

A sharp familiar voice came through the other end, “Ethan, are you and your sister safe?” I was confused. What the hell kind of question was that?
“Who is this?” I barked as I sat up. This got Cordillia’s attention too as she sat up and shot me a confused look.
 

“It’s Robert, just answer my question. Are you safe?”
 

“Yes of course, why-”
 

He cut me off, “Did you leave the hotel early this morning?” he asked his voice becoming more and more worried as we spoke. I hoped this was a joke but the seriousness in his tone suggested otherwise.
 

“No we’ve both been here. What the hell is going on?” I demanded. I was done with being cryptic. I wanted an answer.
 

“What is it Ethan? Is everything okay?” Cordillia asked groggily as she combed the tangles out of her hair with her fingers. I shook my head and shrugged, I really didn’t know what to say. I was just about as lost as she was at this point.
 

“The police are headed to the hotel. They are looking for you.” My eyes grew wide as the thought finally hit me. Is this what Robert was talking about the other night when he said I might be in danger? Even that didn’t make sense because the police wouldn’t get involved. If there were people who knew about me and were afraid it would be more likely to find a lynch mob outside the casino. Unless…
 

“Why, what do they want?” I asked but he didn’t answer.
 

“No time to explain, you have to get out of there. Grab your sister and meet me here.” The phone cut out and I hung up quickly standing off of the bed and grabbing Cordillia’s arm.
“What the hell is going on?” She dug her heals into the ground. Usually I appreciated Cordillia’s stubbornness but now was not the time.
 

“I don’t know,” I answered her as I let go and turned to face her. “Just get your things together we have to leave.” I walked over to the large double windows and pulled the shade aside to get a look at the parking lot. No cop cars, I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe we had enough time to get to Roberts and get some answers.
 

Cordillia gathered her things quickly and we were dressed and out the door in record time. We jogged down the front stairs and to the large glass window of the check in counter. I saw the woman who had been flirting with me the other day and groaned. I didn’t have time for this. I walked over quickly and she smiled as I threw the key card down and turned to walk away.
 

I walked fast and it took me a few moments before I realized that Cordillia was running to keep up with me. I was freaked out and all I knew was to get the hell out of here so that’s what I was doing. We climbed into the old girl and I gunned the engine, pulling out of the parking lot as fast as I could. Just as we turned the corner, I saw them pull in. Two cop cars turned into the casino parking lot and disappeared in my rear view mirror as I drove as fast as I could to what I hoped was a safe place.
 

We got to Roberts less than ten minutes later. I figured we had to talk fast because it wouldn’t take the cops long to figure out where I had gone. As I pulled into the driveway, I looked over and saw that Cordillia’s hands were shaking. I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently hoping to make her feel better. I didn’t mean to scare her but it wasn’t like I was calm myself.
 

Robert came outside and half ran to the driver side of the truck pushing the door closed as I tried to open it.
 

“Don’t leave it here, you need to hide it. Follow me I’ll show you where,” he spoke as he walked around to the front of the truck and led me back to the clearing. He walked up a dirt path to the right of the house and I drove slowly until he told me to stop. “That should be good for now,” I heard him yell over the rumble of the engine. I cut her off and climbed outside ushering for Cordillia to follow.
 

“What the hell, Robert? What’s going on?” I asked him. He turned and began walking back to the house and we followed close behind. He didn’t answer right away and his face told me that something bad was coming, the same something that the cops were looking for me to explain.
 

He motioned for us to go inside and took a look around the yard before following us in. He was worried and I could smell fear on him. We sat down in the living room and Robert took a deep breath.
 

“When you left here last night, where did you go?” he asked me not making eye contact with ether of us.
 

“We went back to the hotel, we fell asleep and then you called. Why? What the hell is going on?” I begged. I wanted to know what was going on, what the hell was I being blamed for?
“Something very bad happened a few hours ago.” He began as a look of pain crossed his face. “Maura was attacked on the street. She runs every day and today she didn’t come home.” His eyes met mine and I was stunned.
 

“What happened?” I asked him not really sure if I wanted to know.
 

“Marcus saw it. He said it was a black creature nearly as tall as the roof of the house he was standing next to. It jumped out of the trees like it was waiting for her and well you know what they are capable of.” I dropped my head in sadness, my eyes turned to the ground as Robert choked back the sadness in his voice.
 

“Marcus thinks it was me.” It wasn’t a question but Robert answered me with a soft nod.
 

“Marcus has told others that the evil has returned. They are looking for you now and they will make an example of you.” Robert looked scared for me and I was angry at him for that. Maura was a beautiful girl he should be concentrating on her. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate it just that I felt sorry for him. He reached into his pocket and handed me a piece of paper with some numbers scribbled on it. I took it and looked back up at him confused.
 

“His name is Bryant. He is an old friend of mine. I was going to introduce you but it seems that we don’t have time for that now.” He started to say something more but was interrupted when the front door flew open and a very angry Marcus began to shout.
 

“You’re protecting him!” he screamed as he stormed into the living room slamming the door behind him. I stood up off of the couch as Robert placed himself between us.
 

“Marcus!” He barked staring into his eyes. “I know that you are upset but he didn’t do this.”
 

“I don’t care if he did,” he snapped his eyes turning to meet mine. “He brought this on us. It followed him here. You know that,” he shouted, meeting his father’s desperate face again.
 

“You don’t know that, son.”
 

“Yes I do!
We all do!” the anger in his voice was becoming rage and I could feel that this wasn’t going to end well. He took a deep breath and spoke again. The anger was still there but he was trying to keep control, “Nothing like this has happened in years and then you walk in…” He was looking at me now, rage seething in his eyes. “You came and now we’re all in danger,” his voice was dripping with anger. I could tell it was taking a lot for him not to hurt me and I didn’t blame him. I had lost someone I loved before that kind of pain makes you do crazy things.
 

“Calm yourself, remember who you are. Maura wouldn’t want this,” Robert’s voice was pained but calm and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was questioning my place here as well. Robert turned to me as Marcus tried to gain control of his temper. “Ethan, I think it would be best if you and your sister were to leave.”
 

“No!” Marcus cut him off. He lifted his head to meet my eyes. “He has to stay. He has to pay for this.”
 

“He is innocent,” Robert defended not taking his eyes from his son. I felt sorry for them, Robert couldn’t make this better and I could tell it was hurting him to try.
 

“No he’s
not!” Marcus began to shout again. “He’s a monster, dad, he’s no better than the thing that killed Maura. He has to die, they all do.” His control was slipping and I was beginning to feel scared. I didn’t know what to do or who was waiting for us outside.
 

“Remember the story. They are not all monsters. If it weren’t for them our tribe would be wiped out and you know that,” Robert pleaded with him. It was useless, Marcus wanted revenge and I didn’t blame him.
 

“That’s just a story, dad. You don’t know that any of them were good and besides we can’t take that chance. If he leaves, we’re left here with those things running around and no way to stop them.” Marcus sounded calm but his posture and eyes said otherwise. I remembered the stranger at the diner, I had no problem stopping him and I didn’t see why they couldn’t.
 

Against my better judgment I began to speak, “Why can’t you stop them? They’re strong sure but they can’t be that hard to kill.” Robert turned to me and a look of surprise crossed his face as I realized he thought I knew more than I did.
 

“It’s not that easy, Ethan. These are not men like us or beast as we know them.”
 

“But I did it. I killed one in California and it wasn’t that hard. Why can’t you-”
 

“You matched him in strength that is why it was not hard for you,” he interrupted me. Marcus was calming down and for the first time today I saw a glimmer of humanity in his eyes. There was a long and very awkward silence as Robert sat back down and so did I, trusting that I was safe for now.
 

“It’s not the method of killing them that is the problem. Almost anything that will kill a human will kill a werewolf. It’s the small matter of these things being very strong and very fast. A human just can’t keep up,” Robert spoke calmly. It was strange to me how he knew so much about werewolves and yet he couldn’t answer my questions with any sense of certainty.
 

“But if a human can’t then how come there aren’t a lot more of them running around?” I asked. Robert laughed softly and I was surprised that he could laugh at a time like this.
 

“I may be old but I don’t have all the answers. Whatever you want to know you will find. Start with the address I gave you.” I turned the piece of paper over and eyed it for a moment before shoving it into the pocket of my jeans. “He’ll steer you in the right direction,” Robert assured me as Marcus paced back and forth slowly.
 

“Wait,” I spoke up. He stopped pacing and faced me. As he met my eyes, I got the unmistakable and overwhelming feeling he didn’t even want to be aware of my existence let alone be looking right at me. “I hate to ask but if a human can’t really kill one of... well my kind. What on earth were you planning to do?”
 

Marcus paused and thought for a moment before shrugging and turning his eyes to the ground. “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead,” he admitted as he took a seat on the floor.
 

The mood lightened a bit as we all sat still and quiet. “So I’m going to guess that you’re not going to kill me then?” I asked hopeful and relived.
 

“Of course I am,” he spoke bluntly looking at me for only a second before returning his gaze to the floor. My stomach dropped, I didn’t want to die, not today. “If you ever come back,” he added with a huff.
 

“Thank you, Marcus,” Robert replied before I had the chance to register what he said. The room was silent, I didn’t know what to say and no one seemed eager to break the tension.
 

“I imagine the cops are still looking for me.” I asked my eyes meeting Marcus’s. He just nodded before he stood and walked over to the kitchen. I turned to Robert and hoped that this question was one that he could answer.
 

“So how do we get out of here?” He thought for a moment as a look of worry crossed his face.
 

“I’m not sure. They change the roads so much I don’t know how to keep you from being noticed.” We sat in silence. Marcus returned to his seat on the floor and after a few minutes rolled his eyes.
 

“Fine,” He met my gaze. “There is a small road out back that runs through the forest. If you’re careful, it will take you off of reservation land. After that the cops can’t touch you,” he didn’t sound like he wanted to tell me this but I appreciated the fact that he did.
 

“What about the other ones? The ones like me?” I added. I couldn’t help but feel that they would come after me or worse, come after Robert and Marcus. I wanted to know that they would be okay but it wasn’t looking like there was any way I could be sure.
 

“Don’t worry about them. We can take care of ourselves and I am sure the same could be said for you,” Robert spoke with sincerity. His assurance would have to be enough.
 

Marcus stayed in the house as Robert walked Cordillia and me out to the road where we had hidden our only means of escape. We walked through the clearing and it pained me as I remembered Maura. I’d only just met her the night before but I couldn’t believe that she was gone. It didn’t seem right and it didn’t seem fair that such a beautiful woman would be ended like this.
 

We walked in silence as my thoughts raced from the shining beautiful face of the woman now dead, to the sense of fear that polluted the air around us. I felt bad for this town, couldn’t help but wonder if they would have been better off had I never come. Robert had done so much for Cordillia and I and all I brought in return was danger.
 

When I left California, I left to keep people safe, to protect the ones I loved. But it was turning out to have the opposite effect and there was nothing I could do about that.
 

“Ethan?” I felt her hand on my shoulder, pulling me back to reality. “It’s not your fault.”
 

“I know.” I nodded. She patted my back before turning to leave me there with my thoughts and not long after I followed the sound of her footsteps into the wooded clearing where I had hidden our means of escape
 

“The hell?” I called as I moved past Cordillia toward the front of my truck. The hood was lifted open and my stomach dropped as I realized quickly that someone had done a number on the old girl, someone didn’t want me to leave.
 

“Oh my God, Ethan,” Cordillia spoke softly as she came around to stand beside me.
 

“They slashed my fucking tires!” I yelled as I knelt down to survey the damage.
 

“I’m so sorry,” Cordillia offered.
 

“Don’t.” I barked. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate it but don’t.” I appreciated her sympathy and later I would have to tell her that but for the moment I was locked on to the sickening smell that lingered where I stood. I knew what did this and in a way I was related to the monster but there was still a part of me that needed to be sure.
I looked into the cab and saw the destruction inside. It was beyond repair and yet the only thing I could bring myself to pay attention to was the smell.
 

My heart began to race and my body grew hot. That smell was all I needed. The rot and decay that surrounded the monster from California. I could hear a growl escape from my chest and for a moment I thought I would change but I felt Robert’s cool hand on my shoulder.
 

“Calm down, Ethan. Changing now won’t help either of you,” I heard him speak from somewhere far away. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. The smell, the smell the smell… I had to move away from it. I stomped to the back of my truck and sat on the bumper taking deep breaths as I needed them.
 

“Can I ask you something?” I sighed as the fire in me subsided. Robert nodded as he stopped just in front of me. “Do you smell that?” He took a whiff of the air and looked back at me. There was a moment of silence as if he was trying to decide.
 

“Faintly but I can imagine it would be worse for you.” He noticed my confused look and began to speak again. “You smell it so strong because it is a creature like you. It would be the equivalent of me smelling a human’s rather bad body odor. But I cannot tell when the deer need a bath as well as another deer can. Does that help?” I nodded before I fully thought it through.
 

“What about Cordillia though?” I pointed my head toward her as she leaned against the truck next to me. “She can’t smell it at all.”
 

“That’s easy. She’s never run into a creature of myth. Humans tend to overlook what they don’t understand. Did you know that when the pilgrims landed on the shores the natives didn’t see them right away?” I shook my head. They came in massive boats. I couldn’t believe it was possible to miss that.
 

“They had never seen anything as big as the ships of London, until the pilgrims came out all the Natives saw was a large black cloud. It is the same thing with your sister. Until you teach her the subtle differences in appearance and odor, she won’t know them. She will see a homeless man while you see a wolf in sheep’s clothes.” I looked down at my feet. I guess that made sense but that didn’t help me to figure a way out of here.
 

The sound of the back door swinging shut rang through the air and I reached out to stop Robert as he moved toward the source of the sound.
 

“It’s not Marcus.” I growled as my eyes fixed on the creatures direction. I could smell him from here, sickly and dirty. I listened as he growled softly and sniffed the air, he knew we were here and I had to act quickly.
 

“Is there somewhere safe around here?” I whispered. His face went white as he shook his head. “Get in the truck.”
 

“Ethan, I really don’t thinks that’s going to help,” Cordillia spoke sharply.
 

“At least I’ll hear the glass break if they come after you now go,” I barked. Robert took her by the arm and quickly led her to the truck. I watched them as they climbed in and took a deep breath as he closed the door gently, careful not to make a sound. I had a plan, I was sure it wouldn’t work but it was worth a try. I walked out into the clearing, my stomach twisting and contorting as I moved toward the fire pit and looked up as if I hadn’t expected him.
 

A growl escaped him as he met my eyes and took a whiff of the air.
 

“What are you doing here, brother?” though he smiled his voice sounded raspy and tired. He waited for me to answer as two smaller men came around and stopped at his either side.
 

I took a moment to look him over before I spoke. He was actually handsome to a point. Not as disheveled as the last one. He had short blond hair and a chiseled face. His clothes were a bit torn and dirty but aside from that he looked like he’d just stepped out of the cover of a cheesy romance novel.
 

He was big, bigger than me and had a stance that was relaxed. Not what I had expected. He was young looking, I wouldn’t have thought any older that twenty and the two behind him were even younger still. The one to the left looked like he was straight out of high school and his dark eyes held a sort of feral gaze. His long brown hair was knotted and littered with leaves and other debris, the other wasn’t much different.
 

Aside from the shorter light brown hair and calmer eyes, they all but mirrored each other. I couldn’t understand however why nether of them were wearing shirts but only donned blue jeans and hiking boots. I relaxed my stance and thought I would try my hand at deception even though I knew that it was truly Cordillia’s forte.
 

“I was just passing through, I know someone here. What about you?” I spoke, trying to remain calm. Instead of answering my question he turned to the boys at his side.
 

“It’s okay, he’s one of us.” He looked at each of them. They relaxed at his assurance and turned their eyes back to me. “We were just looking for someone. But it doesn’t seem that she is here. Who is it you are looking for, perhaps we could help,” he spoke kindly. I was impressed with how well put together he seemed to be, he spoke almost as if from another time and a part of me felt hopeful at the idea of speaking to one of my own kind.
 

“A woman named Maura,” I lied. Maybe he could tell me what happened. I almost hoped Marcus was listening. Perhaps this stranger could clear my name in this mess. He was silent and thought for a moment before answering.
 

“Yes I knew of her. I’m sorry to inform you that she is dead.”
 

“I know,” I cut him off. He looked a bit uneasy at this. “It’s caused a bit of trouble for me here. They think I had a hand in it.”
 

“I assure you it was an accident.” He looked at the two next to him. “This is my pack as I am sure you have gathered. They are new, only a couple of days old and well brother you of all people should know that it is hard to control the hunger in these first few months.” I had noticed a change in my appetite, the mountain of food I had devoured at the diner was proof enough of that but venturing into cannibalism was something I had never once considered.
 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” I spoke nervously. I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable but I was curious now. He walked closer to me leaving the younger two behind. His eyes were questioning as he peered into mine. “I’ve never wanted to harm anyone,” I tried my best at an explanation. Despite his youth, he was threatening and I was beginning to feel nervous. I hoped like hell I didn’t just say the wrong thing.
 

“I don’t understand either if you are like me which I am sure of then you must know of the need for blood, the desire for it so to speak.” I nodded at him. I did understand that but the idea of a steak was more appetizing than hunting a creature myself, human or otherwise.
 

“I guess you’re right,” I shrugged. “But all in all I think I prefer steak.” He smiled and began to laugh nearly uncontrollably. I was at least glad he found that to be funny.
 

“Dear brother,” he spoke as he put his arm around me. “That is all fine and well but you are missing something succulent and indescribable if that is how you choose to satiate it.” He led me slowly to the other two boys who were smiling and chuckling to themselves. “Tell me, do you not smell how wonderful these sheep are? Does it not tempt you?” he asked me with a grin on his face. “Or have you never hunted?” There was a silence as I realized I had no idea what to say. I had noticed a difference in the way they smiled but I had never related it with food before.
 

I just shook my head and looked back at him. Only now did I realize that this man had at least three feet on me. I all but had to look up to meet his face.
 

He threw his head back and began laughing again, the other two joined in the chorus quickly. He patted me on the back and walked around placing himself in between me and his pack. “Well then I was right. You are sorely missing the greatest pleasure we have. I would take you in myself but I have other matters to attend to. Before I leave can I ask have you seen a young woman around here by the name of Cordillia? Yes I believe that is her name.”
 

My stomach dropped and my pulse began to race. What did he want with her? More than that how did he know her name? I shook my head trying to stay as calm as possible. “What do you want with her?” I spoke as soon as I was sure my voice wouldn’t give me away.
 

“I’m afraid that that is none of your business, brother, at least not as far as I can tell.” He turned to leave but I moved in front of him blocking his way.
 

“I just think it might make it easier to find her if I know what she did to have a search party sent out.” The young man thought for a moment and finally shrugged.
 

“Okay you’ve made your point. See my orders come from higher up, I’m just a hunter doing his job. One of ours was killed not too long ago and my boss seems to think that this was an attack from the other side.” I stepped back. “Have I lost you again? Don’t you know about the treaty?” I shook my head. I was screaming internally trying to make sense of this. What the hell was going on?
 

“Huh.” He crossed his arms at his chest as he looked me over. “You must be new. Did your sire not teach you?” I was silent for a moment before I remembered the woman, the wolf that attacked me before. I shook my head. I figured the less I spoke, the less chance there was for my voice to betray me. “I see this might take a while. Well I’m in no rush. I can teach you the basics of the treaty. At least that way you won’t go getting yourself into trouble.” He led me over to the back steps of the house and motioned for me to sit. The younger ones knelt on the ground on either side of me.
 

“First thing I think I should properly introduce myself. My name is Jonathan.” He held his hand to me. I didn’t want to touch him but I took it anyway.
 

“I’m Mason.” I lied and hoped like hell it would work. If he knew Cordillia’s name then I couldn’t be sure that he didn’t know mine. He smiled at me and placed his hands in his pockets. He stared at me intently for a moment before continuing.
 

“It goes like this. All of us come from the same bloodline give or take. We,” he said pointing to his chest. “Hunt people. We don’t see the problem with that after all it’s what we were made to do.” He sounded militant about his belief. I tilted my head and gave him a puzzled look, I wanted him to explain and it worked. He knelt down to meet my face. “We are the top of the food chain, brother, please don’t tell me you don’t know that. We were built to hunt. We are the superior species.” It was starting to sound like this man was speaking to an army and not just me. I’d wondered if he had given this speech before.
 

“Humans are weak. They’re frail and more important than that they are mouthwatering.” He stood as the younger ones nodded. Devilish grins crossed their faces as he spoke, “They are sheep, brother. But there are some that don’t see it that way. I suppose every species has their hippies,” he spoke with disgust. I was beginning to wonder what this had to do with Cordillia and the diner.
 

“They want us to stop. They want us to live like they do, like you do. They want us to live on the flesh of our fellow animals. It’s no better than cannibalism.” He shook his head with a growl. “Why should we when we are Gods among men. They are the flock and we are the Sheppard’s. We have the right to take what is ours,” he spoke with such fierceness, such passion that I was almost drawn in by the beauty of his words. I took a moment, allowing them so sink in as he looked at his pack with a proud smile before turning back to me.
 

“So after years of our kind being picked off by those mongrels, we made a deal. If they leave us alone we keep our hunting to a minimum.”
 

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” I added quietly and he sneered.
 

“It’s torture and not to mention degrading.” He shook his head and sighed. “But I digress. One of ours was killed as I said. A waitress at the diner where he was killed was nice enough to tell us who were last with him, after we forced it out of her.” I did the best I could to stifle my shock. Even though I had only met her once it hurt me to think that the poor woman had suffered for my mistake.
 

“She told us a woman named Cordillia was with him and she left in this direction in a truck that looked a lot like the one in the back there.” He pointed to the trail and my heart stopped for a moment. How in the hell was I going to explain that.
 

“Tell me, brother, do you know who owns that vehicle?” he asked me. I paused and thought for a moment. Why was Cordillia the one with the gift for fallacy?
 

I couldn’t think of anything to say but before I could gain control of myself, I spoke against my own wishes, “Why do you want her? You never did answer my question.” His stance hardened and I was sure I had given myself away.
 

“A human can’t kill one of us, not without help. If she is one of them, the treaty is broken and we have the right to attack. I will ask you again, brother, and it is in your best interest to be honest with me. Who owns that truck?” I stood and without even thinking, began to pull my shirt over my head.
 

This was it and I wasn’t even sure of what I was doing. His gaze met mine and I saw an intensity burning behind his eyes. The younger pups stood and moved behind him never taking their eyes off of me. I didn’t even have to speak to be sure that he knew who I was.
 

“Where is she?” He growled as my shirt hit the ground. I shook my head and began to prepare myself for the change. His face grew angrier and the pups seemed to pick up on his temper. “I was wrong. You are not my brother, dog. Who are you?” I smirked and hardened my stance, shaking my head as I smiled up at him.
 

“I am afraid that is none of your business, at least not as far as I can tell,” there was a small voice telling me that making fun of the man who you were about to fight to the death with was not exactly the best idea. But the small sense of satisfaction it brought me seemed to be well worth the danger.
 

Before my eyes had time to register it, one of the smaller pups had changed. He was dark gray and stood a head shorter than his leader. His eyes burned yellow as he growled and barked at me. It wasn’t long after the other one followed suit. Just like they were before, they mirrored each other perfectly. Jonathan smirked and I could see his bones moving under his skin. The cracking of his body was sickening as it changed from a human and took the form of the beast. He somehow grew at least three feet and his fur was jet black. He stood on two legs that didn’t seem like they could hold his massive frame and his teeth shined as he snapped at me, getting closer to my face than I would have liked. His shoulders were massive all the way down to his hands. I was sure that he could crush my head with just the smallest amount of effort.
 

Change! Dammit change!
I screamed at myself internally. It wasn’t until I thought of Cordillia that I began to feel my body burn from within. All I could hear was the sound of my own screams and my bones changing shape as I felt myself grow and the anger intensify. The pain was almost unbearable and I could feel everything that made me human give way to the beast.
 

Before I had the chance to catch my breath or even look up, I felt my back hit the ground. One of the younger ones was on top me snapping his teeth just inches from my face and I pressed my hand into his throat, holding him at bay as I regained my composure. I knocked him off me and to the ground quickly, standing up faster than I otherwise would have been able to manage.
 

Before I had the chance to balance myself, I felt the searing pain in my back as the other pup dug his claws into my shoulder and drug them down as he fell. He was still attached as he hit the ground and I howled as he used me to pull himself back up.
 

He wrapped his claws around my neck and I had him. I grabbed his arm and threw myself backward at the ground landing on top of him. I heard him yelp and the sound of a break as we hit the ground. I stood and made a running leap at the leader. I thought I had him, my claws outstretched but as quick as lightning, he dropped and his foot connected with my stomach sending me flying.
 

Landing on my side, I felt the pain in my chest as I broke another dammed rib. It would heal, I thought as I stood. But the pain was worse than before. I looked down and noticed that it wasn’t just broken but the bone was sticking out and I winced as I pushed it back in as best I could. Almost instantly, I could feel my body begin to heal as another pup came running at me.
 

Does this guy ever fight for himself?
I thought.
 

As the pup flew at me, I grabbed him out of the air and threw him into the ground. I pinned his shoulders and as I went to take his head, the only way I could be sure to kill it when I felt its brother land on my back. He clawed and tore at me like a rabid dog as he barked and snarled. I screamed as the pain tore through me and I could feel his claws digging deeper. My senses began to dull as he tore and thrashed at me and I screamed again as the one under me freed his head enough to take a chunk out of my arm. He ripped his mouth to the side and everything went white as the pain seared through me. They were tearing my body apart and I was trapped.
 

And then, I felt nothing. Nothing at all.
 

All I could smell was blood and I felt the pressure of their claws, the yank of my skin as they bit and scratched but there was no pain. My vision went dark and suddenly, the tearing stopped. I opened my eyes and saw a mass of shapes blending into one another and I heard yelping and growling from somewhere far away. I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore. I felt warmth pooling around me and the smell of blood overpowered everything as I closed my eyes and the world around me stopped.
 

“Ethan!? Ethan!?”
 

“Oh God no!”
 

These were the last things I heard, blood was the last thing I could taste as the world went dark and simply ceased to be.



Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
 
It’s funny how when you’re awake, time is such a relevant thing. Days, week’s minutes... We count them, we save them, we use them and we regret them. But when our eyes close and were no longer open to the perception of time, it ceases to exist.
 

This is me unconscious. Asleep, healing, dying... I don’t know. Time has stopped, no one exists anymore and I am alone with my nightmares, where they take hold of me in there torturous grip.
 


 

The first thing I notice is the smell of death. Poisoning the air, assaulting me where I stand. As I open my eyes and look around I find myself grateful that death is not what surrounds me. But it doesn’t take long for fear to set in as I scan the unfamiliar forest I find myself stuck in. I start walking slowly without the benefit of light and realize that not even a single cricket is singing and what I thought were live trees are nothing more than dead wood. I scan the area around me and find myself frightened, after all I’ve been through being scared is a funny idea to me. The next thing I notice is that I am not alone.
 

A familiar shape stands before me and I find myself comforted at its presence. I walk over to him slowly careful not to make a sound, careful not to disturb the strange woods that surround me. Dead as they may be, that’s no reason to make myself known. As I come to recognize the person in front of me I realize that he’s not looking at me at all. Rather staring off into the night, a worried look crosses his face as I reach out to him.
 

“Robert?” I ask in barely more than a whisper. He turns to me, his eyes full of fear and yet something behind them, something older than the form itself stares back at me calmly.
 

“Listen.” Is all he says. There’s a long silence between us as I try to hear what he hears. Nothing, just like before not even a cricket dares sing its song.
 

“I don’t understand,” I whispered as my heart raced and my thoughts stood still. He puts his fingers to his lips and I close my eyes. The night air feels cool against my skin, the smell of death has dissipated enough that I breathe in the scent of pine and life around me. My peace is disturbed only by the sound of a sharp scream from somewhere in the distance.
 

Before I have time to register what’s happening my legs begin to run, carrying me off into the night, away from my friend, away from my place of comfort. I hear her scream again and my only thought is to find her now, to protect her. Save her. My lungs begin to burn as the icy air fills them over and over faster and faster. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest as I break through the forest and into the light of an unfamiliar clearing.
 

There’s that smell again, death. This time its stronger, enough to make me sick.
 

I see a figure standing in the clearing and my body takes over, dragging me against my will toward something I instinctively fear. My legs stop as I near them. A tall man, rugged in style stands before me. He’s dressed from another time, his face unshaven and his eyes a piercing, putrid shade of yellow. His arms are wrapped around her, a knife to her throat as he smiles at me despite her pleas for freedom.
 

“Let her go!” I roar as a strange sense of confidence washes over me. He chuckles at me and shakes his head as he pulls the knife tighter to her throat making her gasp. I watch as the tears flow down her face, her eyes begging me to help.
 

