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PROLOGUE
 
“The spikes are inside the coffin, so when the door is shut they pierce the body enough to harm–but not to kill,” Andrew said, as he gave a grunt and lifted his end of the iron maiden. 
Jeremy grimaced as he grabbed his end. “And the humans torture each other . . .  why?”
Andrew slowed his pace so another group of men could move a rack, used to pull the arms and legs off men, out of the arena. He didn’t feel the need to answer Jeremy. After all, vampyres tortured one another for the same reason. Power. 
The stars shone through an open ceiling, casting a glow over the blood-soaked floor. Some of the blood soaked into this dirt was his own. Andrew recalled the first time he had been punished in this room, for of all things that he had questioned the role of vampyre superiority over humans. 
He glanced into the audience that had been invited to watch the upcoming fight–but only for a second. These were the high-ranking vampyres from around the globe, all come to see if a bargain could be made between the man who ultimately ruled them and the one whom Andrew wished to follow. After today, there would be hope that the days of torture might come to an end.
 
A throaty voice from among the high-ranking vampyres spoke, “How you will keep your subjects in line without fear is an amusement to me.”
The man to whom those words were spoken cringed, as he knew why he was addressed with such disdain. He ignored the man, Naztar, and vowed once more that he would return to dust before ever calling him master again. Instead, he looked out upon the gymnasium, its bleachers filled with knights of the Dark and also of the Renegades. All had come to witness what would be recorded in their history as a day that had changed the world forever.
“Naztar, once this night is over, this room will become a place where my people can come and learn. The walls will be lined with books, the floor filled with tables and chairs.”
Naztar showed no emotion, nor did he look away from the gymnasium floor. Was he imagining the room as it once was? Could he ever see this place as anything but a place for torture, where his reign could be total? No, he could not. And this is why they must now do what they must do.
Directly beneath them, the sound of metal slowly scraping against rock stole their attention. Rafgard knew that one of the gates was being opened. Half of the room cheered as a tall, broad and muscular man stepped out onto the gymnasium floor. He was dressed only in a metal breastplate and pumpkin slops. In one hand he carried a battle-ax, and in the other a long iron spike.
“My champion is called Umbra. When he wins, you will pledge your allegiance to me. This war will be over.” Naztar said this matter-of-factly, as though it were already true.
A metal gate on the other side of the gymnasium opened, and another man stepped out. Though not nearly as tall as his opponent, he was far more muscular and every bit as broad. He wore a cotton tunic and pants tucked inside low boots done up by drawstrings. In one hand he grasped a Claymore nearly as long as he was tall. His long, black hair hung loose over his shoulders, and his emerald gaze locked on the warrior before him from beneath his furrowed brow.
“If my champion wins,” Rafgard said confidently, “my people go free.”
“And what is this corpse’s name?”
Rafgard did not turn his attention from the two men squaring off when he said, “Rancor. For that is what he brings.”
Down below, Rancor and Umbra circled one another, their gazes locked. 
“You are not one of us,” Umbra said, as he sniffed the air.
Rancor continued to circle. He studied his opponent–the way he took steps, gripped his ax, and where his eyes wandered. A man who has grown up with the ax as a way of life keeps his grip loose on the butt, yet this man held his weapon tightly as though afraid he might drop it. The stake that he carried in his other hand was held tip pointed up, which was another mistake that only a man poorly trained would make.
“If you are not one of us,” Umbra asked, “why do you protect vamps?”
Rancor swung his sword over his head and brought it down on an angle. Umbra raised his ax to block. At the same time he lunged with the stake. When the sword clashed with the ax, it did so hard enough that it was knocked from Umbra’s grasp. Rancor was able to grab his wrist and yank him off balance. This left Umbra’s back exposed. Moments before Rancor could plunge a stake into it, Umbra changed to fog and freed himself from Rancor.
“Why do I protect the vamps?” Rancor repeated the question. He kept his back to Umbra, his ears perked to hear every sound that the vampyre made. “Because they teach me your weaknesses.”
Umbra stayed as fog and encircled Rancor. Rancor stayed perfectly still, and the audience roared in delight as Rancor disappeared. Suddenly, part of the fog transformed into claws and lashed out. Rancor, waiting for just such a thing, leaped high out of the fog–but not before grabbing the claws. He dragged the claws, and the fog with them, so that they slammed hard into the sod. As the fog did so, it once again turned vampyre.
