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To myself:
For staying strong when things got tough. 
You are a perfectly imperfect woman.




Chapter One


I relaxed and barred my eyes shut, trying not to tap my feet and drum my fingers to the rhythm of a mariachi band. There was a buzz making my headache stronger, and it was because of Yonosotros as he kept creeping his way back in. On occasion, he would find a way in my head – as if my brain had a back door –and wiggle through with his serpent tongue, asking me to accept his invitation and rule over my body. 
And each time, I happily declined. Yonosotros always tried getting my attention and was doing a darn good job at it. Everyone told me that he was a part of me and would always be, but my body couldn’t accept him for some odd reason. It was up to me to let him in, but it worried me that if I did let him, what was he going to do with me? What control was he looking to have over my body? I flipped onto my stomach and put my face into my pillow. 
If I stayed quiet and acted dead, maybe Yonosotros would go away. As I started to fall asleep, I surrendered my control, and my arms pushed themselves up without my say-so. Yonosotros, invisible strings, mastered me like a puppet. Like stepping on a trip wire, my eyes widened, and my mouth filled with cotton. How did this spirit control me again? I thought I was doing everything right by keeping it out of my head, but it found its way in. Run, it whispered.
I frowned. “What?”  A thin ring muffled my eardrums. My eye sockets pounded; it mimicked the sounds of two pillows slapping against each other. Could this be another metamorphosis?  I don’t recall accepting my spirit. Was it trying to change me this time, and this time I was getting a third eye from all the headaches? 
Then, I heard it again – the muffling of a voice, like a man in the distance of a tunnel. I kicked my legs over the bed and stood, and a shockwave traveled up my leg. The floorboards rattle with intimidation as if they feared something. My Spidey senses hit me with attainment.
Something wasn’t right.
An echo of heavy tracks moved throughout the house. The noise agitated my ears, and a thudding spread through my head and across the bridge of my nose like soldiers marching from ear to ear. I recognized from the sounds that they were steps because my room boomed and shook like a party. Seeing and hearing Mexicans stomping to Tejano was more common than expected, especially in my house on Christmas. When I got off guard duty, I saw my daddy with his guitar and Abuela leaning over their drinks . . . but it was quiet. 
Daddy was just picking at the strings softly. And if I was reading the room right, they were drinking out of pain and fear. Just when I thought all my cousins and family in-laws would go back to their lives and towns, all our familia moved closer to home. And the number of wolves we saw tripled since my initiation into the Oracles of Oath, and each time the fire pit was lit longer than usual. That’s what I was taught anyway: burn the remains of any monster. Guessing from the deadness of the den, we were no closer to answers, and they had just finished burning another werewolf.
I haven’t had a single lick of alcohol since I discovered what I was. It wasn’t even fun to drink anymore. It was more like a competition to see which day I was closest to losing my mind. I couldn’t even think about Liam or Clay without Yonosotros threatening to rat me out to everyone. These Mexicans could drink until 4 am, and when some of my cousins got drunk, they’d wrestle on the floor and start breaking glass and knocking over chairs. Could that be what my nerves are sensing now? 
The rough tracks faded and sounded like shuffling feet – as if traveling through snow. Man, did it sound like one heck of a party, though. I still felt this feeling nestled at the back of my tongue, itching for me to pay attention. I started for the door, fingertips inches from the knob, ready to clasp it.
A whispering chill tittered about, bridging the gaps in the room into an Arctic summer. Don’t go downstairs. Yonosotros commanded.
I scurried to the bedroom window and saw that they were shut tight, but it was cold. I fidgeted with the latches to be sure they couldn’t be undone and let the air in. But that wasn’t where this chill air was coming from. The floor still moved, and my toes tingled.
A pitched cry shot through the barriers of the walls. And the room was still cold! My heart jumped. I beat the window once, lifted the frame, and slammed it shut. And then I saw it, squinting up at me, kneeling in the bushes. Predatory eyes stared at me from the bushes; its pointed ears twitched. I froze as the image registered in my panicked mind; a wolf. One I didn't recognize.




Chapter Two


The wolf’s head tilted back, muzzle in the air with lips extended and joined to push a soft awhoooo. In a sing-song jingle, the wolf caroled to the moon. Though it sounded pretty, it drew like a warning. 
I looked at it; the dark atmosphere camouflaged its fleece. The fur was dark from what I could see, indicating it wasn’t Clay. I prayed it wasn’t Liam either. I studied the inky night to see if I could see a hint of gray in its fur. If I saw it, then I’d know it was him. 
Stepping out of the bushes, I saw a pair of muddy, striped shoes appear beside the paws. My gaze followed the boots and up to their square shoulders until my leer fell on the man's face as he stared down at the canine. The wolf flicked its head up, gesturing to the man to look up, and when he did, our eyes locked. It was quick, for sure, because he lugged a weapon off his back and pointed it in my direction. I ducked, shielding myself beneath the window pane and the glass combusted overhead, and like dust, I was covered with jarred ice. 
I headed for the door and down the stairs. When I got there, the first thing waiting for me at the end of the staircase was a corpse in the process of decomposing. I inhaled softly, trying to use whatever power I could with my spirit and smell whoever was on the floor. Because I wouldn’t accept Yonosotros, it made it difficult to gather the woman’s scent, but when I tried, she left a musky smell. I could only assume that she was a wolven with the wolf outside and her here. But what were they doing here?
Her body was face-down on the carpet, but the rest of her body was chest-to-ceiling – her neck twisted like a strawberry Twizzler. Her shirt was ripped, her breast jutting out like a nursing lass, and her chest had a gaping red hole where her heart used to be. With memory from my training, it was best to take the important organs of any monster and discard them – either popping them with a knife (like a balloon) or going George Blanda on them. Sometimes, like vampires, if you didn’t take the heart and head, tossing them in front of a light and destroying them entirely, they could regenerate. 
The same principles applied to werewolves, but not in a regenerating way. Abuela told me werewolf parts were valuable and perfect for spells and potions. If anyone got a hold of their corpses, we’d have one strong witch on our hands. Assuming from the way her heart was ripped out, I’d say it was Abeula out here tearing her a new one!
My small crimson lips parted into an O shape. There was a bitter taste in my mouth that I couldn’t seem to get rid of. A gurgling feeling started rising in my stomach. I could feel something sit at the back of my throat, ready to buck all over the place. But I couldn’t, and that’s when I really wished I could push it out. It hurt; my stomach twinged. 
My knees were like boiled noodles, stuttering and trying everything to stay locked and upright. With a hard thud, I plopped onto my knees; the staircase creaked under my weight. My eyes roamed the bottom floor. The couch, from a distance, had leather strips from the cushions on the floor. The side tables were on their backs with their legs either missing or in half. Someone ran past the staircase and stopped right before they could turn into the kitchen. 
It was a woman. I don’t know who she was, but from her crinkle-slit eyes, I could tell she had danger written all over her. She stared down at the corpse and then at me. Her light rosewood skin rippled like water does when you skip a rock on it. Patches of hair on her body darkened and thickened in sync from her fingers to her chipmunk cheeks. Her chestnut orbs fluctuated into a black powdery soot with a single blink. 
I could barely hear beyond my thoughts, past the terrors and screams; my ears pounded so loud that my mind blanked and only focused on my brain beating against my skull.
“It wasn’t me!” I raised my hands in a surrendering pose. I already knew what she was thinking  . . . it was clear from the sick look on my face, my history of a Houndress, and this woman’s death. With a tightening in my throat, gut-wrenching sobs tore through my chest. I rose to my feet with a growing sense of doom. The woman released a sudden sigh, trying to open her mouth to speak. Yet no words made it through. 
Gulp. 
Then, her words came out hoarse, barely audible. “You’re dead, hunter.” 
“Papa!” The first thing that came to mind was that I wanted my dad. I needed to see if he was okay, so I screamed for him once more. The wolven girl opened her stride, stepping over the body and up the stairs. I spun on my heels and started for my room – my feet desperately attempting to create a form of traction.
At first, I thought she was weak because I beat her to the bedroom and locked it behind me, giving me a few seconds to think. I grabbed the edges of my dresser, shuffling it back and forth to move it in front of the door. I stepped back, inching closer to the broken window, mentally bargaining with the door not to open.  As I made it to the window, the sounds of war and weapons clashing caught my attention.  Glimpsing over my shoulder, the yard had a soft yellow glow from the house's lights, and it faded into the tree lines as a shadowy veil of sin. 
A soft breeze ambled through the woods declaring today would be the first day of Fall. The terrors experienced earlier downstairs traveled into the dead grass, and my front yard became bloated with men – Hounders and wolven. The door creaked, squeaked, and booted open with just a single kick – wood chippings from the busted door rained down like confetti. Now I see; she was just taunting me. Her cedar woods lips curled a thin line to her cheeks mischievously. 
The wolven girl drew closer while I hauled myself over the broken glass. The jagged ice lanced my bare feet. I cringed in pain as the glass crunched beneath my toes, digging deeper with every step I took. Peering over my shoulder again, I scanned my escape route: the roof's asphalt shingles sagged into darkness. I slipped through the windowsill, accidentally cutting myself on the glass as I caught a glimpse of my attacker rushing to the window. I glided down the rooftop, losing a good sliding position and rolling off the edge. I dropped and hit the grassy patch below as the glass dug deeper.
A keen cramp, like a metal pick lodged deep under the layers of my skin, stung the insides of my stomach. I lifted my shirt; my skin was staked with glass, with trails of crimson flowing from the punctures. I unleashed a cry that could outsound a war cannon. Picking at the glass, my hands stuttered as I pulled the shards out. Then I laid my hand over my belly tightly, applying pressure as the velvety liquid overflowed through the openings of my fingers.
I knew I would heal eventually, but it burned. Now, downing a ton of tequila would have caused less burning than this! I hopped to my feet, dragging my legs across the field, hoping Yonosotros could speed up the healing process;  we were in a dire situation. Around me was a fiery hell bloating the yard while dogs and men ran freely in the vicinity. 
Above, stars looked like pin pricks. I stared at the silvery disk in the sky; it had its own dark, cold beauty. The shadowed magnificence reached a primal part of me. One that was buried so deep that I had once thought it was gone. In the ghostly white circle, I thought I saw the reflection of the inner beast – the thing that drove these creatures. Up ahead, a man collapsed onto his knees, closed his eyes, and tilted his head back. 
Pushing out one final failed awhooooo,  the beast rejoiced in the oneness of the two halves of the moon, flopping onto his belly, withering on the ground like a dying caterpillar. Behind the werewolf was Uncle Mateo, twirling a beautiful sword that looked like it was carved by rock but with a glossy shimmer that resembled obscured glass. Its handle was wrapped in cloth. 
“¡Tío! Help us!” 




Chapter Three


His face became pale, and his lower body trembled as he tried coming back into his senses, though he continued staring into the distance. Time stood still like never before. His pupils dilated, and he twitched as his body reacted to the site of death. But when his fear faded, everything returned slowly. He’d forgotten his impression of an iceberg, and he blinked hysterically until his eyes had widened with realization. His body jolted as he broke into a sprint, sword swinging in his right hand.
“When did you get here?”
“A few hours ago.” He said. He grabbed me by the shoulder and started pushing for the woods. “You need to run, Ramona!”
“Where’s papa?” He pulled me into the tangle-heart of the forest. The smell of death losing its scent and the sounds of heavy breaths were now only our own, but there was a hint of grinding in my ear. The glass chawed through my feet, and my flesh was on fire – like pouring tequila on a papercut. “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know. It just happened. They came in with an army. I lost count of how many – and I got separated from the group. I don’t know where anyone is.” He stopped and lifted his chin to take an exaggerated inhale. 
“Are you bleeding?” In some weird way, Hounders were a little too similar to wolves. Our smell and strength were so comparable to the Wolven that it was as if we were cut from the same cloth - almost like we were the same kind of monster. 
He stopped sniffing and looked over his shoulder. He looked me up and down until we finally found where the blood was coming from. And now I remembered touching the glass – and how it impaled my gut. I didn’t recognize the pain anymore. My feet were all I could think about. 
“Clean that now. They could track us better with blood.”
“How?” I looked around for water, anything . . . but found nothing helpful. Deeply perturbed by my blood-stained shirt, I couldn’t sum up any idea of what to use.  I trained for this moment, Hell – it was branded into my brain, but I was not ready for it when it happened. 
Tio plucked the glass from my feet and hands and ripped pieces of his shirt to ty around my limbs.  We continued walking. “Keep pressure on your stomach; give our ancestors time, and they’ll heal you. Now I need you to use some of that power and start running.”
“I’m not accepting it. I don’t have strength like you, and they won’t heal me fast enough.”
His eyes frowned, “We need to go and get you some help now.”
“What about my dad? We need to find him.”
“This is a war I can’t win. You can’t fight or use your powers, and it’s just me. It’s suicide. We will find the council and take revenge for everyone.”
“You’re talking as if he’s already dead.”
“It would be a miracle if he isn’t. There’s too many, kid. No one could have survived that.” 
“But you did.” He grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me forward. I tugged on the sleeve of his sweater, “please help me. I need to know if he’s okay.” In my chest, a breath fell as if an anchor was weighing down –a form of guilt I could not face. “I can’t leave without my dad. I have to know, Tio.”
“This isn’t the right time! We will come back with an army bigger, stronger, and ready! Save your strength; that’s what he would want.”
“He’d want to know if I’m okay, too. Please, I'm begging.”
“He’d want you safe, and that’s what I intend to do.”
I slapped his hand away. “Are all Hounders cowards?” 
Mateo turned on the soles of his boots. His eyes were shut tight, crinkled slits, brows furrowing to show his intent. He combed his black hair behind his ears.
Tio Mateo was my uncle by law. He married my Aunt Olga, and when she passed away, he stuck to us like lint on a black blouse. They never had kids, and we hardly saw them at family gatherings. So, I never saw a reason for him to hang around. 
He and I shared a few words, and I was beginning to think he didn’t know how to talk to anyone. Before Olga passed away, it was an unwritten rule to hang out with the family . . .  come to picnics, participate in the present exchange on Christmas, and drink with us once and awhile. If any in-laws didn’t follow the rules, we considered them “too good for us” and estúpido. When she died, he still stuck around. He just never talked. 
It’s like he needed us. Deep down, I knew it. With Olga gone, who does he have left? 
Hearing him now, I was a little distracted by how he was now and how his nasally voice didn’t match this serious, life-threatening situation. Sad, right? Here I am thinking of the wrong thing at the wrong time.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t leave him.” I turned around and started walking back the way we came. Moving closer to the action, I could hear cries rip from someone. That was when I stopped dead in my tracks, a thought snowballing. “You’re not going to stop me?” I looked over my shoulder. He had his back turned, too, ready to disappear within the night. 
He was quiet. 
“Knock me out, take me to a safe haven, and train me to become an assassin – and I will eventually turn on you when I learn you planned to kill me?” He shook his head with a no, and I continued, “Follow me in case I need help – and almost die trying to protect me?” Again, he denied it, mouthing a no, but making no move to stop me. “You really are a piece of shit. So is that ‘we save our own' bit just a load of crap, or is it just you who can’t live by the code?”
“This isn’t a movie, kid. People are really dying.” Mateo walked and passed his sword to me. He told me to clench it tight, or I’d end up losing a fight. The blade weighed like pebbles in a pail, and the handle was light and airy. The balance was very confusing.  
“Fine!” I snapped at him and shoved him backward. This felt like an even bigger betrayal than my family making me accept Yonosotros. Did my uncle forget we had kids in this house? Did he forget what family means?
“I don’t need you. I can take care of this all by myself. I’m going to go back there and save our family. To hell with you.” 
Before withdrawing from the conversation, he mouthed, I’ll get us some help. 
“Aunt Olga would be disappointed if she saw you like this.” His lips slipped into a frown and twitched as I hit a nerve. Disappearing in the inky night like a bat at day's first light, Mateo vanished. 
I turned back around and started for my house. I never won in a fight. How was I going to win this battle? I have never killed anyone, but there's a first time for everything, right?




Chapter Four


I stormed back through the woods, keeping low with my knees close to the ground. My fingertips grazed the soil like I was taught in training. Now was the time to put all I learned to use. Tip-toeing through the woods, the tenderness in my feet became more evident; I groaned with each step. I didn’t know how long it would take for my cuts to heal, but I was going to push through it. I wiped a single drop of sweat from my brow. A low, waning gibbous hovered tenuously in the twilight firmament, bestowing a dim light upon the yard.
I sidled through the bushes; my sword traced a fine line in the dirt, creating a snake trail behind me. It was too heavy to hold in my position, but I’d been taught in training that if the weapon was heavy, keep it low and strike upward,  surprising the enemy. 
My head slowly popped up over a shrub. The lights from my house lit the yard like a spotlight on a center stage. It was loud when my family visited – every room lit and every curtain open. 
Though I could see the lights from where I was kneeling, the empty feeling of coming home resurfaced. The glass windows on the second floor were broken as if a shark had carved them with its teeth. The front door was off the hinges, the latches still attached to the frame. The yard’s wilderness grass was flat as if a stampede of wild buffalos had gone through. 
Up ahead was a wolf with brown hair. Stepping out of the darkness with his teeth bared tight, a red shirt stretched from its canines  -  and I made out a body being dragged behind him.  Its beard was wet and dripping thick crimson liquid; the substance ran down its fur with balls of purple clots webbed between the strands. 
Its head dipped down, nostrils poking at the body and nibbling at the meat still attached to the bone. It sunk its canines, biting, pulling at the cartilage, tilting its head back just slightly to help the food move down. A bone snapped, and my ear twitched at the sound. 
A single gasp pressed at the back of my throat. My legs were too stiff to move any further, and suddenly my world came crashing down at the sound of this wolf munching on my family’s body. My sword slipped from my hand like water off a duck’s tail. Almost as if I intentionally let it go. The mutt jerked the body; the dead woman’s head bobbed left and right until it stopped. Her head settled to the right, her black eyes staring into my soul. I saw it was one of my primas, Serena. 
How could this have happened? Were they all . . . dead? My grandma, dad, the kids . . .  my stomach rolled and heaved. Oh, fuck the kids!  My breath got heavier, and I couldn’t control it. I found myself praying for air. 
The night began to look peaceful, and I started to feel weightless, as if my mind was in a sea of dreams. The forest grew dark. Looking down from the abandoned house to my fingers, I hardly recognized my hands, and it was as if I was staring at them with my eyes closed. Stars and birds circled over my head, and I felt like a 40s cartoon character. 
I leaned, not noticing how close the ground was zooming in. The earth looked close enough to touch . . . it was rather comfortable. My head jerked as it touched the dirt floor. Pieces of mulch stuck to the rim of my mouth, the earthy soil drying the tip of my tongue. And so, it didn’t feel as comfortable as it looked. It’s rather wet . . .




Chapter Five


When I woke up, I was greeted with hazy warm eyes that I was sure matched mine. Could it be someone was saving me? Was it tio Mateo? I pressed my hand along the stranger’s cheek, unaware of any threat. Why did I feel so entitled to touch this blurry figure? Was it because with everything going on, this person appeared harmless . . . safe . . . a hero? At this very moment, I needed that. I was still waking from a drowsy spell when I came to my senses to thank the soul, but suddenly, his eyes appeared monstrous. 
Daisy-yellow eyes that could warm my veins.   Their lids a caramel hue, but the eyes now signaled danger. I jolted my head to the side to see the sword lying within arms' reach. Grabbing it and struggling to lift it, I slung it at the guy. The weapon moved almost on its own, with a silver jingle gliding across his face.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he shouted. He pushed me off his lap, rolling me to my belly, flopping me onto my stomach. “Fucking psycho! I was just trying to help!” His voice was deep and booming. I caught a hint of his Latin accent. 
“Liam?” His blurry features grew sharp and conspicuous. I could see his yellow slanted eyes were more prominent from the dark rings around his eyes. His country-pine complexion was streaked with mud. Despite it being dark-thirty, he had scruff on his face.
He was rubbing his cheek. “Now what do you want? An apology? Fuck, no, you psycho.”
“Liam!” I pulled him into a hug. Overwhelmed, my bottled emotions slipped through the walls of my retinas like water pouring through a crack in a dam. Pressing my tears into his shirt, I stifled a whimper in his torso. “You’re here! Gracias a Dios! I don’t know what to do!” I squeezed his big shoulders. “What are you doing here?”
“I heard a rumor that a lot of us were going to be here. It looks like I was too late.”
“But why? I still don’t understand why you’re here; I thought you hated me. You said you would come back for me, but you never showed.”
Liam took in his surroundings, doing a quick head swipe from left to right to survey the area. “I think we both know why I never showed up.” A look of concern swept over my face. How could I know? When I needed you, I messaged you, and you promised you’d be there. You let me down.
“We both know you were never meant to be a wolf; you needed to be with your own kind. Find your own way without us. I thought it was the right choice. If anyone knew you were tied to Hunters, who knows what they would have done to you.”
I looked away, gathering all my strength to punch him but instead hugged him even harder. No matter how many times I wanted to hit him, he always knew how to make a girl feel like she was strong-willed and capable. I glanced back up at his cheek to see the cut unsheathing blood. I pressed my hand to his face and caressed his supple cheek. "I'm so sorry, Liam. Your face! Does it hurt? What can I do?"
“Don’t fret.”
“It was an accident. I was scared.”
“I’m not mad.”
“Where is everyone?” I rubbed his cheek. Little red droplets trickled down his slim face. “Do you know how this happened?”
“I don’t know. But you best believe I'm going to find out.”
“I want my dad.”
He hugged me tightly. The feeling was both comforting and haunting. A plaguing thought arose in my mind; what if no one made it out alive? Then I’ll be all alone. The hug seemed less calming.
"Time to go," Liam said.
We had started walking towards the action when I stopped him. “What if they see me? They’ll kill me, Liam. I’m a Houndress; can’t you smell it on me? That’s why they're killing everyone.”
Liam took a long whiff, pressing his nose on the curve of my neck. He backed away and shook his head; “Strangely, your scent is faint. Barely noticeable. I mean . . . you don’t smell like you, but you don’t smell like them either.”
Just when I felt like a freak, I realized that I was just as much of a puzzle to a wolven. I don’t know why my mind would shut out Yonosotros, unlike everyone else, but something told me it had everything to do with why wolves kept coming after me. Something told me that here, on this night, all this death was my fault.
He shrugged, "I won't let anything happen. I promise." I believed him. I had to. I had no one left. The idea was already sinking into my brain; I had convinced myself in a matter of minutes that tio Mateo was right. No one could have survived this.
I left Liam’s side to walk it off, tears welling up, forming a wall that blurred my vision.  I pushed the tears back, trying hard to shove it all down until it formed a lump in my throat. Liam faced me and placed his hands on my shoulders. “It’s gonna be alright,” he said. It all fell out like a crack in a glass cup, tears streaming down my hot cheeks. The sounds of my heart were like echoes in a hollow cave.
I was not just grieving, nor was I merely afraid. What I was, was beyond such mere adjectives. A cold wave enveloped me as the hairs rose on the back of my neck. My mouth ran dry as it filled with cotton. Shadows and ringing played on my senses, warping shapes and sounds. Growing dark. Like I am nothing — as if Yonosotros had taken over.




Chapter Six


I leaned on Liam as we moved tentatively to the middle of the yard, where most of the werewolves were milling around. Bodies littered the yard; the smell of blood hung in the air like spoiled meat under a July sun. I saw that the werewolves who had finished shaping back into men and women were dragging my family's bodies into a pile in the center of the yard. Some of the corpses were face-down, their distorted limbs crooked from being gnawed on so viciously. 
On the war-torn remains of the front porch was a black-haired woman face-planted into a bed of warped floorboards. I felt the need to know who among the killers had received such a fatal justice. I knelt beside her and flipped her over.
Her body was still warm; a wet substance covered her from her waist to her calves. Her hair smelled of spice and apples, her lower body like piss and terror, but Death had marked her soul and beautiful face. Her eyes were still bugged with fear.
I looked into her dead eyes, and it was as if she was looking back into mine, aghast at my contaminated soul. I was spellbound by it. She had yellow skin and hives of welts along her cheeks. I looked at Liam and then back to the girl. I twisted her hair behind her ears and studied her. She was so beautiful.
“Did you know her?”  I asked as he knelt beside me and then covered her eyes with the ends of her hair. “Does she have a family?”
“I don’t know.” Liam looked over his shoulder, searching amongst the animals for an answer. 
"There’s Clay,” he said in a low voice I had never heard come from him before. We stood, and I followed Liam to where Clay was standing, looking almost proudly at the mess made. “So, did you just pick up any wolf off the street and call this a dinner party, or was there a cause for all this?”
Clay’s eyes narrowed, and he smacked his tongue in annoyance. “I was trying to help.”
“Help who? You slaughtered the people in that house and lost a buttload of our own in the process. You helped no one.”
“They were torturing her, Liam! They took her away. I didn’t hear from her for months.”
“Maybe that was a good thing. I can see why she’d want to cut us out of her life.” I wanted to stop Liam and explain myself, but shock overruled me. 
He continued, “And I did see her last message; I just had more common sense than you. This is what I was talking about. We should have never brought her into our lives. This is the consequence. ”
“I did what was best for her!” Clay shouted.
“And was it? There’s no one left. Are you too stupid to see that you’ve killed her family?”
“Oh, and you’re just dying to swoop in and take my place.” Clay looked at me. “Do you see what he’s trying to do? He’s been trying to ruin our relationship since we first met!”
“It’s a good thing I did, then. If this is your idea of impressing her, you have another thing coming.”
Clay rushed towards me – his puppy eyes wide. He cupped his palms over my cheeks. “I was worried, Ramona.” His eyes pleaded with mine, searching for understanding – or forgiveness.
A boiling fury swelled inside me, and I realized I was clenching my fists so hard that the nails were cutting into my skin. He grabbed my hand, turned it over, and saw the old cut on my palm from my ceremony. It was covered now with smaller nicks from the shattered window I crawled out of.  Since I did not accept Yonosotros, my family said that I would still heal like a human – just faster; that’s why my scar was there. It didn't hurt. It just left a white, scaly line. Eventually, it would go away, like the rest of my cuts.
“Did they do this to you?” Clay demanded. He pulled my hand up and showed it to Liam. “Did you see what they did to her?”
I always remembered Clay as someone with a warm touch that felt like sunshine on my skin, but now his brawny fingers were hard and cold and smelled of death. I tried to control my breathing and stop my hands from fidgeting, but all I felt was violated. My cheeks flushed, and I turned my head so he couldn't see how much this was hurting me.
I loved Clay, and it was the biggest regret of my life.
Liam’s eyes remained strong and emotionless, but I saw his Adam's apple moving as if he was having trouble swallowing. This hurt him too. I slapped Clay’s hand away and then tugged on Liam’s arm. 
“Please don’t...” I said to Liam. I didn’t have to finish that sentence. I didn’t need to; he knew what I was asking. But it was too late; his temper was up, and he would push this.
Liam pulled my sleeve up my arm further, revealing the scars from the werewolf that attacked me four months ago. It had healed but left three large bumps and faded lines from my wrist to my elbow. Liam's eyes warped into a miserable black hue as bitterness swept across his face.
“And who the fuck did this?” he snapped at Clay. A werewolf knows their own kind’s mark. Clay’s mouth gaped, but he had no rebuttal. 
I couldn’t understand why that made me feel smug for Liam instead of sympathetic toward Clay . . . until it came drifting down to me that I was the rope in my very own emotional tug-of-war. Both men were so different: Liam never talked about himself, and no matter how attracted I was to him, I also felt like a stranger with him. And Clay was always romantic – and sometimes it got boring – but I knew him from the inside out.
I should have listened and left my friends and the pack when I had the chance years ago, as Liam had insisted. But I had clung to my love for Clay, who had joined in on the killing of my family, thinking he was rescuing me. A wave of bitterness swept across my heart. 
Letting go of my hand, Liam suddenly grabbed Clay by the collar, kicked his feet out from under him, and heaved him into the air. Clay's body cartwheeled into the dirt, his milky skin and jean jacket dressed in mud and weeds.  
“It doesn't matter why you did it! Look around you, Clay. You ruined everything. She has no one left!"
“I was trying to save you.” Clay choked on his words; his face contorted. It was almost as if he was ignoring the part where I was left with no one; all my people were dead.
Clay pushed himself up by the hands, waddling on his knees towards us, crawling back with his hands searching for mine. My irritation surged, and a  testy voice boomed inside my head – a man’s voice, soft and serpent-like.  Yonosotros whispered, they’re all monsters. 
No. Just him. Clay is a killer. 
My fingers curled into a fist.  I ran and socked Clay across the cheek with enough force to buckle his knees. Liam wrapped his arms around my torso, pulling me backward. I guess he was holding me back because it looked like I was ready to throw another. Later, I realized it wasn't that.  I had done something I shouldn't have; I alarmed the others.
A crowd of werewolves began assembling around us, smelling a fight and something even more interesting — me, a non-wolven.  One of them asked, "Are you going to kill it?" Clay shook his head. His eyes still screamed a boiling mishmash of emotions I alone understood. Liam held me tighter, defensively now, instead of merely restraining me.
I felt his body quiver as the ribs beneath his glowing skin began moving around. Was he turning? The hairs on his arms rose and thickened.
He was about to turn, and I was in the middle of the fire. His fingers started cracking like someone stepping on saltine crackers –  and they extended into long-nailed claws. Clay didn't respond in kind but just stood there open-mouthed and wide-eyed.
The werewolf who had asked raised a brow, shrugged, and walked over to the hill of corpses. He flicked out a match from his pocket, and the bud ignited with a single quick swipe across his cheek.
I unwrapped Liam’s arms from around my body and dashed to the pile, putting myself between the ravaged corpses and the man with a match. "Please, don’t!”
He grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me up, taking a close look at what he was dealing with.  He saw no threat; I was weak and pathetic. He tossed me away like a crumpled candy wrapper. Before Liam could take another step toward us, the werewolf tossed the match into the hill of bodies.
In the pile’s center, a soft red-and-yellow glow spread and blossomed like one of those wild lilies in time-lapse photography. The fire traveled outward quickly from the middle, dancing over their skin and then engulfing them. In one short breath, my family was all just one big bonfire.