“Now why would I want to do that?” He smirks as he stares down at me. I stammer and stumble trying to think of something anything to say.
 

“Please,” was all I could choke out as the tears began to fall down my face. He laughs cruelly as I sob, shaking his head and sighing.
 

“No please, don’t lower yourself to this. Look I’ll tell you what, it’s simple. I’ll let her go and all you have to do is stop this nonsense.” I stare at him, confused and frightened as Cordillia shakes her head at me. I wished I knew what was going on, what to say to make this nightmare end. I stood there quiet, unable to think of a simple thing to say. Somehow I knew silence wasn’t my friend in this moment.
 

“I don’t understand,” I choked out as I stared into his cold eyes. He smirked at me as he gripped her tighter.
 

“Look around you, boy. This is your fault, all of this. You claim to be different, better than we are but as far as I can tell you’re no different.” There was a long pause as I did as he said and scanned the clearing slowly.
 

The smell of death returns to me as I took in the sight of the various hills and valleys of the clearing. In the day light I was sure this place would be more than beautiful. Green and lush filled with something other than fear. As my eyes adjust, I realize that what I thought were hills were body’s scattered here and there. I can smell the blood that surrounds them and the fear of the battle that took place here. .
 

My stomach starts to turn as his words swim through my head, my fault. All my fault. What happened here? Did I cause this? Oh God please tell me what’s going on, if it is that I really want to know.
 

I try to speak but the words catch in my throat, making me gag. Making me sick. I hear his cold, cruel laugh again as Cordillia screams out, his blade cutting in to her pale and delicate skin.
 

“Don’t hurt her!” I scream as a thin line of blood trickles down her neck and pools at her collarbone. He looks up at me almost bewildered.
 

“Now you care? You didn’t show the same affections to the dead that surround you but this one,” He pauses as he sniffs her hair gruffly “This insignificant girl means so much to you?” Her face twists into a grimace as his face comes close to hers.
 

A few months ago the only thing I was worried about was making the rent and taking care of my sister. I always said I would do anything to protect her but I never thought that those words would be so true now. I found myself caught in the middle of a Hollywood horror without the benefit of a script or any clue as to what was happening around me. I felt my body shaking, my eyes burning as the tears streamed down my face, I couldn’t lose her. Not now, not like this. And no matter how hard I tried, the beast wouldn’t come. I was weak, helpless as his blade sliced her throat and her body fell to the ground.
 

“No!” I screamed as his cold, dark laugh pierced the air and I grabbed her, holding her bleeding and dying body close to me.
 

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as the life left her and darkness surrounded me throwing me once again into the unknown.
 


 

My eyes shot open and just as quickly I was taken over by the searing pain of the light that had become unfamiliar to me. “Son of a bitch.” I groaned as I placed my arm over my eyes trying to block it out. The sound of birds chirping outside came in through the open window followed by a cool breeze that swept over me bringing with it the smell of the woods that surrounded us. I lay there quietly and allowed my eyes to adjust to the light as I let the images of my dream swim through my head.
 

I had no idea what it meant, if it meant anything at all but at least now I knew to be careful. Whether I was psychic or just plain crazy, I decided it wasn’t a bad idea to keep my eyes open from now on. I sat up slowly and braced myself as I waited for the pain to come. To my surprise I felt well. After what I had gone through it was amazing to think that I wasn’t even so much as sore but I wasn’t about to question it. I stood and as I stretched I relished in the feeling of movement happy to be a part of reality again happy to be in a world where the nightmares were at least controllable.
 

I made my way to the living room, following the sounds of chatter and soft laughter. I didn’t need to see her to recognize the sound of Cordillia’s happy voice. Something out there was making her smile and for that I was glad. I peered around the corner and saw her sitting on the floor with her back to the couch. I was right, she was glowing. A young man about her age sat in front of her, he looked nice enough and by the way she was laughing at everything he said it didn’t take a genius to notice that they had gotten to know each other pretty well while I was out.
 

I scanned the room and saw two more men I didn’t recognize, the smaller of the two was reading by himself near the open window at the front of the house. The other, a man I was sure just stepped out of the army was staring intently at the fish tank near the back door. It was a little unsettling as I watched him for a few moments and not once did he break his gaze.
 

I scooted into the living room slowly and quietly. I wasn’t the shy type but I really didn’t know what to say. Turns out, I really didn’t have to say anything. Cordillia’s eyes flashed to me and her face lit up.
 

“Ethan!” she screamed as she stood from the floor and ran to me throwing her arms around me and squeezing me tight. I held her for what seemed like forever. Everything melted away as I took in the scent of her hair, the feel of her arms. I didn’t want to let her go. Not now, not ever.
 

“Hey, Cordy, it’s good to see you,” I whispered as she pulled away. She smiled at me as the others started walking over to me.
 

“You feel alright, man?” the youngest of the group asked me. He was well built for his small frame, his spiked blue and black hair complimented his punk attire nicely. But despite the hard appearance he was going for he was still just a kid with a kind look about him.
 

“Surprisingly I am,” I answered him. He held his hand out to me and I took it as the others closed in.
 

“That’s good, I mean we’ve seen some pretty hardcore beatings but man, we weren’t even sure you were gonna survive.” He grinned as he let go of my hand.
 

“I’m Logan by the way, this is James,” he said pointing to the small one that was reading a moment ago. He waved nervously and shoved his hands into his pockets as he looked over at Logan. “And this is Matt,” he said pointing to the man who was staring at the fish tank a moment ago.
 

He was tall and not just that, he was muscular as well. He looked like there wasn’t a day in his life he didn’t spend in the gym and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of wolf a man like that would make.
 

He shook my hand, nearly crushing it in the process and went back to staring at the fish as Logan and Cordillia led me into the living room.
 

“Don’t mind him, he’s got a tendency to be rude but it’s nothing personal,” Logan spoke as I sat down on the couch. “Besides,” He chuckled. “we don’t take him along because he’s good with people. He’s a tank if you know what I mean.” He smiled at me.
 

“So, how long was I out?” I asked only now realizing how thirsty I was. Almost as if she read my mind, Cordillia sat down next to me and handed me a glass of water.
 

“About two weeks give or take,” Logan said leaning back on his hands.
 

“Damn,” I muttered as I placed my now empty glass on the floor. I thought for a moment as I stared at my hands. I had so many questions and I didn’t even know where to start.
 

“We know you don’t know much,” James piped up before closing his book and walking over to us. He took a seat on the floor facing me. His eyes were kind as if he knew what I was going through, what I was thinking. “Whoever turned you…” he trailed off.
 

“Was an irresponsible son of a bitch that could have gotten a lot of people killed or worse,” I heard Matt bark as he came around the couch and took a seat in a rather large overstuffed leather chair. It was the first thing I heard him say and to be honest the gruffness in his voice didn’t shock me at all.
 

“What do you mean?” I asked trying not to make eye contact with him. Despite the feeling that we were all friends, I couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated by his size. He sighed and shook his head.
 

“It’s not that we don’t welcome pups or anything like that,” he spoke a little gentler this time. He leaned forward and met my gaze. “It happens but it’s stupid and reckless to change someone and just leave them like that. And in my experience it never ends well.”
 

“That’s not always true, Matt,” Logan interrupted him.
 

“Yes it is,” he barked. “We’re in the middle of a war, not to mention the hunger and confusion that comes with something like this. You can’t just change someone and walk away hoping for the best. Ethan here got lucky but it could have been a lot worse and you
know
that, Logan,” he spoke fiercely turning his gaze to meet the boy’s.
 

“Sarah wasn’t left on her own, Matt, she made a choice.”
 

“She made the wrong one!” he barked loudly. Logan stood quickly and James moved back to get out of their way. Even I was pressed against the back of the couch just in case it came to blows.
 

“No, she didn’t, Matt! She did what she had to do,” he spoke through clenched teeth.
 

“Had to my ass, Logan. She became one of them and she didn’t have to.” Matt stood his ground and stared him down, a fire burning behind his eyes.
 

“You have to let it go,” Logan spoke calmly. “We’ll find her, we’ll help her,” he tried to reason with the angry giant.
 

“Killing them is the only way to help them!” he screamed, moving forward and breaking the small gap between the two of them. Matt began to shake and his skin was turning red as the sound of the door opening behind us broke the tension.
 

“Enough!” a voice barked from behind me. A small dark haired woman walked around the couch and placed her hand on Matt’s shoulder. She looked into his eyes and he began to calm. “Sit down or I will take you down,” she spoke calm but assured. Matt did as she said and Logan followed suit before she spoke to him. She turned to me, a smile crossed her face. She was young and fair skinned her black hair tied back at the nape of her neck. She was tall and thin but something about her told me she wasn’t someone to be messed with regardless of her size. Her blue eyes sparkled and shone a kindness I hadn’t seen in a very long time. I caught myself staring into them, almost unable to look away for even the slightest of seconds.
 

She held her hand out to me and I took it gently. Her skin was soft, almost fragile and the smell of strawberry’s drifted off of her as she squeezed in between Cordillia and me.
 

“Hello, Ethan,” her voice was softer this time, kinder. “My name’s Samantha but everyone calls me Sam if you prefer.” She smiled at me. I assumed she was waiting for me to speak but I couldn’t. I was lost in her eyes. She was beautiful and all I could do was smile in response. The silence was broken by the sound of Logan laughing from below us.
 

“I think someone’s in love,” he chimed as she shot him a nasty look. “Ethan,” I heard him call but as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. “Yeah he’s a goner.” He laughed again as he stood and walked to the kitchen. I shook myself out of it and I could feel my face turning red as she smiled at me.
 

“How are you feeling?” she asked softly. I smiled.
 

“I’m fine, really.” She nodded and looked over at Cordillia.
 

“She’s been waiting for you to wake up,” She looked back over to me. “Are you two really close?” She asked with an almost worried tone. I nodded.
 

“Is that a problem?” I spoke as Logan walked back into the living room and handed me another glass of water.
 

“No not at all. Actually it’s quite the good thing.” I gave her a questioning look as I took a drink. “I think the reason that you didn’t go feral like so many new pups do is because you had something,” She looked over at my sister and smiled. “something to keep you grounded.” Cordillia smiled and I could feel my face going red again. She was right, Cordillia was my reason for everything that I do, that I did. That would never change.
 

There was a long silence in the room but it wasn’t the kind of silence you want to get away from, it was something pleasant. Smiling, I scanned the faces in the room and for the first time in all of this I felt normal. There were others like me, others that I could learn from and others that could help me.
 

“So tell me, Ethan,” Sam broke the silence and in a way I was glad she did. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions and I’m curious. What’s the most pressing thing on your mind?” she asked with a smile. I thought for a moment and was surprised that the first thing to come to mind had nothing to do with them at all.
 

“Marcus, Robert...” I stammered. “Are they okay?”
 

She looked down at the floor and spoke softly, “I’m afraid not.” I closed my eyes and shook my head.
 

“What happened?” was all I could muster.
 

She thought for a moment before answering me, “Marcus was dead when we got here, it was quick. But after you went down, Jonathan went after Cordillia. Robert gave his life to protect her.” It took a while for everything to sink in and eventually all I was left with was the unmistakable feeling of failure.
 

“Ethan, it wasn’t your fault,” she spoke softly, I felt her hand on my shoulder and I shrugged it away.
 

“Yes it is,” I barked as I stood and stormed out of the house and into the familiar clearing where we spent our last moments in peace. I heard the door shut gently behind me as she followed me outside. I didn’t want to talk but what choice was there.
 

“Ethan,” she started to speak.
 

“Go away,” I barked again, my back to her. She didn’t move and I wasn’t sure if I actually wanted her to.
 

“I’m not leaving until you understand that this wasn’t your fault and I mean that.”
 

“What do you know?” I growled as I turned to face her. I could feel the heat in my body growing and tears forming behind my eyes. We were face to face and despite the sweetness in her eyes I was angry. No, I was pissed off. “None of this was supposed to happen. Cordillia wasn’t supposed to come with me. I was never supposed to meet Robert. A lot of people died because of me, because I screwed up,” I almost screamed at her
“No you didn’t, Ethan, and being a martyr isn’t going to help anyone. Not you, not your sister.” I scoffed and turned away from her. “Listen to me.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me around to face her. “People got hurt, it happens but you couldn’t have known. If you want to blame anyone blame the wolf that turned you. She should have stayed with you, explained what was going on, taught you but she didn’t and that’s
her
fault not yours. All these deaths are on her hands.” I paused.
 

“How did you know it was a girl?” She bit her lip and shook her head.
 

“Lucky guess.” She shrugged. “Look it doesn’t matter. It is what it is and we’re here to help you now.”
 

“You know,” I interrupted her. “The one thing I can’t figure out is why that thing even changed me. I didn’t ask for this, I didn’t want this and I
don’t
want this now. I really,” I paused. “I just wish that thing let me die.”
 

“Ethan, don’t say that.”
 

“Why?” I barked. “It’s true, what was the point of what it did? Huh?” She looked down at the ground, escaping my angry gaze. “It changed me into a monster for no reason at all, it left me to figure everything out on my own and now a lot of good people are dead, my sister will never be the same. What was the point? Why?” I screamed. Her eyes turned black as she stared into my face.
 

“Why? Ethan, that’s all this is about? What does it matter anymore, what’s done is done.”
 

“That doesn’t explain anything! Why me?!” I screamed as my anger getting the best of me.
 

“Because I couldn’t just let you die!” She screamed back. I stood there stunned and stared into her angry doll like face. There was a long pause between us and I didn’t know what to say.
 

“You did this?” I asked in quiet disbelief.
 

“I’m sorry, Ethan. What I did was wrong.”
 

“Really, Sam? I hope that’s an apology.”
 

“It is.” She whimpered. “It is.” She turned her eyes to the ground. There was a long silence between us as I stared at the woman that made me what I am. I didn’t know what to think, how to move on from here. Forgiveness? Anger? What was I supposed to feel? I took a deep breath and sighed as I shook my head.
 

“Why?” It was nearly impossible to keep my voice from wavering as she took a step back and stared down at the ground. “Just tell me that much.” She shook her head and crossed her arms at her chest, holding onto herself tightly as she closed her eyes.
 

“You were going to die.”
 

“I’m well aware of that,” I spoke through clenched teeth.
 

“You told me you didn’t want to die.” She looked up at me, her eyes stained with tears as she silently begged my forgiveness but I wasn’t quite ready to give it.
 

“Well I sure as hell didn’t want this!” I bellowed as I closed the distance between us.
 

“What do you want me to say? I know I can’t apologize enough for what I did to you.” She sucked in a sharp breath and closed her eyes as she gathered herself.
 

“I’m not going to be mad that you saved my life,” I muttered after a long silence. “Thank you.” She looked up at me and I hoped that she could see the sincerity in my words.
 

“I should have been there for you.”
 

“That would have been nice.” I nodded and crossed my arms over my chest. “So what now?” I asked her as my body began to calm. She just smiled weakly and shrugged.
 

“I don’t know, I guess...” Pausing, she looked into my eyes. “I guess if you’ll let me, I’d like to try and make up for leaving you alone like that. I’m proud of you.” She turned her eyes to the ground.
 

“For what?” I asked quietly.
 

“Honestly, I was expecting to find you dead or worse but somehow you managed to hold your own.” She smirked as she shoved her hands deep into her pockets and looked up at me.
 

“Yeah?” I asked with a smile.
 

“Yeah, you did.” There was another pause as we stood only inches from each other. I couldn’t be angry at her, despite what she did. She saved my life and for that I at least had to be a little bit grateful.
 

“So where do we go from here?” I shrugged. She smiled and took my hand in hers.
 

“Wherever you want. I’m sure what it is that you want most is answers and I promise,” She let go of my hand and looked into my eyes. “We can give that to you.” I smirked and shook my head.
 

“Do we age?” I smiled.
 

“No.” She shook her head slowly and smiled up at me.
 

“Is there a cure?”
 

“No,” she answered quietly.
 

“Do vampires exist too?” Her laugh was sweet and the mood seemed to lighten. I was starting to feel better about the situation. At least I had friends now. At least we weren’t alone anymore.
 

“Hey, how did you find us?” I asked as we began to walk back up to the house slowly. She smiled and met my eyes again. I could get lost in hers easily and in some ways I wanted to.
 

“I made you, Ethan, like it or not.” She laughed. “We’re connected for life. Wherever you go, I’ll find you.” She winked and turned to walk into the old cabin. I followed her in and as the night pressed on I began to feel like finally, everything was going to be okay. And from Cordillia’s glowing face and happy smile it wasn’t hard to see that she felt the same.



Chapter Twelve
 

 

 

 

Sam pressed us to stay put until we found a place to go and luckily for us that was easy to do. The news of Maura’s death spread like wildfire throughout the tiny reservation. The official cause of death was listed as a rouge animal attack and there was no way of really knowing how many people believed that. No one came looking and Jonathan never came back. We were safe, and as long as we stayed quiet we remained that way.
 

The days pressed on peacefully as we got to know one another and I got answers to the questions that burned in my mind for so long. From what I could tell it seemed that Sam was a sort of gatherer of lost pups and I was her latest find. Matt was first, a Russian soldier from Stalingrad left to rot after taking a shot to the stomach. She saved him just as she saved me only he seemed to be more than grateful for his new life. In a way I hoped I would share his enthusiasm one day.
 

James came next. He was a grad student at Harvard who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He didn’t seem to mind what had happened and if he did, he never talked about it. He was quiet, always involved in his books or research. But one thing I would give him, the kid had a way around finding any piece of information you could ever need.
 

Logan was the last to be found but he wasn’t the youngest by any means. He was turned in 1813 by his sister after a particularly nasty fight and according to him he hadn’t seen her since. Logan didn’t have the benefit of a teacher and according to Sam went feral for quite a long time before she found him wondering the streets of Memphis. She took him in as she did the rest and after a lot of work managed to bring him around to a more peaceful way of life.
 

Sam told me that there were others, not of her pack but there were others that they had lived with that helped them to keep the peace and soon we would be headed to see them.
 

“So what’s all this about a treaty between the wolves?” I asked as they finished their stories and I started in on my fourth helping of Sheppard’s pie.
 

“Well,” she began as she finished her meal and placed her plate on the table beside the couch. “You know that there are two kinds of wolves, the ones who hunt people and the ones who don’t.” I nodded. “I’m not saying that those are the only ones out there, it’s just that they make up the majority.” I nodded and leaned back against the couch as she gathered her words.
 

“Well the ones who hunt people, they tend to cause trouble for us and the people around them. They don’t just hunt, they slaughter entire towns and not just people. Other wolves get caught in the process. You’ve heard of the Great Evil as they call him here?” She asked me as I forced a large spoonful of food into my mouth. I remembered Robert talking about him, the man with the yellow eyes. I nodded and looked up at her. “His name is Malik, he’s been around for God knows how long and he kind of started the whole ‘we’re the top of the food chain’ crap.”
 

“What do we know about him?” I asked with a full mouth. She giggled and James looked up from one of his many books to meet her eyes. She nodded at him and smiled. He placed his book on his lap and looked over to me.
 

“We don’t know much other than he’s been around for a very long time. I’ve traced him as far back as I can but after the French revolution the trail goes cold. There are stories though about a wolf with yellow eyes originating from the black forest of Germany. Legend has it that this wolf was well known for destroying entire towns of people for no reason at all. After that there are stories about a yellow eyed man torturing people in various settings royal and otherwise. I can pin him in the civil war, the slave trades and even world war two as a Nazi general in charge of the experiments in some camps. The last record of him though and I’m talking photographic proof was out in Mexico.”
 

“When was that?” I asked placing my plate on the floor. I was too interested to eat now. I wanted to know everything I could about him.
 

“This small town was slaughtered overnight a few months back. Newspapers say it was an animal attack but there are pictures of him wondering around for a few days beforehand. See he did things like that a lot here and it quite frankly was making a problem for us so we tried to make a deal with him.”
 

“We tried to convince him to stop or at least slow down.” Sam took over for James. “But he didn’t want anything to do with it so we went after his kids so to speak. If one of them got out of hand we killed it and it was done. After his numbers went down he made the treaty with us. He wouldn’t attack in areas where we lived and he would keep the fact that we exist under the radar.”
 

“Why would he want to be known, isn’t that dangerous?” Cordillia asked from the floor in front of me. I jumped at the sound of her voice forgetting she was there after being so engrossed in Sam’s story.
 

“You’re right.” She sighed with a smile. “There was a time when it was dangerous to be known. We used to be hunted but now people don’t believe in things like werewolves. And we like it that way. But we had our own rules to follow. We had to stop hunting his kids. If one of them gets killed by one of us then the treaty is over.”
 

“That’s why Jonathan showed up,” I spoke quietly. Matt nodded from the chair opposite us and smiled.
 

“Thanks to you its war now.” He chuckled. Sam shot him a disapproving glance and returned her gaze to me.
 

“It’s not your fault, Ethan. You didn’t know. And you did the right thing to protect your sister.”
 

“No, don’t worry I get that now,” I interrupted her with a smile.
 

“I’m glad you’re starting to understand.” There was a pause as Cordillia stood up and tussled my hair. I smiled as she walked off into the kitchen to greet Logan who was working on another course of food.
 

“So what now?” I asked looking back over at Sam. She smiled at me and shrugged.
 

“Well, at this point we’re sure that he knows what happened and he would be gathering others to…” There was a pause as she looked down at her hands nervously.
 

“Get us out of the way?” I asked. She nodded shyly and looked at me, the nervousness and fear in her eyes more than obvious. I shrugged.
 

“Okay so I guess that means we do the same.” Matt laughed loudly from the chair and we both turned to face him as he shook his head.
 

“I like the way you think.” he smiled.
 

“It’s not that easy, Matt, and you know that. Look, Ethan,” She turned her gaze to me. “it’s not like we can just go somewhere fight a war and come home, this is something that’s going to take time, planning and numbers and we just don’t have it. He’s already sending people out to fight as we speak and the only way to stop this once and for all is to get rid of Malik. Ethan, he’s over three-hundred years old. That more than tells us it’s not an easy thing to do.”
 

“All we have to do is get a jump on him, right? How hard can it be?” She shook her head and sighed.
 

“Ethan, listen to me. Don’t you think that in all this time that someone had to have tried that at one point? It’s not numbers and it’s not brains that are going to get to him. And besides all of that he never fights for himself. He sends others to do it for him so finding him is a whole other ball game in itself.” I chuckled and rested my head on the back of the couch as she lectured me.
 

“Look, it’s not that we don’t appreciate the enthusiasm it’s just that we have been at this for a long time. We know where he’s been but not where he is. Fighting his minions is all well and good but it doesn’t change things and it doesn’t solve the problem. What would have happened to you had we not shown up when we did?”
 

That was a stupid question. I was amazed I had survived even though they did. There was no doubt in my mind that I never would have made it without them, not to mention what would have happened to Cordillia. I looked over at her.
 

“You know the answer to that.” I sneered.
 

“Exactly, now imagine that our numbers are small and his are great and even then he would never ever leave himself out in the open and vulnerable. He sends ambush parties like the one that attacked you. Look at this.” She stood, walked over to the kitchen table and pulled a newspaper out of a large leather bag. I walked over to her and took a look at the front page.
 

Second Hiker Goes Missing This week
Police urge caution when entering the woods.
 

I scanned the rest of the article quickly my eyes returning to the picture of the missing boy.
 

“Toby, age nineteen goes missing in what appears to be another bear attack in the Oregon woods just three days after the first victim’s camp site was discovered,” I read aloud. “I know this boy.”
 

“You met both of them.” She added as I dropped the paper on the table and met her gaze. “He sends one out to gather new pups, feral wolves to fight for the general so to speak. We’re not the only ones in danger, Ethan. A lot of people will get hurt or worse.”
 

“So what do we do?” I asked as the room went quiet and a sort of sadness washed over us. She shook her head as she put the paper back into her bag.
 

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” I walked back over to the couch and sat down with a loud sigh. I wanted to help, wanted to stop this but I was just as stumped as they were. I felt her sit slowly next to me, a heavy feeling washed over me as she sighed. “We will figure this out, you have to know that.” She smiled as my eyes met hers. “For now we’ll just keep low and try and come up with a plan.” I just smiled half halfheartedly as my head swam with options, ways out of this mess.
 

I sunk into the couch and covered my eyes with my arm as the others continued their conversation around me.
 

“James, is there any telling where he might hit next?” She sighed after a moment of silence and without looking up at his reaction I knew that the answer was a no.
 

“I could make some calls. Maybe see if some of the packs up north might know something.”
 

“Please.” I felt her fall back next to me and the sound of a book being slammed shut was the last thing I heard before I fell into an uncontrollable bout of soft laughter. I could feel them staring at me as my laughter grew louder and in a way it felt good.
 

“Something on your mind?” Logan chuckled as his footsteps echoed across the hard wood floor.
 

“Oh no.” I smiled as my hysterics began to calm. “It’s just that,” I shook my head as I sat up and leaned forward on my knees. “none of this would have happened if I hadn’t forgotten my wallet.” I chuckled as they looked at one another in confusion.
 

“What?” I looked over at Matt as sank back into the chair he had claimed. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 

“The night Sam found me,” I motioned toward her. “I was mugged, stabbed and she changed me to save me but none of it would have happened if I’d had my wallet.” I dropped my head to stifle my chuckle at the end.
 

“Oh wow!” Matt groaned. I looked back up as he ran his hands over his face and smiled. “So all of this over a couple of bucks?”
 

“People have killed each other over less.” Cordillia smirked as she sat down on the floor next to me.
 

“That’s very true.” He smirked for a second. “That is also very sad.”
 

“So there is something I was curious about.” I turned to Sam, hoping to change the subject from my momentous stupidity to something of a little more value. “Why do you think Jonathan would have been sent to find me?”
 

“You started this, isn’t that enough of an explanation?” Logan piped up as he took a seat next to my sister and handed her a glass.
 

“Well sure but doesn’t it seem like a waste of time and resources to go looking for me?”
 

“Maybe he wanted to thank you,” Matt offered from his chair.
 

“What?”
 

“You know,” He shrugged. “Shake the hand of the man who set him free.”
 

“Oh please.” I smirked. “He could have come out of hiding at any time. He didn’t need me to set things in motion.”
 

“Well he didn’t need you but you sure did make things easy on him.” She looked over at me with a smile.
 

“Maybe I’m reading you all wrong but none of you seem to terribly upset about this.” Sam shrugged and the others followed suit.
 

“If you ask me,” I turned my gaze back to Matt as he cracked his neck loudly. “It’s about time we just take him out.”
 

“Matt…” Sam cooed and crossed her arms over her stomach.
 

“Look I don’t want anyone to get hurt either but I’m tired of being afraid of this asshole.” Sam sighed and shrugged. “We’ve been hiding from him for nearly a century and every day it feels like he could come out of nowhere and destroy everything we have built for ourselves.” She nodded with a sigh and I watched as everyone turned their eyes to the ground. “I’m tired of waiting for him to make his move.” He turned his gaze to me and smiled. “I know you don’t see this as anything close to a good thing, Ethan, but thank you.”
 

“For what?” I asked softly. Matt sighed heavily and smirked.
 

“We don’t have to wait anymore. It’s done, we can end this.”
 

“I never thought about it that way,” Sam offered thoughtfully as she nodded. “We have a lot to lose.”
 

“And we’ve just been sitting her waiting to lose it,” the room went silent as his words hung in the air and a heavy weight fell on us all. I ran through everything I had been told in my head. I was happy, excited even to have people like me for a change. To feel normal and to feel welcomed since this whole mess had begun.
 

But a bigger part of me was scared. Scared of what all of this meant and for the first time it wasn’t Cordillia I was so keen on protecting. She was a part of it sure but it wasn’t just her life that was on the line anymore. My momentary lapse in control had put a lot of people in danger, had started a war and now it was just a matter of time before all hell broke loose.
 

Thinking about it in terms of the bigger picture made me feel small and helpless but it didn’t take much more than a glimpse around the room into the faces of my new friends to bring me back to reality and put the pieces where they belonged.
 

As time passed the conversation grew lighter and laughter invaded the room. Everyone was smiling and that was a sight I was dying to see. There was no fear in this room, no stress and no worry. Just us enjoying the time we had together and the company we shared.
 

The next morning I woke and before I had a chance to really register what was going on I jumped off of the couch and to my feet. That smell, it was everywhere and as if on cue I heard footsteps behind me as Sam stopped at my side.
 

“Where is it coming from?” I growled as Matt sniffed the air from behind me. She just shook her head as she scanned the room slowly. “Where are the others?” I asked as quietly as I could.
 

“Shush.” She hissed as she moved from my side and began to circle the room carefully. I watched her glide slowly across the floor with a sort of grace I had never seen before. She didn’t make a sound and I was amazed at just how fast she could maneuver. Before I knew it she was back at my side, Logan and James behind us.
 