“Why do you fight us?” Umbra asked, as Rancor plunged downwards with a wooden stake.
“Because one of you killed the only woman I ever loved,” Rancor whispered in Umbra’s ear, as he drove the stake deep into his heart.
 



“Man has tried to define good and evil since the dawn of his first sin. It seems to me that, with every definition, mankind only succeeds in furthering himself from the truth. Even after an eternity of debate the question still remains: Are good and evil a perception of the mind, the result of a single action, or a combination of the two? 
“From my experience, this is what I have learned: Mankind spends far too much time philosophizing what evil is, and far too little ending what is corrupted in himself.”
-Wulfsign 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
A wind ripped through the town, swirling clouds of dust nearly as high as the lonely café. A bright red neon sign burned through the blustery night, adding a man-made buzz to Nature’s howl. Inside the café, Tara slaved to clean and organize in the wake of the last wave of hungry truckers. Tall, lean and not nearly as athletic as she looked, Tara bumped a table. A sugar jar knocked onto its side and rolled, making that sound, the one equal to $1.95 off her paycheck. 
But when the roll ended there was no crash. Tara glanced over her shoulder and saw a teenaged boy standing behind her. She gasped and jumped, as though the soles of her shoes had suddenly turned to hot coals. The tub of dishes she carried dropped to the floor, everything within it smashing to pieces. 
“At least I was able to save one,” the teen said, with a voice that rasped, holding out the sugar jar he had caught. 
Tara was speechless. She stared at him, looking over his short, broad-shouldered and well-muscled frame. His brow sat low over his eyes, his mouth wrinkled from what must have been a lifetime of frowns. He had high cheekbones and stubbled cheeks. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes, and when he removed them his bright emerald gaze was like casting a hot iron rod into cold water.
She forced herself to laugh in hopes of hiding her nervousness. 
“I am so sorry.” Tara kneeled to clean up the mess. 
“I startled you. It is I who should apologize.” 
Tara shifted as she carefully picked up the shards of glass. “Can I get you anything?” 
He was silent. All was silent. Even the pieces of plate that Tara moved from the floor to the tub made no noise against each other. She stared at a long, narrow shard, grabbed it like a knife, and shivered as though the room temperature had dropped twenty degrees. 
“Is there a back door?” he asked.
Tara tried to stand but could not. She tried to raise her weapon but could not. She could only whisper, “Uh, yeah.” 
“Then leave everything behind and follow me. Or tonight you die.”
Thoughts of the emergency buzzer flooded her mind. The fact they’d placed it behind the cash register never seemed absurd until now. 
 “You can take whatever you want. Please don’t hurt me,” she said.
The stranger moved with a fluidity that appeared as if he’d materialized before her. Grabbing her shoulders, he lifted her, and stared into her teary eyes. 
“Please. I beg of you, follow me or tonight you will die.” 
Tara stood to her full height and shook off his grasp. Throwing the tub at him, she ran for it, never looking back, not stopping to grab her purse or her jacket. She burst through the back door, leaving it helpless against the strong winds, hearing it bang against its frame. She ran into the pitch-black night, into Cotter’s field, engulfed in stalks of corn. 
Never before now did it seem so hard a task to avoid tall plants and furrowed mud. She tripped, fell against several cornstalks, and landed face first in the mud. When she lifted her head, there was a tall, thin man clad in beggar’s clothes before her. Tara screamed and jumped, slipping and landing hard on her back. It had been ten degrees that day and not much less this night, yet her breath still formed tiny puffs of frozen air. She shivered, her heart beat fast, and her tears continued to flow. Muscles ached and seized. 
This time it was only a scarecrow. But whoever was out there was making a noise, crashing through the crops, straight for her. 
Stars and a full moon lit the sky. The wind howled. For a brief moment the bay of a wolf, carried by the cry of a man, echoed in the cornfield. Not as two cries but as one. 
Tara closed her eyes and buried her face in her palms. Her body shook. Her world collapsed. If the sanctity of a manmade environment, with all its electronic surveillance, could not protect her, then how safe was she surrounded by a farmer’s crop? She had to keep moving until she found safety!
She rose. But a hand from behind thrust her back to the ground.