Chapter Seven


Liam had helped me back onto my feet and pulled me away from the fire. We faded silently to the back of the crowd that gathered around the flames.
I could still smell their burnt bodies from afar. Watching them burn, I noticed their limbs had a golden sheen, looking like hot metal straight out of the furnace. 
A man started yelling for everyone’s attention. We stopped at the edge of the firelight, half-hidden in the bushes.
“Do you know him, Liam?”
“No.”
Throwing his arms up, fists thrust into the air, the wolf-man shouted, “Victory!” They all yelled and laughed. The wolf-man chuckled, “The Silverback has started a revolution; it starts with you and ends with them,” pointing to my burning family. “Join the Silverback, and together we will destroy the council, the Oracles of Oath, this town, and then the world! She has a plan for us. We are not just going to take back our freedom. We are going to become gods! We have the one that holds the key to hybrid werewolves. Today we killed them, but not all.” 
The crowd booed. 
“We have the Slayer’s kin and wife. We are holding them hostage.” He pointed at someone, “You want to bear children? The Silverback will give you that. The key gives you the child you yearn for. You want strong pups; she can guarantee it. We can give you the ultimate power, and we can start a new race. You’ve all heard The Mother's call, but do you know what it means?” 
Liam released me, a gasp between his lips, a breath hitching at the back of his throat. I almost stumbled backward as he stepped out of the bushes to join the crowd. What was going on? "Liam, get back here," I whispered.
The guy continued, “We can give you the world! No more mate bonds. Mate with whomever you want. Just join us!” 
Then Liam backed away, fading out of the crowd to return to me. We heard chanting and yelling. “What are they talking about?”
“We got to get you to safety, now!” 
“What was he saying? What does it mean?” Liam picked up the pace, and we started running. “He said you guys could finally have children, and I thought werewolves could already have them . . .”
“They can, but only with their soulmate, and they’re rare to find. Werewolves are going extinct because we can’t mate.”
“Okay, but why’d you stop to listen? What was it all about?” I squeezed his hand to signify us to stop. Not only was I getting tired, but it was harder to breathe. Liam curled me into his arms, lifted me, and continued running. 
"Look at it scientifically," he said between deep breaths. "If the wolf population outbalances the human race, our food supply becomes scarce. If humans become scarce or go extinct, then the wolven become scarce or go extinct. Life is about balance, but if we are tipping the scales, we and our kind will eventually die out."
He took one deep breath after slowing down to a fast trot.
“I guess that makes sense. And the soulmate thing, I never knew that.”
“Clay didn’t tell you why he and Chloe didn’t work out?”
“Too many arguments, fighting . . . she was the jealous type. She’s a bitch on four legs. What else is there?”
“They didn’t work out because they aren’t soulmates. They were together for thirty-four years. They wanted a baby, but they couldn’t because of the whole soulmate conundrum. It tore them apart when Chloe found her soulmate, and it nearly destroyed him. Clay didn’t want to let her go.”
“I’ve never seen her with anyone.”
“That’s because Clay forbade it. Which technically, he can’t do. But her human half loved him enough to go along with it. Then you showed up, and it was like he had forgotten all about her. Clay’s wolf side craved her, but his human half loved you. When she went back to find him, the guy was gone. I don’t even think she remembers what he looks like.”
“Is that why she hates me so much?”
“That – among other things.”
“He really is a piece of shit.”
“That, among other things,” he snickered awkwardly. “I tried to warn you. I tried to tell you to leave.”
“You knew, and you didn’t tell me?”
“I tried, Ramona. I really did.”
“Is that why he kept pushing for me to turn?”
His head sunk a little below his shoulders. “He wanted to see if you were his soulmate. Can’t blame the guy for being ambitious.”
I started to wonder what the werewolf man was talking about. “And who’s the Slayer?” 
As we moved, we slowly left the forest. Ahead through the avenue of trees, we could see light, suggesting an open road.
“Well, the Slayer was just a hunter with too many of us on its kill list. Never seen the guy. It was just a cool name for him, I guess. I’m sure more than half of those guys haven’t seen the Slayer either. And I’m 90% sure the guy talking has no idea what the Silverback Alpha looks like.”
“What do you mean?”
“The Silverback is a well-known pack, small but growing. Wyatt and I have never seen the Alpha. The Alpha never attends when we have meetings — it’s always their beta. Clay brought a few packs to that massacre tonight; maybe members of the Silverback are there . . . but the Silverback are non-confrontational. They’re like Switzerland. Why would they be there? They value the rules and human life. They don’t believe in harming good people. Everything sounds wrong. I don’t believe the Silverback are behind this.”
“So things aren’t adding up. You think someone is trying to frame the Alpha?”
"It's more of a hunch. A calm, peaceful pack goes berserk and starts killing people? I mean, sure, everyone wants to have children without having to find a soul mate, but for them to go about it like this seems wrong.”
Liam continued. “Now, back to the Slayer. We don’t know for sure if it’s true, but if they didn’t kill everyone in that house . . . that means the Slayer, who is someone in your family, is still alive.”
I thought for a moment. "And the Slayer's wife. So, two people." 
We reached the end of the forest and were greeted by an empty curving road. We looked to our left; it seemed we were near the top of a mountain, as the road to the right was all uphill, and the road to the left was all downhill. Liam set me down on my feet, and we started wandering down the roadway. Behind us, a faint ray of sunshine was peeking from the hills, giving the road a yellow glimmer. We followed the yellow brick road to Emerald City. 
We were walking downhill when a tree caught my eye – a big old thing that could have passed for a shadow. It had dark bark and was long and curvy with a branch on each side, looking as if it was dancing to the sounds of a whistling wind.
In the dawning light, I noticed that Liam's cut was still fresh-looking, bubbling like a hot iron in water. 
“It looks worse, Liam.” I pointed at his cheek. 
“It’s fine. That’s what happens when our skin touches silver.” 
“Will it heal?”
“In time, of course. Don’t worry. I’m more worried about you.” I raised a brow in question. “I don’t want you to pass out again.”
“Trust me, I won’t. I just can’t understand what happened: the Slayer, the Silverback, Clay, and how  my Tio could abandon everyone.”
“Tio? Someone else made it out alive?” His eyes lit up with excitement. “We can go find him and figure this out.”
“No, we can’t. He ran away – went to get help. I don’t even know where to find the Oracles of Oath.”
While we continued, another tree caught my eye. It was dark, huge, and with a branch on each side that looked as if it was flexing. And then another tree, and another. And I realized everything looked like . . . anything. A tree here -  a tree there. This tree looks like a child. Bushes shaped like a dog — God, I used to have a dog. My skin started to crawl. There were huge, weird trees everywhere. I knew that I was moving further and further away from my family. I knew the trees back home. They were thin and anorexic like new groves deprived of water, and I missed those stupid things. I wasn't familiar with this part of the woods. These trees were big.
We stopped by a guard railing, leaning our butts against it and taking a breather. Someone in my family was still alive.  Now, why aren’t I relieved by this? I should have been ecstatic. All I asked all night was that they were alive, and now . . . not a single emotion. “Am I a bad person for not caring?”
“You don’t?” Liam asked. “You passed out. That sounds like you care.”
“If it isn’t my dad, I don’t care. I just don’t understand why God would punish me like this.”
“You still believe in God after all this?”
“Of course I do! It gives me more reason to. If demons, shadows, hunters, and killers live amongst the living, that means there is evil, and there has to be an opposite to it. And I think the thing in me is evil. It makes me feel hollow. Sometimes when I’m all alone in my head, I listen to the sound of my heart, and I don’t hear it beat the same way it used to. I get it, I lost everyone, but this empty feeling is different than anything else. I feel it move in me, Liam.” 
He “hmmm’ed” to let me know that he was listening. 
“And my grandfather told me if I believe hard enough, somehow in some way, God can protect me. Right now, I need that more than ever.”
Liam nodded. We stood in silence for a moment. “You don’t believe in Him?” I asked.
"Sure I do. Kind of mad at the guy at the moment. I mean, I'm punished for eternity." He could always make a joke about anything, but I wished he knew how to take things more seriously. My stomach began to quiver, so I clenched it tightly, as if I could squeeze the life out of Yonosotros and push him from my body. But I couldn't. I shut my eyes and focused hard, mentally fighting to push it out. When the feeling was gone, I opened my eyes and looked up at him." I don't know whether this thing in me is a gift or a curse."
“A question for your God, huh?” I rolled my eyes in annoyance. Liam turned me around and pulled me into a hug. “What do we do?” he asked.
“I guess I’ll get answers. Find the Slayer or my mom; maybe she knows who he is.”
“She wasn’t at the house?”
"No, she left months ago, when the ceremony was over," I told him everything. I told him how I waited for him and how she did too. He rooted for my mother, but he also wanted to punch her. My mother had a rather punchable face.




Chapter  Eight


We had taken the long way to his car to avoid any werewolves seeing us. I sat in the passenger seat while Liam drove and rolled the windows down so I could smell my adventure begin. I wondered if Micella was thinking of me as I thought of her. 
I also wondered if she regretted never taking me with her on the night of initiation. Something deep within me told me she did. It only felt right to run to her; she was my last hope. 
She was in Spotsylvania, Virginia – a rural county – and she had married a lawyer. I could only imagine how she lived now; dangling lights from the porch, a two-story house with a basement, and a backyard the size of the Dallas Cowboys Stadium.
It excited me and made me nervous at the same time. What if she sees me and the lights in her eyes dim? What if I meet the lawyer, and I’m convinced he was a better match for her than my dad?
We were on the road for five hours, and I think both of us were beginning to think the worst. For me, it was the sick feeling that my family was dead. For him, I wasn't sure. 
“You okay?” I asked.
“Yeah, why?” He looked over his shoulder with a quick head whip,  and then he took another brief look in the other direction.  I knew him . . . he was a good driver, and he didn’t need to take a second look in any direction. One time he drove with his head and body turned towards the back seat while digging through his bag, his knee on the wheel, steering with his kneecap, going 60 mph.  I was screaming, and he just ignored me. Back then, he had turned around and smiled; I realized he did it on purpose just to stir a reaction.  See, that’s the thing. He usually had a good sense about situations like this. But this time, when he looked back at me, his eyes were as large as if he had just stepped on a tripwire.
“You seem tense. Is there something on your mind?”
“Nothing. I swear.” 
“Why do you always lie to me? You think I’m not grown up enough to get it?”
“I didn’t say that, nor did I think it.”
“Then tell me.” 
He shook his head. So I turned my attention to the right side of the road. The country glades looked tranquil. The sun started rising from the east, striking the land with serenity. This was a different kind of beautiful . . . trees that looked like Christmas all year. Blades of grass swaying to the rhythm of the wind’s casual humming, flowers that looked far more beautiful alone in the meadow rather than being strung together in a flower shop. I stuck my head out the window and felt the wind combing through my hair, redirecting it over my shoulder and back the way we had come from.
“No, seriously, what do you think is going to happen?” he asked. 
That was weird.  He started in the middle of some conversation he must have been having in his head, and he must have accidentally just gone verbal with it. I sank back into the seat so I could see him.
“I’m sorry, what?”
“The council.”
“Well, the Oracles of Oath will probably —”
“Not yours. Mine.” Liam’s hands drummed on the steering wheel. “I fled with a hunter. What’s the probability they’ll burn me? Whip a thousand lashes into my back until the skin slides off? Decapitation, some form of penetration? Man, I hope it’s not silver or something dirty-minded. Or, to you? Medieval acts are still highly recommended. Most of the pack members are as old as segregation.”
“I —” I stuttered. He’d never rushed a sentence like that in all the time I’d known him. His worries got me worried. 
“I can’t afford to think like that, Liam. One more thing on my plate, and I think I will swallow a bullet, you know?”
He hummed yes. “A gun to the head sounds more pleasant than this insanity.”
“Hmm. I’m beginning to think a cynical bone is growing in my leg.”
“You know that’s just a saying . . . it’s not a real thing. Bones can’t be cynical.” 
“Thank you, O Captain, my captain.” I rolled my eyes to the right. Up ahead was the “Welcome to Virginia” sign. We were crossing a large bridge over a body of water as boats glided beneath us. Ships were docked by a pier. “How far are we from my mom?”
He looked at the GPS and then back at the road. “Less than an hour.” 
“Do you think she’ll be excited to see me?”
“Yeah, why not?”
“I don’t know. It’s just a question.” 
“She loves you. She has to; you’re her daughter, after all.” 
I gave him an exaggerated sigh. You can still hate your child or unlove them just as much as you can unlove your favorite restaurant. “You’d have to lose everything to hate the spitting image of yourself. You know?”
“That sounds like something from experience, Liam.”
He hummed. “Anything else you got on your mind?”
I shook my head. Then again, I was curious about how Liam became a werewolf. I’d known him for less than a year, but we never had a moment like this where we sat down and talked. I remember the first werewolf talk I had with Clay about how he had become one. 
He was born wolven. Now I understand that either you were born as - and your parents were Soulmates – or you were turned by being bitten. “You never told me how you turned.”
“Not interesting – I swear.”
“Well, I want to know. I’m sure it can’t beat mine,” I snickered. 
“It definitely can’t beat yours.”
“Alright then, tell me.”
He hummed in thought, "I wanted more, I guess." He reached for the radio dial and started twisting it left and right for a channel. "My life wasn't satisfying, I guess." He shrugged. 
He kept twisting it until we came across a station where Notorious Biggie played, and he started nodding his head to the beat, mouthing the rap and putting some sway in the cocking of his neck. I clicked the power button off and asked him to proceed with the story. 
“I don’t know how to explain it, Ramona. I made enough to live off it and take care of my family, but I wanted more.” 
“What does that mean?”
"I met a guy who promised me passage to the U.S and money if I did it. Dumb, right? The man was respected in my hometown, and I wanted that, too. 1970 was a big time for me. My son and wife stayed behind when I came to America."
“Hold up! Pause! You traded your life for this, and you were married?” I facepalmed myself. “Nothing makes sense anymore. Who the hell are you, and what did you do with the old Liam?”
He chuckled. "Hold all concerns and questions to the end, for goodness’s sake; you asked me the question, let me answer it. I was a lieutenant in the police force. Eventually, things got corrupt, and my armed brothers got dirty and started working for dealers. My wife and I had only been together for four months when I found out she was pregnant. My son came around after that, and money was getting tight. I met an exotic dealer. He showed me this world had monsters and that they were worth quite a price to certain individuals and organizations. He took me under his wing and promised he would move my family when it was safe. When it was time, I turned, and when I called home to my mama, I was told they had died. They had been dead for months."
“I’m sorry. Why didn’t anyone tell you?”
“My mentor thought they would hold me back, so he had them... eliminated. I couldn’t go to the police with my story, and when you work for someone like that, you don’t snitch.  Not for the life of you or your family.”
“Your own mentor would do this to them?”
"Dealers don't care unless they profit from it." 
“What about the dealer that turned you? Where is he?”
"Somewhere mocking my failure and hopefully burning slowly in hell. I don't care where he is or what he's doing. He's out of my hair." 
I leaned back and turned my head towards the window. The bile was now reaching my sternum and moving up toward the back of my throat. How can I ask him to tell me about his wife and kid? I pressed my fingers to my lips to stop it from hurling out. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, the cold wind easing the nausea. 
“Thank you,” I said.
“For what?”
“Being a real friend, even though you were a jackass the first time we met.”
He laughed, “Did it have to be a backhanded compliment?”
I looked at him and snickered. He looked more beautiful than usual. I wasn’t sure if it was because he had shown me for the first time who he really was. He’d always been hard on me, but this was like watching a rose bloom on the first day of spring.
“You know, the first time we met at the bar was the scariest day of my life? Then you and Clay showed up like some crazy, capeless heroes.” 
And then I fell for Clay. I think that’s why I started to love him. It was just alcohol and fear that drove me close to him – the fear that another man would try and hurt me, and Clay would be there to save me.
I was flooded with the memories of our first encounter, how I felt, my identity trickling into a black hole . . . so dark that I hardly recognized myself in the mirror the next morning. The second encounter with Clay and Liam surfaced in my brain, and I remembered how I felt then. 
"I'm sort of glad you are less of a monster than what you lead people to believe."
His voice lowered, and his hands gripped the steering wheel more tightly. "Perks of being a wallflower."
We were sitting in silence when I decided to click the power button on the stereo. A rock song played, and I started bobbing to it. I wasn't usually into rock music, but I watched a movie once where the main character said you don't have to understand all the screaming in metal music; just know that whatever you're angry about, they are, too.  You both can relate, and you can both scream at the top of your lungs. 
And now, I got it.
We’re both angry. A cry rose within me, struggling to leave my body. As I pushed out a scream, pain and everything else was released within the single pitched yelp. Liam’s hand jerked on the steering wheel. He looked at me, his eyes bugging with alarm. A smile came to my lips. 
I said, “Scream, it feels so good.”  The singer started screaming, and I joined in with my yowling; it felt great to let it all out. 
Liam looked at me long and hard; “Are we for real doing this?”
“Fuck yeah, scream until your testes fall out!”
He released a halfhearted cry with an awkward face, and I burst out laughing, which made him laugh.
I liked it when Liam laughed, and it always put me in a good mood. It also helped keep my mind off the bigger picture. I was still in a good mood until he reached for my hand and squeezed it.
Our eyes locked onto one another’s. Pulling my hand back, I cut off the stereo. I could feel his eyes on me. It’s not like I wanted to pull away, but it felt wrong to seize this moment with sexual tension, laughs, and passion when my life was going down a deep slope.
I knew what this was about. Liam and I always had an unspoken relationship, and I had intentionally ignored it because of Clay. But now? Was it the right time to express this between each other? How can I grow to love him when I still have yet to forget about Clay and deal with my family?
“Is this the right time?” I asked him. The silence in the car grew long and heavy. 
“I guess not.” Liam’s eyes faced forward and focused on the road ahead. 




Chapter Nine


I thought I loved Clay. But I grew less in love with him the further we drove out of South Carolina. Yes, it was hard to move on, but I had to for the sake of my dead family. If I couldn't give them justice by killing Clay, the next best thing was moving on and loving him less every minute. 
It hurt him just as much as it was hurting me now. It must’ve.  The slap in his face wasn’t just for his betrayal, but for mine too. I led the werewolves to my family, and they died because of me.
I didn’t deserve forgiveness.
Clay was the first real relationship I had ever had. I’d had others, but Clay was a werewolf, and the level of trust he’d given me was what escalated the feelings. We had been seeing each other for seven months, and I thought we would move mountains.
There was something about Clay, and it started the first day I met him. Maybe it was how his eyes reminded me of silver pin pricks or that his words dripped off his tongue like honey, and I liked honey. His saving me that night at the bar was just the tip of the iceberg.
When I talked to Liam, it all surfaced back. The first time I saw a werewolf . . . the first time Clay told me he loved me.
It was April, and I was kicked back in the passenger seat, reclined all the way so I could sleep. The sun was in my face, and I couldn't adjust myself out of that uncomfortable situation no matter what I did. I shuffled onto my right side to gaze out the window.
I had called into work sick. We both thought it was time to meet each other's families. Starting with his, and now, thinking back, I wish we started with mine. My family would have instantly known Clay was bad news, and secrets would have unraveled.  
They’d still be here. 
Clay and I had stepped out of the car in a large clearing at the end of a dirt road. A cabin lay in the center of the clearing, and in the far distance, I could see drooping trees with black trunks, rotting vegetation, and reeds. Rippling water, leaning trees.
With Clay's good looks and cleanliness, I never imagined him to live in such a rustic setting. It wasn't disgusting; it was beautiful, but odd for a guy like him... Clay had that high-maintenance attitude, so everything I thought about this guy flew out the window when I saw a cabin. 
I did a sweep around the cabin and found myself drawn to the brown waters. Standing in a trance over my reflection, a glimpse of Clay materialized from behind. We both took a deep breath. "Pretty, huh?" he asked. It was as if I was looking at a flooded forest where beautiful bald cypress and tupelos rose out of water as black as tea. 
Even the dirty swamp left a good impression. There was this feeling of restorative power in this haunting place. Far removed from the trappings of civilization, I felt compelled to find order in the cosmos and enjoy the simple pleasure of serenity. In the swamp, it's just you and Mother Nature's disparaged few. 
“Very.” I took a final glance over my surroundings. “Never seen anything like it. Where does it lead to?” 
He hummed. “Stumphole Swamp sits at the tail end of the North Santee River, where it flows into Lake Marion. Maybe while we’re here, I can take you canoeing so you can see for yourself.” It sounded nice, but I hated water and couldn’t swim. It was just an accident waiting to happen, but I didn’t voice my objection. We were wandering around the property when I saw smoke from the cabin’s chimney. “Someone else lives here?”
“More family,” Clay said. “Some are over there,” he pointed, shifted directions, and said, “a few that way. And past the swamp.”
“How many more?”
“Lost count after twelve.” 
I was somewhat shocked. "That's a lot of family!" I started counting on my fingers; "That's two people plus some kids, so we'll say three kids on average. Five times twelve. Almost sixty people, maybe!"
“Whoa! Way too much math, Ramona. Let’s not forget that I gave you twenty dollars for gas, and you came back with a sandwich, Cheetos, a Monster, and ten dollars. And you were absolutely convinced you put seventeen dollars in my tank, like, no tax, and everything was a dollar. You put like nine dollars' worth of gas in my car.” He laughed. “There’s like twenty of us on this land, total.”
“Oops.” 
He pulled me into a hug from behind, the hump of my buttocks touching the belt buckle and me wishing I could feel more below that. “At first, I thought you were lying and being a complete narcissist, but now I am convinced you are terrible at math and maybe a little slow.”
“Harsh.” I slapped his chest playfully, and his lips curled into a thin line. 
“I’m kidding.”
I know you are, Clay. We started walking towards the smoke. 
“Why do you all live so close together?”
“Family means everything.”
“So, do you all share the taxes on the land? Does anyone pay rent?”
“Wyatt is like family; he doesn’t charge anyone. It’s very private, and it’s honestly the best place to take someone on a date.” That curl on the ends of his lips rose teasingly. He winked. He placed his head on the curve of my neck, and at first, I was going to deny it . . . but there I was . . .in the perfect moment, he fitted perfectly there. 
"Asshole." (Jokingly.)  "You think girls want to go to a dirty swamp for a date? I'm high maintenance.  I should be wearing pearls, eating caviar, and wearing designer flip-flops in the shower. This doesn't impress me." 
It did, though. 
I also didn't have pearls, like caviar, or own designer things, but that was just how we joked around with each other. And I loved it. There was no one like Clay. 
“You said it yourself; it’s beautiful.” 
“Oh, now you listen to me?” Touche.
We stopped in front of the cabin door. I drew a quick breath and said, “Alright. I’m ready. Bring on the parents.”
“No parents.  You’re meeting my family. My friends are my family. We all share this place.”
“Sorry, I thought when you said I was meeting the family, you meant mom, dad, and a seven-year-old dog named Benny.”
“I never said I had a dog.”
“No. Of course you didn’t say that, but I pictured one with long hair, old, about yea high, and named Benny or Spot.”
“Still never said there was a dog. Has someone ever told you that you dream way too big?”
“Quite the opposite. I need to dream bigger.” His sweet smile began to inch out, warming my tender heart. Even when I felt stupid, he made me feel like I wasn’t. It was okay to be this goofy with him – and it beat having a guy who’s always serious.
“My dad and mom left a year ago, and so my friends have had my back since. They’re great people. You’ll love them, I promise. And if you don’t, I’ll make it up to you.” We leaned in, noses touching. I grabbed Clay by the collar and pulled him into a hot kiss. I hoped this was what he meant by making it up to me. I wanted a deeper kiss . . .one where he’s unraveling the laces on my shirt.
I had hoped I could meet his parents. I had practiced introducing myself in the mirror so often that it was almost second nature to say, "Hey, I'm Ramona Avila. You have such a beautiful home. I love your dog. I've always wanted one. His name is Benny? Oh, how cute! Oh, me and your son? We've been seeing each other for seven months. He found me, actually. Some guy was trying to put his hands on me, and Clay stepped in and stopped him. Clay is such a gentleman. You did an amazing job raising him."
Now, I didn't know what to say. There was no dog Benny, and there was no mom and dad, just a cabin in the middle of nowhere. Fuck.
He opened the door, and I entered first. It was a large bright room with an off-white L-shaped sectional in the middle of a huge burgundy floor rug. Bay windows surrounded the living room, and a TV was set up in the corner. To the left was a dining table that could easily seat eight. Behind that, a kitchen with a square island top and two bar stools. On the right, one side led to a staircase going up, and the other side led straight to another room with a pool table at its center. 
We were welcomed by the smell of barbecue, cabbage,  and baked beans. I was so overjoyed by the aroma that I yipped out loud and fisted the air. Clay gave a sideways glance; it was clear he was used to eating BBQ, but me?  No way. My friends rarely invited me to cookouts since I broke three rules:
One, I didn't introduce myself to any of my friend's families. I tried to explain that I was distracted by the food, but that was no excuse.
Two, I didn’t know how to play dominos. And even when they tried to teach me, it was still too hard for me to comprehend. 
And three,  I took the liberty of bringing my own mac-n-cheese, which I love.  So, here I am, not invited to family barbecues.
I was happy that Clay didn’t ask me to bring any food;  I couldn’t imagine getting kicked out of a White barbecue. The humiliation. 
“Is that mac-n-cheese I smell?”
“Abraham suggested it.” Thank you, Abraham!
“And who is Abraham?”
“A roommate. He’s probably in the kitchen right now.” Clay walked me to the island where Abraham stood by the stovetop, whisking something in a bowl. Me being me, I couldn’t resist. I wandered over, lifting my sleeves and going to the sink to wash my hands. 
“What are we making?” 
"She seems harmless," he said, looking over his shoulder at Clay.
No, just nosey, Abraham. Abraham was dark-skinned, a handsome fella that would almost out-pretty Clay. He had dreads – and I never thought dreads were cute – but this man made me drool. He looked like he went to college to be a weight trainer  –and it showed.  Later, I’d learned he went to school to become a nutritionist and gym coach but discovered his passion for business, and he looked good in a suit. 
And here he is . . . owns a ton of suits and no degree. 
"Just finished the potato salad." And this man could cook; I was in dream-boy heaven. So, in theory, Abraham is a ninja chef with no business degree but looks handsome in expensive suits. Plus, he has manners. I don't know about any other girl, but that got me hot. 
“Abraham, this is Ramona.”
“Nice to meet you.” I slipped my jewelry off my wrist, put my hair up in a ponytail, and walked around to see what foods he had prepared. The potato salad was in the fridge, baked beans and cabbage were on the stovetop, mac-n-cheese in the oven, and on the counter were barbecue chicken and ribs covered with tin foil. 
We smiled at each other. “You want to help me make the cake?” 
He handed me a lemon cake mix box, and I started to read the directions. "Do I get to lick the bowl afterward?" 
They both laughed. “I’d be an asshole if I let myself and wouldn’t let you.” 
“You darn right, Abraham.”  I turned around to Clay. “Come back in ten minutes, and we should be done by then.” Instead, Clay planted himself in a seat at the table and hitched out his phone. Me and Abraham? We finished the batter with only half the cake mix to fill the casserole bowl. What can I say?  I love food. 
Clay and I were about to leave the kitchen when Abraham stopped us; “Why doesn’t she meet the others for dinner? So much easier than tracking everyone down. I think they all went for a run. I should be done with the cake in fifteen minutes. It’s in the oven, and Imma’ ice it after it cools.” 
We went to the living room and watched TV. Around five, the front door booted open, and the loud commotion drowned out the TV.
I looked over Clay's shoulder and saw three more people walk through. Two guys and one girl. A hot girl at that! Was that one of his roommates?
[image: image-placeholder]We were eating, and I kid-you-not, I had never felt so happy over a plate of food. I was wiggling in my seat as I stuffed in another spoonful of mac-n-cheese. Abraham looked at me with a grin and snicker, and I smiled at him.
While eating, I met Clay's other roommates; Liam, Chloe, and Wyatt. Wyatt was the guy who owned this reservation, and from the looks of him, I couldn't picture him being a ranch boss. He looked younger than me and sounded like he was, too. I guessed that mom and dad spoiled him, seemingly the only logical explanation for how much land he owned. 
Next was Liam – a dashing Latino who enjoyed flaunting his abs. He walked into the house shirtless with a glistening body rubbed down with fragrant lavender baby oil. I could only assume he was an exotic dancer. Then again, Abraham had said they went out for a run, but only Liam looked as though he was dressed up for the occasion. He also sounded familiar, but I couldn't put my finger on it. 
Then there was Chloe. The only girl who looked like she could whip these boys into soldiers. She was blonde, broad-shouldered, and all muscles. She also had a huge appetite, which I respected. She was thin and ate more than me.