“It’s fresh, they’re probably still here,” she whispered to Matt. He nodded as she turned to the other two. “Get your things quietly and meet back in here as fast as you can.” She turned to me quickly, the usual sweetness in her face gone and the look of a warrior stood in its place. “You too, Ethan, go.”
 

I turned and headed down the hall looking into each one of the rooms as I passed them. Logan was throwing clothes into a rather large backpack. James had what looked like an entire library shoved into a suitcase amidst a few T shirts thrown in where they would fit. Matt saw me and shut the door as I was passing but there was something missing I thought as I stopped at the doorway of the last room.
 

I pushed the door open as I tried to figure out what it was that seemed out of place and as I got a glimpse of the room it hit me like a ton of bricks.
 

It was destroyed. The nightstand had been knocked over, the bed tossed and the window broken. Her things were still here but she was nowhere to be found. I ran back down the hallway and toward the living room. My heart raced and my mind began to think the worst as I found Sam standing near the window peering out into the woods that surrounded us.
 

“She’s gone!” I screamed.
 

“Ethan, what’s-”
 

“She’s gone, the rooms destroyed and I can’t find her. We have to find her!” I shouted. I could feel the tears behind my eyes as she put her arms around me gently and led me back to Cordillia’s room. Matt was already inside by the broken window as Sam walked in front of me and started to slowly search the room.
 

“There’s no smell in here,” Matt spoke softly as he looked out into the clearing. He turned and began to sift through the mess. He moved the quilt off of the bed and my heart sank as the smell of blood filled the air.



Chapter Thirteen
 

 

 

 

Sam looked over at me as I stared down at the lingering red pool on the mattress. I could feel their eyes on me but my mind couldn’t pull itself away from the steady stream of thoughts that fueled my anger. What had happened? Why hadn’t I been there? Where was she? I felt myself losing control I felt the monster tearing at the edges of my sanity, threatening to break free and tear apart everything that stood between Cordillia and I.
 

“Ethan, get a hold of yourself,” I heard Sam’s voice calling out to me. Just like that my focus changed from my thoughts to the searing pain in my hand and the large hole I had made in the wall next to me. I felt a scream escape my chest as I began to tear the room apart. I ripped my hand out of the wall and landed another hit, another and then another. I was angry, scared and hopeless and this was all I could think of as I destroyed the once beautiful bedroom. My body grew hot and my pulse raced but before I had a chance to change I felt someone grab me from behind and knock me to the ground.
 

“Ethan!” I heard Matt scream into my ear. I thrashed and roared as I tried to get out from under his hold.
 

“Let me go!” I roared as I struggled under his weight.
 

“Ethan! Listen to me!” I heard him scream again. I didn’t want to listen. I wanted to fight, to find her and end this. He lifted me off of the ground and pulled me out of the room as I struggled against him.
 

“Let me go! Get off me!” I screamed as he drug me down the hallway. I felt a sharp pain in my head as he threw me to the ground and pinned my arms to my chest. I tried to free myself but he was stronger than I could hope to be in that moment.
 

“Ethan, calm down and listen to me, man,” he begged as I struggled and writhed against his grip. I was beyond pissed off and he was standing in my way. “We’ll find her!” he screamed. I went limp in his hold and looked up at him as I struggled to catch my breath. “We will find her,” he spoke carefully as I began to calm. I looked around at the worried faces that peered down at me and somehow I knew it wasn’t a false promise. In that moment he was being as honest as he could with me.
 

“Are you alright?” Matt asked as my eyes returned to his. I nodded and took a deep breath as he let me go and got to his feet. He offered his hand to me and I took it graciously, brushing myself off as I steadied myself and turned to face the others.
 

“I’m sorry.”
 

“Don’t be.” Logan nodded.
 

“Yeah, I’d be pretty pissed too,” James offered. I nodded in appreciation before turning to Sam.
 

“What now?” I asked coldly as I cracked my neck slowly. Before she had a chance to speak a beautiful scream broke through the silence that surrounded us.
 

“Ethan!” she shrieked. I bolted for the front door almost instinctively and ripped it open to see nothing and no one there.
 

“Cordillia?” I shouted into the open space. I didn’t care who might be there or what danger I might find. I heard her screaming for me and all that mattered now was finding her.
 

“Ethan, get back here.” Sam hissed from the doorway.
 

“No! I have to find her!” I screamed as I took off down the driveway searching frantically for any sign of her. I ran around to the back of the house as fast as my legs could take me and just as I made it around the corner to the clearing I saw her scared and beautiful face. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked at me helpless and afraid, a deep gash on her left arm had stained her pajamas with blood but thankfully the bleeding had stopped some time ago.
 

My eyes shifted focus to the man that held her still. Dirty and disgusting he sneered at me as she fought against his grip. His clothes were torn, his hair in knots and dirt covered him from head to toe. His black eyes stared back at me as I stood frozen in place and unable to do anything to save her.
 

The back door creaked open and somehow I was aware of Matt and Logan as they rushed to my side.
 

“Let her go!” Logan screamed. I watched as the man pulled her tight and she shrieked under the pressure. He started laughing a sick sinister laugh as he shook his head.
 

“I’m afraid that’s not going to happen.” He growled as he stroked her cheek. She grimaced and turned her head away from him as he laughed.
 

“There are three of us and one of you, think about this before you do something stupid,” Matt growled. The man looked back up at us and grinned.
 

“That’s where I’m afraid you’re wrong.” We watched as the shadows behind him began to move and one by one more of them came into view. Some new, some old, some feral and some civilized. They laughed and shrieked as they lined up behind him and glowered at us. I stepped back as more and more of them came into view. Our once peaceful clearing had been overrun by beasts and monsters alike. I counted thirty men and women standing in support of the one that stared down at us, amused at our helplessness.
 

“What do you want?” I asked trying desperately not to show my fear but my own voice betrayed me as it cracked. He laughed as the others snarled and hissed behind him.
 

“I admire the fact that you think so highly of yourself to assume that I would want something from you.” He chuckled. “But I’m sorry to say that this visit isn’t about me. Boss’s orders. He wants to see her personally.”
 

“Why, what does he want with her?” His group of pups growled at my outburst.
 

“You ask too many questions.” He stated as he began to walk backwards pulling Cordillia with him. The pups separated to let him through and I watched in horror as they disappeared into the woods and out of my sight. I wanted to save her, to run after her but the mob that stood before us was more than I, we, could handle. We watched as each of them moved out of our sight, never taking their eyes off of us and one by one they vanished into the brush.
 

We stood there quiet and still as the realization of what just happened set in. I wanted to be angry, I wanted scream but something still within me wouldn’t let me. Somehow deep within myself, I knew this wasn’t the end, this wasn’t over and we would find her. I turned quickly and quietly, brushing past Logan and Matt as I stormed back toward the house.
 

“Ethan-”
 

“Don’t.” I growled without stopping my stride. I nearly ran into the cabin and packed my things without a word or second thought as to what it was I needed to be doing. I finished quickly and slung my bag over my shoulder. I had meant to go into the living room, sit down and collect my thoughts but somehow I managed to find Cordillia’s room instead. I dropped my bag at my feet and sat down at the foot of her bed, my thoughts swirling and flowing faster than I could label them.
 

I had failed her that much I was certain of. I had promised to protect her and instead I let her get taken. There was nothing I could do without getting killed in the process and yet even knowing that I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I had failed.
 

“Ethan,” a calm and beautiful voice shook me from my daze. My attention shifted from the holes I had created in the bedroom wall to Sam’s comforting smile. Something about it warmed me and as she sat down next to me it became easier to breathe.
 

“I was right there,” I muttered as she simply listened. “She was right in front of me and there was nothing I could do.” I could feel the tears stinging behind my eyes as Sam wrapped her arms around me. “What are we going to do?” I begged as I sobbed into her chest. She patted my back gently and held me tight.
 

“We’re going to get her back that’s what we’re going to do.”
 

“How can you be sure?” I asked as I pulled away from her and wiped the tears from my cheeks.
 

“I can’t, Ethan, you know that.” At least she was being honest with me. “But I can promise you that we’ll try.” I looked up at her and smiled weakly. I hoped she was right and that by some miracle Cordillia would be alright and for the moment my hope seemed to be enough to keep my desperation and fear at bay.
 

“James made some calls,” she spoke softly as she turned her body to face me. “He said there have been sightings of Malik in Washington, near Seattle.” I looked up at her and a feeling of hope crossed over me as I looked into her eyes. “Matt and Logan are getting the car ready. We have friends in the area, we’ll try and catch up with them there.” I nodded and stood, pulling her in for a hug as I did.
 

“Thank you so much,” I whispered into her ear. “I don’t know what I would have done without you guys.”
 

“It’s okay, Ethan.” I could feel her smiling against me as I held her tight. “We’re family it’s what we do.”
 

“Thank you,” I whispered as I squeezed her one last time. She patted my back as I let her go and grabbed my bag from the floor. I threw it over my shoulder and offered her a smile as we walked out of the cabin together leaving behind the memories and pain that filled this place. As I stepped out into the front yard I saw a familiar sight waiting there to greet me. Matt leaned against my truck and a smile filled his face as my eyes lit up.
 

“You fixed her,” I nearly shouted as he stood and walked over to me.
 

“Damn right we did.” He laughed as I walked around and looked her over. She was beautiful and in the midst of all this mess I was happy to have her back. Matt threw me the keys as I happily opened the door and threw my bag onto the passenger seat.
 

“I can’t believe this.” I shook my head as my friends surrounded me and one by one they wrapped their arms around me. Matt stood in front of me, the last to embrace me and it was strange that someone so gruff could have a soft side as well.
 

“Alright.” He smiled as he let me go. “Now that the hallmark moment is over let’s get the hell out of here.” He chuckled as he followed Sam and Logan into a small gray Trans Am that somehow seemed even smaller parked next my hulking red truck.
 

I slid into the driver’s seat, relishing in the feel of familiarity as I closed the door and ran my hand along the wheel. I sighed as the passenger door creaked open and James climbed in hesitantly.
 

“I hope you don’t mind if I ride with you,” he spoke nervously as he placed his bag at his feet.
 

“Not at all.” I smiled as I put her into gear, backed out of the old dirt driveway and followed Matt out of the reservation and onto the open road.
 

Leaving the reservation filled me with a sense of peace and relief as we traveled north to what I could only hope was the end of all this mess. I never was one to believe in destiny but here I was in the middle of a war I never knew existed, ready to fight and ready to do anything I needed to fix the mess I had caused. For a moment I found myself wondering if something good could come out of all of this and in that moment I caught myself feeling hopeful.
 

A centuries old battle, A mythological race and Ethan Harlow, a cashier from Barstow California that had more in store for him than what the average life had to offer. I chuckled to myself as these thoughts crept into my mind and filled the silence that surrounded me.
 

“James, can I ask you something?” I broke the silence which seemed to startle him. He nodded and looked over at me. I still couldn’t imagine someone like him being something like me. He was somehow too sweet, too young to be caught up in all of this but despite my impressions we were here none the less. “I was just wondering, how you deal with all of this?” There was a long pause as he played with his fingers nervously.
 

“I don’t know, I guess I never thought about it,” he muttered. “I was never really good at being human. I was shy and quiet...”
 

“You still are.” I smirked.
 

“True.” He smiled back. “But I guess now there’s something more to me. Back then I was bullied a lot and I got hurt real bad. I couldn’t stand up for myself and there were more than a few times I really thought about suicide or just running away.” His expression changed to one of sadness and for a moment I felt bad about stirring up his old memories.
 

“You were at Harvard right? On your way to being a lawyer?” I asked hoping for a chance to get to know him better.
 

“No, not really,” he muttered. “I was a Psychology major. I don’t know why I decided to study the human mind but it called to me.”
 

“So what happened to you?” I asked as we passed the sign announcing our departure from Oregon and into Washington. Freedom, for what it was worth. At least the reservation was as far behind us as it could be. James shrugged and stared at his hands as the truck quickly went silent again. “Sorry I don’t mean to pry, if you don’t want to talk about it that’s fine.”
 

“No, no it’s not that. It’s like I said I don’t really think about it and it’s been a while since anyone’s asked me.” He paused for a few moments. “I was leaving the library one night, it was dark and I took the long way back to the dorms. I was walking behind our building and this thing came out of nowhere and attacked me,” his voice wavered as he told me his story. “I tried to fight it but it was bigger and stronger, you know that.” I nodded as he looked down. “Some of the bigger guys that usually picked on me ran it off. When I woke up I was in the ICU and I tried to go about my life as normal after that. Actually I didn’t think anything strange had happened at first. My temper was worse but I hadn’t changed yet so I honestly didn’t know.”
 

“How did you find out?” I asked hoping that it wasn’t the wrong question.
 

“Well there was this guy named Taylor that used to pick on me a lot and one day he pushed me down on the ground and started ripping up one of my thesis papers. I lost control and I changed there in front of everyone.”
 

“Hell, man, that’s rough.” I looked over at him. “What happened to him?” James paused and bit his lip. “He’s not around anymore is he?” I asked already knowing the answer.
 

“He was in the hospital for a few months, a coma but he never woke up and eventually he just slipped away.”
 

“I’m sorry, man,” I said looking over at him. His face didn’t hold the type of remorse that I had expected.
 

“It’s okay, I was upset about it for a long time and I never went back to that school. It took a long time for me to come to terms with what I had done but Sam told me that he had been picked up for rape a few times and assault on his girlfriend. I guess that made me feel better about the whole thing.” I nodded and offered him a smile.
 

“So you were like a hero and you didn’t even know it. That’s not so bad.” James chuckled lightly.
 

“Yeah I guess you’re right,” he spoke softly bringing a small sense of joy to the dim dark night. I followed Sam’s car for what felt like an eternity, hoping we were on our way to a place of peace, a sanctuary in the middle of hell. Not that things were really all that bad but all things considered you wouldn’t have to ask me twice to trade it all in and go back to the way things were. A crappy job, a shit hole apartment and my sister home safe and sound. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t give for a blessing like that.
 

“We’ll find your sister.” He offered just as the thought crossed my mind. I turned to him and smirked.
 

“What is it with people and answering questions I haven’t even asked yet?” I laughed as I turned my eyes back to the road.
 

“You were thinking about her?”
 

“I’m worried about her, of course I was.” I smiled.
 

“I was just trying to make you feel better, I’m not psychic or anything.” He smirked.
 

“Have you ever met one?”
 

“What, a psychic?” He shook his head as a slight laugh escaped him. “No, I haven’t but I’ve met people who say they have.”
 

“I guess nothing is completely out of the question huh?”
 

“No I guess not.” He sighed, his eyes fixated on me. “Can I ask you something?”
 

“Sure.” I shrugged.
 

“What’s your story? I know Sam turned you but what happened?” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a quick second.
 

“I was on my way home from work and a couple of guys mugged me. I didn’t have my wallet on me so I, like an idiot decided to fight back.”
 

“I’m guessing that didn’t turn out well.” I smirked and shook my head.
 

“Not even close. I got stabbed.” I added as I looked at him quickly. He sucked in a sharp breath.
 

“Ouch.”
 

“To say the least.” I chuckled. “But this thing...” I sighed and shook my head. “Sam, she came out of nowhere and rescued me. She killed one of them, I know that but I think the other just ran off.”
 

“And then what?”
 

“I don’t really know, I don’t remember much.” I didn’t want to tell him about the voice from my dream. Talking about how we became werewolves was crazy enough but adding disembodied voices to the conversation was a little too much for me. “She bit me, I remember that and then I passed out. I woke up about a week later in the ICU, Cordillia was reading to me.”
 

“That’s sweet.” He smiled. “What was she reading?”
 

“I don’t remember.” I smiled and shook my head.
 

“At least someone was there when you woke up,” he added quietly.
 

“Who was with you?” He shook his head and stared down at his feet. “Oh, I’m sorry.” James shrugged and leaned back in his seat.
 

“Don’t be. My mom ran off with some guy to Florida when I was three and my dad sent me to live with my grandma. She passed away right after I got accepted into Harvard.” He smirked lightly and looked up at me. “She got to see the best day of my life, at least she wasn’t around to see where it took me.”
 

“Yeah,” I smiled absently. “I guess you’re right.” James turned himself toward the open window and I kept my eyes on the road as I followed behind the little car. There wasn’t anything else to say and in some small way the comfort of silence felt nice as we pressed on, putting as much space between us and our nightmares as time would allow.



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Following close behind Sam’s Trans Am, I had no clue how far we were going or where we were headed, the only thought that went through my mind was how far away we were from the last place I saw my sister alive and a part of me couldn’t understand why. Why were we traveling so far away from the last place I heard her heart beat in her chest?
 

“So what’s Sam’s story?” I asked in an attempt to distract myself. James looked up from his book and shrugged lightly under the running glare of the streetlights that passed us at record speed.
 

“She doesn’t talk about it much,” he spoke quietly as he marked his place and set the old leather bound book on the dash. “Even I don’t know too much.” He smirked shyly. James was the computer of the group, if there was information to be had he was the one to find it and knowing he couldn’t dig up anything on the dark haired mystery woman really meant something.
 

“Well, what has she said?” I asked curiously. It wasn’t that I wanted to push him but I was curious about the woman that made me and I didn’t want to go back to driving in silence.
 

“Why does it mean so much to you?” I smirked and shook my head slightly.
 

“No reason but she made me, I kind of want to know who she is,” I explained. It wasn’t entirely a lie.
 

“Fair enough.” He shrugged. “From what I know, she’s from somewhere around the early eighteen-hundreds. She hasn’t said exactly when but I know she was a kid during the war of eighteen-twelve.”
 

“Jesus, you’re kidding?” I spoke in amazement.
 

“Nope, didn’t she tell you that we don’t age?”
 

“Well yeah she mentioned it but that doesn’t mean it’s not a little shocking to hear things like that.” I laughed lightly. James smiled and leaned back in his seat.
 

“No I suppose not. I’m sorry, it’s just that I’ve gotten so used to it that it doesn’t even bother me anymore.” I shook my head and smiled. I couldn’t imagine a life that didn’t end but as it stood I would eventually have to learn to live with it or end myself when I got bored of it all. Not a comforting thought either way.
 

“Well how old are you?” I asked quickly.
 

“Honestly, I don’t really remember anymore.” A smile crossed his lips as he spoke, “Let’s see I enrolled in college in I think nineteen fifty three...”
 

“How old were you then?” I hadn’t meant to interrupt him but judging by the grin he was wearing he didn’t seem to mind.
 

“Twenty or twenty-one, I’m not sure,” he answered quickly, happily.
 

“So that makes you...” I thought for a moment before turning to face him. “Jesus, dude, that makes you eighty!” I laughed lightly. James joined in and shook his head.
 

“Is that how old I am?”
 

“I’ll tell you this much,” I laughed. “You look damn good for an old man.” I watched as he shook with soft laughter in the seat next to me. I hadn’t known him for long but this was the first time I had ever really seen him laugh like that let alone smile. “Okay so about Sam,” I continued as I followed their car around a steep turn off. “What else do you know?”
 

“Well she lived in New Orleans until she was about twelve with her parents and three sisters. Told me her dad was a real son of a bitch.”
 

“How so?” I nearly growled. It amazed me how protective I was feeling over a woman I hardly knew.
 

“It’s okay,” he spoke as though reading my thoughts. “She’s your sire.” I looked at him for a moment before turning my eyes back to the road.
 

“Jonathan used that word before, what does it mean?”
 

“Who?”
 

“The guy that attacked me the day you showed up.”
 

“Oh you mean the big blond guy.” I smirked.
 

“Yeah that one.” He nodded thoughtfully.
 

“Anyway a sire is the wolf that made you. You want to protect her, that’s normal.”
 

“How did you know?” I glanced to him, my eyebrow raised in question.
 

“We’re a pack now I can read you pretty well.” He smiled.
 

“I thought you said you weren’t psychic?” I smirked. James shook his head and turned himself to the side, resting his elbow on the back of my trucks worn bench seat.
 

“I’m not and it’s not a psychic thing it’s more like an instinct thing. Like you can look at someone and just know that something’s wrong.” I nodded.
 

“Yeah okay.”
 

“Well I heard you growl and your voice changed when the subject of her jackass father came up so I assumed your reaction was one of concern for Sam.”
 

“Okay, okay you’re good.” I chuckled.
 

“You’ll learn how to do it in time.” He smiled, turning himself forward in his seat. “But anyway as I was saying her dad was angry that he had all girls, blamed her mother for it. Sam says he used to beat them pretty bad, even took to touching the girls when they got older.”
 

“Did he-”
 

“No.” He interrupted me. “Sam was promised to some rich diplomat or something, he wouldn’t do anything to compromise a paycheck.”
 

“So he sold his own daughter?”
 

“Well yeah, that’s kind of how things worked back then. She was married off at sixteen, had a few babies and did her duty as a housewife at least that’s how she tells it.”
 

“So when was she turned?”
 

“Well it gets kind of fragmented here. She doesn’t give too much detail but from what I’ve managed to piece together she was having an affair with this cotton farmer’s son. She said they were madly in love and he was saving his money so that they could run away together.”
 

“That sounds nice.” James winced and shook his head.
 

“Maybe at first but it gets weird. See you can be born like this, if you have kids its likely they’ll be wolves like us. That was the case with the farmer and his son.”
 

“So daddy was turned and his son just inherited it?” James nodded.
 

“Something like that.”
 

“Okay so what happened?”
 

“Well this was around the time that people still believed in things like us and we were being hunted like dogs so the smart ones kept it quiet and tried to blend in you know.”
 

“The farmer and his son? That’s what they were doing?”
 

“Yeah and when he finally saved enough money to leave he took Sam into his barn and showed her what he was. The way she tells it, she was okay with it and allowed him to change her. She said anything was better than where she was.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “After a few days of healing up she went back home to gather her things and her husband was waiting for her, drunk as usual. He came after her and beat the hell out of her for fooling around on him. She said it was when he went after her daughter that she changed for the first time and ripped him apart.”
 

The truck was silent. I couldn’t even bring myself to breathe as he told me the story of the woman that had brought me into this life. “It didn’t take long for the village to come running, we’re not exactly quiet when we kill, you know that.” He smiled slightly. “When they got there she was in the process of changing back, her husband was mutilated and she was standing in front of an angry mob so she took her daughter and ran.”
 

“Where did they go?”
 

“To the farm but so did the mob. The details are a bit fuzzy but from what I know the whole family was strung up along with the slaves that worked the field. Even her daughter was killed for good measure, Sam barely made it out alive and she’s been wondering around ever since.”
 

I sighed quietly and shook my head. As far as stories went that one was harsh and I was beginning to feel bad for ever thinking that the hand I had been dealt was unfair. Here was this woman who had lost everything so violently and somehow she managed to find the strength to go on, helping others when all I could do was complain. I decided right then and there that it made no sense for me to feel sorry for myself and I wouldn’t any longer.
 

“Everyone deals with things differently you know.” I looked to James and smiled, a slight chuckled escaped me as his expression turned to one of apology.
 

“Can you control that little habit of yours or do you just enjoy reading people?” I laughed lightly. He smiled and looked down at his hands as he played with his fingers nervously, a habit of his whenever he needed time to find the right words to say.
 

“I’m sorry, you just fascinate me. You didn’t go feral, you should have but you didn’t and I can’t understand why.” I shrugged and put my eyes back to the road.
 

“Maybe because I didn’t have some self-righteous jackass telling me it was my right to slaughter people like sheep. I heard Jonathan’s little speech. I can see how it would be easy to fall into that. I can understand why some go feral,” I spoke quickly and quietly. It was a convincing speech, even if it was bat shit insane, I did have to admire the elegance of his words.
 

“But the ones who are left alone go that way too, it’s kind of strange.”
 

“You studied psychology right?” I asked with a smile. He nodded and looked to me, waiting for me to get to my point. “So you should know what happens when a man is desperate, what they’re capable of.”
 

“Well yeah but-”
 

“But nothing.” I interrupted him. “I remember when I was first turned. All I wanted to do was eat. A week out of the hospital and I marched into a supermarket and began ravishing the meat department.” I looked to him, a smile on my face. “I tore into six steaks and two pot roasts before I realized what I had done and I was still hungry after all that. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be that hungry in the middle of nowhere, you’ll eat the first thing that comes along and if Jonathan was right and if humans taste as good as he says, I can see why someone would stick with that. Combine that with the fact that eating people is psychologically messed up and I can’t see someone handling seeing a werewolf and eating a person all in one short period of time too well.” I paused for a second and took a much needed breath. “Well it kind of makes sense if you think of it that way.”
 

“Wow,” James exclaimed, a smile on his face. “I never thought of it like that. How did you come up with that anyway?”
 

I laughed lightly and shrugged. “I just think way too much about crap that doesn’t really matter.” After a long pause, James went back to his book and I went back to the long stretch of road that was laid out in front of us. The truck went silent as we put the reservation and the horrors of the day far behind us and it wasn’t until the sun began to rise over the horizon that I realized just how tired I was becoming and just how far we had traveled.
 

I thought about what was to come, how we would get through this and if
we
would find my sister alive, a thought I wanted to banish as quickly as it had come.
 

Sam had come to my rescue just when I needed her and I had to trust that she would do for Cordillia what she had done for me in my time of need.
 

As they pulled into the parking lot of a rundown gas station, I pulled up next to the little silver car and killed the engine. I crawled out of the cab and smiled as I stretched my legs and relished in the feel of sweet relief that came with the much needed and overdue break from the open road.
 

Sam walked over to me as I lifted my arms over my head and groaned happily as my back cracked loudly and readjusted itself into a more comfortable position.
 

“I got a call from some friends of mine,” she spoke sweetly, stopping just in front of me as James stepped out of the truck and rubbed his eyes.
 

“Yeah?” I nodded, shoving my hands deep into my pockets.
 

“There’s a pack out in Richland, they want to help us.” I laughed lightly and leaned back against my truck, turning my head to the sky and closing my eyes.
 

“Help us how?” I scoffed. It wasn’t that I didn’t want the help and it wasn’t even that I doubted their abilities, I didn’t know them but things had gone to hell so quickly that it was hard to believe they would ever go back to a place that even closely resembled normal.
 

“Don’t do this, Ethan. I know you’re tired and I know you’re frustrated but we need numbers if we’re going to be safe.” I looked down as she pleaded with me eagerly. She was right, we were small and it wasn’t hard to see that if shit really hit the fan there was no way we would be able to stay alive as just the five of us.
 

“I trust you, Sam, and I know you’re right it’s just…” I trailed off. She knew enough about me and what I had gone through to be able to finish the train of thought for herself.
 

“I know but they can help.” She smiled. I couldn’t help but return her gesture, something about the way she smiled was so sincere and for a moment I felt like everything would be okay. A flash of inspiration crossed my mind and I stood from my truck and reached into my pocket pulling out the piece of paper that Robert had given me.
 

“What about this guy?” I asked as I handed it to her. She looked it over and shrugged.
 

“Bryant Lockley?” she questioned as she read it over and shook her head. “I’ve never heard of him. Have you called him yet?” She asked handing the piece of paper back to me. I shook my head and shoved it back into my pocket as Logan tiptoed toward us, careful not to spill the two large coffees in his hand.
 

“Good, don’t just yet.” She smiled, taking a cup from him and handing it to me. It felt nice to have something warm in my hand and the smell that wafted up from the large paper cup seemed to put a stop to the tiredness I was feeling. “I’ll have James do some digging before we go calling up a stranger.” I nodded as I took a sip of the bitter brown liquid. Gas station coffee in my opinion was never preferable but at this moment it was heavenly and I sighed happily as it warmed me and brought a smile to my lips.
 

“So where we heading?” I asked curiously.
 

“Richland, like I said.” She chuckled. I nodded and leaned back against my truck once again. “A few miles outside of town there’s this abandoned weapons factory we’re supposed to be looking for. I’ve never been there myself but I trust Grant with my life so we’ll check it out.”
 

“Grant?”
 

“Yeah he’s a friend.” She nodded.
 

“Why do you trust him? If it’s okay that I ask.”
 

“He’s saved my life on more than one occasion.” She smiled brightly as she traced the rim of her cup with her fingers. “We go way back, I used to be part of his pack until I decided to start looking for people like you.” She looked up at me with a smile.
 

“Like me?”
 

“Lost pups.” I nodded and pulled a cigarette from the pack in my pocket, lighting it quickly. I didn’t want to get into the habit of smoking but after the day that had just passed, something about the idea teased my senses and as I felt the warmth of smoke fill my lungs and calm my nerves I realized that somewhere in my line of thinking I was right.
 

I watched quietly as Logan and James wrestled with each other in the parking lot, Logan gaining the upper hand and critiquing James’ style with every move.
 

“Don’t turn your back, man.” He laughed as he brought James to his knees in a headlock. “Never turn your back.”
 

“That’s not fair!”
 