Tara screamed. 
“I am prayer answered. I am salvation!” a man proclaimed, as he stepped in front of her and opened his arms wide.
He stood tall and displayed a bodybuilder’s physique. Wearing a Vietnam vet’s wardrobe, he had a halberd strapped on his back, and a crossbow hooked on his belt. He looked as though he were a cross between an ancient barbarian and a modern-day army brat. 
Tara didn’t care. This man, whoever he might be, was her only escape from whatever was hunting her. She ran to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. As she sobbed into his chest she heard a clickety-click. But she did not realize what had happened until it was too late. 
“What–what are you doing?” 
As he handcuffed her to the scarecrow she struggled against him. He did not even seem aware of her fight as he asked, “Have you ever wished it in your power to act for the greater good?” 
“What?” 
“Have you ever felt powerless against evil, and wished there was something you could do?” 
“Yes, but . . .” 
“Your sacrifice will save hundreds.” 
He cupped her chin in his palm and directed her teary gaze into his. Pulling free his survival knife, he sliced her arm, elbow to shoulder. Tara screamed. The man disappeared into the field. The wind calmed. Silence rose. The stars shone so bright it seemed they might set the world on fire. The moon glared like an ethereal Cyclops. 
A wolf howled. 
Tara stifled another scream. She yanked at the cuffs, then on the beam to which she was bound. Neither would give. Warm blood poured from the gash in her arm and formed a pool on the dry sod. It filled in cracks and ran towards the café. Tears fell from her chin and mixed with the crimson stream. 
Heavy breathing nearby. Panting. Behind her. A man? Animal? Advancing–on her! Paws! Hands! Teeth!
Tara closed her eyes as the beast wrapped its jaw around her neck. She did not look to see what it was that pushed two teeth, like tiny needles, through her neck and into her flesh. 
Suddenly the creature slammed its entire body into her, knocking what wind she had left from her lungs. It was the barbarian who had drop-kicked the beast with no regard for her safety. Tara struggled to get on the opposite side of the beam as the barbarian grappled with the–man? It looked human!
It stood tall and lean, with short, blond hair. It wore a long, black coat but had mist for legs.
Tara did not understand what was happening. She wondered what had become of the man in the café. 
That’s when she saw it. A small, metal key reflected in the mud by the moonlight. The barbarian must have dropped it! Lying as flat as she could, Tara stretched her long legs, just managing to pull the key through the sod. When it was close enough to grab, she did. She fit it into the handcuff’s lock. The brace opened. Tara was free! 
She stood. She ran like never before. Even when Tara tripped, even when her head spun from loss of blood, she continued to run. She crashed through the field. Scrambled out the other side onto the empty dirt road. And once there, she stopped, breathless and panicked. 
Far off to the north, lights glowed from the small town. Tara stared at them, falling on her knees, sobbing and shivering. She could not rise, though the full extent of terror did not come to her at that moment. 
But when it did, she understood, for the last few seconds of her life, what true horror was.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
“Alix is a boy’s name,” Simon said, again, but this time a little louder.
Alix considered kicking him under the table and blaming Betty for it. Instead, she gave him a sideways glare and tight smile before saying, “It’s unisex, kind of like you.”
Carl and Betty laughed. Simon sat back with his hand over his heart, mocking that she’d wounded him. Betty reached across the table and started eating Simon’s fries.
Earlier in the evening, when Alix had agreed to come out to Mr. Chips–and what was this, anyway, a double date?–she hadn’t counted on Simon being such an idiot. 
“Okay, I like her,” Simon said to Betty. “She’s a good choice for cheerleader.”
“Thanks,” Alix muttered–but was cut short by Betty.
“I told you guys. She’s going to fit right in with our group.”
Carl picked up his burger and took a big bite. Between his chews, he smiled and winked at Alix. This made her blush, even if it was a little gross the way he was eating.
Just then, the door chimed and a burst of cold air accompanied Derrick and his friends in.
“I hate this town,” Carl said as he glared at the group of Native teens who had entered the burger joint. 
“Want to leave? We could take the girls to Sunset Park,” Simon said, stretching his arm around Betty. She snuggled close to her protector. 
“No way. This is our booth, our joint, and our town. I ain’t leaving just ’cause that dick is here.” 