Chapter Ten


After dinner, Clay gave me a house tour which ended with his room. We entered, Clay slugging my duffle bag through the door and plopping it on the bed. "What do you have in here?" He unzipped it; "I hope I don't find that blue lace thong I told you you didn't need to bring," he teased. He rampaged through my bag excitedly. With a flick here and toss there, he said, "Makeup? It's just make-up in here."
“Well, yeah. That’s my makeup kit. My clothes are in the other bag. And there’s no blue thong.” His expression went flat. “I brought the pink strings instead.” They were his second favorite. 
He gave me a questionable look. “What other bag?”
“The one behind my seat. I moved it, remember?” He nodded, but I knew he didn’t remember. He stepped out and came back later with my other duffle. 
Afterward, we both took a shower. Clay had hitched out his phone and started tucking himself to bed, and I was by the dresser's mirror braiding my hair and twisting the baby hairs behind my ears. "Your friends seem so nice."
"You did great. I thought you were going to act shy all night." He was fluffing his pillow and then playing on his phone.
"Why do you say that?" I turned around and walked to the bed, flipping the blanket over and slipping in. I started wiggling down to the footboard, covering myself tightly with the blanket. 
“You know . . . because you don’t like talking to people. No worries, babe, it’s cute.” 
“I don’t mind talking to people. I just didn’t want to talk while I was eating.” He pecked my lips.
"It was pretty good," he nodded, rubbing his belly. Clay wrapped his arm around my waist and began playing with my hair. "So?" he eased himself into the conversation. "Are you wearing them?" I laughed and nodded. Our mouths pressed firmly against each other, and the syncing of our movements was too good. I groaned between kisses. However, I could feel that one of our mouths was hot, and I didn't like that. I pulled away, covering my mouth. "I'm sorry."
I remembered I had forgotten to brush my teeth. I hated kissing boys with a hot breath; I hated boys that kissed me with one. I kicked my legs out of the blankets and grabbed his keys.
“I’ll be back;  brush your teeth while I’m gone. Is there anything you want from the car? I forgot my toothbrush.”
“Do you really need to brush your teeth now?”
“Yeah, I'm not kissing with a dirty mouth, and neither are you.”
“Then, no, I’m good.”
I opened the door and stuck my head out to see what was going on. A dark hallway and a staircase led into more darkness on my right. On my left, at the far end of the hall, was a door with lights coming from the bottom. I took a right and started walking down the staircase, stepped outside, and went to his car. I popped open the back door and reached for my cleaning kit. The front door of the cabin squeaked open.
Chloe exited the house. She wandered over to me and stopped by the driver’s side. “Hey there, stranger,” she said. Chloe had a southern drawl. She sounded as if she had stepped off the set of Hannah Montana. 
“Hey, I’m sorry if I woke you.”
I studied her from head to toe. Chloe was beautiful, and that worried me. She was in a house with all men, and things could easily go wrong. She was a blonde beauty, a sovereign queen with an icy emerald glare that could spark a war between two men. She had what I wanted; to have men and women taking second looks.
“I’m sorry we never really got to talk. I’m Ramona.”
“I know,” she giggled. “We met earlier.” We stuck our hands out and shook.
“Yeah, but we didn’t get to talk-talk, and it was mostly the guys talking about guy stuff and football.”  
Her smile was contagious; “Chloe,” she reminded me.
She wore an autumn-orange long-sleeved shirt, jeans, opened-toed shoes, matching earrings, and a rainbow headband indicating that she was a down-to-earth gal. Tree huggers, as we Temple Rallies girls described women like Chloe. Odd for something to wear at night.
“Are you going out?”
“Yeah, for a run,” she said. Odd.
I took a long look at my arm. The color of my skin was caramel, and it wasn’t like white mink fur, and I almost envied how her skin could match almost anything. There was nothing wrong with her. Her skin and eyes were so perfect. What was the possibility that nothing would rub off if I grabbed a baby wipe and slid it across her face? 
“How long have you known these guys?” I asked.
“Years?” she sighed. “Too many to count. I’ve known Wyatt longer, though, and that’s why I have the biggest room; first come, first served.”
“Wow. So you guys basically grew up together.” 
She nodded. 
“Like childhood besties or something,” I continued.
"Something. Friends with Wyatt, Abe, and L. But Clay and I went out. Really old news. I'm over it, just happy he found someone else." 
She called Liam “L." She also said she and Clay were exes; he had never mentioned that.  "When did it end?"
“Like a super long time ago. We broke up seven months ago.”
That’s not a super long time. Either she was in denial, or she was really over him. What the hell. Her smile was still wide and innocent, which started to feel creepy. 
“How long have you two been seeing each other?”
I swallowed. I could hear my gulp through my ears and felt compelled to leave. I had this feeling if I didn't, shit was about to hit the fan. She waited, and then finally, it slipped. I think I wanted the conversation over, and I didn't know what else there was left to say. "Almost eight months," I whispered. 
Her eyes swelled up, and her lips turned to a pout. Something was going to happen; there was too much drama stirring. It was for the best if I left and spoke to Clay.
I shuffled around her, heading towards the cabin door. Chloe jogged toward me; she put her hand on my shoulder to stop me from moving forward.
“I think I should go, Chloe.”
“No, I have more questions.”
“I don’t think this is something we should talk about. I think you should talk to Clay.” It was for the best. He didn’t tell me about her, and he didn’t tell her about me. I had just as much I wanted to say to him, too.
"No! I want to talk to you." Chloe's voice cracked. She was pushing everything down and trying so hard not to cry. I pushed onward, but Chloe clasped my wrist and tossed me backward with extraordinary strength. She cannoned me into the car door. Fear became a tangible, living force that crept over me like some hungry beast, immobilizing me. How could anyone do something like that?
Chloe’s eyes were filled with tears, trailing down her pale face.  I opened the driver’s door and hopped in, turning on the car and shifting the gears. 
While in reverse, I stepped on the gas and steered it left. I turned my face to the rear to see as I backed up, but the car stopped moving. I looked down to make sure I was in reverse, and when I was, I looked forward and saw that Chloe had grabbed the bumper. I stomped on the pedal harder, and it still didn’t go anywhere. What the fuck?
She came around to the driver’s side, knocked on the window, and said, “Get out of the car. We need to talk.”
“I don’t think so. I need to get home. Whatever happened between you and Clay is between y'all. I didn’t know about you.” I tried one last getaway attempt by stomping on the pedal, reversing to the right, changing the gears, and driving away. There was a sense of relief as I escaped. This had to be the worst night I’ve ever had. The back of my head ached, and the muscles in my back throbbed.
I was driving on a dark pavement, the road ahead blurring before me. The only thing that made sense was that something inhuman had just happened. How come Clay never told me about Chloe? He could have just said he had gotten out of a relationship recently, but he never mentioned her. Why bring me here? Bring me to his ex? What sick joke is this? Did he think I wasn’t going to find out about him and Chloe?
As I was driving, something came trotting out of the forest, limping as if a car had hit it. It was on four legs – long legs – and had an anorexic body, almost starved and dehydrated. It walked like the hunchback of Notre Dame. Far from man, more like a dog, but it didn't move like one. It had an exaggerated white snout and droopy eyes as if deprived of its slumber. A foul smell crept into the car through the A/C vents – like a skunk. 
I stomped on the brakes; I'd never hit something with a car, and I wasn't going to start now, especially since this wasn't my car. I honked my horn at it instead; we stared at each other for a long instant, then, in a white blur of incredible speed, it jumped onto the car and rammed its head into the windshield.
The creature head-butted the windshield again, instantly sending spiderweb cracks across the length and width of it. It was like it had gone mad, infected by a disease or an apocalyptic virus. I pressed the gas, swerving down the road like a high-speed drunk, trying in vain to dislodge a rabid raging beast from the car’s hood. 
As the glass exploded inward, I turned my head, shielding my eyes. Suddenly, more figures were visible on the road just ahead, but these looked human. Out of pure reflex, I hit the brakes again, sliding the car to a gravel-spewing dust cloud of a screeching halt just short of hitting the group. 
For a passing instant, I thought this was all some crazy prank! Surely, someone had put statues in the middle of the road. Not one of them moved – or even flinched – as a speeding car with a huge snarling beast on the hood, claws dug into the dashboard to keep from sliding off the front, careened, squealing to a halt just feet from where they stood.
Instead, the statue closest to the car stepped forward, got a big strong handful of back fur, and slung my unwanted passenger skyward. The creature executed a long-arcing trajectory, twisting in mid-flight like a cat to land on its feet about twenty paces farther up the road.
“What the hell?” I shrieked, jumping out of the car.
“Calm down,” my rescuer said. I gasped; it was Clay. 
Liam, Abraham, and Wyatt stepped into the headlights to join him in the center of the road. The white wolf moved slowly back towards us, silent and subdued now, dragging one paw and slinging its tail left and right.
“I didn’t mean for it to go like this.” Clay took a step forward. It seemed like we were moving to an imperfect tango because I stepped backward, he took another step forward, and I took another step back.
“Please, let me leave. I won’t tell anyone what I saw. I won’t say anything, I promise. I don’t even understand what’s happening.”
"Ramona, don't be scared. We're not the bad guys here. We're werewolves." I looked at the shattered windshield, the rabid white wolf, and back to the group who had somehow shot through the dense woods, in the dark, fast enough to intercept the car a mile up the road from the cabin. It sure looked like they were the bad guys.
“Chloe, turn back now!” Clay commanded; he didn’t take his eyes off mine until the beast that had attacked me morphed back into the young blonde, Chloe. 
“Chloe?” I cried. “What the hell! Why did she chase me?”
“She didn’t mean to scare you. She was trying to stop you from leaving.”
"As if," Chloe muttered. Her icy eyes matched the cold cunning I now knew lay behind her tree-hugger facade. The girly smile was gone. She was naked but standing confidently, uncaring, around all these men. Am I the only one who saw something wrong with this?
“As if? So that sweet voice of yours was just an act?” I felt red all over. “What the heck were you trying to do then? Huh?! Say it to my face.” Chloe pushed through the men, butting them until Clay grabbed her by the wrist to stop her. “No! Let her come over here and face me like a real woman.” The other men surrounding us started to chime in, with chuckles and hisses, as if they relished the thought of a catfight. 
Clay looked at me and shook his head, but that made me even madder. I wondered who he was protecting now. I stepped forward, deliberately all up in Chloe’s face.
“You think he wants you?” Her tongue was ivy, spitting poison and tossing knives. Her words cut deep because, yes, deep down, I wanted him to want me so bad. Yet . . . this night was going wrong in so many ways, I wondered how we could ever be together after this. 
“From what I gather, you’re no prize either. It sounds like you can’t handle rejection.”
“Rejection? I was his fiancé, and I left him. And he still comes to my bedroom and begs me to come back. I’m pregnant, too, and it’s his.” I felt cramps in my stomach, the bile moving like a ship on a rocking sea.
"No, she's not," Clay rolled his eyes and ticked his tongue in annoyance. "She's making things up at this point. There's no kid, no engagement, and no visits. She's just trying to get a reaction out of you. Just come back to the house, and we can talk about this."
I was going to pass on that. “I’m sick of these mind games! This was the wildest night in my life; you sure know how to show a girl a good time, Clay, but whatever supernatural shit is going on with you people is not for me. I’m outta here."
“What’s wrong, afraid I’m everything you aren’t? Or maybe, you just know it?”  
"I don’t need a man to show me my self-worth!  If – for you – it takes walking around these boys buck naked, you need to re-evaluate yourself. Fuck you, bitch!” I slapped her across the face.
That was when the lights went out.
And that was the night the lights came on.




Chapter Eleven


Looking back, I guess there was no way Clay could avoid Chloe; they were pack members until death and saw each other every day. Why wouldn’t our feelings for each other remain? I turned a blind eye to them because when Clay told me we were soulmates, there was no reason to question him. When you’re soulmates, your bond is so strong the two hearts beat as one. If you love someone, you trust them. Every bone in your body leaves no question behind.
I wished things hadn’t happened between them, but things did. It took a while to accept what they were. It took a long time not to be scared of them, but I took on the challenge. I learned what their world meant, and I believed Clay when he told me he didn’t love her. I trusted him just as much as he trusted me with his secret. I loved him so much. He had just as many good quirks as bad – even with all his flaws.
Liam parked the car. I overcame my sleepy spell and jarred my eyes open. I looked out the car window, and there it was: Micella’s door was a pretty shade of red. Too damn pretty. I speculated that I was at the wrong house; two cars parked in the driveway, a red door, and a bay window with open curtains. I stepped in front of the door, my hand curled into a fist, ready to knock.
I caught a glimpse of the sedan in her driveway; a pink kitty sticker by one headlight and a license plate that started with a Q. It couldn’t be just a coincidence. That had to be Micella tailing Jenna and me to work two months ago. But she had said she wasn’t in town. Why the lies?
What could she possibly be hiding from her own daughter? Could she have been following me? And if she was, could she have been the one in my room that ripped my pillow?
A faint giggle pulled me from my thoughts. Through the window on my right, I saw someone sitting on the windowsill – a child, backlit by a television I couldn’t see from where I was. The child’s complexion was yellow with peach cheeks and a smile that could open heaven’s doors. Their hair was combed to the side in a privileged-kid hairstyle. The child shared our mother’s features. He was happy, and I envied that innocence. My mind stuttered for a moment.
One thing I hadn’t known was that my mother had other kids. I mean, grandmother and I had talked about her pregnancy once, but that conversation ended badly.
I stepped away from the door and got back into the car. All I could do was stare at the window where – even from there – I could see the boy watching tv. I was tired of memories, but they just flooded in without an invitation.
“Why didn’t you knock?” Liam asked.
“I didn’t know.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I mean, I assumed she’d move on, but I didn’t know for sure.”
He didn’t have a clue as to what I was talking about. “I have a brother. I didn’t know about it, and she never told me about him. I see him there, by the window, and I’m just confused.”
“About what?”
“If she really wanted me.” I chewed on my bottom lip, concentrating on old memories of the birthdays she missed and family vacations that she wasn’t a part of.  “I think we should go.” I buckled my seatbelt and took a final glance at the window. I wanted more than anything to be that little boy and to have a mother. I wondered how I could ever open my heart to her once again.
“Are you serious? We came all this way for answers, and you wanna punk out?”
“Not now. I’m starting to get a headache.”
Liam barked, “There’s always something wrong with you.”
I leaned forward, frustration in my voice; “You don’t know what's going on with me! There’s evil moving within! People are dead. Clay lied. I can’t hold it together. I miss my family, Liam. I’m dying inside right now! Can’t you feel the tension between us? The old me is gone. I don’t have that fire you remember. It’s reality! I expected you of all people to understand losing someone.” 
“That’s pathetic. You know that? I try to help you, and you give up because your feelings are hurt? And you’re supposed to be a hunter and save humanity. Yeah, fucking right. ” Liam scooted out of the car seat, walked over to the passenger side, and opened the door.
His voice lowered, his lips drawing a frown across his face;  “They’re dead, and they’re never coming back, Ramona. The moment you start accepting that, the moment you can start the healing. You should be fighting like hell for justice. Clay, does that ring a bell? Remember that goofy-ass smirk on his face?” The memory bubbled back up at Liam’s prodding, a patch of coal sparking a flame that surged through my veins.
“He did that. Stop him and get back their honor. We are on the edge right now; no way to turn it around and fix it all, but hell, we have to try! Don’t start losing yourself now.”
The rage felt assuring. I should be mad! He said “justice,” and it made me think about my uncle Mateo and how he was cowardly and left my family. He was weak for abandoning them, but I’m not! Papa would be frowning at me if he’d heard I’d given up.
We walked to her front door, and a second later, the door opened. My mother was standing there staring at us as if we were ghosts. There was a tedious pause that left us all speechless. Breaking the silence, I cleared my throat.
“I know I have a brother now; I know why you left, and I think Daddy’s dead.” I sniffled quietly, tears threatening to spill from my eyes. It was getting harder to hold it all back, but then she asked me if I was okay, and it slipped like a hole in a dam. “I don’t know what else to do, Mom” I mumbled incoherent things through my hands.
-----------------------------------------------------               
We were sitting at a countertop; Mom had made tea, and she seemed unfazed by Liam. That was something reassuring. She looked like an independent saleswoman, a self-assured boss lady in an expensive suit. I assumed she had just gotten off work and was in the middle of changing because she wasn’t wearing jewelry and her hair was messy.
She poured tea into our cups, and Liam said, “Got anything stronger? I could use a buzz.”
“Sorry, but no. We don’t drink in this house. Neither will you, boy. Under this roof, no drugs, alcohol, missing house pets, and no hunting within fifteen miles of this area. And if you touch my children, I will cut your eyes out with my bare hands. I sharpen my nails for a reason. Do I make myself clear?”
“Well, now I know where the fire comes from. Now, if only you can bring that back into Ramona so we can stop the Silverback.”
We explained everything to her about the night of the massacre. Her color had drained, and deep emotions stirred with no other outlet but through her long-lasting sobs. “You didn’t see your father die, right?” Trails of tears moved down her slim face, wetting her white blouse.
Her makeup started to smear, and she didn’t care because she continued wiping her eyes even when she noticed her mascara was making streak marks along her fingers. This was the confusing part about my mother; she cried as if she still loved my dad. He still loved her, too, in case anyone wondered. That’s why he never remarried. If she ever decided to come back home, he’d be willing to take her back in a heartbeat.
“Who’s the Slayer, Micella?” Liam got up. Not to instigate further, but he started scavenging around in her kitchen. Opening cabinet drawers, closing, and then opening them once again for a double look. Then he checked the pantry  –  and after that, the freezer. “I really need a drink.” He panted.
“Is he an alcoholic?” Mom asked me.
“No.”  I knew those movements; I knew them like the back of my hand. “He’s terrified, Mom. They’re going to kill him when they find him. He helped me. He ran from his pack. He really is a good guy, but he’s in deep shit right now.” Mom’s gulp was audible; she jumped out of her seat, left the kitchen, and came back with a bottle of Honey Jack Daniels.
Liam wiggled a finger at her; “You witch, I knew you were holding out. I could smell it. Score one for wolves.” He poured himself a glass, then another. He finished them with a hard swallow and a hard gag.
“There’s a reason you don’t let wolves drink, Ramona. They get aggressive, and they get hungry.”
“I know, Mom.”
Micella scuffed out a small knife from a drawer and laid it flat on the counter. She made sure Liam got a good look at it — a silent but defiant threat. He nodded at her. “It’s real silver, too. So slow it down over there, or I will take the bottle away and jam my knife in your hand.”
Liam picked up the glass and the bottle and joined us at the counter table. This time he filled his cup only one-quarter of the way, and sipped it. “The Slayer. Who is he?” He asked again.
“Well, the Slayer’s dead. Has been for years. Your grandfather was a great hero and a big threat to the wolven and other monsters, but he’s no longer a threat, and I don’t know what they’d go through all this trouble for.”
“My grandfather was the Slayer?” There was a little excitement in my voice. I had always heard stories of how great of a firefighter he was and the impact he had on the town, but when they told me he was a Hounder, there was less talk about him. He was a ghost to us.
“Well, technically, yes. The Slayer takes their position at a certain age. Once a Slayer dies, another one is given the position. But there hasn’t been a Slayer since your grandfather died. Your father never took the oath. So why these dogs are so hung up on seeking revenge on a ghost, I don’t understand.”
“How long has the Slayer been dead?” Liam asked Micella.
“Seven years?” She pointed at me; “You saw your grandfather on his deathbed; there was no way he was walking out of that hospital alive and well. The wolven could have easily destroyed the balance of his life, and they didn’t. And we didn’t see the need for a trial for a Slayer.”
“The Oracles of Oath didn’t, either?” I asked.
“They had their own problems. Hounders were trying to quit.”
“Like you?”
“I had my trial, and I won, fair and square,” Micella snapped. 
“Well, that means Father is alive, and so is Abuela!” I yipped out of my seat, tingling with excitement.
“That’s the confusing part, Ramona; why would they save the Slayer’s son and wife if they have no importance to them? Robby wouldn’t be the next Slayer; the position is given to someone else if the person doesn’t want it. If they kill the Slayer, we’ll just replace them with another one. They have no prophetic destiny or life-changing dilemma. The name is supposed to put fear into the monsters, but what Slayers do has no meaning in any cosmic plan.”
“Liam!” I snapped my fingers in concentration; “They said something about hybrids and children. Tell her.”
His eyes cut from his liquor to us. His eyes were beginning to look heavy. “One of the pack leaders said they were going to create hybrids. Werewolves could mate with one another without being soulmates. They were going to mix their DNA with other monsters. How is that possible? What does that have to do with the Slayer?”
Her eyes were swallowed with fear. Her soul was breaking, and I could sense it. She grabbed the Jack Daniels, twisted the cap, and gulped it down like water.
“I don’t remember him saying anything about hybrids,” I said.
“He did, and it was implied. Werewolves can’t be the ultimate predator  . . . ”
“Not unless you mix it,” Micella finished his sentence. I could see her chest rapidly rise up and down as she hyperventilated. “The ultimate monster will be more than a match for anyone.” A feeling of dread crept up from the pit of my stomach. 
I gritted my teeth at him: “Why didn’t you tell me that’s what it meant when I asked?”
Micella glanced sideways at us; “Maybe you should have a drink, too.” We passed around the bottle, trying to shore up our nerves. I kept Liam within my peripheral vision.
“They talked about a key, Mom. Do you know anything about that?”
Her fingers drummed on the countertop. “Key, key,” she muttered under her breath. “A key?” She grabbed her phone from her purse, dialed a number, and put it to her ear. After a few rings, she stood up and walked out of the kitchen, whispering earnestly to someone on the other end. Liam and I sat where we were, trying to drum up an idea of what a “key” could be. I was new to the hunter game, I didn’t know what anything was, so I was drawing blanks while Liam blurted possibilities, to which I just nodded.
He said, “You need to put that power to use so that we can stop this mess.”
“My power? No, there’s got to be another way.”
“You can’t hunt a bunch of werewolves if you can’t fight them. I don't know how I will be able to protect you. We have to try everything.”
Liam got up from the table and wiggled his finger to let me know to follow him. He wandered out of the kitchen and into a hallway. Her house was much bigger than mine; I got lost trying to find my way from the kitchen. He was skimming through until we found an empty living room with a bay window. The same bay window the boy was in earlier. I looked around, and his toys were scattered across the floor. I wondered who he was and if I could one day meet him.
Liam kicked the toys to the side and turned to face me. “First thing, always stay guarded.” He leaned forward in a wrestler's pose. “Attack me.”
“I’m not doing this right now. I know how to fight.”
“Then you have no worries. Punch me.” I balled my fist, cocked my arm back over my head, and ran at him. He dodged and kicked me in the rear; I stumbled forward and fell to my knees. “That’s all you got? Where's that fire from when you punched Clay?”
“It wasn’t me. It was this thing in my brain.”
“Are you telling me I need to tick you off in order to see that thing in action? How will that help us in a fight?” Liam got into position again, and so I mimicked. He picked me up and respectfully tossed me on the pink love seat. Liam placed his hands on his waist and rolled his eyes. “Come on, Ramona, try at least.”
“Nothing’s working. Maybe try and make me mad?”
“Fine.” He tugged my wrist and put me into a headlock, I knew this wasn’t all his strength he was using, but it was still hard to get out of. Compared to training with Amilio, Liam was much tougher. He pinned me to the ground; my body wiggled to free itself from the lock. “Do you feel dumb for letting a guy hit it and quit it?” He mocked. Was he really going to use this method to get me angry?
My head cocked to the right, looking up at him in question. I grunted as I struggled. “That doesn’t bother me anymore.” Burrowed in the pits of my belly, it did sort of bother me, but it hurt less knowing I was going to fight for my family’s honor.
Liam pressed my face into the carpet and put my arms up to cover my head. His pressure hurt. He released me, and I cartwheeled back to my feet. We started circling around the living room, and he continued throwing soft but fast blows. “Does it bother you that you’ve been replaced?”
“Hm?”
“Mom has another kid she prefers over you.” 
It did bother me. “Nope.”
He smirked like a stereotypical football jerk. “You hesitated.” He ran at me and bulldozed me over, knocking the air out of my lungs. It felt like a wet paper ball was stuck in the back of my throat. “How many of your brother’s birthdays do you think she missed?” He hocked up a wad of saliva and started pushing it out through his oval lips, and it started dangling from his mouth. I couldn’t stop the shriek that broke from my throat. He slurped it back in and swallowed. “How many of yours did she miss?”
It was beginning to hurt. An empty feeling of unwanted thoughts rolled around like marbles in a cardboard box. “Stop it! Liam! It’s not funny! It’s not gonna work.”
“I’ve missed ten birthdays – if you really need to know.” Micella was standing at the door frame, arms crossed over her chest, and her face gone slack. Her eyes were red, and I began to wonder who Liam just hurt more; me or her?
He jumped up and pulled me to my feet; “I was just trying to teach her how to fight.”
She waved her hand and ignored his poor attempt at an apology.
“One time, I was late to a birthday party. I was supposed to bring a ‘My Little Pony’ cake, and it was supposed to say, Happy Birthday, Mi Amor. It said: Today You’re Five. She was ten. I forgot. I was drunk that weekend.
The year after that, I was off cake duty, but I was supposed to hire a magician. I hired a clown that scared the living crap out of her for weeks.” She almost giggled, but it came out more like a half-hearted chuckle drowning in irony. “Another time, I chose to go drinking with some coworkers instead of going to the birthday party because the family had said I couldn’t get anything right. I thought if I didn’t show, it would make them reconsider giving me another task next year. Robby divorced me that year.
I’m a lousy mother. I sure as hell am going to make it up to Christian, though. I won’t ruin his life the way I ruined hers. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t remind her of it, too, but if you’re trying to drive the shadow out of her, teasing her about her worth isn't the way to go. You’re just going to drown the shadow until it loses control.”
I was reminded of every memory of Micella. I had done everything I could to forget her, and I did for a little while, but seeing her again brought it all back. I couldn’t remember the cake incident, but I did remember the first time she missed my birthday. I was twelve, and on that day, I had my first period. My dad was freaking out because he didn’t know how to tell me why I was bleeding, so he and I were just sitting at the dining table staring blankly at one another. We waited for my aunt Olga to show up before the party so she could explain it to me.
Micella turned to walk away, but then she stopped. “If you want to bring it out the right way, she’ll have to accept Yonosotros.”
“She used it before without accepting him.”
“I’m sure at that moment she did. Use your dog brain. At someone’s lowest point, they’d accept any and all consequences to survive.” She turned, and her heels clicked away.
Liam and I sat on the couch after Micella left. Suddenly he pushed himself up out of the seat. He circled around the small living room and said, “You got to accept it!”
“No way.”
“You have to. How else are we going to defeat the Silverback? Micella’s right.”
“You can teach me to be a better fighter.”
“You’re not strong enough.”
“That’s not true. I’m strong, and I’m a fast learner.” He scoffed. “I’m serious! I can do it.”
“How can you be so selfish, Ramona?” In the back of my mind, searching for a response, I couldn’t find one. I was insulted.
“How can you think I’m making this about me?” I yelled.
“This is about you.” He screamed at me, punching his hand into the wall. “This has always been about you. I can’t afford to lose you! Don’t you get it?” He turned his back to me, hiding his face. I placed my arm on his shoulder; his quivering body relaxed when I wrapped my arms around him. He turned around and sighed in my closed arms. His voice was soft and guilty. “That’s why I’m here now; I care about you. We can’t afford to make any mistakes.”
Our eyes gazed into each other’s. Though it was not the right time to think about loving him, I undeniably wanted to kiss him. To love him harder than I’ve ever loved him before, but was he right? Was I being selfish? I tried to leave when I saw my brother, and Liam brought me back to my senses. When my family was murdered, he was there to pick me up and keep us moving.  But how could he ask me to drop everything I believed in and give myself over to the very thing I’m most scared of — Yonosotros?
“If this is not what you want, tell me what other options we have, and I’ll follow you. I’ll go to the ends of the Earth with you.” Liam’s hands caressed my cheek.
My mouth ran as dry as a bone. I couldn’t believe what he was saying to me; my heart skipped a beat. I leaned forward, standing on my toes to kiss him. His lips looked like warm honey.
Liam’s hands dropped from my face; though I wanted him to touch me longer, he turned around and exited the living room, never looking back.




Chapter Twelve


Liam and I were sitting in the car – the seats reclined far back so we could sleep. Micella said we couldn’t sleep inside because Liam was a werewolf, and I was the other child. Well, she didn’t exactly say that – my mother didn’t have to. She had said, ‘Abraham doesn’t know I’m a hunter. It’ll also confuse Christian; he’s only four. It’s not the right time to tell him.’ I understood she didn’t want us to meet. I know when I’m not wanted.
Liam was sleeping while I waited for morning to come around. We had hardly spoken after our fight; it baffled me where all this anger was coming from. Was this on his mind all along, when he came to save me on that dreadful night – and during the entire car ride to Virginia? I wished he would just tell me when things were hard for him.
In the middle of the night, the empty street sounded like the inside of a shell. The quiet was soothing until, all of a sudden, I felt a draft moving in my stomach, like a worm wiggling to the top of the ground. The feeling was odd. I heard something moving, like rustling leaves in the wind; it was faint, but there.
Do you hear it?  Something spoke inside my head. I sat bolt upright. Do you feel it?  Yonosotros asked again. I shook my head. It’s coming for you. Grab the lighter.
“What’s coming?” I whispered back. Leeches.
I grabbed the lighter from the armrest; what am I supposed to do with this, I wondered. I stepped out of the car. Liam was still out like a light, probably due to the alcohol. There was no moon tonight, leaving the street so dark I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. The road remained silent and peaceful, but there was still that itch in my stomach that said it was temporary – an illusion. Something was coming.
Suddenly I realized something disturbing; where were the lamp posts, why weren’t they on? No wonder it was darker than a basement closet on the street. I flicked the lighter once, twice, and the flame flared.
A face appeared behind the flame, not three feet from my own. A face with no eyes, but a long, wet tongue that quivered in its gaping mouth.
“Give us the key, hunter,” it said.
The voice was a sloppy wet gurgle that should never have been used to produce human language. Its skin was gray wrinkles folding over fatty slabs of gray meat; it had webbed arms with wings the size of tarps. I inhaled a painful breath that caught the cold night air at the back of my throat. I pushed the creature away and put both fists up to guard my face.
“It’s mine!” it yelled. It sounded like a drunk trying to talk with orange juice in his mouth.
I threw a few fast punches; my fists found empty air, and the demon-thing flicked me across the street like an ant. I lay on the other side of the road, stunned. It crawled on top, its slimy, cold flesh seeming to draw the warmth and life from my body.
Let me in. It’ll kill us both! Yonosotros boomed in my ears.
“No!” I yelled at Yonosotros. I tried pushing it off, but its weight folded my arms over my chest. Its mouth opened, inches from my face, a dripping mouth-hole lined with pointed, inward-curving teeth. A hissing sound filled the air, but it didn’t come from the leech. An instant later, a foot of tapered leather traveling faster than sound struck the top of its skull, splitting the flesh from crown to eyebrows and spraying blood and fragments of skin over both our faces. A crack like the report of a rifle deafened me for a second.
The leech screamed and lunged up, knocking the breath out of me as it used my chest for a springboard. It whirled, and we both saw Micella standing in the road, swinging an eight-foot bullwhip in a circle over her head.
Her arm came forward so quickly it was almost invisible to the eye; the leech had taken but one step toward her when the end of the whip struck it full in the face, doubling the length of the split in its skull and resounding against bone this time.
The tip of a properly-slung bullwhip is traveling at supersonic speed when it arrives; that is the reason for the explosive report, the same as a slug leaving the muzzle of a rifle or pistol. Anything moving at that speed, even pliable leather, knocks a lot of stuff out of its way – especially soft stuff, like flesh.
The leech dropped to its knees, hands on either side of its head as if trying to keep its brains inside its skull. Micella all but severed its head at the neck with one final lash,  finishing the job with a long dagger she pulled from her belt.
I sat up and managed to get on all fours, trying to regain the wind forced out of my lungs a moment before.
Micella walked back to the house with hardly a glance my way. When I limped back into the driveway a minute later, she had turned on the front porch lights and come out with a box in her hands. She placed the box on my lap and went over to Liam’s truck. She walked to the driver's side and knocked loudly on the door until Liam woke up.
I looked down at the box sitting there, and it looked ugly. A tan cubicle with a scratched-off sticker. I flipped the top up and looked inside. It was a necklace. A big, long necklace of tacky little baubles with a red rock encased in plastic at its center. I put it back in and closed the top.
Liam stepped out of the truck, digging the sleep from his eyes. “They’ve found you,” Micella told him. 
“Where’s the danger?”
Micella pointed into the darkness. “Tell me when you can smell the foul creature rotting away. This is why you shouldn’t drink. You didn’t protect her like you promised.” She whacked him on the back of the head. “You let that monster into the neighborhood.”
“You mean I let it near Christian,” he blurted out. He quickly shut his mouth and rubbed  his head.
“You let it near my children.” Her eyes fumed with a fire. “Clean it up before anyone sees.”
Liam left the truck to dispose of the dead leech. Micella and I walked back over to the steps and sat down. She grabbed my hand, and in my gut, it felt wrong. She was still my mother, and no matter how badly I wanted to pull away, she had just saved my life, and for that, she deserved some small degree of companionship between us. “I know I’m a bad mother, but I’m learning, and I’m trying.”
“I know. Sometimes I see it, and I forgive you . . . ” I moved my hand away. She had held it for too long. “And other times, it’s hard to forgive and forget the past.” I pressed all my emotions and pain down to my gut; I was different now. I could feel it. My skin was thickening, and I wasn’t this weak girl anymore. I was a hunter.
“What was it? Why was it after me? It thought I had a key.”
“It’s a vampire that is also known as a leech. I’m not sure how you tie into it all. However, things are piecing together slowly. We know why all the wolves were after you in the beginning; there was a hit on you by the Silverback. We know why they murdered our family; they’re looking for the Slayer. And we know why that vampire was here now; this key is valuable to them. It can create hybrids. It thinks you have it. They all do. The hit on you was to get the key. The attack was to find the key. It all leads to this thing, this object, this ‘key’. What’s the purpose of this game of charades . . . only the Mother of Monsters could explain. I just wish I knew more.”
I didn’t know vampires had a second form; I’ve known them to have pale skin, fangs, and be so beautiful you would follow them mindlessly into a dark alley. Micella was right, though; everything was falling into place. I acknowledged her comments with a sigh, but something kept sticking in my mind.
“Who is Mother?” My thoughts went back to the night of the massacre, when the wolf-man said, ‘Mother is calling’.
My mother face-palmed herself. “You would make a good hunter if you had the proper training.”
“Then teach me.”
“You have to accept Yonosotros.  I can’t teach you, sweetie."
I flushed with fresh anger in that instant, making no attempt to hide the frustration in my voice. “Don’t call me sweetie. I’m so tired of being let down by you. It really confuses me. I’m tired of the mind fucks.”
“I have a life too, Ramona.”
“But I’m your daughter! Doesn’t that weigh in at all?”
“You’ll always be my little girl. I didn’t stop loving you, but I know what my priorities are now.”
“Am I not one of them?”
“I know you’ll be fine. You have my fire, my sparks, and you will overcome everything. I just know it! Do you see how far you’ve come? You are the bravest woman I have ever known. You’re smart, you’re fast, and your heart is pure.”
Micella grabbed the box and opened it. She pulled out the necklace, and I looked at it again. There was a yellow bead that looked like a botfly larva – it was a tiny square picture of an elderly man sitting Indian style, a silver coin that belonged in a pirate's booty, and other things I could not describe or understand. She hitched it over my head and placed it nicely on my shoulders. “My fire. That’s me in there. And you are a part of me. I will always love you, but you are a grown woman, and now I have to let you leave the nest. Not my nest per se, but Robby would want to see you fight. You have just as much of me as you have of him. You don’t ever lose, you care for everyone and everything,  and that’s all your father in you. 
I know you think I’m abandoning you, but Christian needs my protection too. What happened tonight could have ended so badly. They could have hurt any child. He won’t become a hunter like you and me; I won’t let it happen. I tried fighting for your right to choose, but I lost. But this battle I won’t lose again. He deserves a better life with two parents that love each other and can protect him. I can’t save both of you. You’ve already had your childhood, and I ruined it, but don’t let me ruin your brother’s.”
My mother touched the rock dangling by my belly button. “This is a tiny piece of the temple of Ayutthaya, which was destroyed by satanic rebels and their helldogs. That temple is where the original Hounders began. The destruction of our temple sparked a war between the living and the monsters. Now it’s right there, hanging around your neck. You are a walking piece of holy.” She sighed.
She touched the bead next; “My great-great-grandmother  gave this holy necklace her hair bead when she died.” She pointed at the picture; “This man is even older than great-great Grandma. He was her grandpa. This necklace is generations of protection from our family, blessing us.” 
Micella hitched out from her pocket a gold coin with an eye engraved at its center and a blue stone in the iris. “Robby gave it to me the first day we met. I was a hunter in training, it was my first time killing a vampire, and I was freaking out. Your father was a mentor, training someone else.
He came over to me and saw me puking everywhere. He held my hair back while I just cried. I could never hurt a living thing, even if it was a monster. I can’t stomach killing another being. After he and I talked, Robby said this eye would be the start of our friendship.” Micella pinned the coin to the necklace and stepped back to look at me. “Now, I bless you. May my luck and faith protect you even if I’m gone.”
I touched it. It was beautiful, and I loved it. Besides my pendent of courage, the heirloom fit perfectly on my shoulders. I nodded at her.
I still had so many questions about who I am and who Yonosotros is. “Tell me, what this thing in me is? I saw a face, you all called it our ancestors, but I saw only one face the night of my ceremony.”
Liam had come back, his shirt stained and an odor that lingered from afar. He nodded to indicate he had taken care of the matter.
“We’re not all good, kiddo. Even heroes have secrets. The shadow you saw isn’t a gift from any kind of God. It’s merely a supernatural power that we choose to use for good. We choose to rid the world of evil others can’t.”
“So we're not good?”
“No, we are. What’s inside of us isn’t. It’s a curse. Only the strong should hold and control it.”
“Do you not see what’s wrong with that logic? You believe monsters are evil so let’s take in the bigger evil to annihilate them?”
“I believe if we are destined for great things, then it shouldn’t matter. I also believe our family is destined to save humanity – however we get there. Accept the shadow or not, you choose. Your father needs you, and what if he’s still alive? Wouldn’t you want to know? Even heroes have to make sacrifices, Ramona.”