“Boohoo!” Logan laughed as he released him and tossed him to the ground. Sam laughed softly as James got to his feet and took a defensive stance only to be pinned against the Trans Am and brought to his knees once again.
 

“Do they do this a lot?” I chuckled. She turned back to me and shrugged with a smile.
 

“Logan was feral once.” I nodded. “He still has that fighter in him.” She smiled brightly as their shouts echoed all around us. “He’s a good soldier and the only person I’ve ever seen take down Matt in a fight.” She smirked. I watched her closely as she watched them, Matt pushing the boys away while he chatted on a small black cell phone, stopping only to knock Logan to the ground after running into him one too many times.
 

The way she laughed and the way she smiled as the boys played made her seem more like a mother to them than anything else and in a way I was right. She had taken them in, trained them and cared for them when no one else would. Isn’t that what a mother does?
 

“I swear to God if you two don’t knock it off-”
 

“You’ll what?” Logan teased as he stood on the tip of his toes to meet Matt face to face. He turned to us, tossing the cell phone to Sam as he grabbed Logan around the throat and held him still.
 

“Grant’s gonna have someone waiting for us at the gate,” he shouted and Sam waved in thanks. Almost immediately Matt changed his grip on Logan, spinning him around and lifting him into the air as he squealed and squirmed.
 

“Put me down!” he shouted as Matt lifted him over his head. One hand placed under his neck and the other resting at the base of his spine as Logan flailed against his grip. “Come on, man, this isn’t funny!”
 

“Matt, come on, you know he’s scared of heights.” Sam called over as she leaned against the truck next to me. He laughed loudly as he dropped Logan to his feet.
 

“You gonna listen when I tell you to piss off?” He smirked. Logan nodded and took a few deep breaths as Matt turned his back to him and began walking toward us. He shouted as Logan jumped on his back, wrapping his legs around Matt’s waist and his arms tight around his neck. Matt growled as he reached behind him, attempting to throw the kid off of his back.
 

“Never turn your back on your enemy!” He chuckled before Matt threw his back against the car, slamming Logan into it with a loud groan.
 

“Okay you two that’s enough!” Sam called across the parking lot.
 

“What?” Logan shouted as he dropped to his feet. “I’m fine.” He lifted his arms and turned around quickly to prove his point.
 

“It’s not you I’m worried about.” She laughed lightly. “Don’t go messing up my car.”
 

“Really?” Logan pouted as Matt reached over and pushed him into the car door with a laugh.
 

“Come on you guys, we got a long way to go.” The boy’s nodded and as if on cue began climbing into the silver car. She turned to me and smiled as I tossed the dying ember of my cigarette to the ground and cracked my neck loudly. “That sounded like it felt good.” She chuckled. I nodded and pulled open the door to my truck, ready to climb in when she placed a hand on my shoulder.
 

“Give me the keys.”
 

“What?” I smirked as I stepped down on the ground.
 

“I’m riding with you, give me the keys.” She smiled politely as she thrust her hand at me. I handed them to her reluctantly and shot her a questioning glance.
 

“You look tired.” She rolled her eyes with a smile. “Just get in.” She smirked as she pulled the door open and climbed in. I walked around the front of the truck and took my place next to her. It was strange not being behind the wheel but it was nice to know that I had the chance to ask a few more questions before we got to wherever it was that we were going. The truck came to life and she sped out of the parking lot like a woman on the run, the boys following close behind us as she pulled out onto the street and headed east toward the rising sun.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 

“Is there anything you want to ask me?” Sam spoke softly after a long silence. Miles of road stretched out in front of us with nothing to see but thick lines of trees left me the perfect opportunity to play twenty questions, it was just too bad that it happened to be the particular moment my mind went blank. I sipped at my quickly cooling coffee and turned my head toward the window next to me, allowing my thoughts time to gather.
 

“There’s a lot I still don’t know,” I muttered. I could feel her nodding lightly next to me and as I turned to face her my mind flashed back to the night we very first met, the night I saw her as nothing more than a beast. “That night in the alley,” I began as I sat up in my seat. Her body stiffened and her eyes flicked to me for a quick moment.
 

“What about it?” Her attempts to brush off her reaction failed and I could see through her as easily as she could see through me.
 

“I heard your voice in my head.” I pointed to my temple as she relaxed in her seat. “You spoke to me.”
 

“Did I?” She smirked. “Are you sure it wasn’t just your imagination?”
 

“No I’m sure,” I argued with a smile even thought I wasn’t. “It was your voice at least I think it was.”
 

“And what did I say?”
 

“You’re dying. I can save you,” I answered quickly. Sam breathed loudly as I watched her, her eyes resting on me for a moment before she returned them to the road.
 

“I didn’t speak to you. Ethan.” She turned to me and smiled. “I’m not telepathic.”
 

“Then what was it?” I asked as she turned her eyes once again to the road in front of us. She shrugged and shook her head.
 

“I don’t know, maybe a false memory or something.”
 

“But you were there.”
 

“Yes.”
 

“And I was dying.”
 

“Yes.” She smirked. “You had a knife sticking out of your stomach, I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say that you weren’t walking away from that.”
 

“Why were you there?” She stiffened as soon as I asked the question. Her smile faded and her eyes locked onto the road as she gripped the steering wheel tightly and shook her head.
 

“I was hunting one of Malik’s kids and I heard you scream so I came running,” her tone was as emotionless as the fake smile she offered me before turning her eyes back to the road.
 

“Bullshit.”
 

“What?” she snapped with a smile.
 

“Bullshit, you’re hiding something.”
 

“No I’m not.” She smirked. “What makes you think-”
 

“It’s not what I think it’s what you told me.” I laughed lightly. “You’re good at tracking down lost pups well I’m good at reading people and your body language screams bullshit.”
 

“How do you figure?” She smirked as she took a sharp turn that pressed me uncomfortably into the door. I righted myself and cleared my throat as if about to give a lecture.
 

“You tensed up when I asked you why you were there, your answer was quick and vague.” She laughed lightly and shook her head as I continued. “You wouldn’t make eye contact with me and I’ve seen you smile enough to know when you’re faking it.”
 

“Okay, okay.” She laughed. “You’re good.” At least her smile was genuine this time as she looked to me and smirked.
 

“I was following one of Malik’s kids, that wasn’t a lie,” she turned her eyes back to the road, her smile lingering as she spoke.
 

“How long were you in town?”
 

“A week, maybe two.” I nodded. “Anyway, I saw you a few times and I....” She stopped and shook her head. “It’s stupid.”
 

“No what is it?” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment.
 

“I knew where you worked and I was going to introduce myself that night but before I got the chance those guys were pulling you into the alley so I backed off.”
 

“You just let them take me.”
 

“Not exactly.” She snapped lightly. “It’s not like I wanted you to get hurt but as a human I couldn’t do much.” She sighed. “We’re strong but not taking on two big guys with a knife strong.” She smirked. “I couldn’t let you see me change but by the time I got there the damage was already done.” Somehow it didn’t matter to me that that night had lined up to make me what I was, that somehow circumstance and time had conspired against me.
 

“You wanted to talk to me?” I asked with a smile. Sam had always been beautiful to me but something about knowing that she had seen something in me made my stomach flutter and for the moment I couldn’t help but grin. Her cheeks reddened slightly as she nodded.
 

“Yes.”
 

“Why?” She laughed loudly and turned her eyes to me once again.
 

“I don’t know. You seemed interesting to me.” She smirked. “And you’re not exactly a troll you know.” I felt myself blush and turned toward the window to hide it.
 

“Okay.” The silence in the truck had grown nearly unbearable and I turned myself from the window to face her. “Change of subject?” I offered.
 

“Yes, thank you that would be great.” She chuckled as we turned off of the highway and onto a series of winding dirt roads. We couldn’t be far now and I could feel myself growing excited at the prospect of meeting others like me. I sat up in my seat and cleared my throat, waiting for any sign that we were approaching the factory but so far the only sight there to greet me were the passing trees and scattered road signs.
 

“So you told me we don’t age.” She nodded. “I’ve figured out that we hear, see and smell things differently and we heal fast.”
 

“It’s all pretty basic Hollywood stuff.” She shrugged as she took a sharp turn, pressing me into the door uncomfortably.
 

“Okay I got one,” I sat up and spoke excitedly. Her eyes flicked to me quickly before returning to the road in front of us. “There’s no chance that this is one of those things you grow out of right?” She laughed loudly and shook her head.
 

“Ethan, I’ve been this way for over two-hundred years I think it’s fair to say that the change is permanent.”
 

“Wow, two-hundred huh?”
 

“Yup.” She nodded.
 

“What’s your secret?” I chuckled lightly. She shrugged as we passed the dilapidated ruins of an old cabin, forgotten by time and swallowed up by the forest that surrounded it.
 

“Oh you know, good diet, exorcise, eternal damnation and the souls of the innocent.” I laughed loudly and shook my head. It felt good to laugh, to enjoy the company of someone who didn’t take her lot in life too seriously. It was a luxury I hadn’t been afforded until now.
 

“So is the whole silver bullet thing true?” Sam chuckled and shook her head.
 

“Not even close. Just about anything that will kill a person will kill one of us the only difference is that were fast, strong and hard to catch.” I nodded. Marcus had told me the same thing when I asked the day that everything went to hell. But she needed a change of topic and I needed conversation to keep myself from dosing off so I figured it was just as good a question as any.
 

“Why am I so freaking hungry all the time?” She laughed lightly.
 

“Because your metabolism is higher, it’s the same reason your body temperature runs high and you heal fast.” It made some semblance of sense to me but in a way not enough. Not wanting an in depth explanation of how werewolf biology works however, I let it lie and turned my attention to the front.
 

The Trans Am had stopped and a rather large blond woman was approaching the driver’s side. My heart thundered in my chest as she pointed the car forward and we began to head up the long dark road. It was covered over with trees so thick even the sunlight had a hard time making its way through the foliage. I could hear the sounds of the country over the rumble of the truck engine. Birds chirping to the morning sky, crickets that had not yet caught on to the daylight and the sound of footsteps as whatever creatures were nearby took off deep into the woods as we passed.
 

Sam chuckled as a large broken down building came into view.
 

“What?” I turned to her and asked quickly.
 

“I can hear your heartbeat from here.” She smiled.
 

“Is it wrong that I’m excited?” I smirked. She shook her head and smiled as we pulled into a large circular driveway and threw the truck into park. I didn’t know if I was supposed to wait or if it was safe to go and somehow I didn’t care. I threw open the door and stepped out into the crisp morning air, rocks crunching beneath my feet as I walked slowly toward Sam, waiting for her cue to move ahead.
 

“What’s wrong?” she whispered as I stopped at her side.
 

“What do I do?” She laughed weakly and placed her hand on my back.
 

“Don’t worry so much.” She smiled. I nodded even though my stomach was twisting and turning with a strange mix of excitement and nervousness.
 

“I can’t help it.” I looked up at her as a million and one thoughts raced through my mind. Something in her eyes told me everything would be okay and as I watched the others pile out of the tiny silver car I began to feel like everything would be okay.
 

Looking up, I took in the sight of the expansive and weather worn building in front of me. What once was a small factory on the outskirts of town had been stripped clean of its beautiful sheen and left dull and neglected amidst the woods. Massive in its frame, it stood nearly three stories high and looked more like an oversized house rather than a factory of any kind. With its steeped roof, lawn chairs and the well cared for garden that decorated the front of the building there was nothing left of the old factory that it once was. Cracked rust colored bricks made up the outside of the structure and somewhere behind it lay the ruins of what once was a well-used smoke stack that had since been left to rot and decay in the summer sun. Trees surrounded us, bringing a sense of seclusion and safety as we waited quietly in their welcoming shadows.
 

It wasn’t long before the large double doors at the front swung open and an older looking man with a friendly look about him walked toward us. My heart thundered in my chest, excitement and fear filled me as he nearly jogged toward us.
 

“Sam!” he called, opening his arms to her as he approached us with a smile. She took him into her embrace and closed her eyes as he rocked her back and forth. “It’s so good to see you,” he cooed as she held him tight.
 

“You too.” She patted his back and after a long moment finally released him and watched with a smile as he turned to me.
 

“This must be Ethan,” he spoke warmly and offered his hand to me. I took it graciously and nodded, barely able to contain my excitement.
 

“The newest member of my pack.” She smiled as she placed her hand on my shoulder and smiled up at me warmly.
 

“It’s nice to meet you.”
 

“I only wish it were under different circumstances, son,” the remorse in his voice was hard to miss as he let go of my hand and motioned for us to follow him. Sam stuck close to my side as Logan and Matt followed quietly behind us but before I had the chance to look back the massive front door swung open once again and to my shock and surprise a line of people began to flood out and take their places in front of us.
 

Women, children, old men and everyone in between stood happily before our tiny group. Sam and the others greeted them as if nothing magnificent had just happened but I, in my infamous naivety stood silent and still, staring at the faces that smiled back at me. They were all wolves like me, I could smell it on them and I counted at least forty bodies as I scanned their faces curiously.
 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Sam stop and turn to me. The others followed her lead as she made her way to my side slowly. Somewhere in my observation I had fallen to my knees, wide mouth and shocked at the display that greeted me, a sign of hope after the desperation and fear of the days before.
 

All the bitterness I felt at my situation, all the loneliness and hopelessness that had come to feel like friends drifted away and in their place came a rushing sense of sanity, safety and hope. I felt Sam kneel down next to me, her arm wrapping itself gently around my shoulder as she took me into her embrace.
 

“I’m not alone,” I managed to utter as she squeezed my shoulder gently. Logan, James and Matt looked down at me as I choked back the flood of emotion that shook me and made it almost impossible to breathe. Sam helped me to my feet and pulled me into a soft reassuring hug as the others looked on, their smiles never fading as I did my best to take it all in.
 

“You never were, Ethan,” she whispered as she patted my back. I nodded in thanks and followed close behind her as she led me toward the building and past the hopeful faces of friends to come.



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“This doesn’t look like much of a factory.” I smirked as I took a look around the expansive main room. The building had been renovated over time and despite the alterations that were made it still held a glimmer of what it once was.
 

“That’s because it hasn’t been in nearly fifty years.” Grant chuckled as he flipped on the lights. The building came to life with the hum of florescence and my eyes struggled to adjust as every dark corner, every shadow disappeared with the pop of the blinding white lights.
 

“I know that but that’s not what I meant.” I smiled as I looked curiously over the main room. It had been converted into some sort of hub. Tables lined the walls and each one was stacked with computers and various gadgets I hardly recognized. Newspaper clippings decorated the white plaster walls, old photographs and handmade charts had been pinned up to join them and as I quickly read them over a sense of excitement and mystery filled me.
 

“What did you mean then?” I jumped slightly as the sound of his voice just behind me shocked me out of my trance.
 

“It looks more like a hospital lobby to me.” I added with a shrug as Sam and the others joined at our side.
 

“You’re observant.” He nodded as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “It was a hospital at one time, converted into a place to store and ship weapons overseas when war was declared.”
 

“So why did you decide to come here?”
 

“Was it easy for you to find this place?” I shook my head. “That’s your answer.” He smirked.
 

“So what is all this?” I asked as I turned back to the articles on the wall.
 

“You like it?”
 

“It’s definitely interesting.” I chuckled as I skimmed over page after page detailing the gruesome history of the man we were chasing.
 

“Our little operation has been running for nearly thirty years now, although I am sad to say that we don’t have much to show for it,” his voice was deep, friendly and somehow fierce as he spoke, the voice of a man who had seen his fair share of battle.
 

“Thirty years?” I turned to him as my eyes lit up with amazement. “That’s a long time.” He nodded. “What are you doing here?”
 

“Honestly, not much of anything.” He sighed. “But what we’re trying to do is find the boogeyman.” He offered a smile behind his silver beard.
 

“Malik?”
 

“The very same.” He nodded. My attention shifted quickly from the expansive room laid out before me to Grant, the man who might be able to make some sense of the creature we were up against.
 

“So what do you know about him?” He shrugged slightly and looked out over the expanse of computers that filled the room.
 

“Well I’m sure Sam here has told you some.” I nodded.
 

“She said that he’s old, he doesn’t fight for himself and that he’s a self-righteous asshole.” Grant laughed loudly and nodded his head.
 

“That’s a good chunk of it.” He smiled. “There is still a lot we don’t know about him,” He sighed. “But we hope to have a better understanding of him in time.”
 

“Why do you want to understand him?” I scoffed. “He’s the bad guy right, we find him and kill him end of story.” Grant smiled lightly and placed his hand on my shoulder.
 

“In order to overcome something completely you have to understand what a perfect engine it is. That’s how it works in fighting disease and Malik is nothing more than a cancer in our world.” I nodded, I understood his reasoning perfectly but somehow it still didn’t make any sense to study him like some high school science project when the goal was to kill him either way. “We have a lot to talk about.” He smiled as he patted my shoulder.
 

“That’s an understatement.” I smirked. Grant chuckled and nodded as the room began to flood with people and my heart began to thunder with excitement once again.
 

“Let me show you to your room and we can finish our discussions later tonight if you like.” I nodded and followed close behind as he led us out of the large building and into the morning sun.
 

It wasn’t surprising to see a rather large well-kept garden just behind the old factory, Grant and his pack had done everything they could think of to make this place home but the beauty of it still stunned me as we followed a narrow brick walkway through the lush green utopia toward a long two story brick complex hidden away behind a series of blossoming apple trees. Park benches and fountains littered the small patch of Eden that they had created for themselves and in some small way, after all the ugliness I had seen in such a short time, the beauty of it brought me a much needed sense of comfort.
 

“Lovely isn’t it?” Grant asked quietly as I stopped to take in the garden around me. I nodded quietly and closed my eyes, allowing the sun to warm my face as I sucked in a deep breath. My trance was broken as Logan and Matt came bursting from the factory, James close behind and trying desperately not to be knocked over as the two pushed each other around in front of him, if I hadn’t known better I would have sworn that they were brothers but in a way I guess they were, we were.
 

Grant held the door open for me and reluctantly I walked out of the garden and followed Sam into the long brightly lit hallway of the towering building, the inside was much more welcoming than the cold brick complex appeared to be from the outside. Portraits and various works of art hung on the walls, lit up by soft streaks of sunlight that poured in through the large windows behind us. To our left a small room had been sanctioned off and filled with overstuffed couches and chairs, a TV hummed quietly in the corner and various toys and books littered the floor. I looked back toward Grant as he made his way past Sam and stood in front of us.
 

“We have your rooms set up at the end of the hall, the showers work and the beds are comfortable.” He smiled, allowing the door to close loudly behind him as he led us to the end of the long stretch of hallway that separated us from our beds. Sam’s room was right next to mine and as I watched him disappear into her room I took no time at all to slip into the comforts of my own, closing the door gently behind me.
 

The room was small and reminded me of my old bedroom back home, a welcome change to the hotel rooms I had grown accustom to recently. A large dark wood dresser spanned the wall in front of me and not far to the right I spotted what it was that I wanted more than anything else at that moment. A large and inviting bed greeted my tired eyes and without a second thought I dropped my bag on top of the dresser and threw myself face down onto the mattress. I kicked off my shoes and closed my eyes, relishing in the feeling of its inviting embrace and it wasn’t long before I felt my eyes grow heavy and my body give in to the welcome warm grip of sleep.
 


 

“Cordillia?!” I screamed into the darkness. Something deep within me knew she was close by but as I searched for any sign of her I began to feel myself grow desperate and frightened. “Cordillia!” I cried out again and like a sign from the heavens I heard her soft crying in the distance. I ran toward it, into the shadows, tired and afraid, yet hoping to find something in the nothing that surrounded me. A faint light shone from the distance, it was weak but it was just enough to see her figure crouched on the ground. A smile crossed my lips and my heart began to pound in my chest as I ran toward it, arms outstretched and ready to save her to take her home and keep her safe.
 

As I crossed the distance between her and I, the sound of a faint roar broke the silence and Cordillia looked up, fear in her eyes as she stared off into the shadows. I could hear its footsteps like a freight train barreling toward us and I hoped that it wouldn’t reach her before I did. She screamed out in horror as its shape came into view. Larger than any creature I had ever seen, a monster designed by the devil himself to strike fear into those who were unlucky enough to lay eyes on it. It stood as tall as a house and nearly as wide, murderous rage poured off of the beast as it quickly turned its eyes on me and roared exposing a bright white line of razor sharp teeth.
 

Fur as black as pitch covered the creature from head to toe making it nearly impossible to tell where the creature ended and the shadows began and I could feel my body changing in response to its guttural growls and violent roars as I closed the distance between us.
 

It began to run toward me and my mind froze as I realized that it towered over me and there was no chance I would win a fight against this creature but against my better judgment I turned from Cordillia and ran, leading it away from her and hoping that if I couldn’t fight it at least there was a chance I would be able to outrun it.
 

My lungs began to burn and my legs ached as I pushed myself as fast as I could go but no matter how much I pushed I could still feel it close behind me, chasing me, ready for the kill. As quickly as that the beast lunged at me and I fell with such force that the ground shook beneath us. It flipped me onto my back and against my will I was forced to look into the murderous face of the beast. It stared down at me through blood red eyes and it took every ounce of effort I had to hold it back as it snapped at the air just inches from my face. I cried out as its weight began to crush me, making it hard to breath and impossible to move.
 

It reared its head back and howled as it prepared for the killing strike and like an animal caught in trap I began to thrash and struggle under its grip, desperate to get away before it ended me. As I realized there
was no chance of survival I closed my eyes and waited for death to come but instead I felt a welcome
sense of release as the beast and all that surrounded us melted away.
 

I was standing, still in shadow but the fear and desperation that had surrounded me melted away into a welcome sense of peace. I watched as the shadows began to move and take shape, a thousand faces coming into view as I stood dumbfounded and amazed.
 

In a flash, an instant, Cordillia’s smiling face broke through the crowd. She took my hand and held it tight in hers, the smell of flowers poured off of her and brought my senses back to a time when everything was alright and we were just two dumb kids trying to make it by.
 

“Don’t give up, Ethan.” She smiled sweetly.
 

“What do I do?” I begged as she let go of my hand and moved back to join the crowd behind her.
 

“Stay strong.” I reached out for her but came back empty handed as she disappeared into the shadows, leaving me alone with my thoughts and confusion, leaving me with more questions and a growing gnawing sense of doubt.
 


 

I groaned loudly as the sound of incessant knocking pulled me from my dreams. I shoved my head under my pillow in an attempt to drown out the noise but it just kept coming like a fly that refused to stop landing on you no matter how many times you swat it away.
 

“What?” I grumbled from underneath my cloth covered barrier.
 

“Ethan, wake up!” Matt barked from the other side of the door. I grumbled again, shoving my head deeper under the pillow as I tried to ignore him. “If I have to come in there I’m dragging you out by your ears.”
 

“Alright!” I called back with a smile. I tossed the pillow to the side and sat up quickly. The room had gone dark and I could hear the sounds of people laughing in the courtyard just outside my window. I stood from my bed and stretched as far as my body would allow, relishing in the feel of my bones popping back into place.
 

“Ethan, come on man,” Matt groaned from the other side of the door.
 

“I’m coming!” I barked back as I made my way through the small room and pulled the door open to greet him.
 

“It’s about damn time.” He smiled as I wormed my way around him and closed the door behind me.
 

“So what’s the emergency?” I yawned as he stared down at me.
 

“Food.” He smiled before turning quickly and making his way down the hallway and out of view. I grinned happily and followed him, my stomach growling as I followed the sounds of laughter into the moonlit garden, nearly forgetting about my nightmare as I stepped out into the crisp night air.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
The moment I stepped out into the garden, every sense I had was set ablaze by the life this little place had taken on while I was sleeping. The smell of food wafted through the air making my stomach growl and my mouth water. The sound of laughter and conversation surrounded me as I stepped past the line of trees and out into the open.
 

I scanned the crowd of faces in an attempt to get to know them as I leaned against a large apple tree and smiled. A group of children ran screaming and laughing past me and it was strange to see faces so young with the scent of wolves all around them, just one of the many things that would take some getting used to.
 

“People watching?” I turned to toward the voice that broke my trance. A dark haired man stood next to me and smiled as he held out a red plastic cup. I took it from him and nodded in thanks before turning back to the crowd.
 

“You’re with the new group right? Ethan was it?” I nodded quickly.
 

“Yeah, how did you know?”
 

“Grant told me.” I chuckled lightly and nodded. “I’m Jason,” He smiled as he thrust his hand toward me. I took it happily only to wince at the force with which he gripped mine. “But everyone calls me Mack.”
 

“Hey, Mack.” I groaned as he released my hand.
 

“So Grant tells me you’re looking for someone.”
He asked before I had the chance to speak. I nodded slightly, a hollow feeling welling up in my stomach at the memory of why we were here.
 

“My sister,” I answered him. “She was kidnapped, that’s why we came here.”
 

“Shit man, that’s harsh. Is she one of us?” I shook my head and took another sip from my cup. “Well, don’t feel too bad about it, if he took her it was for a reason so the odds are good he won’t kill her right away.” I winced slightly at his attempt to comfort me. I didn’t really want to hear things like that but he made a good point and whether I liked it or not it was the truth. “Relax, man, I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just that that’s good for us, it means we have time,” he explained. I looked at him quickly, a smile crossing over my face.
 

“We?” I asked unsure.
 

“Yeah, man.” He smiled. “Unless you don’t want our help.” He added with a quick shrug as he took a drink from his cup.
 

“No, no I’d love all the help I can get.” I chuckled into my glass. “I just didn’t expect you guys to want to help or anything. I kind of figured this was just a stopping point or something like that.” He eyed me quickly before he broke out into loud peals of laughter.
 

“You really are new aren’t you?” He asked as his laughter died down.
 

“New to what?”
 

“New to everything.” He smiled.
 

“Am I missing something?” I leaned back against the apple tree behind me and watched him curiously.
 

“We,” He smiled, pointing between him and I. “Are creatures of myth, you know that.” I nodded. “We stick together and we listen to whatever the hell our leader says.”
 

“No questioning it?”
 

“Oh sure we can question all we want but what he decides,” he spoke pointing over to Grant who was laughing with a small group of older looking gentleman while working a large steel grill. “We follow. That’s just the way it works.”
 

“Really?”
 

“Have you ever seen your leader, Sam, give an order?” I nodded. There were many times I had seen Matt and Logan jump at her command and without question. “And her boys followed it to a T am I right?”
 

“Yeah, actually it’s kind of strange to see Matt taking orders from someone half his size.”
 

“That’s what I mean.” He laughed lightly. “It’s not really something we can even control its just instinct. You’ll see, one of these days she’ll tell you to do something and you won’t even think twice about it.” He smiled and took a long drink from his cup as I thought about what he said.
 

“So, how does someone become a pack leader?” I asked quickly. He shrugged and leaned against a large tree that towered next to him.
 

“A few different ways actually, sometimes it’s as simple as one person in the pack is stronger than the rest and fights his way to the top, sometimes a wolf will turn others to gain their loyalty and support. It all really depends on the clan and the wolf in charge.” He explained quickly, I was sure that there were at least a thousand ways to gain control of a pack and his little lesson only served to drive my curiosity about the world that I had been thrust into.
 

“So what about Grant?” I asked pointing toward him. Mack look behind him and then quickly back to me. “How did he make it to the top?”
 

“Oh that’s easy, he takes care of us.” I shot him a questioning glance, hoping to get a better explanation than that. “He started a long time ago with his own little pack.” Mack stood straight and smiled as his explanation became very animated. “He was a doctor back in world war two, went over to serve and all that jazz but what it boils down to was if a patient came in to his tent that was too far gone he would offer to save them.” He glanced over me quickly and shot me a knowing look. “I’m sure you understand that.”
 

“Better than you know.” I smirked.
 

“Oh yeah?”
 

“Sam.” I nodded toward her. “She saved my life.”
 

“Wow, you don’t hear that much anymore.”
 

“Really?”
 

“No, man, most other wolves would have just left you there.” I turned my eyes back to him and shrugged. “You got lucky.” A moment of silence passed as I looked back to Sam and smiled.
 

“It wasn’t just me.”
 

“Huh?” I turned back to him and took a sip from my cup.
 

“It wasn’t just me. She saved Matt too, took in Logan and James when they had no one.” He nodded.
 

“She’s a special girl. Sam’s always kind of done her own thing.”
 

“You knew her?”
 

“Yeah for a while.” He grinned. “I’ll get to that, so anyway back to Grant’s story.” I chuckled as he placed his cup down at his feet and continued with a kind of animated enthusiasm I had only ever seen in children. “There was like six or seven guys he ended up saving overseas and they followed him back to the U.S after the war was over. They lived like hippies, traveling from commune to commune and then Malik started stirring up shit all over the place kind of like he’s doing now.” He bent down and took a quick and what I imagined was a much needed drink from his glass before placing it once again at his feet and returning to his story.
 