Carl’s glare never left the bigger of the Native teens, nor did he back off from the glare returned to him. Alix had a flashback to when they were all in Grade Five and Carl played softball with Derrick. They’d been best friends then, and she wondered what had happened to change everything. But then, she’d been best friends with Betty until a few years ago, when Betty’s new high school friends decided they didn’t want the town drunk’s daughter around them. If she and Betty could work things out, why couldn’t the guys?
“What are you doing?” she asked, rubbing the bottom of her nose with her left index finger out of nervous habit.
“Nothing. Relax, there’s only three of them.” 
“There’s six, genius.” 
“But three are girls.” The tone in Carl’s voice told her that he no longer found her smart tongue endearing. 
“That means they still outnumber you by one,” Alix muttered, wishing she’d just stayed home tonight. 
“So, the odds are even.”
Then he said to the one he was staring at: “Got a problem, Indian?” 
The teen moved toward Carl, but Kim, Derrick’s sister, stopped him. 
“Don’t, Derrick! It’s what he wants.” 
Derrick stared at her with cold, blank eyes. “Maybe it’s what I want.” Then he said to Carl: “You want me to kick your pink butt black and blue? Watch your mouth.” 
“Watch my mouth? Don’t play this game if you ain’t prepared to lose.” Carl stood and took off his jacket. 
The windows rattled from a gust of wind. At the same time, Kim moved in front of Derrick, and Alix grabbed Carl’s shoulder. Both girls whispered, “Let’s go somewhere else.” 
“I’m not afraid of that loser!” Carl stepped into the aisle. 
Derrick gently moved his sister aside and glowered at Carl. “What did you call me?” 
Alix looked at Kim pleadingly, but the Native girl stared back for only a second. Her muscles turned rigid, her lips pursed, and her eyes grew as cold as the bitter air outside. Alix sat, suddenly aware of the aroma of burgers frying. 
“What’s your problem?” Betty asked Alix, as she took out her iPhone and started recording the dispute. When Alix didn’t respond, Betty added, “Do you know how hard it was to get them to hang out with you?” 
“Sorry,” Alix mumbled. She hated herself a little for wanting so much to be accepted, but she did long to be a part of their group. Even for one last year of high school.  
Carl glanced at the booth and winked. At first Alix thought it was at her, but when Betty pushed forward she realized it was to the camera.
Then he turned back to Derrick, and grabbed him roughly by the shoulders.
Derrick pushed back and yelled, “Come on! Let’s go!” 
“What the hell is going on out here?” Bob the cook yelled, rushing from his kitchen. His grease-stained apron barely fit over his belly, but his powerful voice and towering height kept most troublemakers in line. 
Kim turned to him first. “All we wanted was a warm place to go–they started it!” 
Bob walked behind Derrick and grabbed him, throwing the Native youth hard toward the door. “I never want to see you in here again!” 
“I didn’t do nothing! Why don’t you throw them out, too?” 
Bob took a step toward him, but stopped when he saw a knife in the teen’s hand. Derrick glared at Carl. 
“Tomorrow morning, meet me in Dead Man’s Alcove. We’ll settle this once and for all!” 
“I’ll kick your ass! Hell of a way to start the first day of school,” Carl shouted at his departing adversary. 
Bob turned to him. “You okay?” 
“Yeah. Punk doesn’t scare me.” Then he said to his friends, “Let’s get outta here.” 
“Where?” Simon asked. “It’s freezing outside.”
“I got juice to keep us warm.” Carl showed them a bottle of whiskey he had hidden beneath his jacket. 
“Let’s go!” Betty squealed, grabbing Alix by the arm and pulling her out the door.
As Alix followed, she wished she hadn’t wanted to be popular this final year of school.
 



“It is better to die alone than to die surrounded by those who never truly cared. The one may be a tragedy, but the other is a lie. 
“Yet to die in the arms of the one you love, to grow old and watch your love do the same, that is the greatest gift of all. For it is not death we fear so much as the circumstance in which it shall come.”
-Wulfsign
 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Alix stared into her locker at the contents that represented the final ten months of her life at school–books, love notes, pens and assignments. All the essentials that now seemed so important, but soon would be nothing but trash. 