Chapter Thirteen


It was 9 a.m. when Liam and I hopped into the truck. We ate breakfast with Micella once Abraham and Christian left the house. Liam and I were buckling our seatbelts when Micella walked out the door in a casual business suit. I rolled down the window, and she placed a sword in my lap, then handed me a book with a purple cover. 
She said, “These were mine when I was just starting to hunt. As you grow to become a hunter, fill it with your own knowledge. If you want to know more about Yonosotros, he’s mentioned in there. You need to study and learn about demons; this book will save your life.” 
She looked at Liam; “Make sure you teach her everything you know about fighting and monsters. She’s going to need it.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Also, I have a friend I want you to meet. Goes by the name of Avery Santos.” She put a crumpled piece of paper in my hand. “He owes me a big favor, but don’t push for anything more. Find a weapon. I’m warning you, don’t ask for more; if you do, you’ll regret it. Do you understand?” Her eyes were full of worry. I nodded, wondering what this favor was and why the warning not to push. “Another thing, that friend I called yesterday about a key may have some answers for you. The address is the second one. That is your sister clan, and they’ll be able to offer you protection.”
“They know about the key?” I asked excitedly.
“Yes and no. What they know is what it could be and where it might be. They’ve never seen it before. They only know folk tales. That’s a start, right?”
A thought bubbled up as I looked at the sword lying in my lap. I had to ask, “Why do I need a weapon when I have yours?”
“Mine is very old, and the blade is dull. It’s a good spare. But the best part about being a hunter is finding the right weapon for yourself.” She smiled at me, a warm one that sent butterflies in the air. She looked like a different person when she smiled like that. “Your father’s weapon was a rifle. He always had that thing glued to him. Never stopped cleaning it, either. I got so tired of seeing it that I would hide it in his closet. He never checked there,” she giggled.
I jumped out of the truck and ran to her, a final goodbye hug. “Did you choose that sword when you were my age?”
“Nope. I chose my whip. It has never failed me, not once.” She hugged me back so tight; I had never felt so loved by her touch. It felt like being hugged by a warm, yellow sun. “Goodbye, kiddo.” I walked back to the truck when she yelled her final words. “Remember, Ramona, you can’t come back, for Christian’s sake. Don’t call, either.” 
My lips slipped into a frown, and my heart sank. “You will be the most wanted hunter on earth if you decide to take this path. Better to cut our ties now.” 
I nodded. As I turned around, I caught a glimpse of her white sedan. Itching to know, I pointed at the car. “Wait! One more thing. That was you back in Temple Rallies following me in the sedan, wasn’t it?”
She sighed.
“And it was you in my room, wasn’t it?”
Her eyes cut away and back to me.
“Why?”
Her eyes darkened and squinted. She waved goodbye. “Do great things, kiddo.” She stepped into her sedan and drove off. Our eyes followed her moving car up the road.
“That’s my mother for you. She never stays long, wherever she is. And she hides everything.” I lifted the necklace around my neck, the coin she had clipped to it falling into my palm. I rubbed it for good luck. Deep within me, I had always wanted her to be a part of my life, but now this necklace was the last thing that connected us. I didn’t need silly letters. I needed this goodbye.
I was so used to her letdowns, so this final goodbye felt almost like a relief. When I hugged her, we cut each other off for good instead of pretending she was going to come back.
I tucked the necklace in the pocket of the door and handed Liam the papers. Liam asked which one we should go to first. I sat there contemplating. “Weapons or answers?” I put the question to him.
“Hell, I’d go for the weapon. We might use it later to get some answers." As Liam started the car and drove down the street, my senses tingled. There was this foul stench of plum and wet wood. “Man, you stink,” I put my hand over my nose.
“Nah, that’s just your upper lip,” he joked.
I snickered, but I was 100% positive it was him.




Chapter Fourteen


We drove to Maryland, which was almost a two-hour drive from Micella’s house. On the way there, I was fixated on the stories in the book. A few of them were about random monsters my mother encountered. Little doodles she had drawn of them; I’m glad they weren’t stick figures, but they weren’t the best either. Which raised the question, is there more to this than werewolf hunting? My family always said that Hounders hunt werewolves and nothing else. I was only trained to fight them, there was a whole world of monsters, and I did not have any training on how to defeat them.
From what I gathered, Micella fought werewolves, vampires, witches, and so many others. The paper smelt like old pine. It was yellowish-brown, and I rubbed it between my fingers. It had a crunchy, thick texture. 
As I skimmed through the book, there was a picture of a woman in a raven-black dress. Of all of Micella’s art, this one was the most detailed, down to the dark spots on her neck. Her name was in cursive at the top; Mona. According to the scripture, my mother explained her as Mona: The mother of all monsters, one of the Devil’s concubines. The most feared and the strongest woman of all his women.
“Liam, did you know Mona created all the monsters? It was her job, and it was this demon-god who was to become king of Hell.”
“I did. Does it say in there she and this devil are always fighting for the throne, and she’s locked in the Eighth realm?”
“No. I’ve never heard of the eight realms.”
“That is because you’re not on the dark side. There was a demon who thought he could rule Hell, and he took his wives and his women down with him to rule. Mona is a goddess. A little too powerful for the demon king, so he locked her away in the Eighth Realm to stop her. This is something to write down,” he motioned. Without moving his eyes from the road, he grabbed a pen from the armrest. “He wouldn’t marry her because she was unlike the other women. They followed the devil king, but Mona, though one of his favorites, was also one of the women he hated most. He liked his women a lot, but not those who defied him.” I found an empty spot at the bottom of Mona’s page and added on. Since this was mine now, it felt good to add something of my own knowledge to it.
“Is that what the wolf-man was saying about Mother calling?”
Without a single word, Liam nodded hesitantly. 
“And what is she saying?”
He did all he could to bite back on his words, but he forced it out. “She said she’s on her way.”
“How long have you been hearing her voice?”
“Not long, I suppose. But she comes to us in our sleep.” I turned my head away from him, looking out the window. Trying to digest what that meant. Dread crept up my spine; I felt a lump in my throat, but I ignored it.
I started to create this story in my head while I reread my mother’s work, piecing together everything I learned and how I am tied to this all. The wolf-man said Mother is calling; that means Mona, the goddess, is coming to our world. She can create monsters. I conjured up all my thoughts and knowledge and could only assume this is what it meant: 
Mona was watching us. She saw that her monsters were trying to create something she couldn’t. They created a key to do it for them. Mona is mad, and she’s here on earth. Escaped the Eighth Realm. She wants war. 
No, that’s dumb. Or… an idea rolled around: what if the key was her, since she was the only thing that could create them. They have Mona! Or something along those lines. Micella had hinted at her, even as she denied that she had been following me and digging through my room. Micella had to know something. There was a connection between Micella, Mona, and me.
“What’s it say about werewolves?” Liam interrupted my thoughts.
I flipped until I got to the page. “It says here,” I scanned with a finger, “they’re idiots.”
“No, it doesn’t,” he reached for the book and read the first line, “Oh . . .  it really does. That’s funny. Can you read the rest to me?” He handed it back.
“They are ill-tempered, shifting, rabid dogs with wolf-like qualities and a dog-like IQ. They’re cursed humans with the inability to mate without a blessing by their god, Artemis, or a soulmate. They are rapidly going extinct. Though they travel in packs with a loyal demeanor, werewolves have an instinct to turn on their own when it suits their inner wolf’s desire to become Alpha.”
“Sounds like she’s speaking from experience.”
“It does?”
He nodded, “We don’t mention blessings.” Liam’s eyes met mine; “That is something we don’t even like to talk about with one another, let alone ever tell an outsider. How does she know?”
I shrugged, “What does a blessing do?”
“It’s a ceremony in which two non-soulmates ask the Moon God, Artemis, who is the first-ever werewolf, to make them soulmates. One of two things happens. One: he does accept their proposal. Two: your ass gets burned, and it’s a hard ‘no’.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s more than that; the blessing can be requested for anyone. Imagine a blessing between a human and a werewolf; it’s an omen among the pack. It’s just as bad as two non-soulmates asking. It’s also a tedious process. You create the wedding plans, blessings between packs, switch wolf packs, dress up, and go through an entire ceremony. Two sets of ceremonies, and just when you say I do, and you ask for permission, bam! You’re hit with an I-don’t-think-so slap in the face. It’s tedious. Do you see what I mean?”
“Do you think Clay wanted a blessing?”
“I don’t know, but if he did, our pack would slowly fade away. People will try and leave or even fight against the blessing. Artemis created a world where we are loyal to one person; to have two is breaking the chain of lives and our anatomy. One person having possibly two soulmates, someone would end up with no one forever and die alone.”
I closed the book and sat it down on the back seat. That was enough knowledge for today. I couldn’t even focus on anything else besides Mona and her connection to me.
The sun beat down on my yellow skin through the window. Staring out the glass, I was pulled into my thoughts.  I realized I have much to learn about who I am and the mythical world I’m a part of. And why does Micella know so much? Why was she following me and in my room? This can’t be a coincidence. 
[image: image-placeholder]The More You Bow — that’s what was printed on the sign. When we arrived, we stepped out of the truck and walked into a small store in a plaza. It was made of brick, small, and looked like it should have been out of business, judging from the lack of customers. When we entered, there was a small workshop table in the center of the room, four walls plastered with guns that Liam ogled.
“Holy shit, an F.A.L!”
“Focus, Liam, we’re here for Avery.”
“So you can get a weapon, but I can’t even look. Times have made you cold, Ro.” I flinched when he called me that. I’d never let anyone else call me “Ro” except my Abuela, and it almost felt instinctive to yell at him, but my lips zipped tight. Liam didn't know my Abuela or my nickname, but I would have loved it if they met and got along. I was going to do everything and anything to get her back.
Perhaps sometimes it seemed we got off on the wrong foot with each other, Grandma and me. We argued, and I ran away twice. Grandma was tough on me, but now, looking back, I could see why. I’d been shot at, physically attacked, and now I was on the run because someone wanted me dead. I didn’t know why, but I was going to figure it out!
On our left was a cashier’s desk and a sign that said: "Ring once.” There was a door flanked with red curtains behind the desk. So we popped the bell, and its silvery ring filled the store.  A man flicked the curtains to the side and walked through the door. A strong earthy smell followed behind him;  dirt, grease, diesel, and  . . .  marijuana? 
He had golden, flowing hair that almost covered a craggy, sad face. Woeful brown eyes set well within their sockets. He stuffed his hands into his stained jeans’ back pockets.
“Welcome.” He paused; his nose scrunched up as if there was a foul smell in the room. 
I assumed that if my mother sent me over here to get a weapon, the man was a Hounder, which meant Liam held the scent; this was obviously bothering the man. His eyes remained glued on Liam as a low growl escaped Liam’s lips. It was clear these two were getting off on the wrong foot. 
“He’s with me,” I said.
“So?”
“I’m a Houndress, sir.”
“And what is a white hat doing with a pooch?”
“Is that supposed to be an insult?” Liam growled. Avery kept his nose high in the air and his voice snooty. He had a hint of an accent and an odd style of speaking that somehow reeked of arrogance.  
“My insult isn’t killing anyone, you see? If this dog is sensitive, then he has walked into the wrong Hounder’s den. The spoon I feed from is silver . . . catch my drift?”
“No, I don’t catch anything you’re saying. Listen, Liam has morals too. He’s not here to fight. Neither am I. My mother sent me, sir.”
“And I care because?”
“Are you Avery Santos?”
“Depends. Unless you got a titanium cage in the back of that truck, you won’t be taking me alive.”
“This is not about life or death. My mother, Micella Morales,  sent us. You may know her as Williams now. She married Abraham Williams.”
He rolled his bored eyes to the right; “I know the pitiful human. I know your mother, too. ”
“She said you owe her a favor. Can I please have a weapon?”
He waved a hand; “That’s all?” 
I hummed yes. He walked to the side of the desk and held the curtains open. I walked behind the desk, but he stopped Liam before he could follow me. 
“No dogs allowed.” Liam’s eyes darted to mine, and I nodded at him. I knew how to handle myself around men like Avery. We stepped behind the curtains, and I was in a smaller room than I expected, one whose far wall was full of bows and swords. “Pick anything?” I asked.
“Whatever calls to you.”
I skimmed his small collection and was disappointed. I assumed that for a hunter that sold weapons, he’d have plenty more. “What’s wrong, girl? None of them are calling your name?”
“I just expected more, is all.”
“There were more up there until this morning when the Oracles of Oath wiped my wall clean. A bunch of democratic narcissists.”
“They were here? Why?”
He clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Pick a weapon and get out. I owe you nothing else.”
“Did they have a man with them? Mexican, yay-high, black hair —” I blurted out all his features, “ — named Mateo?”
Avery shrugged. His cocky attitude was starting to rub on my nerves. I turned back around, reached for a handsome recurved bow, and rubbed its firm handle. The feeling left a tingle in my fingers that didn’t feel right. I knew that wasn’t the weapon for me.
I had wandered to the end of the wall when I came across a hinged wooden box on a little stand. I flipped the top open and saw two revolvers sitting cozily inside. They each had a silver oval plate along the left side of their barrels,  and as I stared at them, my name appeared on each plate as if engraved by some invisible hand. I gasped; I’d never seen magic before.
“Not for sale,” Avery said.
“But my name is on it. Isn’t that a sign that it’s meant for me?”
He walked over and looked down, his bored eyes widening slightly when he saw the engravings. He licked his finger and tried wiping one off – as if it was a smudge. “Yep, it’s a sign. These should be yours, but they're mine. These are special, they can kill anything, and they’re cursed . . . or blessed, depending on which end you’re looking at. These babies don’t need bullets.”
Avery closed the gun case and spun towards the wall with the weapons hanging on it. He started pulling weapons off their hooks and placing them in front of me.
As I looked at them, there was a gravitational pull towards the box. Every fiber of my being longed for those guns. What would Liam do in this situation if he wanted them; what would anyone?
“How much is it?” I bargained.
“No amount of money would I ever sell these for.”
“Then what would you trade for it?”
He tsked his tongue, his round eyes growing dark. “Not for trades either.”
I sighed, trying to find another idea on how to get them. “Let me ask you, sir, why do you owe my mother?”
“If she didn’t tell you, then I don’t have to.” Avery flicked his blond hair from his eyes.
“She has dirt on you?” I walked over to the case and hoisted one of the guns – feeling cocky, feeling like I could bluff this man.
I had never touched a gun, but this one felt like it belonged in my grasp. The handle was smooth hardwood, the curve of it fitting perfectly into the curve of my palm. I wondered how it shoots bullets if it doesn’t need bullets. How does magic work?
“My mom said you owe her a favor, but something tells me she may be holding something against you, and you're afraid it’s gonna get out. I think I know what this big secret is.”  I really didn’t know. In all the crime shows I watched, the cop always bluffed.
His teeth gritted audibly. “Are you trying to blackmail me?”
“No, sir,” I hesitated. I studied the gun in my hand, and my voice cracked. “I mean, yes.”
A smile inched across his face. “You’re just a woman. What could you possibly do?” Irritation surged up inside me.
“A woman can do anything, if you let her. And if you don’t, she’ll just do it herself and even better than a man.” My words stumbled over each other coming out, and we both paused to assess just how stupid that had sounded.
“Looks like we have a problem, then.”
“Then I guess we do.”
Avery took a long step toward me menacingly. I took two small steps backward, terror moving in like a cold draft. I had taken off a bigger bite than I could chew; I threatened Avery, and he didn’t take the bait.
Deep within me, itching to escape, the shadow called for me. Let me in! No matter what, I couldn’t. I knew now that it was evil, and if I took it in, then I was evil as well. I would be the monster I feared. Avery slammed me against the wall. My back crashed into the concrete, and stars danced over my head. As he pinned me, I could hear the voice booming inside my head. I will save you, Yonosotros said.
“I see you haven’t accepted it yet.”  Avery studied me, his round woeful eyes gleaming with certainty that this would be an easy kill. He cupped his hand around my throat and squeezed.
I have since learned that there is a universal initial reaction to having one’s air supply shut off, just as predictable as the typical reaction to a knee in the groin. Neither reaction does anything to alleviate the distress; they’re just reflexes. The pistol clattered to the floor as both my hands came up to grab desperately at Avery’s hairy forearm and futilely strain to pull his hand away from my throat. Ragged red borders began forming around the edges of my field of vision as he grinned at me, knowing I could not break his grip.
A moment from my training with Amilio came sailing into my mind;  I slammed my arm down on his elbow, breaking the lock of his hand around my throat. Taking one deep breath as I dodged toward a small table on my right, I grabbed the yellow phone book and spun back toward him, bringing it with me in a long sweeping roundhouse. The side of his face seemed to implode under the impact, bits of spit flinging out his mouth.
Liam came dashing through the curtain, tearing them down on his way in, bulldozing Avery into the far corner. Liam’s eyes were wild and crazy, and I knew what was coming. 
His fingers started cracking out of place. Avery pushed himself back up with his hands and got his feet under him. As the two men looked at each other, Liam’s spine became visible through his white shirt. He was on the brink of changing, and if he did, Hell itself would be unleashed in this store. 
I grabbed the gun from the floor; Avery paused, suddenly outgunned and outnumbered. I grabbed the other pistol and threw myself against Liam, shouting, “Let’s go, let’s go!”




Chapter Fifteen


Liam sped down the highway as if Avery was pursuing us on foot, which he wasn’t. The shadows of trees flew past the truck windows; we were long gone, and as I glanced out the window, I caught sight of the “Welcome to Vermont” sign as it whizzed past.
Liam surveyed his surroundings in a silent panic, his eyes darting to and fro. Mine stayed glued to the guns; I was almost afraid my name would fade from the silver ovals on each barrel, but it didn’t happen. I studied the guns; they felt so perfect in my hands, as if we were molded from the same molten metal. The handle of the pistol was curved and fit my palm like a piece in a jigsaw puzzle. I felt like we should have been celebrating this victory, I mean, I did hit a guy with a book and got his guns, but my empty stomach was telling me I was wrong for trying to steal these.
I had never stolen anything, no matter how badly I wanted it. I couldn’t even stomach the idea of stealing a pencil from work. My daddy had raised me better than that. Looking back, I think the entire time, he’d been raising me to be a hero, to fight for others, to give, and never take. 
God, I missed him. 
I think in the middle of this chaos, I was going with the flow of it. I don’t know what took over me, but I could feel the old me leaving without saying goodbye and the new me rolling into my consciousness with shades on and a wicked skully. The skully girl in me stole things. She fought with Liam all the time, and who knows what else she liked to do. My eyes roamed the dark night, trying to forget about the Avery thing, but it just kept creeping up through the back of my skull, replaying the part where he had me pinned. In some strange sense, it was like the fear that rose within me when Roody was trying to brush up against me or cop a feel.
Liam and I hadn’t talked since the Avery incident. I wasn’t sure if he was mad at me for getting us into this mess.
I sighed. I wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but whenever I opened my mouth, I tended to piss him off. And
since this was all my fault, I probably owed it to him to stay silent. Glancing over my shoulder, I tried not to make it look like I was watching him as he leaned closer to the steering wheel, his eyes narrowing on the foggy road. Our next stop was a small town between Saguenay and Quebec City, Canada – the town Micella had written down on the paper. When we stopped at a gas station with a drive-through burger grill, Liam picked up the armrest and looked in his wallet. A single 5-dollar bill was all that was left.
His truck still had a half-tank of gas left, but I could sense worry was on Liam like an itchy cardigan. How were we going to get back home? Our eyes cut to one another, and an unspoken dread crept across our faces. What was five dollars going to get us?
It was his money; I wasn’t going to ask him to share. We hadn’t eaten since this morning, and it was almost midnight. The gas and air pockets in my stomach went to war upon each other, the rumbling in my tummy so loud and hard that it left a dull ache.
Liam threw the five dollars over to me, his brows wilting like willows. 
“You take it.”
My cheeks burned, and guilt washed over me like a tidal wave. “No, what about you? You need to eat too.”
“I'll be fine.” He cracked his neck.
“We’ll share.” I crunched the bill in my hand and opened the door.  I  didn’t think five dollars at the drive-through was going to get us much. Liam pulled at my wrist as I got out. “I’m not hungry. Get yourself something to eat.”
“No, I’ll be fine.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose, a deep sigh escaping his lips. “Why do you always make it so difficult to help you?”
“Because I know you’re hungry. You’re a shifter. You need to eat more food than me. Your body digests food faster.”
His lips pressed hard together, and the muscles on his jaw moved. “Ramona, I swear if you do not go in there, buy yourself food, and eat every fucking fry, so help me, I will throw that five-dollar bill in the trash. Then no one is eating.” The fire in his eyes told me he wasn’t lying.
“Fine,” I mumbled through gritted teeth.
Fuming, I marched to the entrance of the gas station. As I waited in line at the fast-food joint, I watched as Liam secretly got out of the car. The logo stickers of the gas station window were blocking my view of the truck, but not enough to conceal Liam leaving the truck and walking to a trash can at the corner of the building. He looked around, then reached into the trash can and pulled out a crumpled fast-food bag. A lump formed in my throat. I turned away before I could see him bite into the half-eaten trash burger.
“What can I get you?” the lady at the register asked, forcing my attention to her. My eyes teared up to see him gulping down something unidentifiable and throwing the paper bag back into the trash.
I turned to face her; my stomach mashed into jelly. I tried opening my mouth to speak, but no words came. Then with a little more strength, I told her my order, but it came out hoarse, barely audible.
The cashier placed my food in front of me, heat waves wafting upward from the brown bag. I grabbed my food and walked like a zombie to the exit. I froze there, holding onto the door handle; how could I go back to him knowing he just ate that, and I had this fresh hot food?
I shuffled into one of the crimson booths, looking away from the car. I did just what he said; I ate every last fry.




Chapter Sixteen


A patch of ice fog moved through the small town as we entered. Snow fell gently from the dark cloudy sky. The balsam fir trees were spread-eagled across the wintry town like spilled cereal on a wood floor. They were bowed down with ice. Their dark leaves and shadowy silhouettes reminded me of last year’s Christmas with my dad. 
We had taken a walk through the Christmas market of Temple Rallies and were picking out a tree. The cold air had nipped through my jacket and turtleneck. As my dad got sicker, every holiday and event was more dreadful, but when it came to Christmas, Papa would cheer up. Not in a way where his depression would disappear, but at least it would bury itself away until he came back with a shovel and miner’s helmet and dug it back up. He would put on a big smile; his brown eyes would light with Christmas cheer. It was the same year the doctors said they were sure his depression was no ordinary depression, but had progressed into BPD (Borderline Personality Disorder). Neither of us was convinced it was that, but we also didn’t know what was really wrong. 
The Grinch in him had grown a heart two sizes bigger every Christmas. I knew he was faking it, but when it came to December, he forced himself and everything around him to have a good time — especially when Abuela came to town.
That was the only reason I loved Christmas time; I hated the gift-giving, as it meant spending money – money I didn’t have. But I would put the annoyance and discomfort aside as long as I could hear my daddy talk. I would get him a new pair of socks and tools for his mechanic shop every year. That year I bought red and green Rudolph socks.
The longest-running conversation we had all year was always how we were going to decorate the tree and the yard. I loved every minute of our conversations, even if it might have seemed pitiful to anyone looking on from the outside.
When we arrived, Liam parked the truck in the center of a plaza full of stores. The miniature stores lit a steadily diminishing circle  as the snow heavied and fogged around us.  Down an alley centered at the back of the parking lot was the tallest flight of stone stairs I could recall ever seeing; it led up the hill behind the plaza to what I could just make out as the outline of a castle.
It was big – and the highlight of the town – and something told me that was where we needed to be. The store alley was so narrow that it would score Liam's truck if he went further.
“This is it?” Liam frowned as he put his truck in park. I didn’t know what he was talking about; I mean, it wasn’t much, but it looked remote and quiet, just how I expect a Hounder to live. “There’s nothing here.”
I looked at him quizzically. “What do you mean, nothing? There’s a town, and a castle right there.”
“Where?” Liam’s head shuffled left and right, trying to see out the windows.
I softly gasped at his lack of vision. How was it too foggy for him to see what I was seeing? “There, ding-bat,” I pointed at one of the hot cocoa parlors on our left. “You’re parked in the center of the town.”
His lips gapped. “Am I stupid, or are you stupid?” 
“I think you are; can’t you see the plaza we’re parked in?.” 
Liam rolled down the window, popped his head out, and took a long deep whiff. His head spun back around, and he looked at me in amazement. “You’re right. Something is here. I just can’t see it. But your Hounder scent is there for sure.”
“I wonder why you don’t see it.”
“My guess is your Hounder clan put a spell on this town to keep the predators out, and others can’t see it. You are a Hounder, and it only makes sense that you can see it.”
Both of us popped open the doors and kicked our feet over the seats to step out. When I hit the icy pavement, my feet broke through the snow, burying my boots beneath it. The fresh snow melted quickly and slipped through the fabric of my black leather boots, nipping my flesh.
Snowflakes danced in the half-light; a choreographed ballet conducted by the gentle wind. As Liam watched them fall and stick to his eyelashes, his eyes grew a tiny bit wider.
“You guide, I’ll follow.” Liam said. 
My teeth chattered; my hands crisscrossed over my chest, casually moving them up and down to feel some kind of warmth. Fuck! Why did they have to be in Canada, of all places? 
I struck out for the alley; Liam, his hands outstretched in front of him, looked around his surroundings as if he was Stevie Wonder. Our stride shortened as we dug deeper into the snow. As we pushed onward through the entrance of the narrow path, two stores on opposite sides of the path  –each with plastic moose statues placed by their doors – rang out with an elevator tune. Liam somersaulted backward onto the ground. 
“Liam!” My voice cracked in the heavy air. His face, snot, and hair were covered in icicles. I turned on my soles and pushed through the heavy sheet slowing me down. I could hardly move my muscles. 
“I’m fine,” he got his feet under him and examined the narrow path as if he could read the magic behind it all as if it were a science book. His clothes were soaked.
“I can’t get in.” Liam tried not to sound defeated, but I could sense it in his voice. 
“We have to keep trying.” I tugged on his hand, and we pushed onward. As we got closer, Liam’s fingers barely made it past the moose nose when a shock ran through his limbs. 
“No, I can’t.” He turned back around to make his way to the truck.
“What do you suggest we do, then? We’re not dressed for this weather, and we need food, warmth, and gas for the car.”
His eyes cut to me, and  Liam smiled obnoxiously.  “This is where the girl I know pushes through it all and won’t disappoint me. Get in that town, push through the cold, find your sister clan, and figure things out. Get your answers. I’ll be here, Ramona.”
“How are you going to stay warm? The car has barely any gas.”
“Did you forget I’m a werewolf? I love this weather. I’ll leave the car off, and when you get back, I’ll warm it right back up for you.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Aren’t you supposed to be a hero or something? Get out of here, don’t worry about me.”
That’s my guy, the only one I knew who could give a killer pep talk and still find a way to care for me no matter how much it made me feel guilty.
“I’ll get us help. I won’t let you down, Liam.” Our lips curled up our faces, sharing an unspoken feeling between us. I squeezed his hand tight, and this time he did not try to pull away from me. My eyes cut from his cocoa-skittle orbs to his lips; my ovaries cartwheeled in place.  
I shuffled back to the car, secured my guns in my waist belt, and started my journey through the town. Peering over my shoulder, I saw Liam give me a thumbs up. I gestured it back to him.
I knew what I had to do; find my new clan and get us some help. I made my way down the alley and started up the stone steps, my arms wrapped tightly around my chest. The freezing air seemed to slither up and down my body. The air was biting cold; every breath showed as a plume of white steam.
The truck and most of the town below faded to gray as each step got harder, and each leg protested the effort more bitterly. I didn’t dare pause for breath; I was already feeling the false sense of warmth and daydream state of mind that I knew meant the onset of hypothermia.
Yonosotros was oddly silent, I thought, considering the fact that I was about to die on this frozen hillside. 
[image: image-placeholder]I was standing on the last step, looking up. The building on top of the hill peered back at me morosely – like one dark, haunted mansion might on trick-or-treat night.  
The doorknob twisted in my hand with a sound like ice crunching under a boot; it turned, though, thank God, and the door opened one-quarter with a hard rasping squeal. I stuck my head in and looked around.
The inside was walls of gray stones and floorboards checkered with cobblestone laid down in tar. From the looks of this place, I had stumbled into the 5th century of England, or someplace like it. The Lancet gothic arches were lined one behind the other down paths leading off in different directions, but all leading into a vast emptiness that filled my stomach with butterflies. The ends of the path were consumed by darkness.
I stepped inside and closed the door behind me against the chill. Keeping my mind and eyes wide alert, I gripped the handles of my guns tightly. Blessed guns – or cursed, depending on which end you were looking at –they needed no bullets, and were somehow, somewhere, made just for me. That certainty bolstered my faltering courage like a slug of cheap whiskey, and the trembling of my fingers lessened as I entered the main hall. , Still, my heart was screaming within the walls of my ribcage; I didn’t want to move a finger from the triggers. As tension rose, so did the warmth of this castle. The icicle stuck to my runny nose had melted, and my clothes were drenched.
I thought this place would be packed, with . . . somebody . .  .  somebodies —but it wasn’t. How was I supposed to announce my arrival?  The entrance of the castle was empty and all gray. Candles hanging off cords from the ceiling barely lit the huge anteroom. 
As I tiptoed through the entrance, getting a sense of things, I wondered if I should let Yonosotros get a read on this place. He had a pretty good read on unclear and not-yet-present danger, but if I let him in, who knows what kind of control he’d try to wrangle?  I knew from day one of meeting this jerk that he was trying to take over my body, yet he hadn’t steered me wrong. That was my risk with him.
Yonosotros was like a child watching an adult eat chocolate. I see you’re thinking of me; it’s been a while. I flinched at his sudden presence inside my head. Generally, I could sense when he arrived, but this time it was as if he were sitting in my ear, waiting for his chance to talk. I only thought it, and it doesn’t mean I wanted to talk to you. 
Oh… He sighed in disappointment. What a shame, Hounder. There is so much to learn here, so much history. I’m glad that animal is gone. You can be with your people now. 
Liam’s not gone.
But he will be. 
What did Yonosotros mean by that? Was Liam endangered, with me here and him at the bottom of the hill? I hitched out my guns and turned on the soles of my boots. 
I was interrupted as I pulled on the doors to exit; a girl came through one of the corridors and yelled, “Stop!” Her red cape cascaded to the floor like a wedding veil. It moved through the wind- it was so long I was sure she was going to trip on it and start rolling down the cobblestone like a ’90s cartoon character. The young woman was running towards me with her hand outstretched, waving for my attention. “Don’t leave.” Her Minnie-Mouse voice, even when she yelled, was as soft as a ladybug’s whirr. Her accent was thick and so strong – it was as if her words were ricocheting off the walls of a tunnel.
“And why the hell not?” I barked back.
“It’s not true. No one is endangered.”
I froze. My jaw dropped. She had heard Yonosotros say that inside my head?? 
“Then why would he say something like that? And who are you?”
“My name is Oraine Myeong. I cannot speak on behalf of our ancestors, but I can speak on behalf of our clan.” The young woman was daring. I’d give her that. She placed her hands on my gun's muzzles and pushed them down without hesitating.
“We mean you no harm; I could sense you are from the Oracles of Oath, a sister clan of ours. We welcome you. Please—” she pouted. 
Without moving my hands or putting the guns away, it struck me as odd why everyone kept referring to Yonosotros as ancestors, but there was only one man in my head.  
Her dramatic little pout was so ludicrous I had to relent. I tucked the pistols back in my belt and looked her in the eye. Oraine was a stunningly short woman with pale, yellow skin and long black hair. Her slanted eyes were complemented by the hazel ring around her brown irises. She had a beauty mark in the right corner of her lip. “I’m Ramona, and I was sent here by my mother. Micella Morales. Does it ring a bell? You may know her as Micella Williams now. She married Abraham Williams.”
Oraine yipped into the air, “I do know her! She’s a brave hunter. Well, was one.”
She looked me up and down, and her eyes softened with guilt. “Are you cold? Are you hungry? We were expecting guests, but that was days ago. It seems you are a tad bit late.”
“I am cold and hungry, and so is my friend Liam. He’s outside the border, and he can’t get in. Please, you have to help us. He could freeze before he starves to death.”
“If this ‘Liam’ you call him by is stuck, is he not a Hounder?”
“He’s a werewolf.”
Oraine’s eyes swelled with concern. Her voice got squeaky and smaller. “No wolves allowed.”
Emotions swelled inside of me; anger curled hot and unstoppable in my gut. My hands slowly eased upwards, wanting to draw down on her and threaten to bring him in. However, Oraine was unfazed and pressed my hands back down to my waist as if she were disciplining me like a mother would her child. 
“Control your anger, young Hounder. For your own safety, of course. Please.”
“That wolf is with me, and he saved my life. You have to help him.”
“Saved your life how?” She was now intrigued and leaned inward with eyes as wide as a porcelain doll. 
“Werewolves came after my family and murdered everyone. Liam was there, and he saved me.”
The girl practically jumped out of her heels and wiggled my shoulders with curiosity. “These wolves murdered the Oracles of Oath? The original members are dead?”
I winced at her. “No. My family, the Avilas, are dead.”
“So the Oracles of Oath are still alive, just their extended clan are dead?”
“I guess.  I never understood the difference between us.”
Oraine patted my back, which, in a way, was oddly comforting. The only form of contact I’ve had with anyone was Liam, and even our trip together was getting lonely. I shrugged her off, as she was still a stranger to me, but she didn’t notice or take offense to it. 
She wiggled her nose and smiled.  “The Oracles of Oath are the original members of the Hounders, and they are our mother clan. The Avilas are direct descendants of them, so your clan adopted the name as well. Your clan is the next in line to take over if anything ever happens to the originals. And then your sister clan, we are next. All clans have one representative that goes to the meetings, and those members together are called the Council of Shadows.”
“So you’re telling me in some strange way we’re related?” I looked her up and down, not trying to look like I had something against her, but Oraine sure wasn’t Mexican, so it made me question how much common bloodline we might share. 
“No, silly. We are just called your sister clan as we are next after you to take over. Or whatever, I get it. Kind of hard to take it all in. But the Hounder clan is not just for anyone, you are born into it, and it’s passed down through generations. Only our bloodline can be a hunter. Not so much, half-bloods. That is very rare to see.”
Half-bloods? As in one parent isn’t a Hounder? I took in her words carefully, soaking all of them up like a sponge. I nodded at her, zoning out in the middle of her giggling and shy attempt to cover her smile. Her words whirled around like a snowball in an avalanche. It reminded me of the night of the ceremony when I took in my spirit.
They said the great spirit never came to visit me, and so I never turned. They had to force the spirit into me in order to finish the ceremony, and even then, my body couldn't accept it. No one understood why, but Oraine seemed to know more. Maybe Micella knew more than she led on. Was I a half-blood? I had to pocket that question for later. Right now, I had more pressing matters to tend to. Liam was still out in the cold. 
“Oraine, is there any way you can lift the borders and let Liam in?”
She hummed to think, losing herself in space. When our eyes met, they frowned at me; she grabbed the ends of her crimson cape and fiddled it into a knot, and then unknotted it. “No werewolves allowed. We can help you; we can train you, and you can join our clan, but we won’t help him. Their words, not mine.”
"They said it?” My voice trembled; a string plucked by pain. She must have used her spirit to communicate with the members of her clan – or maybe even ask Yonosotros for permission, but they declined to help.  Liam was not one of us.
“Was it fun watching me suffer?” My words spit at whoever was listening; whether it was Oraine, Yonosotros, or the members of this so-called clan, someone needed to hear me! They needed to hear how much I had gone through and how much I lost.  “Did it fill your cup with cold malice? Does it give you a buzz of power when you turn people down when they need you most or beg for common human decency?” 
Oraine’s mouth gaped open for a second – but closed as I cut her off with a tsk sound. “Don't answer. I don't give a damn what you have to say or how you make cruelty alright with your twisted traditions. Am I angry? No. I'm bitter, and that's worse. Anger is over fast; bitterness lasts."
I grabbed onto the door handle and flung the door open. A burst of snow and hail entered the castle and pricked my face. My wet clothes stuck to my skin quickly and slowly hardened to the cold temperatures of Canada. Oraine reached for my shoulders and tried to bring me back in, but I slapped her hand away.
I walked down steps, opening my strides and making my way back to the truck. Liam and I were going to find another way. 
[image: image-placeholder]Every nerve was on fire as if I was sticking myself with a needling hook. My clothes had stuck in place and caused every inch of me to be red, bruised, and blistering. Liam was standing outside of the truck, and as I approached, he rushed to open the door, start the engine, and turn the heater up. 
He wrapped his big biceps around me, and his hot body nearly made my entire equilibrium spaz. We stayed in the car for what seemed like hours, sitting with the heat blasting, unable to get another word out.
When I could speak coherently again, I told him everything except the part about half-bloods, thinking that part was unimportant. What was important was that we had to find another place to stay, and we needed to start moving fast because I’d be damned if I died from this cold.
Liam rubbed my hands with his own and warmed them up. He fiddled with my lengthy nails, unable to look me in the eyes. I lifted his head with my finger on his chin. I wanted him to look at me, consume me with his embrace, and show me that he still loved me after all this.
“So you’re telling me they can’t help you because of me?” Liam put his head down like a condemned man who had just seen a guillotine within spitting distance and now had to make his way to the executioner.
“Yeah, but it doesn’t matter. We don’t need them. We can do this on our own.” I wasn’t entirely convinced we could, but I had to put on a brave face for him.
“But they would let you in if I wasn’t here?” His lips pressed against my palm; my ovaries cartwheeled and sparked like a bag of pop rocks. We hadn’t gotten this close in a while; our chances of survival looked slim, but this seemed like a good time to let it all out . . .  before we died out here alone.
“I guess, but it doesn’t matter. They are some stuck-up asswads anyway. We don’t need them.”
“But you need them,” he interjected. I leaned over the armrest and kissed his cheek. Like a thousand suns, warmth radiated throughout my limbs. This was a newfound feeling in my stomach I’d never felt. With Clay, these butterflies were just moths colliding with a bug zapper. With Liam, everything about him shook me to my core.
I corrected him as I made my way to his ear. “We don’t need them.” 
Liam cringed and shuffled his body to the left, still holding onto my hand. His voice became rough as sandpaper. “You need them.” He let go and turned onto his shoulder, his back facing me.
My mind stuttered. “Liam, can we talk about this?”
“Go to sleep already. We have a long day ahead of us.”
When I woke up the next morning, the car was filled with mist. The outside had made its way in and coated all the windows with a layer of ice. A silver cloud of steam flowed out of my mouth with every breath. 
The driver’s seat was empty, and Liam was gone. A note and pen were left on the armrest . . . the paper hard and crumbling. Little holes from the red pen marked ripped parts of the paper. 
Lifting the sheet and focusing past the misty air, I read Good luck, Ramona.