“So they all went looking for Malik, not really knowing who or what he was at the time,” his voice got a little quieter as he continued his story. “They walked into a slaughterhouse, only Grant and like five others got out of there when about thirty of them went in.”
 

“Jesus,” I exclaimed as he nodded at me.
 

“I know. So anyway Grant goes off with the rest of the survivors and they moved around from place to place for a while until the treaty was made with Malik. After that Grant settled down here and since then he’s just been collecting wolves so to speak. They show up from all over and he takes them in as though they’re family.”
 

“Then you just become family.” He nodded and bent down to pick up his cup, groaning as he realized it was empty. “He and Sam have a lot in common then.” He looked over at me slightly confused as he tossed his cup in the garbage can behind him. “The saving people and taking people in thing.” He nodded.
 

“Oh she used to be part of the pack, I was gonna tell you about that,” he began.
 

“What are we talking about now?” Sam asked almost as if on cue. She walked over to us happily and threw her arm around my waist. I smiled and blushed slightly as she pulled me tight and leaned against me.
 

“Just talking about you.” I smiled down at her.
 

“I really hope you’re not getting into it with this guy.” She nodded toward Mack.
 

“What’s wrong with him?” I asked quickly. She shook her head and shrugged.
 

“Nothing, great guy.” She looked toward him, a sly expression crossing her face. “Never shuts up.”
 

“Oh now that’s not fair.” He smiled.
 

“Fair or not it’s true.” She shrugged before turning her attention back to me. “Ethan, can we go somewhere for a moment, I need to talk to you.” She smiled. Mack groaned in protest and leaned against his tree once again.
 

“Come on, Sam, we were just getting to know each other,” he grumbled as she pulled herself away from me.
 

“Just for a minute, Mack, and I’ll have him right back to you,” he grumbled and shooed us away as Sam grabbed my arm and led me out of the courtyard and back down the short stretch of hallway toward her room.
 

I grew nervous as she closed the door behind me and invited me deeper into the confines of her bedroom. Old books cluttered her long dark wooden dresser, piles of clothes littered the floor and as I followed her in, I couldn’t help but smile. For the first time since we had met she wasn’t just the woman who made me, who guided me and lectured me but in that moment I saw her as a friend, an ordinary girl thrown into an extraordinary situation, something I could more than relate to.
 

She sat down on the edge of her bed and began tying her hair up in a ponytail as she smiled up at me. “You can sit, Ethan. I’m not gonna bite,” she spoke sweetly. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I moved closer to her.
 

“I don’t know.” I smirked. “Considering what happened the first time we met that seems kind of like an empty promise.” She smiled and rolled her eyes, letting out a soft laugh as I sat on the bed next to her.
 

“You would bring that up,” her voice was thick with sarcasm.
 

“I didn’t mean anything-”
 

“No its okay.” She turned to me and offered me a warm smile. “I just wanted to know how you’re holding up.”
 

“What do you mean?” I asked quickly, not sure what it was she really wanted to know. She shrugged lightly as her eyes locked with mine.
 

“It can’t be easy, what you’re going through.”
 

“Do I have any choice?” I answered her sincerely.
 

“No I guess not,” she spoke quietly. “Look, Ethan.” She looked up at me, remorse filling her eyes. “I’m sorry, about all of this.”
 

“Why are you apologizing? It wasn’t your-”
 

“Yes it was, Ethan.” I was taken aback by her sharp interruption. “It was,” she looked into my eyes and repeated herself as if I had missed the point. “I spoke to Grant and believe me when I say I got an earful about what I did to you and he was right.”
 

“Sam, don’t do this.”
 

“No, Ethan, let me finish.” I sat quietly and waited as she sucked in a sharp breath and closed her eyes. “What I did to you was wrong,” she began, struggling with each word as it came out. “You asked me to save you so I did but I never should have left you on your own like that.” She took a deep breath and held her head in her hands. “I should have gone back for you, I should have done something but I was afraid and I abandoned you and I’m sorry,” her voice was quivering, bordering on tears as she spoke.
 

“Sam, it’s okay you don’t have to be upset about it. Shit happens, no harm no foul.”
 

“That’s bullshit,” she spoke quickly, looking up at me. I could see the anger, the remorse somewhere deep behind her eyes. “The treaty is broken, thousands will die. Your sister is God knows where with God knows who and it’s my fault,” her words became quick, desperate as she sat up and shook her head. “I made a mistake, Ethan, a mistake that not only screwed you but screwed all of us.”
 

“Sam, relax we can do this. We’ll get the numbers behind us, we’ll get support.” She shook her head and smiled slightly.
 

“It’s cute that you have this we can do anything if we all just try attitude but no offense, Ethan, you don’t know what we’re up against.”
 

“No I don’t. But that doesn’t mean we’re shit out of luck and that doesn’t mean there’s no sense in trying.” She looked up at me slowly as I spoke, “Yeah you messed up. It would have been nice to have someone there to walk me through life as a new species, to maybe have someone explain the treaty and Malik and all this crap before I went and found out the hard way.” She lowered her gaze and bit her lip gently. “It would have been nice to get to know you and the rest of them under different circumstances and it would have been nice to not have been stabbed in the alley that night but you know what, Sam? Shit happens as I said. There’s nothing we can do about it and sitting here crying over a stupid mistake isn’t going to change anything.”
 

She looked up at me once again, tears welling up behind her eyes as she listened.
 

“You saved my life more than once and to me that count’s more than any of the dumb shit you may have done so thank you.” She smiled lightly as she looked down and nodded.
 

“You can be real passionate when you want to be you know that.” I chuckled lightly and shrugged.
 

“I don’t know about that.” I smiled as she looked over at me. “I just don’t think you should be so hard on yourself, everyone makes mistakes.”
 

We sat in silence for a long moment before the sound of Grant calling his family to dinner came rushing through the window behind us. I offered her my hand and helped her to her feet.
 

“Hungry?” I asked with a smile. She nodded lightly and took my hand, leading me out of the room and down the narrow hallway.
 

“Come on, man, put the book down and come outside.”
 

“I’m perfectly fine here, thank you,” James muttered without looking up. Matt groaned as he turned toward us.
 

“Sam, could you do something about this?”
 

“Like what?” She smiled as she let go of my hand and walked toward them.
 

“He won’t come outside.”
 

“I don’t like crowds.”
 

“You should come outside with us.” She smiled down at him. James looked up from his book for a moment and in that moment it seemed as if he was under some sort of spell, his face relaxed and a smile crossed his lips as he closed the book on his lap.
 

“I don’t really belong out there.”
 

“Neither do I,” I added from the doorway. “But I’m going anyway.” James looked to me and back to Sam before standing with a loud sigh and dropping his book onto the chair beneath him.
 

“I suppose I should at least get some food.”
 

“There we go.” Matt smiled as he threw his arm around the kid and led him outside, holding the door open for Sam and I as we followed.
 

I stopped Sam at the door and pulled her into a hug, after everything we talked about it felt only right and as she squeezed back gently under my embrace I felt her body relax and a wave of relief washed over me.
 

“Are we going or what?” Matt smiled from the doorway as I looked over her shoulder at him. I pulled away from Sam and smiled down at her quickly before following them back into the courtyard and taking advantage of the buffet that waited to greet us.



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
We piled our plates without care or concern and my mouth watered with each new dish that caught my eye. Burgers piled high on paper plates, sausages and ribs crammed next to mouthwatering plates of chicken and some kind of fish. Sandwiches and salads of all kinds, all the things I grew to love over the years and things I had yet to discover laid out before me in a welcoming and delicious buffet.
 

With my plate stuffed as high as it would go, I followed Sam and Logan to an empty white table and took my seat on the other side of her. If it weren’t for the ingrained instinct to be a more civilized person I would have been tempted to forgo the use of a fork and simply shove my face into my place but my better instincts got a hold of me and instead I turned to watch the many smiling faces around me as they filled their plates and took their seats.
 

Children looked over the tables hungrily, pointing to what they wanted as their mothers filled their plates happily and I wondered with a smile if this is how life unfolded for them each and every day a celebration of family and friends, a celebration of life, new life and for some second chances.
 

My thoughts were broken as Mack sat down next to me, his eyes fixed on the mountainous plate in front of him. “Looks good doesn’t it?” He smiled as he grabbed his fork and began to pick at the feast he had chosen for himself. I smiled and nodded as I grabbed a burger and began to tear into it like a man on the verge of death. I could hear Sam chuckle as she watched me finish it in four bites taking no time to rest as I grabbed a second one and gave it the same treatment.
 

“Hungry?” Logan asked with a smile as he gingerly picked at his own plate.
 

“Dude, you have no idea,” my sentence muffled and distorted, followed quickly by the sound of laughter around me. Matt took his seat next to Sam and shortly after came James who seemed more interested in his book rather than the meager amounts of food placed in front of him. Logan turned to him and scoffed.
 

“Is that all you gonna eat, man?” he asked as James looked up from his book, confusion covered his face as he looked down at his plate then to Logan.
 

“What?” He questioned lightly.
 

“Nothing,” Logan shook his head as he grabbed one of his three burgers and slapped it down on James’ plate. “You’re a skinny little shit as it is, eat something will you.” He chuckled as James rolled his eyes and went back to his preferred hobby. I had only known him for a short time but Logan was right, James was a tiny guy and never without something to read.
 

“Don’t mind him,” Sam cooed as she threw her arm around James and pulled him into a quick one armed hug. “We love you just as you are.” James blushed slightly and marked his place as she released him and turned her attention back to her plate. He set the book down on the table next to him and began to eat his fill, slowly and carefully as if he was studying every bite.
 

“Yeah, man, skinny or not you’re still one hell of a fighter.” Matt smiled before glaring slightly at Logan. “So, Ethan,” He nodded at me. I looked up at him questioningly, still managing to load forkfuls of food into my mouth as I waited for him to speak. “What did you and Sam talk about in there?” He nodded toward the building behind us. A condescending tone poured from his lips and for a moment I wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully Sam took over and I went happily back to my meal.
 

“Since when is that any of your business?” She smiled.
 

“It’s not, I’m just curious.” He shrugged, biting off at least half of his burger in one motion as he looked over at her.
 

“Okay, well if you’re going to be nosy, I was just wondering how he was that’s all.” She smiled as his posture began to relax.
 

“That’s it?” he sounded shocked.
 

“Yes that’s it, Matt.” She looked over at him and smiled lightly. “Why do you care?”
 

“I don’t.” He shrugged. “Just asking is all.” Sam rolled her eyes and went back to her meal. We sat in silence and enjoyed the time we shared in the company of our new friends as they gathered around us and one by one took their places at the long stretch of tables set out before them. It was nice to see so many people smiling, to see others like me and to know that at least for this moment it wasn’t me against the world anymore. I had answers, I had hope and in this particular moment in time I was right where I wanted and needed to be.
 

Grant sat down next to me and folded his arms on the table.
 

“You’re not eating?” I asked him as I turned to meet his smiling face. He shook his head slightly.
 

“No, I had enough while I was helping to cook everything,” he spoke warmly as I pushed my empty plate to the side and looked at him intently. “Actually I was wondering if I could have a word with you whenever you’re ready.” I nodded hesitantly.
 

“What is it with everyone wanting to talk to me today?” I chuckled as I stood from the table.
 

“Been popular today have you?” He smiled.
 

“More or less.” I smirked as I stood and followed Grant toward the main building. He held the door open and as I stepped inside a rush of cool air swept past me, chilling me as the door closed loudly behind us.
 

“So what’s this all about?” I asked curiously as I stood under the hum of the bright florescent lights. Grant’s face lit up and he walked around me quickly. As he moved back into view he held out pair of overstuffed black binders. I eyed them curiously, not sure of what it was or if I truly wanted it but Grant’s insistence got the better of me and I took them from his hands. I dropped them on a small round table next to us and began flipping through the charts and newspaper clippings with a surprising amount of enthusiasm.
 

“What is all this?”
 

“That is basically what we know about Malik,” he spoke dryly. “You were asking and I for one think that you could be a great help to us.” I looked up from the pages, my eyebrow rose as I questioned him.
 

“How do you figure?”
 

“Well,” He smiled. “we need all the people we can get honestly,” he explained as I closed the binder and tucked it under my arm. “If Malik’s going to start a war we have to be prepared and I was hoping that maybe we could count on having your help.”
 

“Of course,” I answered quickly.
 

“Are you sure?” he asked surprised.
 

“Well yeah.” He nodded. “It’s not like going to war is on my list of things to do before I die but I started this...”
 

“That wasn’t your fault, Ethan.”
 

“I know that,” I explained. I thought back to the conversation I had with Sam and sighed. “But it wasn’t Sam’s either, I can’t stick you guys with this and run for the hills.” He nodded as his eyes locked with mine.
 

“You do realize that this isn’t going to be easy.” I nodded.
 

“I also know that it might kill me to finish what I started but hell,” I chuckled. “What have I got to lose?” You live and you learn, a saying that everyone knows but it applied to me now more than ever. In this case however it was more aptly worded you live, you learn, you screw over an entire race of people and you do everything you can to make it right.
 

Grant smiled brightly at my enthusiasm, the way he reacted I would have guessed that what I had just said was the best news he had heard all year not that I could understand why in any sense of the word. I was a Cashier from Barstow. I had never served in the army even after years of serious consideration for the idea, hell I was the kid who ran away from his bullies in fear of getting punched in the face so as I stood there, watching him smile, it was hard for me to understand what it was that made him so damn happy about the idea.
 

“The thing is though I don’t know how to fight or anything like that.” I smiled nervously. “What happened back in Barstow that was just instinct, I was trying to protect my sister.” I looked down at the floor and chuckled lightly. “I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to be doing.” Grant laughed lightly and shook his head.
 

“Do you think any of us do?” He chuckled. “I know maybe a little bit about warfare, Matt and some of the boys have done this kind of thing before but we all have a long way to go before any of us are ready,” a light laugh escaped him as he spoke. “We all have a lot of learning to do but it means a lot to me that you’re willing to fight with us.” I nodded my head and placed the binder down on the table next to us.
 

“Of course I am. He has my sister. I can’t just sit here and do nothing.” Grant nodded lightly, the sound of cheering poured in from outside. We looked behind us toward the large doors and smiled, I could only imagine what was going on out there while we exchanged words.
 

“Well don’t worry,” he assured me as he placed his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll find her and bring her home. I can promise you that.” He smiled at me and I tried my best to believe him.
 

“Can you really?” I asked skeptically. He lowered his eyes and offered me a slight smile.
 

“No I guess I can’t but I can promise that I will die trying if I have to.” I chuckled softly. At least we were on the same page about it and that’s all that really mattered.
 

“Can I ask why?”
 

“Why what?” He asked quickly.
 

“Why are you so willing to help me? You don’t even know me.” He sighed heavily and nodded.
 

“I suppose you’re right but you’re family to Samantha and she is like a daughter to me.”
 

“So by process of elimination I’m family as well?” He chuckled lightly and nodded.
 

“If she is willing to go to such great lengths to help you then so am I.” The sense of appreciation I felt in that moment was immense. I never expected to find others like myself let alone a family I would be so openly welcomed into.
 

“Alright well,” Grant smiled as he broke the silence between us. “how about we go and join the party.” I nodded at him happily before grabbing the binder off of the table and following him out into the crisp night air. A crowd of smiling faces and cheering voices greeted us and we stopped just outside the doorway and watched as their excitement quickly grew. Matt wrestled with a man I didn’t recognize in the middle of the courtyard, their faces red and dripping with sweat as they entangled themselves in a fierce battle for dominance.
 

“That’s Colt,” Grant whispered to me as I watched him untangle himself from Matt’s grip and get to his feet. The younger man stood a head shorter than Matt and twice as wide, his shaggy brown hair hung down over his eyes as he glared at Matt’s ready frame. They stood facing each other, ready to pounce as they watched and carefully gauged the others next move. It was tense and exciting all the same as we held our breath and waited for the next strike.
 

Matt swung but missed by nearly a hair as Colt ducked down and sidestepped around him, a wicked laugh filled the air as the crowd cheered for him. Impatiently Matt swung again only to be stopped by Colt’s hand as he grabbed his arm midair and twisted it behind his back. The smile on his face screamed of victory and power as Matt struggled against his grip.
 

“Let me go!” Matt roared into the night. Colt kicked his legs out from under him knocking him to his knees and holding him tight as they dropped down together. In one swift motion Colt wrapped his thick arm around Matt’s neck and pushed him onto his stomach, holding him down for the final pin. I watched as a sinister smile crossed over Matt’s face and in a flash, barely an instant, his body began to change. It was faster than my transformation, in a matter of seconds I no longer saw Matt but a hulking gray furred beast as it shot to its feet throwing Colt off of its back and howled into the night air.
 

An eruption of cheers and whistles came from the crowd as Colt got to his feet and faced the beast, a grin and a wink was all he shared before he hunched over and allowed his body to change. No longer was it two men in a sparring match but two hulking beasts staring each other down and for a moment I caught myself wondering how it was even possible that they had managed to fit themselves into a space so small.
 

The air grew tense, electric as Colt readied himself for the attack. Hunched down and balancing on his knuckles a deep guttural growl escaped him as he locked eyes with Matt and his glaring form. I smiled as my eyes darted between the two of them, I had never seen another pair of wolves fight and I was excited to get a glimpse of what these creatures, what we, were capable of. I could feel the crowd tense as they circled each other, letting out small growls and warning snarls, neither wanting to make the first strike and neither wanting to let the other out of their sight. And just like that in a flash of fur and claw’s Matt went in for blow.
 

Colt bit down on his arm sending a howl of pain through the air. Thankfully he didn’t bite hard enough to draw blood. This was a sparring match, not a fight to the death after all. Matt swiped hard with his free hand knocking Colt to the ground but not for long as he got to his feet and lunged at his opponent with a roar. He knocked Matt onto his back and shoved his large menacing paw into his throat, holding him to the spot as Matt bit and snarled at the air. The crowd cheered them on as Matt thrashed at his opponent in an attempt to get the upper hand but no such luck was to be had as Colt held steady and kept him in place. The crowd began to count down as Matt thrashed violently to free himself.
 

“Five, four, three, two,” in one singular voice we all chanted and just as we were about to declare the winner Matt lurched up knocking Colt onto his back. He stood quickly and once again lunged, arms outstretched. Matt stepped to the side dodging his attempts and whipped around quick as lightning. He grabbed Colt from behind, wrapping his massive arm around his neck and taking him down to his knees. Matt stood behind him, holding him in a death grip as Colt struggled against his grip. He clawed at his arm, kicked with his legs but it was no use as Matt held firm.
 

“Five, four, three, two,” we began chanting again. Matt looked up at the crowd and a smile crossed his face as we reached our final verdict.
 

“One!” We all shouted, all of us erupting in applause as Matt released him and Colt fell to his hands and knees gasping for breath. I watched curiously as Matt regained his human form as easily as he had shifted before and began to run through the crowd with a victorious grin, his arms stretched up to the sky.
 

Colt slowly regained shape and Grant nudged me to the side as he ran to his friend and patted him on the back. Despite losing this fight, his face was beaming and the crowd began to cheer for him as loudly as they cheered for their victor.
 

“Impressive wasn’t it?” Sam stood next to me and smiled as she applauded her champion.
 

“That was probably the coolest thing I have ever seen in my life.” I smiled happily as I turned to her. “Why were they fighting?” She shrugged and shoved her hands into her pockets as the crowd began to calm and return to life as it was before the show.
 

“They weren’t fighting, just sparring.”
 

“There’s a difference?” I asked.
 

“Well yeah, if they were fighting one of them would be dead.” She smiled as Matt came around, gasping for breath.
 

“Hey man.” He smiled at me. “Did you catch the show?”
 

“Yeah,” I nodded. “That was awesome.”
 

“Colt’s a good fighter,” he spoke as he turned to get a look at his opponent. “I like that guy.” Sam laughed loudly, bringing Matt’s attention back to us.
 

“Well at least you’re making friends this time.”
 

“The hell do you mean by that?” Matt grinned. Sam’s eyebrow rose as she shifted her weight and crossed her arms in front of her.
 

“Seriously, Matt, every time we run into another pack you find one reason or another to make an enemy.” Matt nodded proudly.
 

“Well yeah, that’s because there’s always one to be had. I’m sure I’ll find someone to hate here soon enough.” He chuckled. Sam rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to me.
 

“So what have you got planned for tonight?” I shrugged and held up the binders I had been gripping at my side.
 

“Grant gave me these, thought I might look them over.”
 

“What is it?” She asked as she pulled one from my hands and flipped it open curiously.
 

“Just some stuff on Malik.” I shrugged. “Grant said it was basically everything they know.” She nodded as she turned the pages slowly.
 

“Do you mind if maybe we go over it together? I wouldn’t mind learning a bit more about him myself,” she asked quietly.
 

“Sure.” I shrugged. “If you’re up to it.” She snapped the binder closed and tucked it under her arm with a smile.
 

“Alright then, let’s get to it.” She beamed as she hooked her arm around mine and led me through the courtyard.
 

“It’s gonna be a long night.” I chuckled as I held the door open for her. She stepped inside and turned to face me as I let the door close loudly behind us.
 

“Well here’s hoping we learn a thing or two.” She smiled, taking my arm in hers once again and leading me down the hall.



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
 
“Find anything interesting?” I asked curiously as I lay on my stomach and flipped through a stack of loose papers quietly. We’d been at it for nearly an hour and I hadn’t stumbled across anything earth shattering yet. No pearls of wisdom no secret piece of information that would lead me to victory in a battle against something I didn’t truly understand. Just a lot of loose facts and information scattered around me as I looked up at Sam.
 

She shook her head tiredly from the edge of the bed as she poured over her own thick stack. “Nothing we don’t already know.” She sighed heavily. “This sucks.” She groaned as she dropped the papers onto her lap and rubbed her eyes gently.
 

“What’s the matter?” she took a deep breath and lay down on her back, staring up at the ceiling as she spoke.
 

“We have nothing,” the frustration in her voice was thick as she turned her head to face me. “The last few months have been nothing but dead ends and false leads.” She sat up and sighed. “I’ve, we’ve, spent so much time chasing him, chasing his kids and it’s like running after a shadow.”
 

“What do you mean by that?” I smirked.
 

“It’s like,” She sighed. “It’s like no matter how close you think you are to catching it, it’s just another trick of the light.” I nodded. “I guess I’ve just been hoping for this big flash of insight or something you know.”
 

“Honestly,” I smirked. “I have no idea what that’s like.”
 

“Really?” She sat up and turned herself to face me.
 

“Maybe it’s just because I haven’t been at this as long.” She nodded understandingly as she stared off at the loose stack of papers next to us. “I did have a thought though.”
 

“Okay what is it?” I reached over and pulled one of the binders toward us as I thought about what I wanted to say.
 

“I was just thinking, maybe we’re going at this all wrong.” Her eyebrow rose and a skeptical smile crossed her face. “Don’t look at me like that.” I chuckled.
 

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes with a smile. “What do you mean?”
 

“Well,” I thought for a moment. “I’m not entirely sure but after reading through all this crap it seems that Malik is pretty good at staying hidden.” She nodded. “I mean other than the fact that he seems to get off on destroying entire towns and has been around since the dawn of time for all we know, there really isn’t anything new here.”
 

“True.” She chuckled as she flipped open the binder between us and began thumbing through the pictures slowly. “But I thought you had fresh new perspective or something.” She smiled.
 

“Yes and no.” I took the binder from her and flipped it open to a particular article detailing the slaughter of a small Mexican village in the early nineteen fifties.
 

“What’s this?” She asked as she peered over it.
 

“What happened isn’t important, see where Malik’s standing?” She nodded as she looked at the worn out photograph. “Do you see the man standing next to him?” She squinted, bringing the page closer to her face.
 

“Isn’t that the guy that tried to kill you back on the reservation?” I nodded.
 

“His name’s Jonathan, I’m surprised you remember him.” She looked up at me and rolled her eyes.
 

“He nearly killed me and my pack, of course I remember him.”
 

“Good point.” I smirked. “Anyway, so I had a thought,” She nodded. “Maybe trying to find Malik is a lost cause.”
 

“I’m going to guess you have another idea.”
 

“Maybe.”
 

“And it involves this guy.” She pointed to the picture of Jonathan.
 

“Maybe.”
 

“Do you think he’s important?”
 

“I don’t know.” I smirked. Sam rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t give up on me yet.” I smiled as she opened her mouth to speak.
 

“Okay.” She laughed lightly as she motioned for me to speak.
 

“I just figured he was the one sent to find Cordillia after the treaty was broken.”
 

“Wait, he wasn’t looking for you?” I shook my head.
 

“No he didn’t even know my name, he just kept asking for Cordillia.”
 

“How did he know hers?”
 

“I killed one of theirs behind a diner just outside of Barstow,” I sighed.
 

“I know, your sister-”
 

“I know you know, Sam.” I smiled weakly. “But I kind of need to say it.” She nodded and waited for me to continue. “There was a waitress that worked there.” I sighed. “She remembered Cordillia’s name after Jonathan forced it out of her.” Sam gasped slightly and shook her head.
 

“It wasn’t-”
 

“My fault I know.” I smiled weakly as I finished her thought. “I know that none of this was my fault, it just kind of happened but it feels like that’s all I’ve been hearing lately.”
 

“It’s true.” I nodded.
 

“I just want to fix this.” I looked up at her. “Bring my sister home and go on with my life.”
 

“I hope we’ll have a part in your life after all this is said and done.” She smiled over at me. I wanted to tell her there would be but how could I make a promise like that when I didn’t even know that I would be alive to see the end of it? I nodded while opening the binder, flipping through the pages quickly. I stopped at another article.
 

“Anyway,” I pushed the article toward her. “He was sent to find Cordillia when the treaty was broken and he’s in almost every picture of Malik we have.”
 

“Really?”
 

“Yeah look here.” I pointed to the article in front of her. “There was a rash of murders in the northern L.A area in the mid-nineties.”
 

“Is he posing with the body?” She asked, shocked and amazed.
 

“Yeah, he’s credited as the man who found the last victim.”
 

“That’s just wrong.”
 

“Oh it gets better.” I chuckled as I pulled out the next article. “In the late eighties near Lake Michigan for about a month or so random body parts began showing up on shore. They ran this article,” I handed her the piece of paper. “And mysteriously the killings stopped.”
 

“He’s holding up a severed leg.” She dropped the clipping onto the bed.
 

“Kind of twisted isn’t it.”
 

“Oh God that’s messed up.” She chuckled as she shook her head. “Okay so moving past the fact that Malik seems to have a BFF, why in the world would you pose with a body part?” I shrugged.
 

“Did you expect something different from the man who tortures people for fun?” She laughed loudly as she turned the pictures over and cringed.
 

“I guess not.”
 

“There’s another one about a woman who was found mutilated in a park in Chicago, do you want to see it?” She shook her head violently and chuckled.
 

“No thank you, I’ll just assume he’s giving the camera a thumbs up and spare myself the image.”
 

“Your loss.” I laughed as I laid the article back in the binder and closed it before pushing it away.
 

“So we’ve covered the fact that not only is Jonathan important to Malik for some reason, he’s also in desperate need of psychiatric medication.” she chuckled as she crossed her legs under her and cleared her throat. “How long do you think he’s been with him?”
 

“I guess there’s no way to know without asking him.” I smirked as I pulled a small stack of photographs from the back of the binder. “I did find these earlier though,” I handed her the pictures and watched as she looked them over one by one. “James told me you tracked him down as a Nazi doctor or something like that.” She nodded.
 

“These are all from the war.”
 

“Yeah and Jonathan’s in a few of them.”
 

“Only two so far.” She added as she placed the pictures down on the bed between us. “Oh wow,” she grimaced as she held another picture up to her face.
 

“What?”
 

“Make that three.” She handed the picture to me and cringed as I took it from her fingers. Malik stood next to a large gurney with a very dead and mutilated man strapped down at the wrists and ankles. A malicious and calloused smile spanned his face as he looked up at the camera, his arms buried to the wrists inside the dead man’s chest but what stood out more than that was the young man in uniform that stood just to the right of Malik with an equally terrifying grin on his face.
 

“Wow, that’s one hell of a photo op huh?”
 

“If that’s what you want to call it.” She chuckled. “Okay so where do we go from here?”
 

“Well, we know Jonathan’s name and we know he’s close to Malik...” I shoved the pictures back in their envelope and stuffed them into the binder. “I was just thinking that if we can find out who he is maybe we can find a way to Malik.” Sam nodded in agreement as she stretched her back.
 

“Sure, I mean it can’t hurt to try.” She shrugged.
 

“You think so?”
 

“Well,” She smiled. “it can’t be any worse than searching for a ghost.”
 

“True.”
 

“Maybe he knows where Malik’s hiding or at the very least if we can find him maybe we can put a tail on him or something.”
 