Betty had more clothes and make-up than actual school stuff in her locker. She was not exactly a bookworm, but still somehow managed to be a solid “B” student. How Betty managed even average grades without studying or doing homework no longer seemed important with the end so near. Betty smiled, her slender and curvy body beaming with energy. Her long, dark hair was loose and straight. She wore purple lipstick, fake eyelashes, and black nail polish. 
“Can you believe it’s almost over? We’ll finally be out of this prison!” Betty said. 
Alix smiled, sighed, and said, “Out of the zoo and into the wild.”  
“Huh?” 
“Nothing.” Alix looked about herself, slowly turning in a circle. This place had been her entire life for three years. She recalled the first week of secondary school when she had somehow separated from the orientation group and got lost. And the time in grade ten when a boy first asked her out on a date. He might have been a geek, but it sure felt special. Then there was Grade Eleven, when Betty joined cheerleading and became popular. That year Alix was left behind in teenage obscurity. And now, here she was, at the end of high school. Her last chance to be one of the popular girls. She sighed. 
“Oh my,” Betty whispered. “You’ll never guess who’s coming.” 
“Who? Carl?” Alix said, hope strong in her voice. 
“See you later,” Betty said with a mischievous smile. Then, walking away, she sang, “Don’t do anything I would do.” 
Alix sighed and turned back to her task. Carl walked up beside her, leaned against the locker by placing his palm flush against the metal frame. His letterman’s jacket opened, his tight shirt hinting at a very muscular chest. Oh my, Alix thought. 
“You just missed Betty.” She hoped he wouldn’t notice the tremble in her voice. 
“I didn’t come to see Betty. I came to see you.” 
Alix blushed and tossed her hair over her shoulders as she turned to look at him. “Really?” 
“Yeah.” His eyes shone bright blue and his toothy grin formed dimples in his cheeks. “You hear about Tara?” 
That feeling like a heavy push on her chest made Alix wonder why she’d thought Carl could be interested in her. Tara was tall, raven-haired, athletic and exotic in a way that she could never be. It made sense that the star football hero would ask her out. 
“She was in my Lit class last year,” she said, staring into her locker.
“She got attacked by a wolf just outside the Farcus Café last night.” 
Alix suddenly felt terrible for the jealousy that had consumed her only moments earlier. Standing to face Carl, she asked, “Is she all right?” 
“No. In the worst possible way.” He looked serious. “I heard a rumor you ain’t comin’ to my party tonight, and thought it might be about that.” 
Betty! Alix screamed silently. Her cheeks burned and her breath was hard to catch. “I, uh, just don’t, you know . . . fit in.” 
He laughed, loudly. “What are you talkin’ about, girl? If you don’t fit in would I be here askin’,” he dropped to his knees and several passing students took notice, “beggin’, I am beggin’ you to come.” 
Alix couldn’t wipe away her smile. Burying her face in her palms, she started to laugh. Then she met his beautiful eyes. “Okay, I’ll come. Okay!” 
“Revelry starts at ten!” 
“I still can’t believe you’re having a party so early.” 
“Hey, if they’re gonna have the first day of school on a Friday, then we’re gonna party hard!” He started to walk away but stopped to add, “You comin’ to watch my fight in Dead Man’s Alcove?” Carl held out his hand to her. 
“Uh, sure.” Alix felt silly with such a big smile, but she still took his hand and walked with him. 
 
Derrick stormed into the alcove, followed by six of his buddies, and Kim clinging to his black leather jacket. Tears rolled from her eyes. 
“Please! Don’t fight!” she begged. 
“Kim! Don’t embarrass me!” 
“Then. Don’t. Fight!” Kim whispered. 
Derrick closed his eyes a moment and ground his teeth. When he met her eyes again he spoke through snarling lips. “Do you want to be one of them, Kim? Is that what you think is gonna happen? Go over there. Try and be their friend. You know what they’ll tell you? You’re just a stupid Indian.” 
“And what will fighting prove?” 
Derrick glared at his enemy and snapped, “It’ll prove I’m not a stupid Indian. Screw ’em.” 
 
Alix watched from within the gathering crowd as the two adversaries faced off. Betty squealed, holding her iPhone so she could record the fight. Pivoting so she had Alix in the frame she asked, “Tell YouTube how proud you are of your boyfriend!” 