Chapter Seventeen


I was standing at the steps of the castle, unable to knock – not because I was too cold, but because I was standing at their doorstep like a lost puppy.
I would never find Liam in this storm, nor would I survive a day out there. I was almost tempted to walk into the vastness and become an iceberg just to avoid Oraine and her suspiciously innocent baby voice. But I’d be damned if I would die at this stage of the game from some bad weather.
I was pretty pissed at Liam for deserting me. We had made it this far, and he just got up and threw everything away. How was I supposed to rebuild a connection with someone when everyone I knew was either lying or going to die? 
Oraine opened the castle door, the large oak boards creaking as the storm forced its way in. Her eyes were not full of pride or saying something along the lines of I-told-you-so, but they were soft as if watching Jack (from the Titanic) sink to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean.
Oraine was a very strange Hounder, but she piqued my curiosity. Her eyes ran a searching gaze over me, and her words stuttered. “Oh, poor Ramona.” She opened her arms up to hug, flipping her red cape out her way, but I flinched and stepped backward. 
She waved off my unintentional rudeness. She wrapped her thin arms around my torso and squeezed. I tried not to melt in her arms. This was the first time someone had hugged me like that in a long time. Micella’s hug was her way of getting rid of me, Liam and I hadn’t shared any heart-filled moments like this one, and at this moment, I felt like someone was crying with me. 
Oraine, like an empath, soaked up all the pain. I pressed my tears back, convulsing in her arms to keep the salted pain inside.  
“It’s okay,” she whispered.
I mustered my crumbling emotions and looked at Oraine. “I’m fine, just get me some food and gas, and I will be on my way.”
Her eyes opened a little wider. “You’re leaving? Why?”
“I don’t have time to hide here. I need answers about this key Micella said you would know about, and then I have to save my family. I don’t have time to find a new clan. I don’t have time to cry over a silly boy.”
“But you said he saved your life. That sounds like someone to cry over.”
“Oraine, dammit, just get some fucking gas in my car!”
Her lips tightened, but she restrained her emotions. Turning on her heel without a word, she strode off through one of the arched corridors.
A moment later, she returned with a large wooden bowl of fruit, nuts, and sweetbreads. She placed it in my hands and gestured for me to sit on the steps that led higher into the tangled heart of the castle. 
As I ate, Oraine’s eyes never left. She didn’t even bother trying to hide her stare. Her big eyes made it feel like I had a ton of spiders crawling up my arms.
“Jesus, what, Oraine?”
“Sorry, I do not mean to stare so long, Ramona, but I can’t help but wonder what answers you seek from us if you don’t even bother to give us even the slightest bit of courtesy.”
“Why would I do that? You all are the reason Liam left.”
“Correction, he left because of you. You needed help, you needed answers, and you needed a safe haven. It sounds like this, Liam did it all for you. He sounds like a gentleman.”
I rolled my eyes to the left, “He’s an asswad.”
“Perhaps a selfless asswad?”
My eyes cut back to her, and I tried not to let it look like she was actually getting to me. She was peculiar, and I bit back a chuckle. The way she said it sounded kind of funny and so innocent. She was someone I needed to keep my eye on; she had the personality of a girl who hadn’t left her room for years and was stepping outside for the first time.
“Why are you being so nice to me?”
“I do not know for sure, but something tells me girls have to stick together.” The yellow beauty shrugged, “Well, that’s what my book says, anyway.” From under her red cape, Oraine pulled out a self-help book. The cover was white with stick drawings of two girls on the front and the catchy title of  How To Be a Girl’s Best Friend.
Now I started to see where her oddness came from. Everything in my core told me Oraine was surely not a threat; she was weird – but not bad. I sat the bowl down, exhaling a long, happy belch.
Maybe she was right; maybe I needed to listen to Liam; he’d always brought me back to reality when I wanted to quit. This time I needed to bring myself back and start being what everyone expected: a Hounder. I was going to see this through and get my answers. 
Our eyes met, and with a surrendering shrug, I said to her, “Fine. I’ll stay, but not to join your clan. I have to find my family, and I have to end this for good.”
A smile drew across her smooth face. “Ramona,” she squeezed my hand. “Life is about sacrifices and pain. I will help you find what you are looking for. We could be friends,” her gaze dropped squarely to her own feet to hide her red cheeks.
I fought back the urge to take her into my arms as if she were a child, and guilt washed over me. I scooted to the left a little further, breaking whatever Oraine was trying to build. “Don’t take offense to this, but everyone I meet either leaves or dies, and I don’t need any more heartbreaks. I just want to get in and get out of this place as fast as I can.”
Her head bowed, and for a terrible instant, I thought she was going to cry.
“I understand.” She pushed herself up by the hands and stepped up the staircase, watching carefully not to trip over her overgrown cape. I was now convinced Oraine was younger than I thought she was; she had the guilelessness and voice of an adolescent. “This way, Ramona.”
“I’m sorry, Oraine.”
“It’s fine.” She kept wandering down the hall.
“And the bowl?” I hollered behind her, but she kept moving without a single word. I left it there and followed Oraine. Her red cape was moving across the cobbled floor like a wedding dress, swiftering up all the dust bunnies and snow tracks. I thought she might be mad at me for not wanting to be her friend, but how could I, right now? This wasn’t the time to make new friends, and being friends with me had only presented a life-threatening dilemma for those who tried it.
Oraine pushed a pair of ornately-carved mahogany double doors open. We entered a large room with a sunroof with shattered glass. The moon’s heavy light beamed into the cold room as snow flurries fluttered down to melt on the stone floor.
In the center of the room, the moon’s spotlight homed in on a statue that looked freshly carved from gray stone. My teeth chattered as we made our way through the room toward another set of double doors on the right. The statue was of men and women in fighting stances, weapons drawn as if they were in the middle of a battle.
One man in the center of the group of soldiers stood tall and proud, commanding with his sword to charge. Oraine never looked up but hurried towards the other door as if the chilling air was biting her yellow skin. She was unfazed by the statue, but I was mesmerized by how the light and snow showcased it like a first-place trophy. My eyes were drawn to the stone man’s face; he was strikingly familiar. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but his empty eyes seemed to be looking hard at me – as if he recognized me as well.
“Who are they?” I asked Oraine as she pushed the doors open; looking over her shoulder, her puny voice grew even smaller. 
“They are the first Founders; that is the battle of Edenth against the demon king and his army. It was a victory and a loss.”
“How so?”
“We won, but we lost our mothers and fathers of our clans.”
I prodded her for more, looking for the root of this story and why this man looked familiar. “To keep our clan alive, the Founders passed on the curse to their hometowns in case the demon king ever arises. They live through us, passing on their strength and knowledge. Their power is so strong that even after generations pass, they still have enough power to imbue all of us and the future generations with their strength and knowledge . . .  but only if we are purebloods. They were so powerful that the demon king was no match for them. And if he arises ever again, he will still be no match.”
“How is that possible?”
“Legend says a goddess of truth, beauty, and strength both loved and hated the demon king so much she gave a piece of her power to the Founders. She was determined to destroy the demon after he locked her away.”
This sounded a little too familiar. “Was the goddess’s name Mona?” 
“It’s just a legend, Ramona. We don’t know why we were created or who is our true God. I just know we fought the demon king and defeated him . . . but we did not destroy him.” 
“And that man in the middle?” I pointed up at him, “Is his name Yonosotros? Is that the one I’m always hearing?”
She nodded. “They are all equal in regard to power, but Yonosotros is the founder of the Oracles of Oath. Just as his friend, Sena, is the founder of my clan, Children of the Wicked. You hear your mother or father of the clan the most, as they rule over it. You hear Yonosotros, as he is your great ancestor, and I hear Sena, my great ancestor.” Oraine looked past the statue and back at me. “Come now. It’s so cold. You must be tired and frustrated.”
“Yeah, actually.”
“I have your chamber ready; we have some heat inside – and running water as well. I hope you can relax. Tomorrow we can get you those answers. I will have someone fill the truck up in the morning. Perhaps my cousin.” Oraine and I made it through the double doors and stepped inside a large chamber with a king-size bed in the center. The room was empty and filled with cobwebs. 
“Don’t get many guests, do you?”
“We don’t have many members anymore. Most are dead.”
I felt the muscles of my heart tighten. My lips parted into an ‘O’ shape.
“Sorry.” My voice was as low as Oraine’s now.
“Don’t worry.” She gave a small tour around the chamber: the bed was centered, the dresser and mirror by the door, the navy-blue closet was on the far right, a bay window overlooking the town opposite the doors, and the door to a separate bathroom on the left. 
The chamber was as big as my old living room. I tried to pretend that I was quite accustomed to staying in fine hotel suites like this, thank you, but I’m not sure my act was very convincing. Before exiting, Oraine called out behind her. “I’ll bring you some fresh clothes.”
As the door squeaked behind her, I called, “Hey, Oraine?” She pushed the door back open and looked at me quizzically. “I didn’t mean I don’t want to be your friend; it’s just really hard to trust people right now.”
“Oh . . .  Ramona, it’s okay. Letting people in is hard when your world is becoming so black and white. One thing that keeps me going is I think of myself in a dark room . . . so dark that with my eyes open, it's as if they are closed. Then  I picture a door somewhere in there. And all I need to do is find the door; I’m not lost, and the world isn’t all evil; the door is just hard to find. But behind it is the light.”
Her words struck me like lightning hitting the same place twice. No one has ever said something like this to me. It’s always been “deal with it” or “I’m sorry you’re stuck that way.” Oraine was different; she believed that you could find a happy outcome in any bad situation. She brought out the book from under her cape. “Maybe you need this more than I do?”
The book slid from her hand to mine. “Chapter 17 is about building connections. I think it works. I think we are becoming friends whether you want it or not.” A smile drew across her face, one that was humble and lovable. “I’ll leave your clothes on the bed. And I’ll get you in the morning.”
The book nested in my hands, and I brought it close to my chest, thanking her with my eyes.
[image: image-placeholder]So there I was, sitting in the corner of the bedroom with dandruff all over my chest. I had purposely scratched my scalp just to see how dirty my hair had gotten, and it was pretty bad. 
I mustered my strength and kicked my feet under me. Oraine had gone and returned with clean clothes, as promised, so I went to the bathroom and cleaned myself up.
Entering my first Victorian-style bathroom ever, I notice a tub the size of a children’s play pool, separate from the shower cubicle. There was a window set into the roof so you could see the stars while bathing . . . they had invested in high ceilings, large panel windows, and detailed moldings. Next to the basin, an arrangement of calla lilies sat on a delicately-carved tiny wooden stand – apparently, its sole purpose was to hold arrangements of calla lilies. I drew a bath at my favorite temperature and almost went under as I slipped into the steaming water; the adult tub was large and deep enough to swim in. I rested my back against the incline and looked over the porcelain walls; there was a full-length mirror ten feet away
While I was washing, I couldn’t help but look at my nude self. I saw blotches of purple bruising all along my body. My yellow skin was darker than usual. I touched a few of the tender bruises and couldn’t help but notice I wasn’t as sensual as I remembered. My appearance wasn’t speaking volumes like it once did.
My thighs were smaller, and there was a gap between my legs that looked like I was open for business all year round. My boobs looked like deflated balloons. I cupped them into my hands, and they felt like a bag of loose sand. I turned and looked at my rear and saw that my sexual appeal was dying right in front of me.
I tried lifting the cheeks on my face so that they’d look fuller so someone could swoon over them, but not even I could want them. My nose looked smaller, and my cheeks were sinking . . . they looked like big dimples. 
Who was this woman staring back at me? Terror sucked the very breath from her mouth. How could this be? I didn’t recognize myself: Liam was gone, my family was dead, and all I had left was myself!
Pulse beating in my ears blocked out all other sounds. A boiling fury swelled inside of me. I pulled some of my hair back into a ponytail when I noticed strands of hair slide out with the brush of my fingers. I had never lost hair like this before, but the second time I stroked my hair, a large clunk balled into my palm. 
Oh my God.
I had long, black hair that cascaded to my tailbone, but from the looks of how much hair was already breaking off with just a stroke, it needed a cut.  I kicked my legs over the walls of the bath and made my way toward the dresser to find a pair of scissors. Grabbing a handful of hair, I started slicing away at it, forcing the scissors through the once-thick strands.  As the cuttings fell into the water, I was surrounded by a monster wad of hair that stuck to my flesh like tape.
When I was done, I took one last look at myself. My bob was messy looking, but it fit my situation, and my bad haircut matched my shitty life. 
I changed into the clothes the sister clan had offered and found that I looked like a Mexican Halle Berry in her cat woman suit. The latex garment rose up my ass, and I didn’t have the phone-sex operator voice to match this look. I sighed.
I suddenly felt air on the back of my neck. My head felt much lighter. We Mexican women value our hair religiously. I couldn’t believe I really went with the impulse to cut it all off! 
I grabbed one of the leather jackets off the hook and scuffed it on – which made me feel tough, but I looked ridiculous . . .  like a sadist rebel bloated on cotton balls and water. 




Chapter Eighteen


My fingers dove in and out of my bob, curling and uncurling the strands. The ends were so jagged and uneven that the more I tried fixing it, one side found its way to being shorter than the other every time. 
My eyes roamed over the mirror, getting a good look at myself. Grandma would be shocked if she saw me now, but I didn’t care. I knew that the next time we met, every ounce of my body would smile when I heard her rant about my precious hair.
It's the yelling and cursing that I couldn’t wait to hear; I missed their voices. I missed standing by the kitchen door and watching daddy lose his place in thought . . . and all the times I would stand over him and worry if he’d eaten or slept. I didn’t think I would miss those things; for the past six years, I had desperately hoped that he would get better, but as I stood in front of the mirror, I pictured daddy standing here too, lost in thought. 
I didn’t want him better; I wanted him next to me . . . needing my help with taking his medicine or tucking him into bed. I needed him here needing me.
I paced back and forth through the room, blessed by a curse of wakefulness. Who could sleep when the answers to everything that happened in the past year were hidden somewhere in this castle – just waiting to be uncovered?
Besides, the longer I waited, the closer my daddy and grandmother were to death.
I booted open the door and stepped out. Controlling my breathing and closing my eyes, I tried to lock the door that allowed Yonosotros in. When I was sure he was somewhere buried deep into my head where I could no longer feel or hear him, I started my journey through the castle.
The candles overhead lit the dingy hall. As I made my way through, the heels of my boots clickety-clacked softly against the cobblestones.
I noticed a wall switch,  which piqued my curiosity. It looked like a light switch, but what did it turn on? I flipped the lever, and – as if by magic – a small fireplace on the wall to the left of me lit, providing the room a warm glow. At the end of this hall was a large door, tall enough for a giant to step through. A light beneath the threshold told me someone was in there. 
Should I take a closer look or mind my own business?  Was I pushing my luck and confidence a little too far right now? Maybe.
As I turned around and headed towards the staircase, a splintering crash filled the halls, followed by an inhuman shriek from behind the huge door. That scream was all too familiar; it was the same one I remembered from my first encounter with a leech back in Virginia. Did they find me and break through the borders of my sister clan? I ran towards the huge door, and as it opened, I saw Oraine standing there, smiling at me, waving and giggling at my short hair. Her unfazed demeanor simultaneously worried me and brought me comfort. As my falling stomach began its soft landing, a lingering concern came through; why was she smiling through all that yelling and crashing in the room behind her? Why was a leech in their castle? 
“Oraine, what the hell is going on ?!?” I demanded. Looking past her, I saw the creature tied down to a chair; someone was striking its back with a metal pole that ran a shock through its body, making it scream in pain. 
Oraine’s eyes were big and bright, like an innocent serial killer. “Oh, nothing bad . . . just scouting for answers.”
“What kind?”
“You know, what is the key, why were they lurking around our borders, who is their leader — stuff like that.”
“And did you find out anything?” I was so close to answers. This is exactly what I need . . . I’m in the right place at the right time.
“No.” I frowned, even as a smile inched up her face; “But we are close.”
I stared at her, wordless.
“Do you want to watch?”
“Watch what?”
“It won’t hurt you; it’s bound by magic.”
“But what would I watch? You want me to sit down and watch you torture it?” I ticked my tongue with disgust; “I would never do something like that.”
“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I just thought you’d want to learn more about what’s going on. That is why you were snooping through our home, no?”
I froze, not trying to throw myself under the bus, but she was right. The answers I needed were in that room, but they were torturing it.
“No, I was looking for you – but since I’m here, I guess I can look for a little bit. I haven’t slept, so I’ll need to go to bed soon.”
“Okay,” she smiled. As I followed her into the room, a ghastly smell assaulted my nostrils. Leeches don’t smell right anyway, but hurting or killing one just smells worse. It had a face with no eyes and a long, wet tongue quivered in its gaping mouth. The Hounders had used a long metal tong to stretch the tongue out. Metal splinters dotted its surface, and it was oozing black, slimy blood. Its skin was bruised, a bit darker gray than I remembered. The webbed arms with wings the size of a large tarp were tied behind its back; there were cuts and holes in its skin.
“Tell us why you’re here!” one Hounder commanded. His voice was deep, like a strict boxing instructor. Before my new life began, seeing someone torture a man or a creature would have made my stomach explode, but as I watched, it was perversely satisfying to see this vile monster getting its just desserts.
Oraine leaned and whispered into my ear, giving a rundown of some of the members in the room. “That is my brother Yuuta talking. He filled your car up earlier. Mino was against it, but my brother is a fair one. You’ll catch those two butting heads a lot. Yuuta’s a gentleman.”
Her brother was tall, thin, and handsome even under all the blood, sweat, and dirt stains. His oriental eyes were a dark, mysterious brown. He had scruffy, long black hair and a lip ring in the center of his bottom lip. Oraine pointed to the man to her brother's right; “That’s Noah. He got here a year ago. His clan was discontinued.”
“Why’s that?” I whispered back.
“His clan leader betrayed our founders and the other clans, so he was put to death. To ensure none of his other members ended up like their leader, they all got moved to different clans. Generally, some marry into other families, making it easier for us to monitor them.”
“Married?” I was reminded suddenly of Amilio and Aunt Olga. Their marriages were so unexpected; could it be that they were being married off to members of the bad clans, hence the unexpected timing?
Noah was a white gentleman that looked like a sweet potbellied teddy bear. He seemed quiet and soft-spoken.
“Just so you know, Yuuta is looking for a bride. We could be like sisters,” Oraine wiggled her brows and hinted. She shimmied her shoulders and yipped the air quietly.
I wanted to turn around and whip her with the back of my hand so hard that it would suck the words back into her mouth, but I tried not to make a scene here in front of everyone. The fact that she would even suggest such horse shit like that hit a nerve. “I’m not interested in anyone,” I snapped at her.
Instantly her face went from happy to concerned. Her cheeks darkened to beetroot red. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Ramona; I was merely suggesting, as times are hard right now. It gets lonely being the only girl here. I’m so sorry.”
“Hard, how?”
“Hounders are going extinct,” her brows frowned. “Either the legacy dies with half-bloods, like your mother’s side of the family, or it dies out, like your father’s side. Look around the room. There’s not much left of us. We are now the dying breed, and no one will save the humans from these monsters when we are all gone. No one else can replace a breed of hunters like us.”
I didn’t realize how serious this was to our kind. I didn’t know we were that important to society until I saw Micella kill that leech in the neighborhood. If no one had been there to intervene, it could have killed dozens of people. I always believed creatures had feelings like humans (like Liam, who was proof that there was good in monsters), but day by day, they continue to prove me wrong or change my mind about them. I have never judged anyone and assumed they needed a good killing, but the more people I lost, the more I felt my morals slipping away.
Liam was a werewolf, for Christ’s sake . . . how could I say a monster needed a good killing when that was saying Liam needed to die? Even though I hated his guts for leaving me like this, I still loved him. I would never wish ill on him.
“I know you didn’t mean any harm. Maybe I overreacted slightly.”
“No, you were rational. No one likes an arranged marriage, but I am fascinated by you, Ramona. You have a fire I envy. I also think you’d make a good match for my brother.”
I cringed slightly. I should have been flattered that she thought me good enough for her brother, but I was more disgusted by the idea. 
I peered over Oraine to see Yuuta leaning one shoulder against the stone wall. He held a long staff with a six-inch blade attached to one end and seemed rather fond of it. My eyes drifted from his weapon to its wielder; he was wearing a button-down black silk dress shirt, revealing his soft skin and fresh butter-roll abs.
My mouth filled with cotton, and a wet paper ball stuck to the middle of my throat. Our eyes met one another's, and now that wet ball was choking the air out of me. Yuuta’s lips curled a little, and I quickly moved my focus back to Oraine. The paper finally moved down my throat, and I was able to gather my thoughts.
“Those are kind words, Oraine, but I’m not interested. Don’t you think you need to leave this castle and see the world? You’d make friends if you left this place. It’s also strange to ask a stranger to marry your brother.” We shared a soft chuckle.
“Can’t blame a girl for shooting her shot; my brother needs a wing-woman. Girls may be interested in him at first glance, but once they hear the load of boring crap coming from his mouth, it’s like he paved the road they walk on to leave.”
“And that would probably be one of my reasons we wouldn’t work out,” I observed.
“I figured. And one day, I’ll see the world.”
“Good.”
“Or maybe you can take me with you?” I raised a brow at her. “You could use the woman power, and I’m an excellent fighter too.”
“And your brother? What about him?”
“Well, if you won’t marry him, there’s no point in bringing him along,” she chuckled.
I couldn’t help but burst out laughing. Oraine was such a strange woman, yet I was fixated on our bonding. I haven’t had a girlfriend with whom I shared laughs, clothes, or tears, and though I pushed Oraine away the first time, she was right; she was slowly growing on me.  
Just then, the leech pulled its arms free from of the ropes, leaned forward, and flapped its wings. The chair hovered in the air. Members of the clan grabbed chains and slung them around its legs, pulling it back down to the ground. The leech kicked and careened toward Oraine and me, and a talon nicked the flesh on my wrist. My blood instantly ran hot through my veins, making my entire body quiver in pain. It was as if someone had thrown me into a vat of acid. Blood streamed down the side of my arm.
I stepped back and wrapped my hand over the wound, pressing down firmly on it. Blood rolled down from between my fingers in a stream of two. 
“Ramona!” Oraine cried.
“It’s fine,” I assured her and showed her the cut. It wasn’t deep, but the blood moved down my hand fast, and the pressure didn’t seem to be having much effect.
“You piece of shit!” Yuuta hollered. He grabbed a UV flashlight from his waist belt and shined it in the vampire’s face; the whole room gasped when the vampire leech fell silent and just glared at him. 
“What’s wrong?” My focus quickly went from my hand to everyone's shocked faces.
Yuuta flickered the UV light everywhere on the vampire’s body, but nothing happened. The ends of the vampire’s lips rose to its cheeks, and it snorted an ugly chuckle. 
“Ramona, get out!” Oraine cried.
“What’s happening?” I hollered back. Oraine opened the door and pulled me through it. I caught a glimpse at Yuuta as he grabbed a sword off a nearby table, the weapon jingling like a bell. “Oraine!”
“Something’s wrong. The UV should have killed it. Vampires can’t survive in the light.”
“But –”
“Ramona! Lock yourself in your room, now! We’ll handle this. Everything will be okay.”
Oraine pushed me further out and closed the door behind her, locking them in with the vampire. The door was ironclad, heavy, and locked like a secret. I banged on the door, but all I could hear was a deafening silence as I pressed my ear against it. 
I stood outside, looking at the large door. It was as if I had retreated inside of myself; instead of being here, I was watching the same way someone watched television. It was as if the sounds were arriving in my brain from far away, and my touch was somehow disconnected. And so I told myself repeatedly that I was really there, but I wasn’t.
Why didn’t the UV light harm the leech?