“I like how you think.” I chuckled as she stifled a yawn. I grabbed the binders and tossed them on the floor before offering her my hand and helping her to her feet. “You look tired.” She nodded.
 

“I think it’s about time to call it a night.”
 

“Thanks for helping me,” I added sincerely as I walked her to the door.
 

“No,” She smiled. “Thank you for letting me sit in, I needed to catch up.” The sounds from the party outside had died down and it wasn’t until we stepped outside and into the hall that I realized just how tired I was. “I’m curious what Grant will think of all this.” She chuckled as she turned to me, her back pressed into her door.
 

“A guy like that, I’m sure he’ll find it interesting.” She nodded. I watched her as she looked down at her feet, a shy smile shaped her lips as I searched my mind for the proper way to say goodnight. “So can I ask you something?” I blurted before I had the chance to properly think. She nodded and looked up at me slowly.
 

“Sure.”
 

“You said you were following me the night that you turned me.” Her cheeks grew pink as she turned her face from me.
 

“You would bring that up.” I chuckled with her.
 

“Last time I mention it.”
 

“You swear?” She eyed me sternly. I held my hand to my heart and smiled.
 

“Scouts honor.”
 

“Okay.” She chuckled. “What’s your question?”
 

“I was just wondering if you were still interested.” I rubbed at the back of my neck nervously as her eyes locked with mine.
 

“That’s an awfully bold question.” I nodded.
 

“You have no idea how much it took for me to actually ask.” Sam chuckled and I couldn’t help but laugh with her, anything to ease the tension and anticipation I felt as I waited for her to answer. I looked down as her fingers wrapped themselves around mine and smirked as she pulled me close. My heart pounded in my chest, thundered in my ears as she lifted herself on the tip of her toes and pressed her lips to my cheek. I closed my eyes as she held herself there, relishing in the feel of her fingertips as they grazed the back of my neck and the warmth of her breath as it danced gently across my cheek before she pulled me into her arms.
 

It wasn’t romantic but it wasn’t born purely out of friendship either, somewhere in between is where we met as I rested my chin on her shoulder and held her tight.
 

“You’re a good man, Ethan,” she whispered as she pulled away. She smiled up at me as she turned and opened the door to her room, stepping inside and shooting a quick glance back at me as she slowly pushed it shut. “Goodnight.”
 

“You didn’t answer my question,” I called as the door clicked shut.
 

“Goodnight, Ethan.” I chuckled and shook my head as her muffled voice echoed through the wall that separated us.
 

“Goodnight.” I smirked before stepping into my own room and kicking the door shut behind me. I stepped over the discarded binders and tossed myself down on the bed, reaching over to flip off the tiny bedside lamp before closing my eyes and allowing sleep to take hold.
 


 

“Ethan?” I woke to the sound of a sweet voice pouring through the room. This wasn’t a pleasure call and this wasn’t the call for breakfast. She was worried and I suppose that’s what it was that forced my eyes open.
 

“Yeah?” I groaned as I rolled on my side to face her.
 

“Jonathan’s here.”



Chapter Twenty
 
 
“He’s here?” I shot up, kicking off my blanket and getting to my feet in record time. “Where is he?” Sam put her hands to my chest and moved in between me and the door.
 

“Please wait.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Just sit down.” Without a second thought or even a moment’s hesitation I dropped back down onto the mattress and waited quietly for her to speak. This must have been what Mack was talking about when he said that it was impossible to second guess a leaders command.
 

“Where is he?”
 

“He’s outside.”
 

“Okay so let’s go talk to him.” I huffed as she stared me down.
 

“I want to make sure you’re calm first.”
 

“I am calm,” I snapped.
 

“No you’re not your face is beet red and you’re about two seconds from barreling over me to get to the door.” I took a deep breath as she sat down next to me.
 

“Does he have her?” I asked after a moments silence passed between us. She shrugged lightly.
 

“I don’t know.”
 

“Is he alone?”
 

“I don’t know.” She sighed.
 

“I guess there’s no way to know is there?” I smirked. Sam shook her head as she stood and offered me her hand.
 

“Can you do this?” she asked quietly as I pulled myself up and sucked in a deep breath.
 

“I can do it sure.” I nodded. “But can I do it without ripping his face off? I don’t really know.” She chuckled as I moved past her and reached for the door. We walked in silence through the empty courtyard and I held the door open for her as we stepped into the large main building. Grant and his team were already hard at work, Logan and Matt watched from the shadows as they nursed their morning Coffee. It wasn’t surprising to see James with his nose in a stack of papers and taking notes but as much as I wanted to know what it was that had him so engrossed, there were more pressing matters to attend to.
 

Sam took me by the hand and led me toward the front, stopping to look up at me one last time.
 

“Are you sure you’re gonna be alright?” I nodded.
 

“I can go with you if you want,” Matt offered from the small round table where he sat.
 

“Thanks,” I called back. “But I’ll be okay.”
 

“Please don’t be offended if I listen in,” Grant spoke quietly from behind me. I turned to face him as I shook my head.
 

“No not at all.”
 

“Good.” He nodded. “Not to be a pain but-”
 

“You’re just looking out for me, I know.”
 

“Exactly.” He smiled. I turned back to Sam and took a deep breath.
 

“Are you ready?”
 

“No.” I smirked.
 

“We’ll be here if you need us.” I nodded in thanks and stepped around her, sucking in a sharp breath as I pulled open the large steel door and stepped out into the morning sun. I recognized his figure immediately as I stepped down onto the gravel and inched my way toward him.
 

“Hello, Ethan,” he spoke softly without even turning around to face me. I stopped in my tracks and watched him as he peered up at the leafy canopy above us. “Beautiful day isn’t it.” He turned to me and smiled.
 

“Does it matter?” I asked as I shoved my hands deep into my pockets. He shrugged slightly and took a step toward me.
 

“No I suppose not.”
 

“You asked to see me.” He nodded. “Well what do you want?”
 

“Just a friendly chat, I thought I might see how you and your little friends were holding up.”
 

“Peachy.” I snapped. Jonathan nodded as he took another step toward me.
 

“I am deeply sorry for how things turned out when we last met. It was not my intention to fight.”
 

“You were sent to kill me.”
 

“That is
not
true.”
 

“Okay fine you were sent to kill my sister.” He sighed heavily and shook his head.
 

“No, no you misunderstood. I was sent to find out what was responsible for my brother’s death, not to harm anyone.”
 

“Bullshit.” I snapped as I shook my head. He shrugged.
 

“Believe what you want but I only speak the truth.”
 

“Why do you talk like that?” I smirked.
 

“Like what?” He smiled. The tone in his voice was enough to make me want to tear him to pieces but he wouldn’t do us any good dead and thankfully it was the bigger part of me that knew that.
 

“Like a condescending asshole.” He laughed lightly and shook his head, taking a few unneeded steps toward me.
 

“You do have quite the attitude don’t you.” He sneered at me.
 

“Well pardon me if I’m just a little less than happy to see you. Where are your goons by the way? It’s kind of strange to see you here without any backup.” A look of satisfaction crossed his face as he nodded.
 

“Oh I’m not alone, Ethan. Do you really think I would be that stupid or are you just hopeful?”
 

“Maybe a little of both.” I shrugged. “You know, you never did answer my question.”
 

“Ah yes,” he spoke quickly. “The reason I am here is to relay a message from my boss.”
 

“Malik?” He stepped back and offered me a satisfied smile.
 

“I see you’ve been doing your research, I’m sure he will be happy to hear that,” He spoke proudly.
 

“You can do me a favor while you’re at it and tell him to shove his pompous ideals up his self-righteous-”
 

“Okay.” He interrupted me with a smile. “Please don’t sully this beautiful morning with vulgarity although I would be happy to relay that message for you.” I nodded in thanks. “Back to what I was saying,” He sighed. “Malik wanted me to extend to you an offer, one I think you should consider.”
 

“What kind of offer?”
 

“A trade.” My heart thumped loudly as I stared into his cold blue eyes. “A peace offering so to speak,” he continued. “You see Malik is quite interested in you.”
 

“Why?”
 

“You do know that without a teacher most new pups become feral within a matter of days.” I nodded. “Have you not considered why this did not happen to you?”
 

“Luck.” I shrugged. He laughed loudly and took another step toward me, close enough to pat my shoulder. I looked at his hand in disgust and took a step back.
 

“Perhaps you are right but what if you’re wrong? There is also the matter of Michael’s death.”
 

“Who?” He looked up as I cut him off.
 

“The man you killed.”
 

“You mean the wolf that tried to kill me.”
 

“No matter, the point is that Michael was a soldier and a well-trained one at that but somehow you managed to best him.”
 

“It wasn’t that hard.” I shrugged.
 

“You see that there is exactly why Malik has taken an interest in you, you have surpassed all expectations of a new pup on his own. If it were anyone else they would be quite insane by now.”
 

“So what’s this offer?” I asked quickly, wanting to get back to the subject and get him away from me as soon as I could.
 

“Join us.” I shook my head. “Think about it, if you come with me, I can reunite you with your sister and you can live with us as though none of this ever happened.”
 

“My sister?” He nodded. “You have her?”
 

“Of course.”
 

“Is she okay?” I snapped. My heart thundered loudly as I looked behind him searching for even the smallest sign of her. Jonathan turned around and whistled loudly. Almost instantly I heard the rumble of an oversized engine and a silver van began to creep around the corner. It pulled up just behind him and the engine stopped, I held my breath as I waited for what felt like an eternity.
 

“See for yourself.” He sneered as the side door slid open and Cordillia was pushed out onto the gravel in front of me. She fell forward and landed on her knees, wincing in pain as she struggled against the rope that held her hands tight behind her back. She kicked and fought as he snaked his fingers underneath her arm and forced her to her feet.
 

“Let me go!” she shrieked as he struggled to steady her. Jonathan reached over and pulled the blindfold from her eyes, turning her to face me as he tossed it behind him.
 

“There’s quite a lot of fight in this one.” He chuckled, turning his face to her as she scowled. Cordillia spat, silencing his laugh and turning his amused smile into one of rage as he reached up to wipe his face. “That wasn’t very nice.” He growled as he backhanded her, knocking her to the ground.
 

“Leave her alone!” I roared and lunged forward only to be stopped by the point of his blade as it pressed dangerously into my throat. Jonathan turned to me, his piercing blue eyes sharp as daggers as he glared into me.
 

“Back up.” He growled. His eyes locked with mine. I did as he asked, my fists clenched at my side and my body shaking with rage as he bent down once more to lift Cordillia to her feet. He turned her toward me, pulling her back into his chest as he pressed his knife to her throat. “I didn’t want to use such force.” He smiled down at her. “But you left me no choice,” he whispered as she went limp in his hands.
 

“Now, back to business.” He smiled as he turned his gaze on me. “It’s a simple choice, Ethan, come with me and you can have her back.”
 

“And if I don’t?” Jonathan looked toward the van and shrugged.
 

“Then I wrap up this little family reunion and you’ll just have to hope you find her before she becomes a corpse.”
 

“I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong.” I was startled as Grant came to a stop at my side and I was excited as I turned to see the mass of growling faces that stood just behind us. I didn’t hear the door open and I had no idea when they decided to join us but for a moment I couldn’t help but feel empowered. He was outnumbered, outgunned and any smart man would leave with his hide intact. I could only hope he would choose not to risk it over her.
 

“I wasn’t expecting company.” He sneered.
 

“And I wasn’t expecting trespassers.”
 

“Well then I guess that means this meeting is over.” He growled as he turned away from us. Grant stepped forward as Jonathan moved toward the van.
 

“You’ll be leaving the girl,” he called loudly. Jonathan stopped in his tracks and turned back to us slowly, a condescending smirk twisted his lips as his eyes darted between us.
 

“I’m afraid you have no say in that.”
 

“That wasn’t a request.” Logan and Matt moved to his side and I followed as we closed in on the blond haired man.
 

“And how do you intend to stop me?”
 

“The way I see it you’re outnumbered, two maybe three to our thirty.”
 

“You’d kill me? Is that the threat?”
 

“No,” Matt chuckled. “But we’d be happy to send you back to Malik a broken man.” Jonathan’s eyes darted between us. Gauging his odds or planning attack, I couldn’t be sure. I held my breath as he held her tight, the pack closing in on him inch by inch, growling together as one as they waited for Grant’s order.
 

“All this for one girl?”
 

“Do you have any humanity left?” I growled as I approached him. “Or did you lose it all when you sold your soul?” His eyes softened and for a moment I could have sworn I saw a glimmer of empathy, even basic understanding before his expression hardened and a soft growl escaped his chest.
 

“I’ve better things to do than stand here arguing with a dog.” He spat. He pushed her into me and shoved his knife back into the sheath at his hip. “I’ve no use for her.” He sneered as he brushed himself off and climbed into the van behind him. “You should have taken my offer,” he called behind him.
 

“Not a chance in hell.”
 

“That’s too bad.” He slammed the door shut before I had the chance to reply and I watched as the van sped off in a cloud of dust.
 

“Good riddance.” Cordillia sneered as they rounded the corner and disappeared from sight.
 

“Are you okay?” I asked, pulling her attention back to me. She nodded and offered me a weak smile.
 

“Fine I guess.”
 

“Are you hurt?” She shook her head. “Were you bitten?” My questions were quick and frantic as I struggled with the rope that bounder her.
 

“No, Ethan, I’m fine.” She chuckled and rubbed at her newly freed wrists. “Really.” I pulled her into my arms and held her tight against me, closing my eyes as I rested my chin on the top of her head.
 

“I’m glad you’re back.” I smiled as she squeezed me back.
 

“I’m glad to be back.” She chuckled as she pulled away from me. “Is there somewhere we can sit?”
 

“Of course.” Grant smiled as he stepped forward and made his presence known. He led us into the factory and pulled a chair around for Cordillia at the large round table in the middle of the room. I took a seat next to her and pulled her into a quick one armed hug.
 

“Ethan, I’m fine.” She smiled as I planted a kiss on her forehead before letting her go.
 

“I know. I’m just glad to have you back.”
 

“We all are.” Logan smiled as he and the others took a seat around us. A slight blush colored her cheeks and she looked down as Grant pulled a chair around, dropping himself into it with a loud sigh.
 

“What’s wrong?” He shook his head.
 

“I hate to be the storm cloud on your happy day but I just can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t right.”
 

“What do you mean?” I turned to him, confused and more than just a little worried.
 

“I’m very glad to have solved one of our problems and reunited you with your sister but I think we have an even bigger problem to deal with.” He leaned forward on his knees and took a few deep breaths.
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“Did it occur to you that he might have let her go too easily?” I thought for a moment and shook my head. The thought hadn’t occurred to me, hell I was just happy to have her back but now that it was mentioned the thought began to loom over me like a shadow.
 

“I guess you’re right but we should be fine,” even I didn’t believe what I had just said.
 

“Jonathan’s a pretty messed up guy, Ethan.” Cordillia looked down at the table top as she slid her fingernails gently and nervously across its surface.
 

“How so?” I turned to her.
 

“Well, he’s sadistic for one. Malik told me that he liked Jonathan because he was willing to do things that others wouldn’t do.”
 

“Whoa!” I put my hands up to silence her. “You met Malik?”
 

She stammered quickly, “Not exactly, I spoke to him.”
 

“Well where is he?” She shrugged and shook her head.
 

“I don’t know. It was just a phone call.”
 

“Okay well what did he say?”
 

“Jesus you’re excitable aren’t you?” She chuckled lightly. “Jonathan called him, while I was tied up, told him I wasn’t one of them. That I was just human and wanted to know what Malik wanted done with me. I don’t know what he said but I do know that he asked to speak to me. He offered me the same thing Jonathan offered you, said if I became one of them he would make sure I was safe, have eternal life and all that crap.”
 

“What did you say?” I recoiled slightly. She rolled her eyes at me and smiled.
 

“Ethan, come on who do you think I am? I told him I’d think about it. I figured if I said no there was a good chance he would kill me.” I nodded. “But anyway I started asking some questions about him and what he believes and somehow his relationship with Jonathan came up. He didn’t say much but he did tell me that he doesn’t like getting his hands dirty unless he has to and that training pups was beneath him or something like that. He said he needed someone who would do anything he was asked without question and I guess Jonathan is that guy.”
 

“Did you learn anything else?”
 

“Yes, Jonathan and Malik met during world war two in Germany at one of the internment camps. Jonathan was particularly good at a few things. One was keeping hidden and keeping their experiments under the radar even from other soldiers who weren’t so quick to agree with everything Malik did.”
 

“And the other?” my eyebrow rose with increasing interest as she spoke.
 

“The other was planning every possible outcome ahead of time. He called himself a strategist, there was no plan of attack that he hadn’t already seen coming before the other side even thought of it, at least that’s how he tells it.”
 

“It’s not uncommon for people to embellish their strengths,” Grant added quietly.
 

“True but it was Jonathan that got the two of them out of Germany well before it was invaded so there kind of has to be some truth to the story.”
 

“So do you think he knew that this would happen?” I sighed heavily and leaned back in my chair. Cordillia nodded her head.
 

“I’m sure he planned for it.”
 

“Why would he want you back? He said there’s no use for you?”
 

“He doesn’t want me, Ethan, Malik does. He knows that if he has me he can get to you without a fight.”
 

“Your sister’s a smart girl,” Grant finally broke from his silence. “We have to be prepared for attack.”
 

“Okay but still, why does he want me?” Cordillia rolled her eyes and sighed loudly.
 

“Don’t you pay attention Ethan? You broke a treaty and now he sees you as amassing an army to go to war against him, he either wants you dead or on his side and like it or not you’re in this pretty deep,” she laughed uncomfortably as she spoke. “Do you remember when we were kids and we would watch movies together late at night?” I smiled as I nodded my head.
 

“Yeah but what does that have to do with anything?”
 

“So you remember the movie marathons but you don’t remember getting lost in the middle of every one of them and making me explain it to you?”
 

“It’s not like I’m stupid,” I laughed. “I just suck at paying attention sometimes.” Cordillia chuckled and nodded her head.
 

“Yeah you do and this is like those marathons all over again except that this isn’t a movie and you don’t really have the freedom to not pay attention.”
 

“She’s right.” Sam sighed. I looked up at her sheepishly.
 

“I guess I’m kind of failing here aren’t I?”
 

“Not at all.” Grant smiled. “But regardless of whether or not you have been paying attention in the past there is the threat of war coming and now would be a good time to start listening.” I nodded.
 

“Where do we go from here?” I sat up as he sighed softly.
 

“Well we could start with fortifying this place, keeping someone on watch at all times.”
 

“Maybe start training for war?” Matt added. “Hand to hand combat that kind of thing.”
 

“That sounds like a good start, can I trust you to do it?”
 

“Eight years in the service, I think basic training is something I can handle.” Grant smirked and offered Matt a quick salute. “We can start this afternoon?” It was more of a question than a statement. “That’s if Ethan is up for it.”
 

“Me?”
 

“Yeah,” He looked to me quickly and smiled. “I’ve never seen you fight but judging from the fact that you were mostly dead when we found you it’s probably safe to say you could use some training yourself.” The table burst into soft laughter and a slight blush warmed my face.
 

“You’re probably right.” I nodded.
 

“Have Colt help you, he has some military training as well.” Matt nodded as he leaned back in his chair.
 

“James and I can make some calls,” Mack piped in from one of the dark corners of the room. “Maybe see if we can get some more warm bodies to help out.” A light came on in my head as he stepped toward us, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the piece of paper Robert had given me.
 

“Hey, Mack, can you do a check on this guy?” He walked over to me and took the paper from my hands.
 

“Never heard of him. Do you think he can help?” He asked shoving it into his own pocket.
 

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “But a friend told me to get in touch with him. It’s worth checking into right?” I looked up to him as he nodded.
 

“Sure, man, I’ll see what I can do.” I looked back toward Grant whose expression was beginning to lighten as more and more of us began to step up to the plate and do what needed to be done without question or complaint.
 

“Sam,” Grant called behind him. “How about you and some of the girls see if you can come up with a way to hide the kids.” She laughed lightly.
 

“Why me old man?” He looked up at her and smiled.
 

“Because there’s a series of tunnels underneath the factory and I thought you might like to go down there and take a look.” Her face lit up as she considered his offer.
 

“That sounds like fun, I can also check to make sure there’s no way that they can get in from under there as well.”
 

“Exactly.” Grant beamed. He turned his face back to me and smiled.
 

“What about me?” Cordillia chimed in. His smiled warmly as she waited for him to give her a chore to do.
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“Isn’t there anything I can do?” Grant considered her question for a moment before he reached over to pat her leg gently.
 

“Of course, if you want to help you’re more than welcome to. What do you want to do?”
 

“I want to fight,” She answered quickly.
 

“No!” I nearly shouted. Grant lifted his hand to silence me as he watched her thoughtfully.
 

“Why?” he asked simply.
 

“Because I can’t have Ethan watching my back all the time.”
 

“Cordillia, I can protect you and you’re just a-”
 

“A what?” she barked. “A kid? Ethan, I know I’m a kid in some ways. I also know that I’m the only human in the room but I can do this.” She glared at me.
 

“I can’t let you put yourself in danger like that.”
 

“And if you spend your whole life watching out for me you’re going to miss the monster coming for you and get yourself killed.” I stood quickly and shook my head.
 

“No, Cordillia, and that’s the end of it.” She jumped up just as quickly and pressed herself against me, anger and defiance poured out from her eyes as she stood tall.
 

“You don’t have a choice, Ethan. I’m not stupid, I won’t go running into the heat of battle but I want to help”
 

“It’s suicide!” I barked.
 

“Then teach me to fire a gun!” she screamed back. “Anything that can kill a wolf can kill a human right?”
 

“You’re not using a gun either it’s too dangerous!” I shouted.
 

“And it isn’t for you?” she screamed. “You’ve never gotten into a fight in your life that didn’t almost get you killed what makes you think you can do this better than I can?” My thoughts stopped and I couldn’t help the slight smile that curved my lips as her words echoed through my head. She was clever, quick and there was nothing I could say after a truth like that.
 

“You made the decision not to tell me you were attacked. You made the decision to leave California and you made the decision to let me come with you. Now it’s my turn to decide.” She turned to Grant who held the look of a man in shock as she peered down at him. “Are there any weapons here?” she asked quietly. He nodded his head and cracked a soft smile.
 

“We don’t use them often but we do have a few guns on hand.”
 

“Who’s your best shot?”
 

“Honestly that would be me,” he spoke proudly.
 

“It’s true.” Sam nodded in agreement.
 

“Then it’s settled.” She turned back to me and smiled.
 

“You get to help Matt train the others and I get to learn to protect myself.”
 

“I still don’t like this,” I grumbled.
 

“Well I’m not happy sitting on my ass and being useless so deal with it.” She smiled as she backed me down. There was no sense in arguing with her, when she wanted to do something she did it and there wasn’t any telling her different when she made up her mind.
 

“Alright,” Grant smiled as he stood from his chair. “Since we all know what we’re doing, let’s get started.”
 

“Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked Cordillia as we stood one by one.
 

“Would you rather me sit on my hands and do nothing?”
 

“That’s not it at all,” I argued with a smile. “But in all honesty I would rather you be safe.”
 

“Ethan,” She sighed as she stepped in front of me. “You can lock me up if you like but it won’t keep me safe.”
 

“Sure it would.” I smirked.
 

“And what if they found me?”
 

“I’d protect you, Cordy, you know that.”
 

“Yeah well let’s just say you couldn’t and I had no way of protecting myself, what then?” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck nervously as I struggled to find an answer. “You have a whole lot more to worry about then one little girl.” I nodded. “Let me do this, let me help.”
 

“Since when did you start asking for my permission?” I smirked.
 

“Since now.” I nodded and reached over, pulling her into a quick hug. I didn’t want to say yes but the truth was I couldn’t find a good reason to tell her no.
 

“Okay,” I sighed as she pulled away from me. “Be careful.” I added as she smiled in thanks.
 

“I will.”
 

“Ethan, you coming?” Matt called to me, pulling my attention back to the task at hand. I nodded and gave her one last quick hug before taking off in his direction and following him out into the courtyard.



Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
It took nearly an hour for Matt and me to rally a decent enough group together and into position. I had no idea where to start, hell I needed more than a little training myself so I took my place behind Matt and waited along with the others for him to begin. Twenty new faces sat on the ground looking up at us expectantly. Some were old, some young and some eager while others tried desperately to fight off the boredom that washed over them as Matt paced the ground in front of them.
 

“I bet you’re all wondering why you’re here.” He smirked as he turned to face them. “And I bet most of you don’t want to be here. It’s early and we all have better things to do am I right?” He smiled as the younger kids began to chuckle quietly. “I would like to start by thanking you for coming.”
 

“Why are we here?” a boy barely in his teens asked from the front of the crowd.
 

“Yeah, are we going to fight soon?” a dark haired girl piped up.
 

“That’s a good question.” Matt sighed. “And I’m sorry that I don’t have a good answer for that. To be honest with you all the odds are good that yes, we will have to fight and that’s why we’re gathered out here.”
 

“So you’re gonna make us into soldiers?”
 

“I am not going to make you into anything. My job is to help you discover your true potential in battle and hopefully learn to use it when the time comes.” A defining hush fell over the small crowd as they looked down and around them, everywhere but at us. A little boy thrust his hand into the air and my heart jumped as I realized that he was no more than a child.
 

“What’s up, buddy?” Matt smiled as he knelt down in front of the boy. He slowly lowered his arm as his eyes darted to the ground.
 

“I don’t know how to fight,” he stammered as if almost embarrassed by his honesty.
 

“That’s okay. What’s your name?” Matt replied softly.
 

“Jason,” the boy muttered.
 

“Well, Jason, it’s nice to meet you and you don’t have to fight anyone but if you want to learn anyway you’re more than welcome to stay.” Matt stood as the child’s posture began to relax. I couldn’t imagine how hard it must be to struggle with the kind of fear they were facing and yet I was facing it too. Maybe it just hadn’t had time to hit me or maybe it already had and I just didn’t realize it. Either way when the day came and it would, to leave everything behind and fight alongside them I somehow knew that it would all come crashing in on me.
 

I pulled myself from my thoughts and turned my attention back to the soldier that stood in front of us.
 

“Today I need to know what each and every one of you is capable of so I can get a better idea of where to start. That is why today we move into the fields behind us and each of you will come up against one of us.” He pointed to Colt, me and himself as he spoke, “And we will judge where each of you stands. No holding back.” He nodded to them. “Now let’s move out.”
 

Silently and as if on cue we all stood and began our trek out of the courtyard and through the factory lobby.
 

“Is this right?” I whispered as Matt stopped to hold the door open for the crowd.
 

“What do you mean?”
 

“They’re so young.”
 

“We don’t really have a choice, Ethan.” I sighed and shook my head.
 

“It just doesn’t seem right,” I muttered as I watched the last of them step into the well-lit building.
 

“Look,” Matt smiled as he motioned for me to follow inside. “These kids are well aware of what they’re getting themselves into.”
 

“Are they?” He nodded.
 

“Yes, they were brought up knowing that this might happen and they’re welcome to leave at any time. No one is forcing them to fight.” I nodded as he patted my shoulder. I didn’t have any choice in the matter but in some small way knowing that they were more prepared for this then I was set me at ease. I watched quietly as Matt stepped to the front of the crowd and pushed open the door, inviting them all into the bright summer sun.
 

“Good luck,” I turned quickly as Sam called out with a smile. She was bent over a small table with a group of older looking ladies, peering over what seemed to be blueprints of some kind.
 

“We’ll need it.” She smirked as she went back to the task she had set for herself. A short second later I caught sight of Cordillia and Grant as she took a rifle from his hands and looked over it closely, admiring it as if she was more than eager to get started.
 

“She’ll be fine.” Logan smiled as he came to a stop at my side.
 

“Am I that obvious?”
 

“Kind of yeah.” He smirked as we followed the crowd out into the parking lot.
 

“So are you gonna fight with us?”
 

“No.” he shook his head. “Matt doesn’t think it’s a good idea just yet but that doesn’t mean I can’t watch.” I chuckled as we followed Matt around the corner of the old building and into a large clearing that had tucked itself away from prying eyes. The bare and weather-worn field was surrounded by a thick line of trees that offered the seclusion we craved and the space we needed to carry out our tests.
 

“Old farmland?” I asked as I came to a stop at Matt’s side. He nodded as the rest of the group moved into place.
 

“That’s what Grant said, said it hasn’t been used for anything in years.”
 

“Is there somewhere in particular you want us?” a pup called from somewhere within the group, the rest of them mumbled in agreement.
 

“No, you will be moving off to the side lines soon enough.” Matt moved in front of me and waited as the group stopped moving and gave him their full attention.
“Okay, here’s how this is going to work,” he began as he clasped his hands behind his back. “I’m going to call you each up, three at a time and assign you a partner.”
 