“He’s not my boyfriend.” Alix blushed, pushing Betty’s hand away. She stared through a window that had started rattling from the gusty breeze outside, to the green field that looked as if it were an ocean with grass for waves.
Betty glanced at it for a second, and then pointed her iPhone back at the alcove. 
“Well, he isn’t your boyfriend yet,” Betty said. Then she shrieked, “It’s about to start!” 
Alix turned her focus on the impending battle. She hoped Carl wouldn’t get a black eye from this with the school dance just next week. Not that he’d asked her to go. Would he ask her? She couldn’t help smiling, thinking that, yes, Carl might actually ask her! 
 
Carl and Derrick circled one another as if they were beasts of prey warring over the same lair. Carl first pushed Derrick, who shoved back at Carl. Finally, they grabbed one another–and suddenly a deep voice from beside them growled, “Excuse me.” 
The two adversaries wondered who would be stupid enough to interrupt their fight. Even the teachers made a point of staying away whenever students settled disputes. They saw a short, stocky youth clad in an open grey leather jacket, baggy black sweats, and a white muscle shirt. Hair, darker than any night, crowned his head like a lengthy headdress. Thick eyebrows met together above his narrow, emerald eyes, and his raspy voice hid a hint of a Gaelic accent.
“Excuse me,” the new kid snarled, as a low, menacing growl trailed his breaths.
Carl waited to see if Derrick might have an explanation of who this guy thought he was. Derrick didn’t, so Carl decided to take care of things himself. Glaring at the stranger as if to say, Excuse me? Get lost! We’re busy!, he grabbed Derrick and again prepared to fight. 
This time the stranger reached between them with his bulky arm, saying directly to Carl, “Excuse me!” And, with a little more forced clarity in his words, he told Derrick, “For the last time!” 
As they tried to move his arm, his muscles tightened the slack in his jacket into a steel-like texture. Carl and Derrick formed an unspoken truce to square off against the stranger, with Carl moving in first. The jock wasn’t afraid of their new foe’s sculpted appearance–but when their eyes met in challenge, Carl received a glare so fierce that his skin turned pale.
The students watched in awe as their prized football star ran from the alcove with no explanation. 
Alix wondered if she should go after Carl. Was this a good time to be there for him, or should she wait?
As if answering her thoughts, Betty said, “You can go to Carl after this jerk gets his butt kicked.” 
Derrick didn’t hesitate to take Carl’s place. Shoving his opponent in the chest, Derrick spat on the stranger’s shoes. The stranger didn’t budge, not even an inch. 
“What the hell you want in Dead Man’s Alcove?” Derrick turned to ensure his friends were waiting to back him up. Then he faced the stranger again to add, “You want me to make you a permanent resident?” 
Derrick didn’t break his lock with the stranger’s sunken gaze. They stood nose to nose, the stranger breathing hard in loud, raspy growls. Suddenly Derrick grabbed his temples and shook his head as if fighting off some unseen force. The crowd stepped back. 
Then Derrick threw the first punch. 
The alcove echoed with cheers as everyone watched the stranger reel from the blow. He threw his face back and licked his lips as if tasting blood, though no one could see any. When the stranger leveled his vision Derrick hauled off again, and threw a second punch. This time the new kid deftly caught the hurtling fist. Squeezing it tightly, he brought Derrick to his knees, wincing with pain. 
Alix wondered if Derrick’s friends might step in, but they looked at a loss for what to do. 
“We can choose our lockers?” the stranger snarled in his deep, raspy voice. 
“Screw off.” 
The stranger appeared as unconcerned with Derrick’s dignity as he did with the kids who had begun gathering around him. Alix expected them to jump him, maybe shank him and leave him for dead–but they did nothing more than stand by and witness their leader’s plummeting reputation. 
“I asked,” the stranger began coolly. Then, as he broke Derrick’s fingers one by one, he said, “We-can-choose-our-lockers?” 
“Yes!” Derrick yelled in agony, unable to hide the tears pouring from his eyes. But the tears hadn’t surprised his gang nearly as much as the tone in his voice. For, borne in that tone resounded something no one had ever thought they’d hear from him–a hint of pleading. 
The stranger released his captive. As the slack in his jacket grew taut from his tensed muscles, he pointed to the locker he wanted. He shouted loudly, so the whole student body would hear, “Then I choose this one!” And he glared, as if to tell anyone else who might think to challenge him to settle their claim then and there. 