Chapter Nineteen


The sky above was as dark as sin. A shower of fresh snow reflected the light of the stars and moon. As a patch of ice fog moved through the open window, a sudden icy blast whipped my coat tail and grabbed at my hair. The inky darkness outside hinted at the possibility that tonight would be the second worst night of my life.
Everything in my body shivered with suspicion. I paced back and forth between the open window – which I contemplated jumping out of in case of an emergency – and the bathroom door (in case I needed to lock myself in).
I kept my ear close to the door. In my rigid, tired bones, I could feel that something bad was going to happen.
Something haunted the Hounders. As if tip-toeing across a cemetery to avoid waking the dead, someone had stepped on a crunchy leaf; no one dared to move a muscle. Their eyes bulged from their sockets with doom. The UV light didn't work on the vampire.
From my experience, vampire leeches look like bats on steroids, and daylight and UV lights can hurt them . . . except this one. This vampire, who took us all by surprise, was somehow immune to it. 
So what made this vampire different from others?  Had a single DNA strand gone wrong? Was it evolution, and vampires were getting stronger? The creature had punctures and burned marks all along its wings . . .  is it possible they used the UV light earlier, and now it’s not working?
With Liam gone, I knew I had to step up the pace and develop a game plan. I’d been training for situations like this for the past year, so I knew how to defend myself; I just needed to apply it and not lose myself in fear. If I just stood strong and fought, maybe I would be with what was left of my family. 
To this moment, I still blamed myself for bringing them to their last moments. Loving Clay had been my worst mistake.
Maybe what I was doing,  pacing back and forth in this room, was stupid. Maybe I should be making a dash for the truck right now . . . the tank was full now. What made me think Oraine and her clan could handle this vampire, let alone the monsters following on its heels? I rummaged through the bedroom, opening the dresser drawer and pulling my clothes out, packing anything I thought might come in useful.
Maybe I was overreacting; how could I judge people I didn’t even know? I placed my belongings back into the drawer, leaned over the dresser, and set my face in the palms of my hands.
Are you a Hounder . . . when you can’t even make an easy decision?
“You just love popping up at the worst of times.”
Or when you need me most.
“I don’t need you, Yonosotros. I can figure it out all on my own.”
If that’s so, why are you just standing here?
Yonosotros was right; why was I? I was basically waiting to be devoured and picked out of a monster’s teeth with the remains of my bones. I had to make a decision, and it had to be now. 
I stopped pacing as a loud boom shook the heart of the room. My head exploded, and a cold vacuum of outer space rushed into my body — the same cold vacuum as on the day I first spoke with Yonosotros. My mouth was wide open with shock; trailing wisps of fog left my mouth as the ghost of Yonosotros appeared in front of me.
His features were more defined than before; he had brown hair combed back the way my grandfather used to do. Yonosotros had a birthmark the shape of Texas on his throat, and large front teeth. His face matched the statue in the snowy, shattered window room. 
He said, crisp and low, “I think I’ve been very fair with you. I never told a soul of your wolf companion. I tried to protect you with Roody, the leech, Avery – when your body and mind pushed me out at every opportunity, draining me of my power and strength. If I keep this up, I’ll perish from your obstinance. That is what you’ve wanted all along, but I am here now, trying to reach you once again. I have tried to guide you, and you defied my help. But I am telling you now; I come here to face your inconsiderate, intolerable, loathing self while barely able to hold on to you any longer. I am here to tell you to ‘Run’. Listen to me.”
He vaporized, leaving a trail of smoke behind. With certainty, I knew what I had to do. To hell with Oraine and the other hunters. I had to survive! And I had to save my family at all costs. I stuffed my guns into my waist belt and grabbed my mother’s sword, which Oraine had retrieved when I went to take a bath. As my eyes lingered on the blade’s obvious sharpness,  the silvery edge blurred, and the cut on my wrist came into focus. 
The blood had dried and stained my skin; as I studied the dried blood, I remembered that my blood had never burned the way it did – except for when the werewolf scratched me, and my grandmother was stitching my arm. Strangely, this same reaction happened after the vampire cut me. Both creatures caused unspeakable pain. Was there a connection? 




Chapter Twenty


Every flutter of a snowflake caught my attention; thin, icy chips fell on my hot skin, turning to trickling water. I had entered the hallway again to regroup with the clan, only to be greeted with silence and emptiness. The doors to the interrogation room were wide ajar, and I was sparring with the unpleasant thought that I might have to fight this thing alone. 
I gripped the sword and double-checked the positions of the pistols in my belt. My fingers slipped clumsily across the pistol butts, and I realized my palms were sweating.
In fact, despite the cold air, I was sweating like a pig in July. 
There was a temptation to hunker down here, to stow myself behind a narrow window and peek out on whatever was coming next, purely in the role of spectator. I didn’t want to take another step down this dark hallway, I didn’t want to know what was in the interrogation room, and I was beginning to care very little about what may have happened to everyone else.
I was tired and scared, and I wanted to go home.
Home. A picture of home welled up in my mind; an empty house with shattered windows and a smashed-in porch, a pile of ashes in the front yard where most of my family's bodies had been burned, and no lights on – no one living there.
Dull aching anger took its rightful place in my heart and mind again, pushing me onward toward the interrogation room. The doors were wide open, hesitating and shifting on their hinges as errant drafts moved in and out of the room. I remembered Oraine had locked it, leaving everyone sealed inside with the leech.
A growl tip-toed through the darkness. I froze, a half-dozen paces from the light streaming out of the interrogation room.  It was impossible to tell where the sound had emanated from, but it was not a total surprise when the leech stepped out of the room into the hall and turned its eyeless face toward me. Its ridiculously long tongue flicked in my direction, like a snake tasting the air, and then, I could swear it grinned at me. At the least, it had pulled back its leathery lips to show all those wicked teeth curving inward in its mouth.
The latter option of the fight-or-flight reflex kicked in instantaneously, and I bolted back the way I had come. There was a rapid heavy thudding behind me; the leech closed the gap between us in mere seconds, slamming into my back and sending me flying.
An instant later, it was on top of me, pinning my body hard against the cold cobbled floor. I had bounced twice and landed on my back, and now I had to look it in the face as the hideous mouthful of teeth widened and the tongue flicked out to taste my cheek.
Within that instant of frozen time,  as I waited for death and darkness,  I realized that I still clutched my sword. My arms were thrown back over my head helplessly, but that seemed to be exactly the position I needed under the circumstances. With a strength I didn’t know was within me, I brought both hands up and forward; the leading edge of Micella’s old blade caught the leech square in the face.
It screamed that blood-curdling shriek I had come to despise so deeply and threw its hands to its wounded face, jerking back on its haunches. That left just enough room for me to pull my knees up to my chest, twist-kick-and-roll out from under, and get my feet under me.
Hoisting my sword over my head again, I brought the blade down at its neck, cutting deep into its rubbery flesh. Like pulling a fried cheese ball apart and watching the melty string fall down, the creature’s blood spilled through the crevice. I hadn't severed the head – or even struck the cervical vertebra –  but I wasn’t done yet. This fight was for me, Oraine, and my family. I didn’t fight the wolves when they attacked my family, but you can bet your arse I was going to this time!  I swung my sword horizontally, trying to slice into the neck from the other side. 
I kicked my leg across the vampire’s knees, and it smacked the castle floor.  Aiming for the spinal cord, a swing and a miss brought one rubbery wing plopping to the floor, still flopping like a goldfish out of water.
I stood over its body, giving it one last look before aiming for its head. The vampire’s mouth opened, bits of blood splattering out, staining my clothes. It said through a hoarse voice as dark as wickedness, “Mother’s blood will keep us infinite.”
The sword overhead, my limbs turned to stone. I couldn’t bring myself to move. The air I thought I had finally regained control of was now in a vacuum of space, unable to be rescued. Her name was now a core part of my memory; who was Mother, and why was she causing this mayhem?
“Is your mother’s name Mona?”
Its head bobbed up and down. “The demon’s king’s  concubine, the goddess of fertility, the mother of all monsters.”
“What do you want with me? What is the key?” I put the point of my blade to its neck and pressed down on it until the pocket of his throat tightened with fear.
The leech’s voice cracked, “YOU. Your mother’s perfect monster.” 
Monster? Me? 
The vampire grabbed my hand and twisted it. A shock ran up my arm, and my fingers twitched until they unclenched the handle, dropping the blade at our feet. The leech pulled me downward by my injured hand, pulling itself upward until it could throw both hands around my skull. All the blood rushed to my brain, clicking and pressure changes echoed in my ears. My head was too crowded to think; all I could hear was my skull pounding louder until there was deafness. I screamed so loud even my ears refused the sound, and I could feel only the vibrations through my nerves. 
A figure moved through the darkness, bulldozing the vampire to the right. The leech let go of my head as it was knocked sideways, and a cloud of stone chips and dust descended on the figure and the vampire as they slammed into the near wall. 
The blurry figure crawled from under the rubble and cobble crumbles and hopped toward me. Though I was in a daze, I could tell from the hazy silhouette that this wasn’t a monster. The figure wrapped its arm around my waist, lifted me, and we quickly limped away. Just as we were getting a good distance, the leech slunk from under the broken wall.
“Come on, move, Ramona.”  It was a man’s voice. I peered up in the darkness but couldn’t figure out who it was.
“I’m trying,” I replied. I put what energy was left in me into my legs and pushed on. 
The figure took a left down the corridor and to a room. He sat me down on a sofa and pressed his ear to the door. My legs were like boiled noodles, and I couldn’t bear to stay up. The figure stopped leaning on the door and rushed over to me. He pressed his cool hands on my cheek, sending my mind to an arctic dream where snow flitters nipped on my skin. “Look at me,” he slowly patted my face. My eyes tried to find him through the dim room, but he was still a shadow.
“Who are you?”
He leaned forward, and his features were more defined in the bit of light the room still had. He had long black hair and yellow skin with dirt and blood staining his soft complexion. His lips were soft-looking, with a small metal ring in the center of the lower one. “Yuuta?”
“It’s okay; everything will be fine. We just need to wait for the signal, and then we will run.”
“Signal, what signal? Where’s Oraine? Is she okay?” His hands released my cheeks, and he tried to turn around to face the door, but my heart and head couldn’t wrap around what had just happened. I reached for his hands and placed them around my cheeks where his cold touch could caress and give me some form of security. 
My body and mind stuttered. 
“Look at me,” he leaned forward; “Oraine is okay, you’re okay, and we will get out of this together. Oraine and the others are going to distract that thing, and you and I will make a run for it. No one’s dying today.”
I bobbed my head yes and kept his hands in place over my cheeks. Yuuta’s slim, strong hands were a good coping mechanism to help me slow my breathing.
“Ramona, I know you’re scared and —”
“Please don’t say you get it; I’ve been hearing that a lot lately. It’s all my fault everyone keeps getting hurt. What if you all die too?”
“If I have to kill every last wolf and leech to keep us safe, I’ll do it. We are going to get through this, and we are going to win this war.”
“That’s what Liam promised me too, but now he’s gone. How am I supposed to win with no one in my corner?”
“I’m not Liam, and this fight is mine too. We want the same thing.” I nodded.
“When you hear an explosion, we run for the door.”
[image: image-placeholder]Time flew by like molasses in January; it seemed like hours that Yuuta and I waited, but time sped back up when an explosion rocked the walls.  Yuuta and I dashed out the door and down the adjacent hall towards the entrance. 
“Right here!” Yuuta pointed as we saw the door was wide open, and snow flurries were blasting through the entrance. From behind us came a shrill screech that carried through the walls; we quickly glanced over our shoulders to see the leech flapping its wing, running oddly because of the missing one. Even in that crippled state, its speed was alarming, and it was gaining on us. 
Yuuta clenched my hand tighter and ran harder; at this point, I was sure my legs were kicking air and Yuuta was flying me like a kite. I wasn’t convinced whether I would be able to keep up, but from the way he kept looking back over his shoulder, it looked like he was considering throwing me over his shoulder and going D.C. Flash on this creature.
We made it through the front doors, the air biting our flesh deep and raw. Just as we made it out, Yuuta stopped at the door’s frame, grabbed a pistol from my belt, and aimed. The gun didn’t make a sound; a bullet zipped from the barrel’s mouth, and the gun glowed with a fire so rich in blue that it was as if the weapon had sneezed a bit of mushroom cloud fumes from the barrel.
The bullet hit the creature, throwing it backward into a dead heap.
“You did it, Yuuta!” I gasped. He shot a look over his shoulder, and a soft grin drew across his face. “I told you no one was dying on my watch.”
A wave of emotion swept over me; I wasn’t sure whether I should be cold, scared, happy, dizzy, or just ball myself into the snow and sleep this emotional rollercoaster off until September.
The other Hounders found us quickly, and when Oraine appeared, I ran over to her and hugged her tight. She whispered into my ear, “Isn’t my brother great?”
Yeah, he is. “I’d tell you to read your book about conversations and how this isn’t one of them we should have, but your book is probably destroyed.” I hugged her longer until, finally, my body was warm enough to let her go. 
“Glad to see you’re okay too,” she squeezed me back.
Yuuta came up behind me and tapped my shoulder. He said, “You should get out of here and find the answers you were looking for.”
“What? No!” Oraine snapped at her brother. “We can’t leave her; we need her.”
“Oraine, she has her own journey to make, and we need to get to the Oracles of Oath before things get worse.”
“No!” She fought for words, but none came, so she knuckled her brother’s shoulder instead.
“Oraine,” he said calmly. 
“It’s okay; he’s right.” I interrupted. I didn’t want to let her go, but I knew he was right. “Come find me when everything gets better, okay?” Oraine nodded, and we squeezed each other tightly one last time.
Yuuta gestured that he and I should walk, so we started towards Liam’s truck. “Listen, I know things are tough, but you need to get out of here quick.”
“Wow, and I thought that whole I-will-fight-with-you spiel meant something,” I half-chuckled and half-frowned. I tried not to sound defeated, but it felt like a Liam thing all over again.
“I just said that so you could keep going; I knew you could do it. But this is another matter; I know you don’t want the Oracles of Oath to know about Liam, and I also know you don’t want them to know what that leech said about you.”
“You heard that?” He nodded. “And you aren’t going to tell on me?”
He leaned forward, and the icy breath brushed along my top lip. “No.”
“Why?”
“I believe we are all destined for different things. You’re not evil, and you are still one of us. But the Oracles of Oath may not think the same way as I do.”
My cheeks flushed hot with blood, and a row of goosebumps moved up my arm. “Will I ever see you again? Or Oraine?”
“I hope so.”
“If you ever want to come looking for me, I’m in North Carolina. Home of the Bojangles franchise, Go Cardiac Arrest!” I attempted a little levity as my heart crumbled.
Yuuta hotwired the car, and it heated up as we stood outside looking at each other. The snow stuck to our lashes, and the sweat on our bodies froze on us like icicles. “I’d like to see you again; I can learn a lot from you guys. I could use someone to trust again.”
Yuuta bit on his lip, and a smile slid up his cheeks. “Don’t be a stranger, then.” He turned and began walking into the white snow and up to the castle. His silhouette faded slowly into what is now just a memory.




Chapter Twenty-One


I’m not one to run from a fight. But when I’m outnumbered and a storm is brewing, I'm not going to sit around waiting to be dead meat. So I left. I couldn’t stomach the idea that I was leaving Oraine and Yuuta to fend for themselves in this cold and get to safety on their own, but I had to. And just like my tio Mateo, the Hounders were chased out of their homes and went running to the high command to fix it all. What could the chain of command do in a situation like this?
In the rear-view mirror, mushroom-cloud smoke erupted into the air. I merged onto the highway; traffic moved reasonably fast but started slowing behind me when people’s attention drifted to the rear. I saw the silver lining of smoke move in the mirror;  eventually, red started to move up into the gray clouds, and then yellow and orange followed. The sky looked like it was on fire. It covered so much sky; it was like it was becoming its own sunset. Then an explosion, bigger and louder than any of those before, rocked the very land beneath our wheels. Looking back at their home, knowing it was utterly destroyed, I was convinced that this was the end of their clan. The Hounders were dying out fast, and who would be left to keep us going? 
I had been on the road for a few hours . . . nowhere else to turn but the one place I knew. I was on my way back to South Carolina. It seemed dumb to go back to something that was gone, but South Carolina was all I knew. Everywhere else outside Carolina, I felt like a little girl who had lost her mother at Target. I also figured if I were in South Carolina, I could scout for clues to my father’s whereabouts. Someone had to know something and would be able to help me . . .  unless it was Clay . . . then I’d be killing him on sight.
I hardly slept.
I found myself dozing off occasionally while driving, but then I’d see my dead family’s faces in my dreams and jerk awake. I was almost out of fuel when I stopped by a gas station. I walked inside, approached the cashier, and asked for directions. 
I was in Burnsville, North Carolina – roughly three hours from home. It was seven pm. The sun was still sitting in the sky, which had a nice grayish blue color. It would get dark around a quarter to eight, but I was still afraid to stop driving and too nervous about parking somewhere and sleeping. I  knew how demons attacked, and sleeping alone in the middle of a parking lot seemed like a bad idea.
I replayed my training lessons in my mind to keep myself awake, even though I was missing a good night’s sleep, something terrible! I focused on swinging the sword how I was taught and on defense techniques: grab the wrist, twist, and disarm my opponent. Position the sword down to block. Breathe and squeeze the trigger — not “pull” the trigger — press, slowly and steadily . . . things like that.
Getting ready to leave the gas station, I stepped into the truck with half a can of Red Bull I had scrounged out of one of the trash cans. I never considered myself a dumpster diver, but I was surprised at how good trash food tasted. I figured Liam felt discouraged and embarrassed when he ate the garbage burger, but now I knew what it felt like.  My heart seemed to loathe itself so much that it burrowed into a box . . . feeling small, shrinking into a little, powerless waste of soul that not even I wanted to carry around. How had I let myself get to this all-time low, eating someone else’s seconds?
I looked up from the Red Bull can;  across the street, staring back at me, was a girl with neatly-brushed hair tucked behind her ears, wearing a vintage plaid dress that looked like it could have been from the 50s. She had a dirty little stuffed bunny squeezed beneath one arm. Her face was serious, lips puckered as if she was staring at someone who had stolen the last ice cream in the freezer.
She was staring straight at me.
In the back of my mind, I felt an itch . . . like my brain was telling me to follow her, but I knew better. I knew where those mindless impulses usually got me. Then I heard the shadow whisper,  take a whiff.
So I took a long sniff in the child’s direction – and smelled chocolate. The scent was strangely strong; I gazed around my surroundings expecting to see if I had parked near a chocolate factory or bakery. When no such thing turned up, she and I met each other’s gaze again. Her eyes were emerald ice, devoid of any identifiable emotion other than hunger, which is not an emotion, I know. But the cold focus of all the emotions that come with ravenous hunger, like looking into a python’s eye as it slowly, deliberately comes for you, has always given me a chill.
I drew the voice out. He said, Vampires in their human form lure their victims with a sweet scent. It’s not physical. It doesn’t bite on your senses like a food stand or nails; its smell is psychological. You gravitate towards them with a warm feeling as if they can be trusted or you’ve known them your entire life.
“What should I do?” I asked him.
Kill it.
“A child? No way.”
It’s not a child. Vampires cannot produce young; they can only take the shape of them. See for yourself. See its real form. Follow it and see what it really is. Demons come in all shapes and sizes.
Maybe Yonosotros was right. Perhaps the child was trying to lure me out of sight and kill me. Or maybe I was just going stupid from lack of sleep. Either way, I wasn’t falling for it. I hopped into the truck and drove off. I was back on the road, still dozing off intermittently, but last I checked, only thirty minutes from my hometown.




Chapter Twenty-Two


I awoke upside down. The truck was flipped over in a ditch. The door was bent inward, and the windshield was a shattered spiderweb of crisscrossing cracks.
My body was dangling over what I slowly realized was the interior roof; I was suspended in midair by the seatbelt. My head hurt, and my left shoulder throbbed. The angry patter of raindrops beat down on the undercarriage, echoing like the rhythm of a sad song. I usually hate the rain. I hate almost everything about it, from getting my hair wet to the wet dog smell I would bring home with me when caught in a storm. I hate the feeling of my undergarments sticking to my skin. It didn’t help that with the rain came the sound of thunder and lightning, which terrified me. I cut the seatbelt strap and crawled out of the truck. The rain hit me hard. 
Though I had just been in a pretty serious accident, it didn’t hurt as bad as I thought it would. The cold rain soothed the aching joints. The rain showered over me, wetting my hair and soaking my clothes. I ran my fingers through my hair. I was stepping towards the road when I felt a tingle behind my ear. It wasn’t like a tickle; it was a warning . . . a gut feeling. I drew out Yonosotros from the depths of my mind. “Do you feel that?”
I peered over my shoulder, but there was nothing unusual nor anyone behind me. I took a deep breath in; a wispy trace of chocolate loitered in the air.
"Stay vigilant," said Yonosotros.
So, I did. I knew something was watching me. I could smell its presence. I put my hands to my pistol butts a few times, drumming their exact location into muscle memory, and continued my search down the dark road.
My nerves were playing on my senses. I heard scraping sounds like nails scratching chicken wire. Then I heard a wet splat.  Trying to maintain my sight by adjusting my eyes to the darkness, the young girl from the gas station came into focus a few paces in front of me, lying face-down on the road.
The back of her dress began tearing as black wings unfolded out of the fabric. Her skin started to warp as black as a raven’s fringe. She raised her head to look at me, with eyes as empty as uncovered manholes. When the child rose to her feet, it was no longer a child – but a demon in the form of a bat with its eyes carved out. It was larger than me, looking doubly so when it stretched its wings to beat the air like it was about to take to the sky. Instead, it made two long strides to me so quickly the legs were a blur; it threw both arms around me as I brought my sword up, pinning my weapon between us. The wings began beating again, and I was shocked to feel the pavement drop away beneath my feet; she was lifting me like a hawk might lift a groundhog – laboriously but gaining altitude with every downward thrust of the wings.
I knew I had lost control of the situation when my sword slipped away and clattered to the road below, and then I heard the shadow whine to me, Please, let me in! In the long second that I hesitated, wanting to shout "No!", the bat-creature dropped me.
As I fell, I shouted "YES, okay!"  without a second thought. Immediately a burst of energy coursed through my limbs like the simultaneous cumulative effects of too many coffees chased with Red Bulls. I landed on my feet, hardly feeling the impact nearly could have easily left my footprints an inch into the asphalt. Fight, the shadow insisted. Kill it, and I will protect you. Forever and always. I serve you. Today the serpent tongue sounded nice in my ears. I hitched out my guns and aimed up at it. My shoulders shuffled as bullets shrieked from the silent puffs of blue-gray smoke the barrels belched. The leech caught a few rounds in the torso and decided to leave while it still could, but something in me told me to keep going. Kill until there’s nothing left. The serpent tongue sang like a siren, and my mind curled into the bed of its dark room. I kept running towards it, my guns spitting bullets at the creature.  It moved higher into the night sky until I did something I didn’t know I could. 
I leaped upward, a surprisingly high jump that sent me hovering over the trees and rocketing through the sky. I caught wind of the creature moving in the air and moored myself around its body like a patch to a soldier. I locked my legs around the torso, my arms wrapped around its neck, squeezing until the creature's body started to nosedive through the atmosphere. We were spiraling through the sky, and my body tightened harder as we struggled throughout the fall, plummeting to our deaths.




Chapter Twenty-Three


I crawled through the rubble, grabbing onto the hole’s edges and pulling myself out. Peering over my shoulder under the blue night, I could see the hole was covered in black ooze that stained my clothes and hair. The leech’s body was spread-eagle in the pit, and its warped gray skin began to harden like cigarette ash. 
My fingers stuttered on the edges of the ditch as I tried to haul myself out, but I lost a good holding position and rolled back down.  
Mustering all the energy and strength left inside, I made a substantial effort to move out of the pit . . . finally, Lady Luck smiled upon me, and I made it out of the rubble. My entire body was soaked in fresh blood, ached horribly, and my brain seemed to spin like a boomerang.  To top it off, my vision was beyond blurry. 

That’s it .. . .   the end of the line for me,  I thought desperately, pathetically trying to crawl across the dirty floor.  I thought the angel of death would arrive any second and take me into its arms. Nevertheless, a weirdly satisfied smile spread across my bloody face. I felt an inner bliss;  I had finally managed to put an end to the repulsively maleficent creature laying in the dark hole. 
I was filled with joy at the thought of having done some good in this world by destroying the leech responsible for murdering a dozen innocent souls. Sometimes, when you are out to destroy evil, you must dig two graves; one for the evil and the other for yourself. Blood began to trickle from the sides of my forehead and flowed across my cheek.  My body was thoroughly numb; no air escaped my lungs.    
Abruptly, something miraculous occurred that left my eyes wide in disbelief. The blood that practically covered me from head to toe began to disappear as if my skin were a dry sponge soaking it all up.  Every drop of blood had flowed back inside me, and I was completely revitalized – as if  I had never been hurt. Fresh oxygen seemed to blow through my cells, strengthening my muscles and bringing color back to my face.  New life had been breathed into me.

My mind began to burst with a billion questions. How in the world was this possible? How could all the blood flow back inside my veins? What sorcery was this? Then, two unpleasant possibilities hit me like a rock . . . it was either Yonosotros (now in complete control of my body), or  I was indeed Mona’s perfect little monster, and someone even worse than Yonosotros now laid claim to my physical being.  Nevertheless, life had returned; I had been yanked from the jaws of death. Neither of those events was so bad that I wanted either undone.
In addition to the new life I had been given, my senses had been sharpened, almost too sharp to bear. The various smells of the woods around me hit my nostrils like a strong perfume; I could hear the sound of birds flying through the air like it was being played on a loudspeaker. My vision had turned very sharp; I could pick out a mosquito squatting on tree bark twenty feet away.
The moment I began to move, I heard a groan so horrendous that it raised the hair on the back of my hand. In a flash, the monstrosity rose out of the hole. Its withered skin had regenerated, and its strength seemed to have been restored completely.
My eyes widened in shock and horror as the repulsive vampire rolled its disgustingly long tongue and let out an ear-bursting shriek. The vampire clamped its claws on the ground and leaped into the air to pounce over me. 
I instantly fired three shots at the creature, missing due to a total state of panic. The creature was inches away when I rolled onto the ground, just out of its reach, aimed, and fired again. It swished its slimy tongue, wrapping it around my gun and throwing it away. Moving backward, I tripped, falling to the ground once more. 
As the creature advanced towards me, I began to crab-crawl backward.  Just as the vampire jumped toward me again, I retrieved a dagger from the side of my shoe and sliced its tongue. A gut-wrenching scream filled the woods as excruciating pain enveloped it. 
As I returned to my feet, we began to circle each other. It launched an attack, razor-sharp claws reaching out for me, but I swerved aside to avoid it.  Sickening saliva dripped from its mouth as it stared at me murderously. Without batting an eyelash, it sliced across the air, striking my cheek and leaving a gash that miraculously healed instantly; I only felt a second of pain. 
When I looked back, it was gone, seemingly vanished into thin air!  My enhanced senses heard the faint sound of a branch creaking just as the creature jumped from the tree above me. 
Rolling across the ground, I grabbed my gun and fired a spray of bullets that landed squarely on its chest. The monster fell. It was over – again.  I began heaving loudly and threw the gun to the side. The vampire had finally met its end.  I was alive, protected by Yonosotros.
Like I was taught, I used my knife to sever and rip parts of its body apart, tossing each piece into a growing pile;  when my fire was ready, I tossed them in, watched them burn, and then discarded the ashes quickly.    
I began to feel guilty for having accepted Yonosotros. All I’d done up to now was reject the whole idea, keeping him buried inside – but in a moment of panic, I chose to accept him in order to save my life. 
The guilt seemed to grow as I gathered my strength and walked down the road until a pair of headlights behind me grew closer.  I waved my hands, and to my relief, the car stopped. With a final glance at the road behind me, I finished the journey home, garnering the hope of finding my father.