“One of you guys?” a young girl asked from the front lines. Matt nodded.
 

“One of us. You’re going to phase and do the best you can until your partner either decides that the fight is over or you do. Are there any questions?” The kids all shook their heads and satisfied with their responses, Matt moved toward us with a smile. “You guys ready?” He grinned. Colt nodded eagerly and began to phase as quick as that. It wasn’t long after that Matt called the first two kids to the front and pointed them toward us. I watched them shift and closed my eyes, ready for the change and surprised at how easy it had become. I felt my body shifting, my bones cracking and my mind changing but somehow it had become easier, less painful with each change. I opened my eyes and looked over to Colt. A grin spanned his face as he stood ready to pounce.
 

I turned front and center as a brown haired boy no older than twenty stood directly in front of me and smiled. I watched as he began to shift, growing in height and growling with each contortion of his once human frame. As quickly as it had begun it was over and what was left of the boy had been replaced by a gray fur clad beast with the deepest blue eyes I had ever seen.
 

Without any warning, he lunged at me. I dropped to the ground and dodged his attack sending him flying into the ground behind us. He got to his feet quickly and eyed me for a second before charging me once again. I tackled him head on. Our body’s colliding with a sound like a freight train as I knocked him off of his feet. He jumped up from the ground and swiped at me from the left, I could feel the sting and tearing of flesh as his claws ripped through my cheek.
 

Good move!
I thought as I grabbed his paw and with all the force I had, flung him to the ground. I dropped down and shoved my knee into his throat pining him as he snarled and struggled against me.
 

“Enough!” Matt called with a smile. We looked up at him and I nodded as I got to my feet and offered the boy my hand. He took it graciously and shook it as his body began to quickly change back into the boy he was before. I watched in amazement as his fur was replaced with skin as he shrank in height and finished with no sign of our fight on him, not even a bruise. It would never cease to amaze me how fluid the change really was.
 

These fights went on for hours as we tested their strength, their speed and their ability to pay attention to more than one opponent and I couldn’t help but notice Matt keeping a stern eye on me throughout the whole ordeal. It wasn’t until nearly sundown that tired and weary, we returned to the courtyard somehow smiling as we waited for Matt to give his final speech.
 

“You all did great out there.” He smiled as the group erupted in proud whoops and hollers. “Now I have a better idea of how to begin training you.” He separated the group into three rows and began walking down each row looking into the eyes of every soldier. At the first row, he stopped and nodded to his cadets.
 

“You will be trained on brute strength. Everyone in this row showed an exceptional ability to handle pain, to exert themselves for an extended period of time and you each seemed to have the most power behind your strikes.” The kids in the group began to cheer loudly, smiling and giving each other high fives as Matt moved onto the next row.
 

“Row two. You will all be trained on speed, agility and your ability to go unseen. While you lack the strength of the other team you more than make up for it in your precision and ability to out maneuver your foe.” He nodded happily as they joined in on the celebration and excitedly congratulated each other.
 

“Row three.” He called as he moved on to the youngest and smallest of our troops. “You seemed to have the greatest trouble in battle. You were bested easily and most of you seemed unsure of yourselves so you will begin training with me tomorrow and hopefully we can toughen some of you up before the fight becomes real.” He stood in front of the three rows of eager and excited men. A smile spanned his face as he looked out over the crowd and nodded happily.
 

“You all did well. Tomorrow morning I want you all here, lined up in your rows. If you choose not to fight, there will be no shame on you but if that is your choice then I suggest you stay in bed tomorrow rather than waste my time and we will find something more suitable for you to do.” He turned around to face us slowly. “Anything you two want to add?” he asked quietly. I shook my head and looked to Colt who shared the gesture. “Okay then.” Matt turned back around and smiled at the group.
 

“We’re done for the day, go get some food.” He grinned and with that our small crowd scattered. Some toward the living quarters others toward the building behind us but they all had one thing in common, the satisfied smiles that each of them wore as they moved past us. Matt walked over to me and threw his arm around my shoulder as we made our way into the main building.
 

“You did well today, man.” He smiled as he patted me on the back roughly.
 

“You think so?”
 

“Yeah.” He nodded. “You’re going to be fine.” He smiled as he held the door open for me. I stepped inside and it was only a matter of seconds before I spotted Sam and Cordillia perched at a small round table near the front window. I left Matt’s side and moved over to them quickly, eager to sit down and recoup.
 

“So how was training?” Cordillia smiled up at me as I took a seat next to her.
 

“Not too bad, didn’t kill anyone.” I shrugged. “Looks like your day was productive.” I added as I pointed out a light purple bruise that had begun to show on her shoulder just above the thick jagged scar our encounter at the diner had left her with.
 

“Yeah.” She chuckled as she looked down at it. “Recoil takes some getting used to I guess.” I nodded. I had never handled a gun let alone fired one in my life, taking her word for it was the only option I had.
 

“So how was Matt out there?” Sam asked as she pushed a red plastic cup toward me with a smile. I shrugged as I lifted it to my lips and relished in the sweet reliving burn I felt as it flooded my throat and quenched the fire that burned from a hard day’s work. I slammed the empty cup down on the table and sighed with a smile.
 

“He was a typical general I guess,” I added with another shrug. “He was good with the kids though.” She nodded as she stared down at her cup with a smile, tracing the rim with her painted fingers as I watched her. “What about you?”
 

“Huh?” She looked up at me. “What about me?”
 

“What did you find?”
 

“Oh.” She smiled as she pushed the glass away. “Well the tunnels are mostly caved in and there’s really no way to get in from above ground but I can’t be sure until I get some more time to look around.” I looked up as Cordillia took my cup and walked away from us, leaving Sam and I alone.
 

“What’s on your mind?’ I asked as I reached over to get her attention.
 

“What? Nothing. Why?” she answered quickly.
 

“You’re a terrible liar.” I smirked.
 

“And you’re a nosy friend.” She chuckled lightly.
 

“Okay.” I leaned back in my chair. “I won’t pry.”
 

“Thank you that would be nice.” She laughed lightly as Cordillia sat back down next to me, pushing a freshly filled cup in my direction.
 

“So how did you do with the gun?” I asked, turning my attention to my sister. She shrugged as a smile crept across her lips.
 

“Pretty good I think.”
 

“Yeah?”
 

“Grant says I have a talent or something.”
 

“That’s good.” I nodded. “That’s really good.”
 

“Yeah?” She smiled over at me nervously.
 

“Look I know I was being kind of a pain in the ass about it.”
 

“Ethan, don’t.” She smiled, putting her hand up to stop me.
 

“Don’t what?”
 

“Don’t apologize for looking out for me, it’s your job.” I nodded my head slowly. She was right. I wanted her to feel useful, hell I was proud of her for being able to take care of herself the way she had been and even though I still wanted to keep her locked away safely in a room until it was all over a bigger part of me understood that it wasn’t about what I wanted but what she needed to make this situation right for her.
 

My thoughts were interrupted by Mack as he sat down heavily next to me and handed me Roberts hand written note with a smile.
 

“Hey, man, what’s up?” I smiled as I took the paper from him and shoved it deep into my pocket.
 

“Not much.” He smiled. “We found your guy.” My face lit up and my thoughts did too as I grew excited to hear every tiny detail about our mystery man.
 

“Yeah, so who the hell is he?” I asked with a smile.
 

“Well it turns out that Bryant here is an old world war two vet that came up against a group like us and survived.”
 

“Really? But he’s human? I thought it was supposed to be nearly impossible for them to fight us.”
 

“Yes and no.” Mack nodded. “He says that he hid more than anything but after the war he spent a good chunk of time hunting us and according to this guy during the war Hitler or rather some of his doctors were making wolves out of soldiers to try and get some kind of advantage in battle.”
 

“Really?”
 

“Yeah really, don’t tell me that actually surprises you?”
 

“Why wouldn’t it?”
 

“Come on, man,” He smiled. “The Nazi’s would have done anything to gain the upper hand.”
 

“True but werewolves? How did they even know about us?”
 

“Legends about werewolves are pretty heavy in Germany,” Cordillia added.
 

“She’s right.” Mack nodded as I turned my attention to her.
 

“Look at the old Grimm fairy tales, those weren’t meant to be children’s bedtime stories.”
 

“But that doesn’t really explain how we went from being fairy tales to a viable war strategy in Nazi Germany.”
 

“Well,” Mack sighed. “Maybe our little friend can shed some light on that for us.”
 

“True.” I nodded.
 

“Do you think he can help us find Malik?” Cordillia asked sweetly.
 

“There’s a chance, sweetheart.” He smiled as he looked over at her. He turned his attention back to me and grinned. “So the good news is he wants to help.”
 

“He wants to what?”
 

“Help, Jesus man don’t you listen?” He chuckled. Cordillia laughed lightly from behind me and I couldn’t help but join in.
 

“Sorry, it’s just a lot to take in.”
 

“Okay well there’s one last thing,”
 

“What’s that?” I looked up at him expectantly.
 

“He’s coming tomorrow morning to tell us what he knows.”
 

“Wow,” I exclaimed. “You tracked him down in a day.” Mack scoffed and shook his head.
 

“Screw that, no, too much work. I called and asked.” I laughed loudly and shook my head.
 

“Really? No need to be subtle about it huh?” I spoke as my laughter began to die down.
 

“This is war, man, no use for subtlety.” He grinned. “How are you doing with the sharp shooting there miss?” He nodded toward Cordillia. She smiled happily and crossed her arms on the table in front of her.
 

“Good, Grant says I got talent.”
 

“Well Grant’s never wrong.” He smiled. “He also rarely compliments so take that as an honor, little lady.”
He winked at her before standing and leaving us to entertain ourselves. After the long day we’d had and the early morning that was to come, I could feel the pangs of a much needed sleep behind my eyes.
 

“I don’t know about you but I’m ready for bed,” Cordillia muttered as she rubbed her eyes.
 

“Did Grant show you to your room?” She smiled and nodded her head gently.
 

“Yeah but I told him I would rather sleep in yours for now.”
 

“Really, why?”
 

“Come on, Ethan,” She rolled her eyes and smiled. “The last time I slept alone I was kidnapped by a group of supernatural creatures that tried to use me as a bartering chip to win a war.” She laughed heavily as she spoke, “I kind of want to bypass all of that and just get some freaking sleep.”
 

“Okay,” I chuckled. “I can’t say that I blame you.” I stood and smiled as I offered her my hand and pulled her into a quick hug. “You go on ahead, I’ll be right behind you.” She nodded as she pulled away and disappeared through the large double doors, letting them close behind her with a loud clap. I turned to Sam, her eyes still fixed on nothing as she sipped from her cup gingerly. I offered her my hand and waited as she looked up at me slowly.
 

“What?”
 

“Let’s go for a walk.” I smiled down at her. She shook her head softly and turned her eyes back to her cup. “That wasn’t a question, Sam.” She looked up at me quickly and opened her mouth to protest. I shook my head and waved my hand at her, waiting patiently as she thought about my offer. Finally she slid her hand into mine and allowed me to help her out of her chair.
 

“I just want to go to bed, Ethan, really.”
 

“Okay,” I nodded. “then let me walk you there.” I offered her my arm and waited as she looked up at me, a soft smile shaping her lips as she snaked her arm in mine and chuckled lightly as I walked her out of the building and into the cool night air.
 

Slowly and without purpose, we walked through the courtyard past the abandoned tables, past the small group of boys that embellished proudly their accomplishments of the day and past the thick line of Apple trees that hid the living quarters from plain sight.
 

“It’s my daughter’s birthday tomorrow.” Sam sighed as I reached to pull the heavy metal door open. I stopped, letting my fingers slide off of the handle and turned to face her. “That’s what’s on my mind since you’re so curious to know.” She leaned back against the apple tree behind her and turned her eyes to the ground.
 

“You have a daughter?” I lied. I wasn’t sure if her past was something I was meant to know about but judging by the soft smirk that crossed her lips she knew as well as everyone else that I was a terrible liar.
 

“I know you talked to James.”
 

“Yeah?” I rubbed the back of my neck nervously as she looked up at me.
 

“You know I had a daughter,” her voice wavered as she turned her eyes back to the ground. “You know what happened to us, I know that.” I leaned back against the tree behind me and shoved my hands deep into my pockets.
 

“How old was she?” Sam sniffed loudly and smiled.
 

“Eleven,” she looked up at me with a weak smile. “She’d just turned eleven two days before…” She trailed off and shook her head.
 

“You okay?” I asked softly. She looked up at me and nodded, a weak half smile crossed her face as she met my worried gaze.
 

“Yeah, I mean it’s rough but I’ve had over a hundred years to kind of put things in their place you know.” I chuckled.
 

“It still bothers you though.”
 

“Oh what? Are you talking about tonight?” I nodded. “Just because I’ve made peace with what happened doesn’t mean I don’t still have my regrets but I’m okay.”
 

“You sure about that?” Sam yawned loudly and nodded.
 

“Yeah I’m sure.” I didn’t believe her, not fully anyway but somewhere deep within my instinct I knew it was better not to question. I nodded and smiled over at her before reaching to pull the heavy metal door open and hold it steady as she slid past me.
 

“You know,” I began as I matched my stride to hers. “If you need to talk-”
 

“Thanks.” She smiled over at me before I could even finish my offer. “Really I appreciate it but I’m okay.” We stopped at her door and I nodded as she crossed her arms at her chest and chewed her lip nervously. I nodded and smiled over at her, wishing there was more that I could do but knowing somewhere deep down that there was no easing a pain like that.
 

I pulled her into one last hug before saying goodnight and disappearing into my room. Cordillia groaned as I crawled into bed and rolled onto my side and as I closed my eyes allowing the soft lull of sleep to wash over me I could have sworn I heard the sound of soft crying echoing from somewhere far away.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Groaning loudly, I buried my face deep into my pillow as the incessant sounds of knocking echoed through my room and shook me from my sleep. There hadn’t been a day since I arrived where I was allowed to wake up on my own terms but times being what they were I had no choice but to set aside my personal comfort and do just what was asked.
 

“Make it stop,” Cordillia moaned as she rolled onto her stomach and shoved her head underneath the pillow.
 

“Ethan, open the door,” Logan called impatiently. A small part of me had hoped that if I ignored him long enough he would just go away but as his knocking grew louder I began to realize that this was far from the truth. “Ethan, come on.”
 

“No.” I groaned.
 

“Open the damn door.”
 

“Why should I?”
 

“Because it’s morning,” I could hear the sarcasm dripping from his voice.
 

“I am perfectly aware of that but thank you.”
 

“Just get up so he’ll stop screaming.” Cordillia groaned into her pillow as I sat up and rubbed my eyes.
 

“Easy for you to say.” I smiled as I stood and stretched. “You get to go back to bed.” I rummaged through my bag and pulled out a change of clothes as Logan began pounding harder on my door. “Just hold it will ya I’m changing.”
 

“Well change faster I got news.” I pulled a clean shirt over my head and brushed myself off as I pulled open the door, glaring slightly as Logan took a step back and let me out of the room.
 

“So why is it that I’m so damn popular first thing in the morning?” I smirked as I ran my fingers through my hair.
 

“Beats the hell out of me.” He shrugged. “But your buddy’s here.”
 

“My who?”
 

“Bryant.”
 

“Oh, he’s not my buddy,” I corrected him. Logan shrugged.
 

“Doesn’t really matter to me but I figured you might want to come say hi.” I rubbed the back of my neck and sighed. It was too early in the morning to really want to be bombarded with pleasantries but as I looked up at Logan’s eager and smiling face I quickly realized I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.
 

“What are you so giddy about?” I smirked.
 

“Nothing,” He smiled. “But you’ll like him, trust me.”
 

“Okay now I’m really worried.” I chuckled as I began following him down the hallway and toward the large double door. I stopped and turned to him as he reached for the handle, grabbing his attention before we stepped out into the thick of it. “Wait, so fill me in.”
 

“He’s interesting,” Logan spoke quickly, the smile on his face never fading as I looked him over with concern.
 

“That was fast.”
 

“What? It’s true.” He shrugged and I chuckled.
 

“Alright, putting aside the fact that you answered that question way too fast that still doesn’t help me.”
 

“Okay,” Logan smirked. “He’s old, fought in the war, lost his leg and has to use a wheelchair to get around…” He thought for a moment before an ear to ear grin crossed his face. “Oh yeah and he likes to yell.”
 

“What?” I groaned.
 

“Oh no,” he smiled as I shook my head. “Not in the way you would think.”
 

“So he’s not gonna drill sergeant me as soon as I meet him?”
 

“Oh no he will.” Logan grinned. “But it’ll be funny.”
 

“Funny for who?” I smirked as I reached for the door. I looked to Logan as I pulled open the door, a grin spanned his face as the doorway flooded with soft sunlight and a shrill scream rang loudly from across the courtyard.
 

“That’s not right. Do it again!” an old raspy voice pierced my ears. I jumped as my gaze quickly changed from Logan to the mass of kids practicing hand to hand combat in the courtyard.
 

“Why is he leading?” I asked as I stepped out onto the grass. Logan stopped at my side and grinned.
 

“He insisted on getting to work as soon as possible.”
 

“And Mat just let him?” Logan shook his head.
 

“God no but Bryant didn’t give him much of a choice.” I sighed with a smile and turned my gaze toward the group of kids that followed his instruction with exhausted apathy. The old man scowled from his wheelchair as he shouted orders over the grumbling crowd. His face was aged and his body frail, it was hard to imagine that he had ever had the strength to fight in a war let alone hold his own against creatures like us.
 

“No, no, no! Always move, never stop and
you!” He pointed toward an exhausted dark haired boy as he phased back into his human form and began to walk away from the sparring crowd.
 

“I just want to get a drink.” He panted as the old man grabbed his arm and turned the boy to face him.
 

“Oh sure just getting a drink,” he mocked as he held tight to the boys arm. “Answer a question for me first.” The boy sighed and nodded reluctantly as Bryant released his arm and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms on his lap and looking up with a mocking smile.
 

“What makes you think that a battle will stop just so you can get a drink?” He sneered.
 

“But this isn’t-”
 

“Isn’t what? Isn’t a fight? Isn’t real?”
 

“No it’s-” Bryant lifted his hand to silence the kid.
 

“You’re safe now and you’re right,” He smiled. I crossed my arms at my chest and leaned against the tree next to me, waiting to see what he had to say next. “This isn’t the real deal this is just training but,” He grabbed the boys arm and pulled him down just inches from his face. “I am not training you to satisfy your own needs while your troops remain fighting in your place do you understand me?”
 

“But I’m thirsty,” The kid argued. Bryant released his arm and leaned back in his chair once again.
 

“Okay,” He nodded. “And when I say it’s time for a break it is time for a break but I, just like your enemy do not give a damn about your personal needs. I unlike the enemy give a damn that
you and your troops survive. Is that clear?”
The boy flinched away and rubbed his ear as he nodded and moved back into place with the rest of his group.
 

“He’s a character isn’t he?” Logan grinned as Bryant went back to shouting his orders from across the courtyard. “Do you want to go meet him?” he asked quietly. I really didn’t, it was too early in the morning to feel any kind of want or desire to be screamed at but basic courtesy told me that the polite thing to do would be to greet our guest despite my apprehension at the volume of his voice.
 

I nodded and followed him quietly as we made our way past the tired troops and toward the shouting general. He continued giving his orders despite the groans and protests that filled the air and as we stepped closer to him I could see the look in his eyes soften slightly, if only for a moment. His face held the evidence of time, every line and every deep wrinkle sat proudly in his features as if each had its own story to tell. His eyes were tired, worn and battle weary but behind all that sat a glimmer of excitement at being back in the middle of it all.
 

“Can I help you, son?” he asked gruffly as I approached him, a slight smirk on his lips as I looked to Logan.
 

“This is Ethan, the guy I was telling you about.”
 

“Oh, the little shit that pissed off Malik,” He looked back to me and thrust his hand at my chest with a smile. “It’s nice to meet you.” I took his hand in mine and shook it firmly. The last thing I wanted to do was to hurt him but somehow it didn’t seem like that would be an easy thing to do.
 

“You!” He screamed, turning his attention back to the crowd as he ripped his hand from mine violently. “Don’t turn your back on the enemy! How many times do I have to tell you!?” The kids turned their faces toward him in unison and shook their heads before going back to the task at hand. It wasn’t hard to see that they were exhausted and tired of his demands but despite the harshness in his approach even I could sense his desire to make a decent army out of them.
 

“Bryant, how about we give them a break and you can tell Ethan what you told me this morning.” He looked up at us quickly and nodded.
 

“I suppose these kids do need a break.” He chuckled as he turned his eyes back to them.
 

“That’s probably not a bad idea.” Bryant nodded as he reached down and moved his chair closer to the crowd.
 

“Alright girls, take five and we’ll get back to this later and for God’s sake you all better not come back as dense as you are now!” he shouted before quickly turning his wheelchair around and moving past us into the factory and out of sight. I watched for a moment as the group before me changed back into their human forms, each one tired and struggling to catch their breath as they scattered to quieter places.
 

I followed Logan into the building and took my seat next to him at the large round table that sat in the center of the room. I could hear gunshots ringing in the field outside and my attention quickly turned toward them, a hint of fear rising up in me.
 

“Relax, it’s just that sister of yours getting some practice,” Bryant muttered as he snatched a red plastic cup from Mack’s hands. He looked to me and smiled before taking a quick and what I imagined was a much needed drink. “Unlike that bunch of idiots,” he nodded toward the courtyard as he placed the glass on the table. “she actually knows what she’s doing.” He smiled.
 

“So you think she can hold her own in a fight?” I asked curiously. He scoffed lightly and shook his head.
 

“God no, she’ll get herself killed faster than anyone here but she’s a good shot and she’s got a lot of heart.” I groaned that was not what I wanted to hear. I supported Cordillia in her attempts to make herself useful, hell I was proud of her for wanting to fight for something but the last thing I wanted was to be reminded of her mortality and her insistence on ignoring it. “Relax.” Bryant sighed as he turned his wheelchair to face me. “The last thing you need to be doing is worrying about her at a time like this.”
 

“I can’t really help that.”
 

“Sure you can,” he spoke quickly. “As far as I can tell, worrying about her is what got you in this mess in the first place.”
 

“I didn’t mean-”
 

“Doesn’t matter.” He shook his head as he raised his hand to silence me. “It was bound to happen eventually, if it wasn’t you it would have been some other poor bastard to break the treaty.”
 

I nodded as Mack took a seat at the table, his eyes flickering back and forth between the three of us.
 

“Change of subject.” I smirked. Bryant nodded and folded his hands on his lap. “Tell me something about yourself?” I asked quietly. Bryant shook his head and moved himself closer to me.
 

“Not yet, son, I want to get a look at you.” He took my face in his hands and began moving it to either side, sighing and nodding as he took me in. What he was looking for and what purpose this served I didn’t know but as he looked me over I could see a kind of hopelessness growing in his eyes. As quickly as he started he let go of my face with a look of disdain and leaned back in his chair.
 

“What’s wrong?” I asked against my better judgment. He shook his head and shrugged heavily before crossing his fingers on his lap.
 

“You look like an idiot.”
 

“What?” I asked quickly.
 

“Are you deaf too, son? I said you look like a damn fool and if it’s true what these young men have said.” He pointed toward Mack and Logan and smiled. “Then you act the part just as much as you look it.” I didn’t know what to make of what he had just said to me, he was right in a way but even then it was still hard to stomach the insult he had just thrown at me.
 

“I didn’t-”
 

“Didn’t mean to I know,” he cut me off with a grin. “But you still messed up big and now I’m here to help clean up the mess you created.”
 

“I’m sorry,” was all I could say as he shook his head and groaned.
 

“That’s your first problem, boy. Don’t be sorry only losers are sorry. You did what you had to do like an idiot but I’d be lying if I said I would have done things any different.”
 

“So how is it that you know about us?” I asked curiously, desperate to change the subject.
 

“The war, didn’t your buddy Robert tell you?” The sudden memory of the reservation and the pain I had caused welled up in me and tore at the edge of my thoughts. I shook my head quietly as I struggled to push the memory down and concentrate on the man in front of me rather than the ghost of friends passed.
 

“Sorry, I didn’t know you cared so much about him.” He sneered, shaking his head and taking another drink from his cup. I looked up at him, glaring slightly at his insinuation.
 

“He was a friend. He saved my sisters life more than once.” I sighed heavily. “He died trying to save her. I owe him a lot for that.” Bryant sighed deeply and shrugged.
 

“I’m sorry. Robert was a good friend of mine too.”
 

“I didn’t get him killed if that’s what you’re thinking,” I added quietly as I stared down at the dusty ground beneath my feet.
 

“I’ve got no such thought, son. I knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t do a damn thing he didn’t want to. If he gave his life to save her then she must be pretty important.” I nodded. We sat in silence for a moment, a homage to the dead as we kept our eyes low.
 

“Alright back on the subject of how I know about you,” he spoke loudly, breaking our silence and bringing my attention back to the world of the living. “I was a dumb kid that signed up for the war before I took the time to think right about what that really meant.”
 

“That doesn’t-”
 

He snapped. “I ain’t done yet. Do you have a fascination with the sound of your own voice, son, or do you just like interrupting people for the hell of it?” I lowered my eyes and leaned back in my chair. “As I was saying, I was nineteen years old when I signed up. I had no idea what I was getting myself into and in my mind serving your country was just the thing to do. Didn’t take into account that I could have been killed or that I had a baby on the way and a wife that needed me. I was stupid and selfish but that’s why we’re here isn’t it.” He smiled weakly. “I signed up and got myself deployed just in time for D-day.”
 

“You were there?” I asked as a growing excitement and curiosity welled up in me. He rolled his eyes and shook his head.
 

“Only in the loosest sense of the words. I wasn’t there to storm the beach, I got sent out along with a bunch of other scared kids to take the place of any son of a bitch dumb enough to get himself killed in the trenches. The military, the government hell even our own commanders didn’t give a rat’s ass about us, we were there to put a bullet in as many people as we could before getting gunned down and that was just the way things were.” He shook his head and lowered his eyes to the ground, the memory of it all pained him and I could see it spelled out on his face as he told his story.
 

“I was given a gun and told where to go, so like a good soldier I listened. Six months I was down in those trenches taking down those Nazi bastards in the name of my country and did I get a damn thing for it?” He looked to me questioningly. “No I didn’t.” He sneered before I had the chance to respond. “Anyway, I’ll spare you the details and get right down to it. There’s too much that needs to be done if you’re sorry asses are going to survive this.” He eyed me knowingly.
 

“Now I imagine what you’re wanting to know is how I came to know that your kind exists am I right?” I nodded. “Thought so. Well, long story short, I was out in the trenches one day in August I believe, me and a few men just barely younger than myself armed to the teeth and fighting against a hoard of Germans that just kept coming like the plague. We had the upper hand for a short time but before we had the chance to enjoy that one of your kind came barreling through the trenches ripping my men apart.” I gasped slightly, my curiosity growing as he spoke.
 

“It was raining that day, I remember because my gun was slick and I dropped it in the mud trying to run away from that thing. I had no idea what it was but I knew it wasn’t something I wanted to be messing with. It came in from the west and charged my men, they didn’t have a chance.” He sighed as he lowered his gaze once again. “Sometimes I still hear their screams at night, can’t get that sound out of my head. I watched it.” He turned his face back to me. “I watched it like a coward as it threw them around and tore them apart. I couldn’t lift my gun, I swear I tried but I just couldn’t so I dropped it and took off.”
 

“But it was fast,” I added. To my surprise Bryant didn’t scold me for my interruption. He only smiled and nodded.
 

“Faster than anything that big should move. Once I realized that I couldn’t outrun it I ducked behind a pile of my own men and began pulling bodies on top of me. I figured if it thought I was a corpse I might have a chance. I laid there for a good long while, scared out of my mind as I watched it come after one of my best friends, a man I was sworn to protect and pulled him inside out. Just like that.” He shook his head lightly.
 

“The thing took off but after that I saw more and more of them being sent into the trenches to wipe us out like weeds and when a man is put into a situation like that he learns to fight or dies quick and that’s just the way things are. I wasn’t much for dodging or outrunning them so I learned to aim quickly and aim for the head.”
 

“How did you find out about Malik?” I managed to choke out, my curiosity getting the better of me.
 

“Well, men get lost in the trenches, soldiers listed as dead when they’re not and living when they’re six feet under. I was one of those men. I took the chance and got in touch with some people who knew things over there, apparently in those parts seeing a werewolf rip thirty men to shreds is just a typical Sunday so it wasn’t tough and with the war going on I had the chance to learn a few things that would have otherwise been lost.”
 

“Like how the Nazi’s were making soldiers out of them?”
 