Chapter Twenty-Four


I had hitched a ride with a stranger, riding in awkward silence while I hugged a sword, guns, and book the entire way.
Thinking about Temple Rallies, I remembered my grandfather used to tell me to leave, saying it was no place to live, no place to start a family.  I remembered part of the motto was “get out as soon as you can. . . before life gets in the way and you die in this place.”  Yet now I was headed back home, and pretty sure I was going to die there.  I’m doing everything grandfather told me NOT to do.
I had accepted that, and I was okay with it. I had also accepted Yonosotros, but I was not okay with that.
Like a wool blanket pulled over me, it seemed all the lights in my head and my heart had been turned off, and I was just a  shadow lingering in my own body. I didn’t know allowing  Yonosotros in would make me feel like a copy of my old self.  I remembered the empty feeling when I first got the damned spirit – but this . . . this was much worse. I needed to think of something else to distract me from myself; no matter how much I wanted to dig deep into my soul and pull out the girl I used to be, I had to worry about other things. I had already accepted Yonosotros, and there was no going back.
I had to find my family. I knew of one place I might find the answers about the Silverback and my father’s whereabouts; I had my ride drop me off at the Mystic Bar – where I first met Liam and Clay – a place full of mythical beings. 
The Mystic lay at the end of a short alley in one of the sketchier neighborhoods, banked on all sides by taller tenements and abandoned commercial buildings. It seems it was always either dusk or dark at The Mystic;  except for midsummer middays when the sun was directly overhead for a couple of hours, the grounds never saw direct sunlight. The entrance let out intermittent flashes of red, yellow, and white light, briefly illuminating the faces of those lingering in the shadows at the front of the building. 
My guns were still in my waistband, and my sword was tucked down the back of my shirt, ready in case things got dicey. This time I knew in my heart that I could pull the triggers or drive the blade home; that leech I slaughtered was proof that I was ready for anything.
Dark green, toxic smoke fogged the ceiling, stinging my eyes; the place was lifeless. Conversations mimicked whispers, murmurs hung in the air, and distorted rock played from beyond the fake-cloud ceiling.
Seated at a booth, I was immediately approached by a creature of the night. He placed his arm on the tabletop and leaned forward, feigning interest in me –not that I am a blood bank, or they could smell Hounder blood. Yonosotros whispered to me, vampire.
I stuck my balled fist below my jaw, parrying the usual small-talk pickup lines while my other hand drifted under the table to rest on a pistol butt. 
The creature’s eyes suddenly widened as he looked up, peering over my head to something behind me. Without a word, he backed away until he faded into the smoky half-light mist.  I spun around, seeing a man behind me . . . black hair and yellow eyes . . . a man I hadn’t seen in some time. I held in a gasp. 
The eyes, I still remembered. 
“Cool book,” he smiled. My eyes fell to  Micella’s book in my lap, then quickly back to his face. 
“Do you recognize me?” he asked. 
He stepped closer into the circle of feeble light cast over the booth by its frosted overhead swag lamp. Black, curly hair clumsily hung over a chiseled, charming face. A small wolf tattoo just above the side of his right eye stirred my memory. There was something different about him – perhaps his composure or gentle voice. Or the fact he still had his good looks even if my dad kicked the crap out of him. 
“You’re the dog that shot me.”
“I prefer you call me Roland. I did shoot you,  but – obviously – I did not kill you.” 
A sixth sense told me that a dozen narrowed eyes in the shadows were watching us closely; probably as many ears were trained on our conversation.
“What a shame. I was going to give you a sticker for it.” 
Unbidden, Roland seated himself on the opposite seat of the booth, never taking his eyes from mine. “You look good; how are you?” he asked. 
What was all this small talk for? This was the man that shot me and started this entire feud between my family and the wolves. 
“Okay. Lots of emotional damage, too many split ends, and skin-tight clothes. I feel like Cat woman.”
“Short hair suits you.”
“Can we skip the BS? Why did you shoot me?”
“I didn’t want to see my race go extinct.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“If a new bloodline is created, who is to say we won’t die out because there is a more superior race?”
“So kill the defenseless girl and save your kind. Has anyone told you killing is bad? But if you fucked up, why did you kidnap my dad?”
“To make sure the remaining members of your family never find you.”
“Well, then, you’ve underestimated them. And me.”
“I misjudged Mother. You are more like her than I thought. You may be easy to cut, but you’re hard to kill. Don’t you see? To stop a race war from ever happening, we pretend the Hounders have the key; while we hunt you down, they are worshiping the wrong thing. They’ll find out it was all a lie . . . and forget about you.”
“You failed. They know about me.” I could still feel daggered eyes at the back of my head. My entire body shivered.
“Not all of them; the wolves were the easiest to fool. Those led by the true Silverback knew who you really were, and you were their target.”
“And how’d you know it was me all along? How did anyone know?”
“When you were born, we all felt a disturbance in the air, almost palpable, but we weren’t sure what it meant. There was war between the hunters and us, and when an Alpha tried to steal you from the hunters, they noticed something was different about you. You didn’t have Hounder blood. Your blood gave the Alpha the ability to shift without a moon, and he passed this gene to everyone he knew through his blood. It was only a matter of time before someone would know who you were and use you for their own agenda. The Slayer killed the Alpha afterward.”
“You’re saying my blood stopped wolves from shifting?”
“I’m saying, your blood changed them.  Your blood can mutate anyone who consumes it. You can create an entirely new race. Demons want to mix with the most powerful magical beings; the Fae are in hiding from them now. Wolves want soulmates; the Moon God will no longer be worshiped. Vampires want to be able to tolerate daylight. Your blood – in anyone’s hands – can change something about them. The difference between you and Mona is your power. Although she can create us, she’s untouchable. You are like a diamond on a dirty plate in a bus boy’s container. With you, we can have anything we want. You are the descendent of Mona – and now that everyone knows who you are, Mother is looking for you.”
Like the vampire and the UV light, I thought; the vampire’s genes had changed, and it was able to scoff at the light. Did this mean Micella was never my mother? That explained all the years she was never there, why she never wanted me to meet my brother Christian, and why she followed me last year, watching me.  And . . .  it explained why she told dad to stop my ceremony; it wasn’t because she wanted me to know that I had a choice, it was because she didn’t want anyone to know I wasn’t theirs.
My entire life was a lie. Not just the “you’re a hunter” lie that no one wanted to tell me, but an even bigger lie, where I’m not even familia. Was Robby even my dad?
I came all this way to fight for a family that might not be mine.  And if they knew I wasn’t theirs, they won’t want me! 
My eyes peered up at him, and he smiled. 
Red washed over me, molten anger rolled through, and resentment grew inside me like a tumor. “Stop laughing at me.” Anger was becoming sadness in fight mode. 
He hesitated and shifted uncomfortably in the booth seat. “I wasn’t laughing. I’m intrigued.”
“Very cool, isn’t it? I’m not the same, weak girl you shot in the woods.”
He drew a long breath.  “Actually, I’m interested in your demon. I can smell him in you, but you smell different. You reek of hunter blood. Yet you’re not a hunter.”
“Yeah. I took it in so that I can kill you all.”
He lowered his head and tightened his hands into fists. “And how’s that coming along?”
I rolled my eyes the other way and gave a half shrug. “I liked you better when my dad was torturing you. You had less of a smart mouth with him. Less cocky too.”
Roland threaded a hand through his hair and then plucked at the cuff of his blue shirt. “You expect me to believe you enjoyed my torment? Last I remember, you were begging him to stop.”
I let out a harsh breath; “Names, dog, I want names! Stop stalling.” Tears were welling up inside, threatening to spill out. And just as a tear almost broke through, my entire body, without my control, pulled the tears back and dried my eyes. The heavy feeling in my heart got heavier.
He looked away, then back with disgust. “Anything for you, princess. The Silverback lives on the far end of Temple Rallies, up past the end of Luther Street.  She likes to live in quiet and remote places. There’s a cabin where you’ll find your father. Take Luther Street and then up the winding road; there is a small path on your right. Travel by foot. The path is too small for any cars.”
“Thanks,'' I muttered, not really meaning it. I kicked my legs around the booth cushions and stood up; when I ran a searching gaze around the room, even in the darkness, I could see that everyone else had stood up as well,  waiting menacingly.
Roland snapped his fingers to get my attention, and I looked back at him. “You’re too weak to win against the Silverback. You aren’t a real hunter. You’re a girl who lost everyone, and you’re a girl who will lose everything.”
“Like you said, I cut easily, but I don’t die easily.”
“This is different; she’s been waiting for you all this time. She's going to kill you.”
“Then she’ll do a better job of it than you did.” I  hitched out my guns and aimed at the first monster in sight. The bullet tore through their skull, their head cocking back from the impact.
I pointed my guns at every shadow that looked remotely human and released a mob of ammo from the barrels. Bodies began dropping. The room was ringing. Their screams were trapped within the barriers of this club. 
Roland had crawled from under the table and beelined towards the bar.
I whispered, “I wish you killed me.”
“And why is that?” 
“Everyone I care about either leaves or dies.” My lips slipped into a frown. In my mind, images of every single person I had come into contact with played like a compilation. 
“Then do it yourself,” he hissed.
“I have unfinished business now.”
He jammed his hands in his front pockets; “Am I on the list?”
In the deafening silence, Roland walked around the counter and grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the top shelf. He drank from the spout and hissed after taking a deep gulp. He pointed at my guns; “Silver bullets?”
“No, something more humane. These guns are special; they can kill anything and never run out.”
“Change is good.”
“However, I am not going to kill you. I need to get a message to the Silverback.”
“Then you haven’t changed that much. But, as you wish. You’re hell on wheels, princess.”
I took in a sharp breath, then huffed.
He laughed mirthlessly, "Yeah, you’re something all right, Ramona Avila. The true Slayer. Bringer of death. End of our times. The Key. Heiress of messes and monsters. And so the list goes on.” He took another slug from the bottle. 
I could hear it in his swallows that it hurt to push it all down. He had finished the bottle and set it down in front of me. “I will tell everyone about this day – the massacre of our people. I’ll tell them who the key really is. You’ll be the most wanted woman on Earth. Death will be knocking on your door.”
“Spread the word that the Silverback lied about who the key is and her plans to circumvent creating the superior race.” 
“She’ll be pissed at you.”
“That’s the goal. I want war.”
“Then the “Heiress of Messes” does suit you. Or maybe her people will turn on her and do your bidding for you.” He smiled and laughed. I  started moving towards the door, then stopped, hesitating; “Have you seen Clay? The man who brought all those dogs to my house?”
“Oh, him. I see him around all the time. They parade him like he’s a god.” He hissed. “Is he on your list?”
“He’s number one.”
“He lives on the reserves with his pack. Same place he’s been living for years. Tell him I said ‘hey’ before you give him that blissful bullet, please?”




Chapter Twenty-Five


I was in the back seat of a taxi, staring out the window at a burnt-down house. I pressed Micella’s book to my chest tightly. My memories drifted back to a time when the house used to be white, when my grandfather would water the plants –before the grass started to look like it was rotting, and everyone stopped caring about taking care of the place. After my grandfather passed, no one was the same. Neither was this house. This was the place I remember growing up in. Barbie and Ken dolls were all over my grandmother’s living room. 
I wanted memories to flood in. I wanted to cry. I wanted to remember what I was fighting for, but as I tried to force these emotions out, Yonosotros pulled them back in.  The taxi rolled to a stop, and the driver asked for $19.05. Ignoring him, I stepped out, but he followed, grabbing me by the shoulder and spinning me around. My mind went into its dark place; Yonosotros and I pulled my gun from its holster and placed the barrel on the driver’s temple. He held his breath. I mouthed to him, “I’m sorry.” 
I wiggled my gun at him to signal to back away, and he jumped back into his car and sped away through the forest. 
My muscles ached, and my arm plopped to my side. I shouted into the open air, “Can you please stop it! I can’t keep doing this;  let me have some control over myself. You could have hurt him!”
His approach was more sympathetic than usual; We’re out of time. We need to find our familia.
I bowed my head in dejection. He was right, as usual. Just one more thing I hated about him.
I turned around and surveyed the crisp grass and broken house. The burnt part of the lawn was in the shape of a UFO disk. It was very wide, and I knew why. There were so many bodies that night. I was instantly hit with the memory of what burnt flesh smells like — fear and sulfur. Dust still lingered in the air as if the bonfire of bodies had only recently burned, but I knew I had been gone for weeks. Why their ashes still drifted in the air . . . who knew? I felt a hole grow larger in my heart as I looked at the particles. I could only imagine who was moving in front of me. Aunt Cindy? I vaguely remember her face, but her name popped into my head for some reason;  I didn’t even know her that well – all I knew was that she had married into the family, and she was my cousin Amilio’s mom.
It hit me like a brick in a window. Amilio is gone too!  I must be the worst cousin on earth to forget that my favorite cousin was there that night. 
The house was beaten down so bad that the sounds of critters chattered about inside; this brown house had turned black in a matter of weeks. I said a soft prayer over the ashes and turned away to leave. 
In the distance, I saw a shadow – or rather, someone’s shadow. It moved along the tree line until its owner reached the edge of the yard and stepped out of the bushes. Clay. Of all the days I thought of him and dreamed of killing him, he showed up now . . . the moment I needed him most. This was the place where it all started, and now, here was the person behind all the madness.  Here,  within my reach. 
I threw my book down. His eyes were hauntingly beautiful; he was my very own personal nightmare, and that scared me. I gulped,  turned away,  and moved closer to the broken house as I discreetly unbuckled my holster. Glancing briefly at my reflection through the windowpane. I hardly recognized myself;  my eyes were so dark that the brown in them seemed to have faded into ebony. I could see him moving behind me.
I could hear the mud slurping under his basketball shoes and the burp of trapped air breaking the surface. He was much closer now. I could see the emptiness in his eyes even from the reflection.  He said, in a hushed tone, “I want to get it over with.” He opened his arms like a metal Jesus would on a wooden cross. He took a deep breath. I didn’t comprehend what was happening.
“Just do it!”
I looked down, my heart sinking like a counterweight as my lust for revenge rose. “That’s fine. I don’t need you in my life anymore.” I scuffed a gun from my waistband and aimed it at his heart. “Any last words?”
“I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
“Did you mean to use me? Throw me away once you didn’t get what you wanted?”
“I did, but this is different. People were in the house when I brought all those wolves here. They died because of me. I haven’t slept since it happened. We were just supposed to come over here and scare you all, maybe some broken bones, but it went too far. I want to make this right.”
“You want to die?”
“Please.” He was serious; he grabbed my wrist and pressed the barrel to his heart. “Pull it, please.” He whimpered. 
“They were children in that house! I heard their screams! I can never get it out of my head. You’re a monster!” I swung with my left hand, striking his face. His legs folded, and his body went down; he had no strength in him, no will to fight. 
“For honor,” I said, returning my left fist with a backhand to the other side of his face. But the more I beat on Clay, the less meaning the words “for honor” had. This was revenge, a long step sideways from anything to do with honor. I pressed the cool barrel to his temple. We clicked the hammer backward. “I trusted you, and you used me. I did nothing wrong to you, and yet, you murdered my family.”
“Pull it!” He yelled. 
My heart raced.  It felt sick to hold it all like this, to be about to shoot a man while he was powerless and unresisting.
Clay’s voice changed, suddenly growing stronger as he bit off his words. “You were always a coward. You always cried about everything. You’re not woman enough. What do I have to say to make you do it?”
“I don’t know!”
“Remember those kittens you asked me to save?” 
“I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to make me hate you enough to shoot you. I’m not like you. I can’t kill you like this.”
His head dropped in disappointment. “After you left the house and you left those kittens there with me, my friends and I threw them into the lake to see which ones could swim.” 
I sighed in disbelief. 
“None of them made it. You asked me what happened to them, and I told you they were too young to survive without their mother. That was a lie.” 
The gun was now shaking. I wasn’t sure whether it was the fear of shooting him, or anger, or if Yonosotros was fighting me on this. “I slept with Chloe every night while we were together. I didn’t answer your calls that night during your ceremony because I was with her. I even saw your message and ignored it. When your aunt Olga died, and I told you I had a family emergency, I didn't have one. I didn’t feel like going. When you asked me to come to your grandpa’s-candle lighting, I didn’t care.” 
“But you care so much about the children you murdered?”
Clay’s breaths quickened; “All I ever wanted was my own children. I’ve lived almost 50 years, and I couldn’t find a soulmate. But I don’t deserve children; I know this now.”
“Two can play at this game. Let me tell you about the girl you killed. Her name was Alyssa. She was 8 years old. Best little artist in her grade. She had a crush on Nathan, who was supposed to be like the most popular kid in fourth grade. She thought Nathan and her were going to be together forever, so she made a wedding dress out of my curtains, and she picked the seeds from all our hamburger buns so I could throw them over her head. Nathan wore his Thanksgiving vest and dress pants to their wedding. I ironed it for him. She walked down that aisle, and Nathan was holding a cherry-bomb ring pop. Her favorite flavor.”
I continued. “He put the ring on her, and she tasted it and broke off the wedding when she found out it was watermelon.” I started to laugh hysterically. I remembered it all too well. It was a cute wedding in the garden, and Alyssa had set up some chairs and filled it up with her dolls . . .  Nathan filled his side of the chairs with Hot Wheels cars. “She left him at the altar, crying –”
My hand stopped shaking, the blanket around my heart blew away, and I could breathe without Yonosotros playing me like a dummy. I smiled as soon I had control over my fingers. I was strong enough to keep him under control and be myself. I just needed to remind myself of the good that was in me. My eyes cut to Clay – his eyes were glossy and his cheeks puffy. 
He squeezed my hand tight, pulling the trigger. His head cocked back, and blood splattered from the impact while smoke drifted out from the exit wound. His eyes were shut tight. He fell back and hit the ground with a hard thump.
My hands trembled, and the gun slipped from my grasp. Immediately I felt cold. I felt so cold my body was shivering. Vomit rose in the back of my throat.
I fell forward, plopping beside Clay’s body. Pressing my ear to his chest, I listened for a heartbeat. I lifted my head to look at his face; his skin was turning gray as blood pooled around him, his brains and cerebral fluid leaking out of the exit wound. 
Our eyes locked; I couldn’t tell if Clay could see anything anymore, but I had seen in those dark pupils how ugly I was. Inside and outside. I stomached it all to finish what I had to say, albeit in my small voice. 
“She married Conner that day instead. He bought her a candy necklace. He wore his soccer uniform. I ate the seeds because they made mud pies for the party. So, I threw grass in the air instead. I'm a bad cousin,” I whispered to Clay. “I’m a really bad daughter too.” 




Chapter Twenty-Six


I got up and walked away. 
I had one last thing I had to do: save my dad.
Traveling on foot and following Roland’s directions, I made it to the Silverback’s den – a cabin in the wood at the end of a cart path. Oddly, the wildling blooms of the forest smelled markedly like Vapor-Rub, which made me suspect that hidden in the darkness beyond the wetlands and berry trails were clumps of young camphor trees. With this new sensitive nose, it was easy to get a headache over the constant onslaught of scents and smells coming from all directions.
Standing outside the front door were three men in loose-fitting clothes and cowboy hats. Vampires, my shadow announced. As I reached the steps, they just continued to monitor my approach, unfazed.
“Your father is in the den, hunter,” one vampire said. 
“You’re not going to fight me?” 
“We have orders not to.”
“And who gave you such orders?”
“We serve our mother. The high priestess of darkness.”
“And who does The Silverback serve?”
“She’s gone rogue. She worships herself.” The vampires stepped down from the steps and walked away, fading into the tree line. Should I trust their word? I asked myself. 
Never trust a monster, Yonosotros answered back. 
I booted the door open, a pistol in each hand. My heart beat like African ceremonial drums, and my throat was as dry as a bone. The walls of the cabin were painted satin black; it was as if I was walking into a Tex-Mex gothic funeral. There were freshly-lit Virgin Mary candles stationed everywhere in the room. The cabin was nicely groomed as if they had just cleaned it. Perhaps they had, since the carpet had pressed streaks across it – as if it were freshly vacuumed.
A cow’s skull hung over a fireplace on the wall behind a podium, which was placed front-and-center on a low wooden stage. A veritable shrine of pictures hung on the wall behind the stage.  Taking a few steps toward the lectern, I glanced over the images – dating back as far as a cave drawing on animal skin, but clearly taken through history to modern-day photography. To the rear of the podium, facing the fireplace, was a large, black, U-shaped sectional couch. 
Seeing and hearing no one and nothing, I stepped onstage and did a long slow 360 as I shuffled to the rear. 
There was no evidence of anyone nearby, but there was a body lying on the sofa. It was positioned on its side, its eyes seemingly looking at me,  so dilated they looked like twin wells. I lifted my guns to take aim, but I couldn’t take any chances.
Examining the body, I found that the vampires had sucked the young lad dry. The body was covered with bite marks from his neck to his hips. I wasn’t sure how long he had been dead, but his mouth seemed to wiggle slightly; a beetle swiveled out through his lips.  I guess he’s been here a while. I poked at his body with my nozzle to see if he’d wake up, and he didn’t. Just as I was about to investigate the rest of the house, my shadow said, he’s downstairs.
“Who is?” 
Father. 
Without a second thought, I rushed from the living room into a hall with three doors; the one on my right was left open, and the one just to my left was only a coat closet. My stomach twisted again. It was obvious this was a trap. The door on the right led downstairs to a basement. 
He’s down there, my shadow said confidently. 
“Should I go in guns blazing? Ask questions later; kill now? Or should I go in like a ninja?” 
No need - I sense no paranormal. I do sense another body down there. 
“Who?”
I am unsure. They are undetectable to my mind's eye. 
I rushed downstairs, entering a red and black room with whips hanging on the walls and masked mannequins in latex outfits. My father was lying on a large black ‘X’ painted on the floor, his legs and arms buckled to U-bolts set in the bare concrete. His lips were covered in sores as if he had been deprived of water for quite a while.
There was a bed to one side of my father; a blanket rolled into a messy, loose ball as if recently used. It looked like a scene from 365 Days.
“Dad, were you screwing vampires or something?” His eyes opened weakly.
I unchained my father from the bondage, sat him up, and grabbed a half-full cup of water from a small nightstand beside the bed. His lips sucked greedily from the rim of the cup, and he made an exaggerated moan.
“Sorry I’m late.”
“No, kiddo, you are right on time.” His voice was scratchy, and the water didn’t help clear it.
“How so? Where’s Abuela?”
“She’s safe and alive.” Father pushed himself up by the hands and got down on all fours on the floor. 
“What are you doing?” Father flipped the bed sheets up and unbuckled the latches of the bed frame. He moved the footboard and slid out a large wooden box from beneath the bed. The box was closed shut with nails, like a coffin. Using the strength within my shadow, I peeled back the board like a banana skin.
Inside the box was a sleeping boy, with eyes fluttering beneath his closed lids. His mouth was red – covered with sores and cuts. It was Amilio! 
Father and I grabbed him and carried him outside with dawn’s first light appearing through the tall grass and tree tops. Father placed Amilio in my arms and started walking away. 
“Where are you going?”
“I have to warn the Oracles of Oath of the vampire’s plans.”
“Then we can do it together.” I stepped forward, but he raised his hand, gesturing for me to leave.
“You have to get him to safety. You also need to stop the Silverback. She plans to contaminate the water supply, turning this whole town into a new race of monsters. If you don’t stop her, we’ll have an entire town of vampires, or worse. I’m too weak to fight. Yonosotros doesn't have enough strength for me anymore. I need the Oracles to keep an eye on the other towns around the world to ensure her plan does not leave this place. You are the only one strong enough to fight.”
My eyes dropped. It was happening again. Everyone was leaving, and I was alone again. Tears began to breach my lids as I held my breath in an attempt to push them away. 
“Listen, you are doing great! You are a true hero, but the job isn’t over. The world still needs us. Amilio needs you, and I need you, Ramona. Soon it’ll end, but not yet. We can’t give up now.”
“But I just got you back.”
“And I got you back, and I love you. I’m so proud of you, but now we have to fight for others because now their lives depend on it.” 
“What if I don’t want to save them?”
Father’s eyes grew large. His brows stitched together, and his mouth opened with a hard gasp fluttering through the air. “How can you say something like that?”
“Because I don’t care!”
“Do you think I shouldn’t have cared when that werewolf shot you?”
“It’s not the same. I’m your family!”
“And the world is my familia.”
“So they’re more important than me?”
“No, mija!” Father limped over to me; at that moment, I needed him more than ever. I dropped Amilio and ran for the hug.  He squeezed me as tight. 
“You are a part of this world, and if I can make it a little safer for you and the generations to come, I will do it. Even if it means tearing us apart.” Dad leaned down and kissed my hair. “I would do it for you over and over. You know that, right?”
My eyes glossed; a wet paper ball stuck in the middle of my throat as I pressed my face in his torn, red shirt. “But I’m so scared to go to sleep. Who’ll hold me when I’m scared? What do I do? How do I carry on?” 
I could hear his gulp; my father couldn’t summon the words. His touch was hot, and I was afraid if he untangled himself from me, it would be the last time I felt it. He tried stepping away, but I pressed him harder. “A little longer, please. Lately, I haven’t been good at goodbyes.”
“This isn’t goodbye, Ramona.” Father unwrapped his arms from around my shoulders. Our eyes met; his were full of the strength and bravery I lacked. I knew at this moment, looking at him, I couldn’t be his daughter. I was nothing like him. How could Micella lie to us both? How could I face her after all this? I was not the hero everyone needed me to be. 
“It’s temporary. I promise. Do you believe me?” 
I nodded. 
“Save the world, mija. I will come back for you even if it kills me. I would never lie to you.” 
“You’ve lied to me before.”
“I will never lie to you again.”
He kept inching away, and I stepped forward as he took three steps back in a sort of sad tango. With every move he made, I felt the inner child in me plead for him to stay. When he was further away, he began to disappear into the bushes until I lost sight of him. 
I picked Amilio up and fireman-carried him out of the woods. His body was so heavy . . . my own demon couldn’t bear to hold him up, but I pushed on as hard as I could. My fight wasn’t over just yet, though my legs grew wearier with each step closer to the road. Reaching the highway, I flagged down the first vehicle that came by, and we were taken to the emergency entrance of Mercy General University Hospital, where he was hauled away on a gurney.




Chapter Twenty-Seven


When they asked me what his name was, the first thought that came to mind was to make something up. I couldn’t remember our insurance information, I didn’t have any money or ID, and there were a lot of non-human folk in this town interested in our whereabouts and activities. I  introduced myself as a stranger who found him in this condition, and when the doctor set me down and asked me what had happened to him, I remained vague. “I found him passed out in an alley while leaving a club. I have no idea what happened.”
“I am going to call the police,” the whited-haired doctor declared. “We need to know what happened. This young man is very sick –dehydrated and malnourished.” 
“No need; I already reported it. Police are looking for his parents as we speak. Is there any way I can just stay close by in the meantime?” 
The doctor agreed and walked me to Amilio’s room. I sat at his bedside, ignoring the annoying monitor beeping monotonously to the rhythm of his heart. I was holding his hand and giving it all the squeezing power I had, not for his reassurance, but for mine. I didn’t want to be here with Amilio; I loved him, but I wanted to be with my dad.
Yet here I was. 
Again, without my dad. 
I’d been waiting in Amilio’s room for what seemed like hours, reflecting on everything I had done when it occurred to me: this wasn’t over. I still had to find the Silverback and stop her from polluting our water supply to create some super race . . . but how would I do that? 
So I left. Amilio was in better hands than my own.
Closing the hospital door behind me, there he was, looking right at me. His tan skin and well-built body were still the same, but now his face was covered in bristles, cuts, and dirt. 
“Liam?” His name slipped through my lips like a whisper in the wind. Barely there, but definitely noticeable. I wasn’t expecting to see him. 
Liam looked at me, standing there at a loss for words. My mouth filled with cotton, my heart racing as fast as the wind, and the butterflies in my stomach flying in fast, tight circles. I could sense that he was nervous too. 
“Ramona.” It felt as if we hadn’t seen each other in years. “I’ve missed you.” His hand rose up to my cheeks, and he rubbed his fingers along my jawline.  Inwardly, I was seething and quivering like a hot kettle. I slapped his hand and turned away. “There’s so much to explain. To talk about. So much I want to say to you –”   I cut him off with a hiss, “How could you be such an ass!”
“I know.” He dropped his head but followed me to the elevator. We waited for the doors to open. He smelled like a wet dog, and he didn’t have this sexy fragrance he usually had. Yonosotros took away all that smelled good and made his scent pungent and sharp. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked.
“The never-ending cycle of a Hounder. The Silverback had my cousin stuffed under a bed, sick and hurt and dehydrated; I needed to get him to the hospital.”
“Why did she have him?”
“I have no clue, but she’s beginning to get on my nerves.” My skin started to feel hot, and I felt agitated. I turned to face him. “How could you leave me like that? I’ve never asked for anything, but when I did ask, you abandoned me. For once, I needed you.”
Liam tensed his shoulders; “I thought I was doing the right thing, I swear. We needed answers, and I swore to protect you. Getting you into your sister clan was the right choice. Hate me for it all you want, but they could do something I could never do . . . I could never keep you safe!”
My gaze dropped from his warm cocoa-bean eyes. 
“I thought what I was doing was best for you.”
“It doesn’t matter, I needed you then, but I don’t need you now. I will take care of everything by myself.” The elevator doors opened, and as I took a step forward to enter, Liam cuffed me with his hand, pulling us both back against the white hospital wall. The elevator doors closed. 
A fresh swell of rage rose in me, and I was ready to let all hell break loose. 
“Get the hell away from me.”
I returned to the elevator, the doors opened, and just as I stepped inside,  Liam rushed in. When the doors closed, we stood in silence. The elevator floors shuffled side to side as we moved downward. 
“I never stopped thinking about you.”
“Yeah? Well, I stopped thinking about you. And caring.”
“No, you didn’t;  if you did, you wouldn’t be so mad at me right now.”
“How could I not be?” I yelled. 
He exhaled sharply. He closed the distance between us with one long stride. Without a moment of hesitation, he slung his arm around my waist and pulled me close to him.
Our lips clashed together hard. Our eyes shut as the weight of our bodies felt like feathers. It was as if we were touching each other’s souls. Yearning . . .  we clearly wanted the same thing. The punch of this blissful kiss almost brought us to our knees. With every synced movement of our lips, we also felt every inch of each other’s bodies, molding into one as if we were missing puzzle pieces, finally finding each other.
It seemed as if the whole universe had paused for us. Nothing else mattered as we stood there, lips moving together, welding into a beautiful masterpiece.
He drove his tongue inside, setting off a shattering moan that was like music to my ears. He was quite an instrument to play, so finely tuned that if I had touched him just right, he just might turn a beautiful harp. I was making the most glorious sounds – raw, intense, absolutely delicious sounds of pleasure as he plundered me with his tongue.
I grabbed his hair, yanked, and pulled him closer as if he’d disappear into thin air if I didn’t. We pulled apart slowly, gasping for air. 
He kissed my ear as he said, “How could I stop thinking of you?”
I sighed with relief and answered by plastering my mouth on his once again. 
“So you kiss me, and that’s supposed to make it all better?” I asked between breaths.
“It shouldn’t excuse anything I’ve done.”
“I’ve missed you so much, too. You left me all alone, and I was scared. I killed people, Liam. I’m not me anymore. I’m not the same girl you fell in love with,” I cried into his shoulder. 
“I was scared for you, too, I went back to look for you, but you were gone.”
“I had to leave. The coven came after me; they destroyed my sister clan.” Our faces pressed together again. 
“Where did you go?”
“The Silverback pack was in Delaware. I ran as fast as I could, but when I found them, they were dead. I went to find you again. Your scent changed. I smelled your scent from the castle and followed it until it was gone. What happened?”
“I accepted Yonosotros. That shadow in me saved my life.”
“And how do you feel?”
“Numb, I suppose.” He hummed disapprovingly.
“What else did you find out?” I asked.
“Someone is pretending to be the Silverback pack; they killed an entire peaceful pack. The Silverback that we knew were not the real ones; someone framed the pack. What about you, why are you back in town? You were supposed to stay with your sister clan.”
“We were attacked. I had to run. There’s more than werewolves and vampires after me.”
“Right . . . but for what reasons, I am still unsure.”
“Because I am the key. My blood is special because it breaks the bloodlines. That’s how you mix other races.”
“Where the hell did you hear this from?”
“Long story.” I pressed my face into his chest. Tears began to overflow, wetting his shirt. “If you ever leave again, I am going to rip your fucking face off. Don’t try me, Liam.”
He stepped back and looked at me, nodding.  Liam hugged me again and kissed my hair. 
“I killed Clay.” I started sobbing. “I’m so damaged.”
Liam’s eyes enlarged. I couldn’t read them. I wasn’t sure if it was fear or an approving look, but they grew, and that alarmed me. His body went cold with dread.
“And how’d he look?” he asked. 
“Weak. He was begging me to kill him.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight


Liam and I were crossing the hospital lobby when we heard a pop. Our heads had whipped around to follow the sound when glass rained down on our heads. We caught sight of a strange silhouette against a now-empty window frame on the eighth floor; it looked like someone with six arms, but it only took a second for it to register that it was one human figure carrying a second, smaller human figure over its shoulder. Someone was making off with Amilio. I heard my father’s words: protect him.
“Not this crap again.” I hitched out my guns from their holsters as I bolted out the front door and cut a hard right around the corner of the building. I got around back a few seconds too late to see the unknown kidnapper already making for the tree line at the rear of the hospital property, Amilio bouncing and flopping on their shoulder like a rag doll. Amilio 
"Nobody can run like that, carrying that much weight!" Liam panted behind me as we sprinted up the grassy incline toward the point where the pair had disappeared into the woods. Though we didn’t have time to stop and discuss the matter, I had to agree with him; even loaded down with a hundred-plus pounds of dead weight, whoever it was had leap-frogged down seven exterior window ledges, made one last leap down to the asphalt parking lot out back, and covered fifty yards uphill in the short time it took me to sprint out of the lobby and round the back corner of the building.
And now, it was taking everything Liam and I had  just to slowly close the gap, despite the fact that we were running full-bore through the woods, following a scent, using our eyes only to avoid trees and choose the fastest route.
We were both nearly winded when we burst out of the woods onto the edge of a long pasture, sloping downward toward a dirt road at the opposite end. We saw our quarry leap cleanly over the metal gate facing that road; Liam and I both gasped at the strength it must have taken to launch the pair of them upwards with enough force to clear a five-foot gate.
An absurd thought flittered through my mind; I had read somewhere that a leopard, carrying a kill equal to half its own body weight, will go forty feet up the smooth, straight bole of a tree to wedge the carcass in the first fork it encounters. Were we chasing a leopard man? The scent we were homing in on was not dog/wolf, but then it wasn’t cat/leopard, either. 
Liam and I cleared the gate in the same manner, of course, but neither of us was carrying half our body weight.
Our quarry wasn’t a leopard, and it wasn’t a man; we were close enough now to see that it was a human, slim and long-limbed and unmistakably female, with long, wild, jet-black hair streaming out behind her as she ran. She had led us well out of town to a large unremarkable building that had three large squat silos almost adjoining it; behind the building and the silos were dozens of raised pools filled with bluish-green water. We didn’t have to read the “No Trespassing” signs posted every fifty feet along the chain-link fence to know it was the Temple Rallies’ water-treatment plant.
A lone security guard at the checkpoint hut stepped out to intercept the approaching runner.  In one of those brief moments where time seemingly screeches to a halt, and your focus is magnified and clarified, I could see that one hand had gone to his radio while the other went to his holster.  The runner’s hand – or perhaps its claw – went in and out just below the guard’s sternum in the blink of an eye.  Our quarry flashed past the falling man – then time seemed to resume its usual onward march.
Liam and I flashed past the guard just as his knees hit the pavement and his upper body started a slow topple to one side; there was no time to stop and help him; he was a goner anyway. 
I realized this was where the Silverback’s plan was supposed to be kicked off. “Don’t let her near the water; she’s going to contaminate it!” I screamed. Liam found a last burst of strength somewhere, somehow, and ran ahead of me. We were almost on her heels when she threw Amilio into the first pool she found, then speeding up and zigzagging between the pools and sheds at the back of the property.
“You need to get Amilio out of there! I’m going after her - meet me back at the hospital!” I yelled. I aimed my guns at the figure as we entered a short but clear straightaway to the back fence and began firing as many rounds as possible in the few seconds I had a clear shot. One of them winged her left shoulder; I saw bits of skin and flesh in a spray of blood erupting from the point of impact.
She spun to face me, her hair swirling like a gendarme’s black cape; her eyes were wide but not with fury or pain. She seemed surprised – as if she had not expected a bullet to strike her, or maybe as if she had not expected it to have the effect it had.
I skidded to a halt at what I thought a judicious distance short of her, considering the speed and agility I had witnessed earlier, and leveled both my pistols at her chest. “Cursed bullets, blessed pistols, or vice versa; life’s just full of little surprises, ain’t it?”
She just stared at me with those wide, mildly surprised eyes, and I started getting a little nervous when I saw a nearly indiscernible smile creeping slowly across her lips.
“You are her,” she said in a soft, almost too-sweet voice – a hint of death moving quietly, invisibly within every syllable.
“Yeah, I’m the her that wants some answers, bitch. Tell me why you kidnapped my cousin from the hospital and what the Silverback is planning!"
Something inscrutable flickered across her face, and the almost-smile tightened.  And my fingers tightened on both triggers as well; still, I had the unnerving feeling that I was completely missing something here.
“You are her," she repeated; “You are the one I seek.” I didn’t see her feet move, but I could have sworn she had taken a slow, smooth step toward me. I brought the pistols up to eye level, sighting down the barrels.
“What?"  I tried to sound intimidating. "I don’t care what you seek, Lady Flash – you can’t move fast enough to dodge bullets at this range, and I’M the one asking the questions here!  Answer me! Why did you kidnap Amilio, and what is the Silverback doing?!"
I forced all my focus and strength into keeping my hands from shaking; she had taken another step, I was sure of it, but I couldn't pull my eyes away from eyes, black her long glossy hair, and as deep as a starless, moonless night sky.  Her voice both drew me in with its strange warmness while at the same time chilling my blood and sapping my will; she was beautiful, mysterious, and mesmerizing.
And she was suddenly at arm’s length. I didn’t know how, but her long ivory fingers had found the barrels of my pistols and, with a simple twist, sent them both spinning to the dirty grass on either side. It was when she leaned in and began to warp that I realized Yonosotros had been strangely silent for the last few minutes.
Her face shriveled into death’s head, the beautiful ebony orbs sinking back into the recesses of empty black eye sockets. Curved talons sprouted from her fingertips and locked around my wrists like handcuffs ratcheted down too tight. Her long silky-black hair parted left and right as the sound of skin tearing preceded the appearance of two impossibly large bat wings sprouting from her shoulder blades.
“Yonosotros!” I tried to scream, but it only came out in a hoarse gasp.
She smiled wide, revealing white inward-curving needles lining the inside of her mouth in double rows. “Oh, him . . ." she snorted.  "He's not going to be of any use to you now, Key."
She was right; he was gone, left the building, departed the premises, split without saying goodbye. I could not even feel an empty spot in my mind where he used to be. I was completely alone with this spawn of hell, and my newfound strength and skills were already sapped and worthless.
“Who are you?” my hoarse voice crackled as I pulled futilely at her gripping claws.
A long wet red serpent’s tongue flicked out from her mouth and pricked my left carotid artery. As she leaned in, mouth agape, I heard her sneer: “I am her whom you seek.”
I felt my life force draining away with my blood as she fed at my neck. I was helpless in that viselike grip; I tried to kick her, but she had returned my kick with one so sharp I was sure at least one kneecap was shattered, maybe both. I had tried to lean my upper body and head away from her, but she just leaned in a little farther and started feeding.
“What is it you want?” I moaned, feeling the universe start a slow spin around us.
She paused for breath and thought for a mere brief second. "The world,” she replied.
It came drifting down to me as that surreal dream-state – preceding bleeding out – was settling over my conscious mind; I had found the alpha Silverback. Or, maybe, she had found me.
The naked sky started to illuminate overhead as if there was a forest fire or some kind of burning star moving toward us. I lifted a finger and pointed towards the white light coming at us. The Silverback stopped sucking and glanced up over her shoulder. The light struck the earth soundlessly, a scant dozen paces from us, and coalesced into the form of a woman, one knee on the ground. Her body was pale white and sculpted like a Greek goddess, naked and glowing. She had transparent wings that moved slowly, but with such strength that it almost felt like a storm was coming our way. Then her wings folded in and furled themselves neatly side-by-side along her spine.
The woman drew a long, gleaming, white rapier from nowhere and pointed it at the Silverback; she began chanting as she stepped toward us, soft chimes as if a choir of youngsters was ah-ing sweet, heavenly melodies.  It was the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.
The Silverback dropped me, placed her wings and hands over her ears, and let out a roar. My body plopped onto the ground. The woman and the Silverback began to feel like a bad dream. I crawled over to one of my guns while the two women fought. The girl was swinging her sword over her head, and the Silverback was swatting at her with the talons that protruded from her wingtips. When I finally reached the pistol, I pointed without a care or thought as to who would get the bullet. I squeezed the trigger. A bullet pierced her bat wing, and the Silverback led out a scream that filled the quiet, cold night.
She leapt into the sky with a final double-swat with both wings that blew up a dust cloud and propelled her well overhead; The moon’s light shone through the hole in the pierced wing, and with another tremendous effort from her wings, she was gone, a shrinking shadow against the dark sky.
I dropped everything, including my head; it fell against solid ground. I was far too tired to get up.
I woke up in the same spot with the angelic woman kneeling over me. The woods were still as black as ink – perhaps I had only been passed out for a minute. My hair started to smell like rotting pine, and a thought washed over me. Rotting pine smells better than blood. I’ll take it! 
Opening my eyes, I saw her hands hovering over my neck with a bright glow; fairy dust and aquatic colors spilled through her palms. For some odd reason, I just didn’t care who she was. My legs felt like melted gummies, I was too weak to stand up, and my eyes closed once again. So this is what Dad meant by “too weak to fight”.
“It’ll be okay,” the woman said. Her soft voice was exactly how I imagined heaven to sound . . . like chimes in a soft breeze. I closed my eyes as she continued talking me through the pain. “It’s taking longer to heal you than it should. Are you feeling okay?” I hummed yes. 
“Open your eyes,” Even her demands were given in a voice as sweet as a child’s. “We have to stop the Silverback.”
“I know, I know. I’ve heard this saying like ten times already.”
“No, you don’t know, Ramona. She drank your blood.”
I opened one eye. “I don’t remember.”
“Right now, she could drop a litter of bat-demon babies if she wanted to. Your blood means that much to everyone.”
I sighed in disbelief and pushed her hands away from me. “I am so sick of there always being something wrong. Why am I chosen? I don’t get it. I failed so many times, and everyone keeps asking more of me. I am really tired,” my voice cracked.  The damned wall of tears behind my eyes had broken. It became apparent to me how tired I really was. I leaned back and withered into a ball. Tears moistened my dirty face. 
“I know. That’s why I am here.” 
I looked over my shoulder to see her reaching out to me and placing her hands over my neck. “What are you doing?”
“I’m healing you.” I nodded. “After I’m done, we are going to find her and finish this once and for all.”
“Together?” I gruffed out, pushing the tears back. She nodded, and her hands began to glow once more.  Minutes passed, and I didn’t like the silence. “I’m Ramona.”
“Ariel.”
“Like the Little Mermaid?”
“Like the Lioness of God. I’m the fairy of Summer and Spring.”
“That’s a badass name.” We were sitting in the dirt. Ariel’s eyes were a beautiful icicle blue. Her blonde hair was curled and pinned back in a bridal bun. She was also nude, but I didn’t mind it. “I have to go back to the hospital. Amilio and Liam are there, and I have to make sure they are safe.”
“A last wish from your father,” Ariel nodded and agreed. Her hands dropped, and she looked at my neck to see the bloody gash was now only teeth marks. “I did the best I could, but my powers aren’t supposed to heal Hounders or gods.”
“You’ve been watching all this time?”
She nodded hesitantly. “Not at first. We Fae’s wanted nothing to do with your war, but then some of us went missing. The war between the Hounders and vampires is now getting far more intense. This war is affecting the good creatures too, and my people are endangered. No more silence.”
We got up and started walking back to the hospital. Her nude body was beautiful. I had never seen someone so perfectly sculpted;  I was secretly jealous of her fair skin, heart-shaped rear end, and slim musculature. We were making our way past the dead guard from earlier when I stopped and looked at his clothes and then at her body. When she put his clothes on,  she made even a bloody rent-a-cop outfit look like Marylin Monroe in a potato sack.
We had finally reached the hospital. Cop cars were all over the place, and the night lit up with blue and red siren lights.
I saw Liam standing by Amilio’s gurney at the entrance.  “Why isn’t he back in the hospital?” I yelled at Liam.
“I tried, but they said an outbreak happened in the hospital. Everyone inside may be contaminated.” I scanned the place, the busted eighth-floor window overhead, and Amilio. Liam sniffed the air. His nose wiggled as his eyes met Ariel’s. “What is a fairy doing here?”
I pulled my collar down to show Liam the bite. He ran over to me, his hands cupping my throat to examine it. “I failed again.”
His arms wrapped around me, “I should have never let you go alone.”
“I thought I could beat her.”
“Ramona, you don’t have to do all this alone. I’m here now.”
“He’s right,” Ariel said. She walked over to Amilio and examined him. “You have to let people help you if you’re going to get through this. You say you failed,  but you have to let destiny run its course if you are going to win. Heroes use the leap of faith to win because God takes the wheel when people need it most.” I winced at her remark; it was like she knew exactly what my grandfather would say. 
Ariel placed her hands over Amilio’s chest. His torso pushed outward as soft blue colors drifted out from her palms. We watched her closely. Liam’s eyebrows drew together into a single harsh line; “Why isn’t anything happening?”
“I don’t know,” Ariel sighed. Her hands dropped to her side.
“No, you can’t stop trying. He needs you, Ariel.” She reached for my hand and patted it. “I know, but it’s not working. I don’t know why.”
“Are there certain things you can’t heal?” Liam asked. 
“Well, for starters, demons, but that shouldn’t stop me from healing him, as he is mostly human . . . Curses . . .”
“Could he be cursed?”
Her eyes widened slightly. “Well, I suppose he could be, but why would he be cursed, and what is he cursed with?”
As Liam and Ariel were exchanging ideas, I blurted out everything I was thinking. “Dad said the Silverback was going to contaminate the water supply and turn everyone. It’s weird to me how she went through all this trouble to get him from the hospital and throw him in our water supply.”
Liam was walking in a circle. His eyes searched for the answer between the hospital and us. He spun with a jump, throwing a finger in the air. “The hospital said there was contamination. Could there be a link between that and what your dad was saying?”
Ariel said, “I’m not following.”
“He’s sick. The Silverback throws him into the water supply. The hospital has an outbreak. That’s her plan! She planned to use him to get everyone else sick, but how? If you can’t heal curses, she had to have given him one.” 
We all took three steps back from Amilio, our eyes glued to him. 
“Shit, I touched him, am I cursed?”
“Calm down,” Ariel said. “I highly doubt you have it.”
“How come?”
“The entire hospital is infected, but you and Ramona were with him this entire time, and you’re not sick. This may be just affecting humans since it’s supposed to turn them into monsters.”
“But why, Ariel? We need answers.”
“I can’t be sure. You know the Silverback better than I do. What have we learned?”
“The Silverback is not a werewolf – but a vampire. She wants the key, which is my blood. She’s contaminating the water supply; she’s going against Mona. She wants to take over the world. That’s all I got.” I started freaking out. I had to be missing something. I had done all this and learned nothing of her plan.
“We are doomed.” Ariel sighed. 
“The word you are looking for is fucked. We are fucked,” Liam corrected. 
“Watch your tongue.”
“You two stop.” I shhhhhh’d them. “Alright, then, let’s just guess. So the reason the Silverback would possibly want me is to create a new vampire race. Right? Jump in any time, guys . . . drinking my blood could give her the ability to create and mix with other things. So she devised a plan to distract the werewolves and use my father as bait.”
“This may be a stretch, but she contaminated the water supply because everyone drinks it. It’s the perfect way to turn anyone. Amilio was her plan to pollute the waters, and you were the key to her super vampire race.”
That sounded like the perfect plan, and we fell right into it. “If I do what you say, what must be done? How do we stop this?” I asked Ariel.
“Let that boy go. We find the Silverback, all three of us, and we kill her.”
“I’m not letting him die!”
“The longer we wait—”
“No!” I shouted over her. “No one is dying anymore.” 
“Okay, say there was a chance that maybe the Fae can find a cure that can lift the curse. But I can’t promise anything.”
“Anything is better than nothing. We save Amilio.”
Ariel nodded and bowed. Amilio’s eyes were big and brown like a puppy’s. Spores were forming on his skin, and lumps were forming under the skin on his head. I hated myself for leaving him, but I was doing it to save him. 
Ariel had called in for some help, and the Fae took Amilio away; I wasn’t sure to where . . . outsiders like Liam and I were not allowed to know. But Ariel said they took him to her home where time stopped, where the Fae never aged, and his curse would be stopped in time until they solved it. I could only hope that they would be able to save him. His fate was in the hands of strangers. 
Abuela and Papa would be screaming at me if they saw me now.




Chapter Twenty-Nine


Liam, Ariel, and I were driving around town. Liam was using his wolf senses to help us trail the Silverback. He described her scent as a bag of cartilage beside vanilla candles. He occasionally poked his head out the window and took a whiff, and we made turns based on the direction of the smell – which led us past the Edgefield County Fire Department. It was the fire station my grandfather used to work at. As we were passing, I could almost see my grandfather with me outside the station. The memory was too clear to forget any detail. He was helping me up into the fire truck; his slick black hair gave a clue as to his age. I was nine then. 
Who knew this is what my life was intended to be? This entire time my grandfather believed I was supposed to be a hunter and a savior. The heroes we all proclaimed we were. Yet he was wrong. They were all wrong. I was never created for that. I was not their familia. So who was I, really? 
Liam looked at me, his brows burrowing. He nudged my shoulder; “Don’t worry. We’ll get her and end this for good.” He rubbed my shoulders and squeezed my hand.
Ariel was in the backseat with her eyes averted to the right. Glancing at the rearview mirror, I could tell from the lines on her face that she was unfamiliar with this place – and this place was not home. I think she wanted to go home. “I know,” I said to Liam.
“When you ever feel like giving up, I’ll be there to keep you going.” 
“I believe you, but I don’t think I have a choice. Something will always happen. Demons will hunt me for my blood, Mona’s looking for me, and my dad’s gone again. If I give up, it means I’ll die. But at least I won’t have to fight any longer. I am not entirely sure what I want to do.”
“Which brings us to the next thing,” Liam pulled out a necklace from the driver’s side door. The copper necklace glimmered like silver pinpricks in an inky sky. My heirloom rocked back and forth as we drove. The ends of my lips inch up my face, and for a hot second, I was almost glad to see it. Then it occurred to me: it’s not really mine. This isn’t my family. I looked away. “What’s wrong?” He asked.
“That doesn’t belong to me. Those charms don’t work for me; I’m not Micella’s daughter.”
His hand dropped, and he turned to face the road. Silence rolled through the car like fog. Look at me now; I’m a mood killer. 
“Ramona, I am sensing that you are upset about this?”
“Ding, ding, ding. A bell for the Fae,”  Liam retorted.
“But why does that upset you? Wouldn’t it be more comforting to know where you really came from? Don’t humans need explanations about the things around them?”
“How would you feel if your father wasn’t your father, and your mother wasn’t your mother? Wouldn’t you question your DNA? Second guess yourself about everything, afraid that you are not good enough?”
“I’m not wired to feel that way. I’m also not your therapist. I can understand where you are coming from and empathize, but I’m not sympathetic. I know who my father is; these are facts. You don’t know who your real parents are.”
“Well, geez, thanks.” 
“Look at it from a different perspective; you are loved not because of what you are but who you are. If you don’t think you deserve their love, then you’ve forgotten how hard you’ve really worked for it. You have fought so hard and long; that means something. And if they won’t accept it, that is not on you. You’ve come a long way and suffered much. If they don’t see the challenges you have faced, then they don’t deserve you.”
“She’s right, Ramona. I love you regardless of what you are. If they can’t see what I see, who cares. You fought like hell for them. You killed Clay. Maybe it’s time for you to fight for yourself. If the Silverback and Mona want war, hell, let’s give them one.” Liam kissed my hand, and it was like the world had lifted from my shoulders.
Ariel touched my shoulder blades; the heavenly feelings in her hands soothed this pain and turned to more pride than I could hold.
I nodded at her. I started to giggle. The giggles turned to a loud laugh. I sounded hysterical, I’m sure.
We had reached the center of our town, where they traditionally set up the large Christmas tree in December, held public plays in July, and held concerts and other entertainment events throughout the year. It brought the public together, and it always looked great. We called it the Little Apple because though it was nothing like New York, this was the coolest thing we had going, and it was larger than life to the small-town folks of Temple Rallies, South Carolina.
“She’s here?” Ariel and I asked almost at the same time. We both sensed it; my voice conveyed concern while hers was filled with excitement.
“Somewhere, but her smell is definitely strong.”
“Alright, everyone fan out. We’ll cover more ground that way. If you see her, just yell – no one will go in alone with this.” I commanded. 
I hitched out my guns; Liam grabbed one of them and held it close to his stomach. “What about the humans? We can’t expose ourselves.”
“Their water supply is already compromised, Liam. The Silverback has made an entire hospital sick, and it will probably spread to the whole town in no time. Their lives are endangered, and they don’t know how bad it’s going to get. Exposing ourselves is the least of our concerns.” I took my gun back from Liam.
“Only pull them out when you see her. I don’t care how you may interpret this, but finding out demons live among you is even scarier than some flu bug. Do not cause a panic.” 
I nodded at him. We went our separate ways, investigating the town’s square. The place was empty except for some idle street performers on the sidewalks. It was daylight, and I knew my blood had already worked its magic on her. The light couldn’t harm her anymore. 
“Do you feel her near?” I asked my shadow. Yonosotros had drifted back in after Ariel, and I sent the Silverback packing, claiming that he would have been of little to no help against her but only further attracted her interest when she sensed his presence in me.
I figured he was just afraid of her, out of his league, but we hadn’t discussed it. Yet.
Take a whiff. Follow her trail. 
“I can’t smell anything.” 
Allow me. Instantly I was hit with more smells than I could filter. My nostrils felt at war with all the smells in the town’s square. There was a burning sensation as if I had inhaled chlorine. I could smell the street performers' deodorant, the bakeries on the far end of the street, cigar breath, and a score of other scents I couldn’t identify all at once. How was I supposed to separate their smells from hers? 
“Can you make this easier and lock onto her smell?” The other aromas began to fade away. The pounding and aching of my nose died as only one stench lingered in the air. It was foul, as Liam described it; in fact, his description was an understatement. He was just being generous;  it smelled like death. No sweet scent to diminish the real smell. It was all bad. I followed the stench until I had reached a fountain a few hundred feet from where we parked the car. 
That was when I saw her. 




Chapter Thirty


The evening welcomed May’s heat; visible streaks of steam fluxed off the back of a young woman leaning over the fountain, holding a man bent backward over the low fountain wall, her hands around his neck. 
“Stop struggling,” she hissed in his face; “I need my leech back.”
A scream came from his mouth as she buried one hand in his abdomen, searching his entrails. I grabbed her by her shoulder, but with a flick of her wrist, I went catapulting into the air, landing ten feet away in the public dog park.  She flipped him back on his stomach, and the bloody hand that had just sent me flying dove into his lower back. She found a long black worm stuck to his spine and pulled it out of him. He let out one last high-pitched cry as he died.
The Silverback wiggled a finger at the crowd that was gathering; “Mind your own business!” Phones flipped out, flashes went off, and the onlookers started yelling and cursing at her. One bystander ran towards her as if to pull her off, but he stopped as her eyes glowed a bright red. 
“Get away from him!” I kicked my feet under me and grabbed my guns from my belt.
She slid the black worm under her top and jumped to her feet, eyeing the pistols that had come as such a surprise to her an hour or two earlier. She ran, and I followed, yelling over the top of the rioting of the townsfolk, “Liam, Ariel! This way!”
She was getting away, too fast a sprinter to contend with. I fired once amid the screams of the town’s people as they began running like chickens with their heads cut off. I kept firing until I saw her slow down. I must’ve hit her at least once because she began to slow noticeably.
She turned right into a tight alleyway, and when I barreled around the corner, she was standing behind someone. The Silverback’s legs were plastered with bullet holes, and her wounds had turned black. She cast her head back, jaw extended, and then bucked forward, clamping her teeth on the victim's throat; I could hear the unpleasant sound her teeth made as if she was ripping into a Roma tomato. His flesh ripped like wax paper as her canines struck deep, and juices seeped out from the punctured holes.
She pulled away and wiped her face with the back of her arm. Her wounds had healed quickly. As for her victim, it was over for him. His breath came to a pause, and all we could hear him do was push air out in a gurgling protest at whatever the hell had just happened.
She bent forward, glaring at us, her wings extended, so large they were crimped like an origami bird. They could not extend fully in this narrow alley – or lift her into flight.
I pointed my guns- allowing her to get a glimpse of the silvery metal that would shatter her into ash. Her eyes were wide from perhaps realization –yes, I am that bitch, and yes, I was going to kill her. She kicked the ground in preparation for a big leap, but her wings rubbed so hard against the buildings she came to a sudden stop, hissing at the pain. She leaned forward in an attack stance, her hands out, fingers extended and curled to look like claws. 
“You’re not a hunter. Put that toy down before you get hurt,” she hissed.
“But I am.” I was my father’s daughter no matter who my mother was; I was Hounder and a pretty decent one at that.
She was in my face before I could get the first found off, despite her wings scraping against the buildings’ brick walls, leaving twin red stripes down either side. We traded blows, me getting more than I could give back, and I lost my pistols in the fray.   She turned sideways where her wings could finally extend their entire width, and as she lifted upward, I grabbed her by one ankle and jerked her back to the ground. I  tried to twist her body back so her wings would once more be trapped by the narrow walls. 
The Silverback jerked to the left, bulldozed down, smacking face-first into the wall.
I looked up to see a wolf spinning back around, a ripped piece of skin in its clenched teeth. Liam’s black fur was like a huge lion's mane. A growl rose from the depths of his stomach. “Get her, Liam!” I screamed. He pounced on her chest and tore into her flesh.
She hissed in pain, clasping her fingers around his throat and tossing him to the opposite wall. I leaped back in with a low kick to her knee; her kneecap popped backward, and her leg folded in awkwardly. Throwing one arm around her neck, I tightened the chokehold until the veins in her throat began protruding. 
Ariel’s bright light shone on us as Liam returned, clamping his teeth on the Silverback’s injured leg. Ariel placed the tip of her white sword at the base of the Silverback’s throat. With my free hand, I scooped up one of the pistols and pressed the barrel to her temple.
“You think you’ve won, but this is just the start. My people won’t rest until you’re dead,” the Silverback hissed.
“Then we will be here to greet them. Every single one, every single time.” Ariel raised her chin and pressed harder on her sword. 
“You’ll be fighting forever.” I pulled the trigger. Her skin quickly darkened to gray, and she began to disintegrate into ash. 




Chapter Thirty-One


Liam and I were back home. We had been rebuilding my old house for weeks, and it was getting closer to looking nothing like it used to. When I was young, I pictured myself in that house, growing older, married with two kids, and saving my grandfather’s furniture for future generations to see and admire. A two-story house, with overgrown trees and an untamed lawn, with little critters that passed by to say hello for breakfast.
But this new house . . . it was like a warm gingerbread cottage. We had laid fake grass over the lawn to cover the burn marks and small remains of glass we may have missed. It was smaller than the original, but I didn’t care; spending all this time with Liam was what truly mattered. In another week or so, Liam and I would be moving into our house. 
My old house.
Ariel was still around. 
And Amilio . . . he’s okay. We haven’t seen him, but no doubt we will soon. The world outside of the Fae realm still needs me. 
As for the townsfolk of Temple Rallies, South Carolina, our town was on its hind legs, ready to flip on its back and die where it sat. Crazy how our motto predicted this. 
I was driving the truck, packed with a  trunk full of water bottles and the back seats full of groceries - as every other human had done since our water’s contamination. Only humans were infected by this cursed water, and monsters were surfacing slowly. Whatever the Silverback had done to my townspeople, I wasn’t too convinced we would get it back to normal any time soon.
Liam forecast that two things would go wrong.  First, quarantine. And that happened a week after the infection was discovered.  Second, grocery stores were going to be empty. It hasn’t happened yet, but our town gets supplies from outside our community now, which drives up prices, causing occasional shortages – which led us to harvesting. I can’t say I am a great farmer, but the Farming For Dummies book has had a great influence on our day-to-day lifestyle and diet.
I arrived at our unfinished house, where Liam was hammering away, boarding-in part of the living room. I walked in and kissed his cheek, giving the room a good look. It was better to see plain white walls than butchered, stuffed animals hanging like Christmas decorations. “Fancy. Where are the other workers?” 
“End of shift. Plus, I figured if I kept going, the sooner we could settle in.” It was a decent size for us, which I loved. Ariel’s side was slightly smaller – and she loved that even more. He led me down a hall to where the bedrooms were stationed. The master bedroom was at the end of the hall with double doors. On occasion, I liked going in and picturing how we’d set the room up. I wanted drapes to hover over the bed. He thought it was girly, and he petitioned for football banners and guns. I had my gun safe on the floor, in the far corner, with a table cloth covering it. As if anyone in that room wasn’t going to notice a big metal box. Who would have thought I was a gun kind of girl?
I thought he was going to lead me to our room so we could talk more about the wall colors again, but instead, he led me to the first door on the left. We stepped inside a large bedroom – almost as big as the master bedroom, but without an attached bathroom. 
“What are we doing here?”
He wrapped his arms around me from behind. “Over there can be a dresser. The center can be where the bed will be, and over there can be a TV or something.”
“Okay . . . why?”
“For when your dad comes back. We’ll have his room ready and waiting for him. He can hang his guns over there.” He pointed. I was paralyzed with happiness, surrendering to this blissful thought. I turned around and draped my hands around his neck, and I pressed my lips against his. I knew in these moments, when we shared each other’s hearts, that this was really love. Pressing my face into his chest, I thanked him. 
Later that night, we were sitting in his truck, gnawing on some Slim Jims. Ariel was still out wandering the town. We chatted and listened to music. “We make a good team, Ramona.” He kissed me. My eyes shut tightly as more kisses came. With every touch, I felt an impulse to pull him closer and harder. The night was calm. Crisp, fresh air blew my hair away from my face and into the night behind me like a flag wavering in the wind. The stars were out, filling the sky like glitter. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and I leaned on his arm.
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Chapter One


The truck rattled as if the earth was splitting in two. Our ears were assaulted by the sound of contorted rocks falling rapidly down a mountainside as our eyes sprang open from our long nap. The trees screamed as they fell forward, and their leaves were whisked away by the wind. The chitter-chatter of bugs was almost as loud as the earth’s groanings. Liam’s body quivered and his arm hair thickened until it turned to patches of fur. I could tell whatever this was had scared him; his body mutated quickly. That’s not usually the case for werewolves, but Liam had thrown himself on the ground, pushing the wolf out. 
His head cocked up; his yellow beady eyes burrowed into a scowling look. I turned to Yuuta and Oraine; they had already drawn their weapons and dropped into a fighting stance.  I unlatched my guns, taking a whiff of the air. The abrupt energy collided with Yonosotros. The presence of whoever – or whatever – was here had alarmed him as equally and profoundly as it did Liam. A flourish of unexpected power filled me, pumping heat through my veins. 
I gazed up at the delicate rays of sunlight slipping in through the tree’s long swooping branches. The shimmering wide gossamer leaves turned to black as the trees withered away into frail branches. One by one, the copses shrank like a California fire wiping the forest of its preserves. A black cloud rolled over the town like a tide and swallowed the sky.
It wasn’t good. I took another look at Liam, and his tail was between his legs. As the trees died, we could see what lingered in the vastness: Deer were galloping away, and only large shrubs remained. At the forest’s edge was a line of blurred figures. As the deer grew nearer to that edge, their bodies froze as if meeting the headlights of a passing car. They quickly turned back in our direction, moving less gracefully – in utter fear. The deer rushed past us.
If the deer didn’t fear our presence, I wondered what they did fear so badly. The inky sky started to illuminate as if there was a burning star moving toward us. I lifted a finger and pointed towards the white light coming at us. Ariel landed, her white wings extended, the white light coalescing around her. Then her wings folded into her spine. Ariel pulled her trusty sword and got into a fighting stance. 
“What’s happening, Ariel?”
“Mona’s coming.”
“How do you know?” Yuuta asked.
“Her presence is very strong. Can’t you feel it?” Ariel pointed with her chin at the figures at the edge of the wood line. “They can surely feel her power.”
Tall and lanky shadows stood menacingly across a wide field from us. “Are those monsters?” I asked her.
“Yes. It looks like the entire town is here.”
“So, that’s what those are. No wonder Liam is terrified.”
“You should be too. Don’t forget; she’s here for you.” Ariel’s eyes narrowed into crinkled slits. She didn’t move a muscle, but I could see from her eyes that her brain was racing with endless questions. What to do? Are we going to die? Should we fight or flight? And if she wasn’t thinking those things, surely I was. As we all three waited, surrounded by monsters, the air shook. A door appeared, hovering over the forest floor. It was made of black oak boards with a gold doorknob and a snake knocker in the middle of the frame. 
The door seemed about to burst open,  releasing an almost-visible essence so dark my shadow was feeding off the energy. It was like love on the brain as my shadow and this darkness were facing one another. A smile crept onto my face,  but I covered my mouth so that Ariel couldn’t see how it nourished my soul. Liam looked at me, and I knew he felt the same fire. The door slowly opened, and a pool of blood slipped through the crevice. 
As the door widened, even more blood poured through. Our feet got lost in it as it progressed like a lazy river along the ground. Yuuta groaned and moved closer to me, squeezing my hand. Our pants were soaking up the crimson liquid. At the entrance was a black entity, moving like a ghost in a fog. She had long, wavy, raven-black hair, large crystal eyes, and a long jaw. Her shoulders shuffled from side to side when she walked forward. When she stepped out of the door, a mist of glitter-filled blackness trailed off her body.
“Don’t come any closer,” Yuuta barked.
“You think that sword will kill me?” Mona giggled. Her voice was seductive, like a phone sex operator. 
“Give me ten minutes with you; you’ll be eating those words. I'm not one to back out of a fight.”
“Calm yourself, hunter. Where are the friendly fires and welcoming gestures I so desire?”
“You are not respected, Mona. You are not welcomed either.”
“Surely I am, and I am here for what’s mine.” 
Ariel grabbed me by the arm and hid me behind her. Liam stepped forward, and a low growl rose from his abdomen. His tail was raised so high that he moved with a limp. 
“Over my dead body,” Yuuta snarled
“Regain your composure, mortals. I am here to speak with Ramona.”
My voice was low; her presence made my shadow afraid to speak. “What do you want?”
Her hand rose. Glitter and steam see-sawed off her hand. “Come with me. We have much to discuss. I know you have questions, and we must remove that demon from your soul.”
As I stepped forward, Ariel pulled me away. “How can we trust her?”
I shrugged. Ariel’s eyes glinted. Her brows stitched together, and a frown etched into her lips. Ariel and my eyes parted,  and we faced Mona. “Come forth, child. We have a lot to do.”
I looked at Ariel. Yuuta, Liam, and Oraine, “Do you think I should go with her?” Ariel shrugged. Liam nipped at my clothes, and a whine slipped through his closed lips. Yuuta was shaking his head, but this was my mother; her aura made the hairs on the back of my neck rise, but she was my real mother.
What should I do?
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