“Not the Nazi’s,” He smiled at me. “Malik. Yes Hitler liked the idea, yes it was a blacklisted project as I understand it but it never really worked out. He started giving his men these shots, told them that they were steroids and that it would help them remain healthy and alert in battle but what it was, was this serum that Malik had developed while experimenting. He wanted to give his men all the perks of being a werewolf without having to actually change so they were still men like you and me just stronger, faster and able to heal massive wounds in record time.”
 

“But the human body can’t handle that kind of change.”
 

“You’re right, no it can’t. Most of the men died shortly after being injected and Hitler himself sent the order to end the project but Malik didn’t stop, he kept trying for that perfect soldier.”
 

“Did he ever find it?”
 

“Well now that’s something I don’t know. I found out about these experiments because of your little friend, Jonathan.”
 

“How did you-”
 

“You know if you let people speak you might not have to ask so many stupid questions,” he barked with a smile.” When I started asking questions I got lucky and met some of the right people, one of those people happened to put me in touch with a man that worked close to Malik and had some information about the experiments. Problem was he didn’t want to talk, sworn to secrecy that kind of thing. So I posed as a Nazi soldier and took him out for drinks one night, it took a while to find the magic number but once I did, boy that man spilled every last detail I asked for. Told me about Malik, the experiments even told me that he was going to become one of them after the war. It cost me a fortune but what he told me that night was worth all the gold in the world if you ask me.
 

“Poor drunken bastard told me everything he knew and as soon as he passed out I took off.” We sat in silence as I digested his tale. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for him to learn things the way he did but it made some sense of the man in front of me to understand what he went through before his life ever really began.
 

“What about your wife and kid?”
 

“Never saw them again,” he spoke gruffly. “They were told I was dead and I intend to keep it that way.” He sighed heavily and grabbed his cup from the table, taking a long drink before placing it back down and turning his eyes to me. “So Sam tells me you started this war?”
 

“I guess.” I chuckled lightly. It was funny to hear it put that way but he was right. He nodded at me lightly a slight sound of approval escaped his chest as he smiled.
 

“Well good for you, son.”
 

“What?” I laughed loudly.
 

“It’s about damn time we get rid of this son of a bitch and I intend to help you do it. Now come on, while we’re in here talking that bunch of idiots out there is getting soft.” He smiled as he turned his chair around and began toward the door. I watched him disappear into the light of the courtyard, the sound of his shouts filling the air quickly as he rallied the troops back into position.
 

“Do you really think this guy can help us?” I asked Logan quietly. He shrugged and stood from the table with a grin.
 

“Well, were going to find out aren’t we.” He smiled. I followed him out of the building and into the garden to face the tired eyes of the kids that were forced into the mess that I had created.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
Our days passed quietly but not without insult or complaint. Bryant had made his place at the head of the troops but his particular brand of training didn’t exactly inspire love and admiration in his men. If the constant level of complaints being thrown around while his back was turned was any indicator to how he was perceived then Bryant may well have earned his place as the most hated man among us.
 

“I swear if that old son of a bitch calls me a retard again-”
 

“That old son of a bitch is trying to make sure you don’t die when shit hits the fan,” Sam chimed in from behind the bickering pair.
 

“I know but that doesn’t mean he has to be a jerk about it.” The smaller of the two sighed as Sam patted his shoulder gently.
 

“Well he also doesn’t have to be here but he is and as far as I’m concerned you all are getting better.”
 

“You think so?” The brown haired boy blushed slightly.
 

“Yeah I do so just ignore the insults and keep at it okay.” She patted his back before turning from the pair and making her way toward me. Sam sat down slowly next to Cordillia who was too involved in her lunch to really notice.
 

“That was nice what you did.” I nodded toward the boys as she adjusted herself and began to tear away at her own meal.
 

“Bryant is an ass.” She shrugged, staring down at her plate thoughtfully. “But he’s getting the job done.”
 

“Yeah well, Matt doesn’t seem too happy about it.” She chuckled softly.
 

“Matt’s just upset that he’s not the center of attention anymore. “ She smiled. “It’s okay though, he’ll learn to live with it.”
 

“You know it’s not polite to talk about people when there not around.” Matt grumbled throwing his plate down on the table and sitting heavily in the chair next to me.
 

“Relax, we were just talking about how amazing you are.” Cordillia looked up from her plate and smiled.
 

“Yeah?” Matt grinned. “It’s about time you guys figured that out.” Sam chuckled loudly as she began to pick at her food. It wasn’t that I was keeping a close eye on her but it didn’t take a genius to see that she hadn’t eaten much since Cordillia came back. She was worried, it was written all over her face and as much as I wanted to help her, I honestly had no idea what it felt like to be in her situation. It was no mystery by looking over the quiet room and forlorn faces that we were all afraid, Jonathan was coming back and with how many no one could be sure. We were small in our numbers but great in our conviction, I could only hope that it was enough to get us through where sheer man power was destined to fail.
 

We ate in silence, exchanging only the simplest of conversation and dancing over the subject of what was to come, there was no need in opening that wound and reminding ourselves of the mess we were in but somehow we managed to change the focus just long enough to enjoy a simple meal together, one of life’s luxury’s that somehow made everything okay if not for just one moment.
 

There was a feeling of dread in me as I followed the group back to the courtyard and watched them practice the attack and defense strategies that Bryant had taught them with a kind of listless abandon. I wanted to care, I wanted to cheer them on but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to as their snarls and growls filled the air around me, interrupted only by the occasional gunshot from Cordillia’s regular target practice in the fields nearby. I had the chance to watch her shoot once or twice since she began her lessons and already I could tell she was getting better, it was a proud moment to watch her take a target from a hundred feet and somehow it made me feel better about allowing her to fight alongside us.
 

“Are you okay?” I heard Grant’s voice pull me from my daze. I turned my head to face him and offered up my best attempt at a reassuring smile as he placed his hand on my shoulder.
 

“Yeah, I’m fine why?” I asked quietly.
 

“Do you have down syndrome or are you just plain stupid!?” Bryant shouted from his post at the group that was starting to slow down and lose steam after a long day of repeating the same moves over and over again.
 

“You got a problem old man?” A tall black haired girl came out from the group and stormed up to him with a nasty scowl on her face.
 

“As a matter of fact, miss, I do.” he growled, completely unaffected by the look of death she was shooting him from behind her deep blue eyes. “See the problem I’m having is that I can’t tell whether or not you’re fighting or having a damn seizure.” The girl scoffed and crossed her arms at her chest.
 

“I’m out there busting my ass, we all are while you sit up here and scream orders at us like were deaf. If it’s so damn important to you, why don’t you get out there and fight instead of shouting insults at us from your high horse,” Bryant sat calmly and nodded as she spoke. He stood from his chair slowly, shaking and nearly falling as he attempted to balance himself.
 

The crowd stopped moving and turned their attention toward the old man as he lifted his shirt exposing a mess of deep set scars, a road map of battle and pain drawn on his torso. I gasped slightly as my eyes wondered over the thick white scars, the smile never leaving his face as the girl lifted her hand to her mouth.
 

“I have been where you are headed, miss. Do you understand now?” She nodded her head apologetically as he pulled the hem of his shirt back down and sat down slowly. “I know I’m hard on you,
all of you.” He shouted, looking behind her toward the group that stood shocked in their places. “But it’s for a damn good reason.” His eyes narrowed and his voice dropped and he adjusted himself in his chair. “Do you know when they’re coming?” She shook her head. “And do you have
any
idea how many of them there will be?” She stood still and silent as he growled. “I got those scars when it was twenty of my men versus one of you, don’t think that just because you’re bigger, stronger and faster than me that you won’t end up with the same scars, that is if you are lucky enough to even survive.” A grim feeling of sorrow washed over the crowd as he backed the young woman down and laid into her like a father scolding a child who kept repeating the same mistakes, refusing to learn the lesson that was so blatantly set in front of them.
 

“Now be a dear will you and
get your ass back on the field and fight like you want to live!” He shouted. The group went back to their practice as the young woman sheepishly wondered back toward her partner and phased into the beast that had become commonplace in my little world.
 

“Jesus,” I muttered under my breath.
 

“He’s good,” Grant responded quietly, his arms crossed at his chest as he stared out toward the veteran.
 

“Yeah but are we?” I looked up at him. “That’s what really matters here.” Grant nodded and closed his eyes.
 

“I guess we’ll find out, wont we?” He shrugged slightly before inviting me into the large main room for what I hoped was a pleasant chat. “I have some not so good news.” He sighed as I took a seat opposite him at the large round table.
 

“Not so good news or bad news?” Grant sighed heavily, a slight smile crossing his lips as he looked up at me.
 

“Well, truth is, Ethan, I don’t know. We made some calls, got in touch with a few of the packs in the area and some from far away that owed me a favor.”
 

“And?” He sighed heavily and shrugged as he turned his attention to the large open window at the other end of the complex.
 

“They can’t come,” he spoke softly.
 

“Can’t or won’t?”
 

“I guess won’t is the right word.” He shrugged. “It’s the same excuse from all of them, they know about the treaty being broken and no one wants to get involved.”
 

“They’re just leaving us here to die?” I nearly shouted.
 

“Now, Ethan, it’s not their job to protect us, it was a long shot to even ask.”
 

“That’s bullshit!” I screamed. “What about looking out for your own? We’re trapped like dogs here with no idea what to expect and now no backup if things go wrong.”
 

“Ethan, calm down,” Grant barked as I fumed from the other end of the table. “It’s a crappy situation, I know that. But we just have to keep alert and make the best of it.” I ran my hands over my face and sighed heavily into my palms. It was one thing to be in the middle of a war but to be completely abandoned and left to fend for yourself was another matter entirely and I had hoped that one, at least one group no matter how small would find the compassion and courage to stand with us when we needed support the most. Instead, we were left to fend for ourselves when it was painfully obvious that we were no match for the demons that had it out for us.
 

“So what the hell do we do now?” I sighed.
 

“I don’t know, I guess we just keep going and hope someone changes their mind.”
 

“It’s been nearly a week.” I muttered. Grant looked up at me, his eyebrow rose in confusion as I met his gaze. “It’s been a week since Jonathan was last here, why hasn’t he come back yet?”
 

“Well I don’t quite know, Ethan, but I guess it’s a good thing he hasn’t.” He smiled weakly. I shook my head and leaned over the table.
 

“No it’s not, Grant.”
 

“What makes you say that? It’s given us the time we need to prepare.”
 

“Exactly.” I growled. “Why would he give us time to prepare? Why would he even risk us being coordinated enough to fight back, why not just attack us while we we’re weak, when he knows that he can win?”
 

“I don’t know, Ethan.”
 

“I’m not looking for an answer, Grant, but doesn’t it seem just a little odd that he hasn’t come back yet?” Grant nodded and turned his gaze back to his hand as he nervously played with his fingers.
 

“It’s an old strategy. I’ve seen it plenty in my time.” Bryant grunted as he wheeled himself up to the table and forced himself into our conversation.
 

“What do you mean?” I asked legitimately curious.
 

“Ever hear of a blitz attack, son?” his voice was sarcastic, gruff and worn from hours of screaming over the howls and snarls of his group.
 

“Yeah like a Trojan horse or something,” Grant added. Bryant nodded, a crooked smile crossing his lips as his eyes darted from Grant to me and back again.
 

“He wants you to feel you’re most comfortable and confident before he attacks, wouldn’t surprise me if he’s been watching us this entire time.” Bryant shrugged as he lifted a water bottle to his dry cracked lips and left us in silence to think about what he had just said.
 

“Do we have a chance?” I asked grimly as I stared blankly at the large table before me.
 

“Probably not,” he spoke gruffly. I had to admire his honesty, even if I wasn’t in the mood to be told that all the work we were doing was for nothing.
 

“Then what are we doing here?”
 

“What do you mean?” Grant asked quietly. I looked up at him and scoffed.
 

“Cordillia is out there learning to fire a gun, we got fifty men and women in that courtyard working their asses off learning to fight and it’s all for nothing.”
 

“It ain’t for nothing.” Bryant grumbled. I looked over at him, my desire to give up and give in was spelled out on my face and as he read it loud and clear on me, I could see his eyes soften into a form of sympathy. “You ain’t got a choice, son. You know he’s coming, you know you have to fight whether you like it or not and sure the chances of you winning this and coming out ahead are about as good as getting hit by lightning on a clear day but if you don’t fight you’ll die and that pretty little sister of yours will have no chance in hell of surviving once Malik gets his paws on her. No pun intended,” he added with a slight smile as he finished his speech and turned his attention back to the water bottle that dangled from his spotted slender fingers.
 

I shook my head and stood from the table quickly, I had enough of being lectured, of feeling worthless and as I watched the sunset slowly through the large plate window all I wanted was to bury my head away and forget about the fact that we were doomed in our attempts for basic survival. I stormed passed Sam, a look of confusion and worry crossed her face as she called out to me before being left behind to wonder why I hadn’t answered. I felt like a jerk for just walking out but right now I needed to get away, after all I could always explain myself later when the feeling passed which it inevitably would.
 

I nearly jogged down the hallway and threw my bedroom door open, breathing in a sigh of relief at its emptiness and my opportunity to be alone. I shut the door quickly and threw myself down onto the bed, pulling my pillow over my ears and drowning out the mental noise of the day and the darkness that followed just behind. I told myself that things would get better, that we didn’t really know what was going to happen and there was still a chance we could all make it out of this alive. Naturally these thoughts didn’t really quell the feeling of utter dread that had filled me but it chipped away at it little by little as the glow of the dampening sunlight began to die off, leaving the room dark and quiet for a much needed change.
 

I don’t know when exactly the noise stopped but thankfully and to my relief it eventually subsided as I closed my eyes and allowed my body to give into the deep hold of sleep. The only peace I got these days was when the noise of the waking world was replaced with the nothingness of sleep and that’s exactly what it was. No war, no Malik, no danger just nothing and I loved it, every minute of its quiet embrace.
 

I wanted to stay there forever, to just let the world slip away and forget about all of this but I never was so lucky.
 

I was woken by the shrill sound of screaming from somewhere far away, probably someone having a nightmare down the hall. I buried my head in my pillow for just a second before I realized that the screaming was coming from outside and it wasn’t just one person, it was many. I shot up from my bed and quickly turned my attention to the window that peered out into the courtyard, afraid and nervous as I forced myself to pull back the curtain and stare out into the open field that separated our beds from the main building. My heart dropped and for a moment I felt as though I would be sick, felt as if it was a bad dream that I just couldn’t wake up from as I watched my friends being ripped apart unsuspectingly in the dead of night. It wasn’t until I saw Cordillia’s tiny frame perched on the roof firing into the fur clad beasts with precision and determination that I realized in one horrifying moment I wasn’t dreaming.
 

I was torn from my view by the sound of pounding on my door.
 

“Ethan, get up!” Sam screamed from the other side of the wooden barrier. Without a thought or a care my body began to change, the pain of it all blocked out by my desire to fight, my need to be in the thick of it all defending my family and fighting for my home. I jumped from the bed and tore the door open, nearly ripping it off of its frame. “Are you ready?” I nodded as a deep snarl escaped from my chest. Sam smiled up at me before allowing her own change to take over, tall and nearly silver in color she was as beautiful a beast as she was a woman. The sounds of fighting raged on behind us as we exchanged glances, both prepared and terrified of what was about to come.
 

She nodded at me, her lips curling into what I was sure was a smile. I nodded back, my heart pounding in my chest as together we barreled down the hallway and out into the heat of a battle we were less than prepared for.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
 
 
My chest heaving and my heart pounding, I ran into the thick of the fight as Sam veered off to the left and me to the right. It was hard to tell them apart, their figures blurring into one another as they fought and struggled for dominance and the sudden downpour of rain had made matters much worse. I caught sight of a young boy, a small wolf running toward me, his face stained with fear as he tried to out maneuver the beast that ran at his heels. Without thinking I charged toward them, leaping over the small boy and barreling into the creature’s chest. He flew back and landed with a yelp as I moved to my knees and steadied myself over his frame.
 

Before I had the chance to take the kill another of them lunged at me from behind, knocking me onto my stomach. I gasped for breath and scrambled to get to my feet only to find myself crying out as it bit into my shoulder. The pain blinded me but thankfully it was gone as quickly as it had come, still I couldn’t get the creature off of my back as it clawed and ripped at me mercilessly. A howl filled the air around me as Matt came out of the darkness, knocking the beast from its grip on me and allowing me to scramble to my feet. We exchanged a glance, a quick nod as he twisted the creatures head in his hands, the sickening sound of snapping bones filling the air around us.
 

“Ethan!” Cordillia shouted. I turned my attention quickly to the rooftop and snarled. She backed herself against the red brick of an old chimney, firing at the two creatures that snaked toward her, dodging her shots and snarling at the space between them. A guttural roar ripped through me and before I could think my legs were moving swiftly through the crowd. I saw nothing but her as I jumped over fallen bodies and weaved through the thick of the fight inching closer and closer to her screaming figure.
 

The night air was defining and frightful as I moved closer and closer to her hoping only to close the distance between us as quickly as I could. I lunged over the fallen and dodged the living as I raced to her side determined to protect her at all costs. It was bad enough that she was even here, in the middle of a fight she had no business even seeing let alone defending and I wasn’t about to let her fall. My body took over where my mind failed and I lunged at the building, pulling myself up the scattered stepladder of loose bricks and windowsills. I growled as I pulled myself onto the roof and in one quick lunge knocked the smaller of the wolves off of his feet and watched him roll to the ground beneath us, landing with a whimper and a loud thud.
 

I took too long reveling in my victory as I sat watching with some small sense of self-satisfaction I was knocked down by the one I had forgotten. I fell onto my stomach, gasping for breath as it grabbed my leg and began pulling me toward the edge. I tried to cry out, to grab onto anything that might keep me from falling as it pulled me back, snarling at my heels as he tugged against my grip. I was helpless as he pulled me from the roof but by some grace of whatever God it was that watched over things like me I managed to grab on to what was left of an old rusted gutter and pull myself back onto the black shingles as it turned its attention back to my sister who had shaken off her shock long enough to take aim. She fired, landing a shot right between the creature’s eyes and for a moment I smiled. I never had been so proud of her.
 

As our eyes met I smiled brightly. It’s funny the things your mind can think in times like these, instead of fighting for my life or paying even the smallest amount of attention to the battle below me, I caught myself thinking of grade school. Smiling down at my baby sister as she tore through the house with an A on her report card and somehow the pride I felt now and the pride I felt then were no different. I looked to her, bright eyed and grinning just in time to see her lift her rifle to her eyes and fire a shot over my shoulder, sending me to my knees. I looked behind me just in time to see a black wolf fall onto his side and roll off of the roof onto the grass below.
 

“Nice shot!” I tried to say but Cordillia laughed lightly as I moaned and yipped lightly in her direction.
 

“I’m not sure what you just said but thank you.” She smiled. I turned behind me as she lifted the gun to her eyes once again and scanned the ground below, firing off a shot or two as she saw fit. My stomach dropped as I looked out over the courtyard to see my friends falling like flies in the middle of battle. There was nothing I could do to stop it and believe me when I say that being helpless is the worst feeling of all.
 

I watched Matt pick up his attacker by its heels and swing it into an oncoming group of black wolves with an excited grin on his face. I watched as Sam struggled to grab the wounded and move them to safer places, I watched Mack as he and Logan made a team of themselves and energetically began to take their attackers two by two. I was beginning to feel hope for my friends, a sense of excitement as they fought with passion and vigor and for a slim moment I began to feel as if everything would be okay. But as it so happens, moments like these never last the way you want them to and my daze was broken by the sound of a deep deafening growl just behind me.
 

Before I could turn I felt its claw rip at the side of my face, blinding me and sending me flying back. I gripped the edge of the roof once again pulling myself to my feet as it knocked the rifled from her hands and gripped her around the waist.
 

Cordillia cried out, reaching for me as it took one last look back before leaping to the ground below and landing with the loud crack of thunder above us. I ran to the edge and peered over as it began to run down the tiny dirt road, Cordillia screaming in its grip and reaching out for me. I jumped down, landing on my feet and ignoring the sting in my ankles as I centered myself and began to chase after it. My legs ached and my lungs burned as I ran as fast as I could, never able to catch up with the creature but never letting it slip from my sights as we barreled down the narrow dirt road and toward a waiting van parked just at the gate.
 

“No!” I cried out, a roar escaping my chest as she screamed for me. “Wait!” I shouted again, a loud yelp escaping my chest. To my surprise and sudden shock the creature stopped and I skidded to a halt at its feet, close enough to grab my sister but not stupid enough to test the theory that I would be strong enough to pull her from its grip. The enormous black wolf stood still, holding her in its grip as it kept its back to me. I cried out again, a small shrill yelp filling the air around me. There was only one person I knew of that would even care to take her, only one person who wouldn’t just kill her where she stood and in that revelation I knew that this had gone from all-out war to the final fight between Jonathan and me.
 

I did the only thing my rational mind could think of to do and lunged toward it, pushing into it with all I had and digging my claws into its back. He bellowed into the night and dropped Cordillia onto her side as he flipped around and knocked me to the side. I stood and stared the creature down as he reared back and filled the air with an ear piercing roar like nothing I had ever heard before.
 

He came at me, teeth bared and claws outstretched knocking me quickly to the ground and biting down onto my arm. I shrieked as he bit down and struggled to get away but he was stronger than any creature I had encountered. I pulled and fought, clawing at the side of his face as I squirmed and writhed under his grip. It wasn’t until the sound of gunshot rang through the air that he finally let go and rolled to the side with a yelp.
 

I looked up to see Cordillia on her knees behind us, her gun poised and ready as her body shook with each labored breath. She got to her feet and scrambled to move as the beast charged her, reaching for the gun as she fired another shot into the creatures shoulder.
 

I jumped to my feet and pounced, landing on the beast’s back and pinning him onto his stomach with a victorious cry. I held him there as Cordillia smiled, lifting her gun to her sights and aiming for the kill shot. As the beast writhed underneath me, I did my best to hold him still, hoping like hell that she wouldn’t miss but just as I looked up, silently begging her to take the shot my stomach dropped and everything around me went silent.
 

A figure moved in behind her almost too quick to see as he reached around her and grabbed the rifle, lifting her arms into the air. The beast beneath me shot up and knocked me off of its back as Cordillia fired into the air and turned around just a second before he ripped the gun from her fingers and slammed the butt of the rifle into the side of her head.
 

I reached out to grab her as her body fell to the ground only to feel a pair of massive arms as they reached around me, pulling me to the ground. There was nothing I could do as Jonathan lifted her into his arms and carried her motionless body toward the van.
 

Without a thought of my own safety and without a care for the beast behind me I stilled as my body began to shift, cracking and popping as it I scrambled to my feet.
 

“Wait!” I called breathlessly as the creature moved around me and caught up in stride with Jonathan. “Don’t take her!” I didn’t want to fight, I didn’t want this to end here I just wanted her and I couldn’t understand. My thoughts trailed off as the creature stopped in front of me. There were no words, I tried to speak but nothing came out as it glanced back at me. “Please,” was all I said, all I could say before it began walking again. I scrambled for words as it moved away from me, I scrambled for that one phrase that would stop it in its tracks and change its mind, something so profound that it had no choice but to let her go and see things my way but all I could think of and all I could say was, “I thought you said she wasn’t important to you.”
 

The creature stopped and shook its head as Jonathan handed my sister to a dark skinned man and slammed the door of the van behind them. I hardly noticed as the beast between us began to shift and my attention held on the van even as it turned to face me.
 

“Don’t whine, Ethan, it’s unbecoming.” He sneered as he took a step toward me.
 

“Let her go.” He sighed heavily and a slight chuckle escaped him.
 

“What did I just say?” his voice was deep, raspy and somewhere within it I could hear the edge of a thousand accents once used, a thousand lives once lived and I struggled to place him as he stared into me, past me and through me.
 

“Please.” I begged, ignoring his request and instead following my own need and desire for her release. He stepped toward me, a condescending sense of righteousness burned behind his yellow eyes and in a flash and instant I saw a hundred sneering faces staring back at me. The monster in my dreams the man in a thousand photographs and for a moment I thought I would be sick at the knowledge of it all. He towered over me and smiled down as though my pain gave him some sick form of satisfaction. I stared up at him, determined not to show any sign of weakness as the air stilled around us. I jumped at the sound of thunderclap around us, his face illuminated by a flash of lightning as I reached up to wipe the rain from my eyes.
 

“There is something you have yet to learn, Ethan. I don’t take well to beggars and I hate, I
hate,”
He growled. “seeing a creature such as you kowtowing to the needs of beings such as those.” He growled as he pointed toward the van.
 

“She hasn’t done anything wrong.”
 

“Let me ask you something,” He sneered. “I know you and your friends have been studying me so to speak so tell me, Ethan, of everything you have learned how is it that you still believe that that matters even the slightest bit to me?” I shook my head and sighed. He was a monster, a man that took great pleasure in the pain of others and at that moment it hit me like a sickening revelation, I was lucky he didn’t tear her apart in front of me just to see the look in my eyes as she took her last breath. She was lucky to be alive.
 

“Take me instead.” He laughed loudly at my offer, shaking his head stepping back.
 

“Ethan!” Sam called from somewhere far away. I could hear the sound of her footsteps as she ran toward me calling out into the darkness for any sign of my existence.
 

“Have you considered my offer then?” He asked curiously as I peered behind him toward the van. One word was all that was needed to save her, one word was all I had to utter and yet no matter how much I wanted to, something deep inside me clutched on to the fire of conviction that kept me strong.
 

“When the time comes to make a choice, remember who you are,”
Robert’s words echoed through my mind and in that moment I knew what I had to do.
 

“I’m not a murderer.” I growled, my fists clenched at my sides.
 

“Is that so?” He sneered. “Then what is all this?” He motioned toward the battle that waged without me as a sick smile twisted his lips.
 

“You attacked us!” I roared. He scoffed and shook his head as Sam came to a stop at my side.
 

“Is that what you think? Is that what this dog has told you?”
 

“Malik.” She gasped as his eyes turned to her.
 

“We’re not dogs,” I pulled his attention back to me. “And no that isn’t what I think that’s what I know.” He sneered as he took a step toward me. His face was inches from mine as he stared down at me with a fierceness that threatened to drop me where I stood.
 

“Do you have any idea what you’re up against, dog?” He barked as I glared up at him.
 

“Yeah,” I smiled. “You might have spent the last hundred years or so masquerading as the bogyman but you don’t scare me.”
 

“You’re in far deeper than you think, boy.” He sneered as a deep growl escaped his chest. “You can end this, right now. Join me and I’ll call off this war.”
 

“No you won’t.” I scoffed. “Why should I believe anything you say?”
 

“You have my word.”
 

“Only a fool would take the devil at his word.” I stared him down as he watched me carefully, his eyes burning with a kind of proud rage.
 

“Spoken like a true imbecile.” He smirked as he stepped back. “Fine. Go back to your friends, Ethan,” He growled. “Fight your little war and when you’re ready to consider my offer we can talk about returning what is yours.” He sneered. “Until then.” He nodded before turning and quickly taking off down the little dirt road.
 

“No!” I screamed as he crawled into the large silver van at the end of the drive. Sam grabbed my shoulders and held me back as the van came to life and Malik slammed the door behind him. “Let me go!” I growled, shifting in her arms and struggling against her.
 

“Ethan, no!” She pleaded with me but it was no use. I knocked her away and took off after them running as fast as my legs would carry me past the gate and out onto the highway. They turned the corner and floored it, taking off into the distance and leaving me far behind. I could hear Sam behind me, I could feel her following close at my heels as I ran into the street and followed them as far as I could. Cars honked and screeched as I weaved through them, quickly losing sight of my target.
 

I leapt over a black SUV as it swerved to avoid me and just as my feet touched the asphalt below me, I felt Sam’s massive frame as it connected with mine, knocking me out of the street and into the woods that surrounded it. We rolled down the steep hill coming to a stop at the rock bed below. Sam ran to my side, her body shifting back as she knelt next to me and rolled me onto my back. Stubborn as I was and lacking in all ability to care I simply lay there, staring at the night sky as it glowed above us.
 

“Ethan, say something,” she begged as she checked me over for any sign of life. A slight whimper escaped my chest as I crawled to my feet and stared her down. “I know you’re pissed off but you can’t run into traffic like that.” I growled baring my teeth, the hairs on my body standing on end. “Ethan, you have to be smart about this.” I didn’t care, I couldn’t care. I should have killed him when I had the chance. Blind rage took over where reason and rationality once stood and I reared my body back throwing my head to the sky and howling into the moonlit night hoping like hell that he heard me and hoping like hell that he knew no matter what that I was coming for him and I would do everything in my power to make sure that the next time we met I would rip the black heart straight from his chest.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Penelope Sweet is a lifelong believer in magic and monsters and it’s this belief that drives her to search within the shadows for the darkest of tales. A lover of all things horror and all things macabre, Penelope’s passion is to bring you the stories that send chills down your spine, keep you awake in the night and most of all keep you coming back for more.
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