With that echoing through Fillmore High’s hallowed halls, the sacred locker–the one belonging to the spirit doomed to haunt the students forever–again became occupied. 
Quite unchallenged. 
As the students dispersed from Dead Man’s Alcove, the stranger paid no more attention to them. He examined his locker, giving the impression he was a person content with being left alone. A demand for which they all showed respect. 
Betty tapped off her iPhone and grabbed Alix’s arm. “Let’s go, girl. Your boyfriend really needs your support.” 
“He’s not my boyfriend. Why don’t you go without me?” 
Betty placed her hand on her hip, smiled, and tilted her head. “And just what are you going to do?” 
Alix watched the new kid hang his jacket on a hook inside his locker. He carried a knapsack, and looking at it, he sighed sadly. Alix knew what it was like to be an outcast and feel completely alone. He clearly hadn’t wanted to fight; he’d just wanted this one particular locker. Real badly. Yeah, that was weird. But maybe if someone had welcomed him, he wouldn’t have acted the way he had.
“I’m going to talk to him,” Alix said. 
“You crazy?” 
“Why don’t you come with me?” 
“You go talk to him, girl, you’re on your own.” 
“Fine. Forget it, then.” Alix turned from the alcove and started to follow Betty out. But she stopped, again thinking on the last few years and what it was like to be a pariah. She also thought about last night, how things could have gone differently if she’d just said something and broken up the argument between Carl and Derrick. Wasn’t that what this new kid had just done? Broken up a fight that she was too cowardly to do?
“I’m going to talk to him. If you don’t want to, fine. But I am,” Alix said, rubbing the bottom of her nose.
Betty shoved her iPhone in front of Alix, and replayed the scene where the stranger broke all of Derrick’s fingers. Alix pushed her hand away. Betty waited a few seconds before rolling her eyes and storming off.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Alone with the stranger in Dead Man’s Alcove, Alix took a deep breath for courage and walked towards him. She waited for him to notice her. When he didn’t, Alix said, “Hi. My name’s Alexandria, but my friends call me Alix. Sorry ’bout Derrick and Carl.” 
The new kid closed his locker and met her golden-hazel eyes. She stopped speaking. His eyes turned misty, and his brow relaxed. He wrapped his arms around his chest and sighed, parting his lips slightly as if he wanted to speak but didn’t know what to say.
Alix felt a wave of emotion wash over her like none other she had experienced. It felt as though she was in one of those movies where the camera suddenly starts spinning around the actors, the motion creating a dizzying feeling that takes the audience outside of the moment, and into a place on the edge of time and space. She stepped back, kept her eyes locked with his, and slowly reached out to caress his stubbled cheek. 
But before her hand reached his cheek, he gently redirected it. His touch stopped the spinning and brought her back to this moment–the one where she was standing before a potentially violent teen. They were now alone in the alcove, a place in the school that was completely soundproof. As the stranger opened his locker door to place his book bag inside, she said nothing further. 
Just before she could turn and leave, he secured his locker with a combination lock and walked out from the alcove. 
What a freak! she thought, as chills cascaded through her spine like little laughs, mocking her for thinking to welcome him. 
Perhaps you should have just let him be, a voice said within her subconscious. 
“Who’s that?” Alix replied aloud, looking all around herself in the empty alcove. 
Your conscience, the voice told her. If you want to help him, show him to his class. Look how lost he is. 
This wasn’t the usual way her conscience spoke to her. Normally it came through emotions, an intuition that led her to do the “right” thing. She had, for the most part, stopped listening to that part of her, due to the fact it was responsible for keeping her from being popular. But here it was, her conscience, telling her what to do in a voice that seemed foreign to her. 
Not important, Alix decided, as she rushed to catch up with the stranger. 
“So, where are you off to?” she asked him, forcing her full red lips into a smile.
He stopped his crawl, examined his timetable, and turned to her. He avoided making eye contact. 
“History. Mr. Pausron’s class,” he said. 
“That’s my class, too.” She bit her lip. “I can show you where it is.” 
He nodded, and she led him out of the alcove. As Alix walked beside the stranger, she turned so she could look at him. Whenever his eyes met hers, he diverted them as if he were hiding something. She wondered what a complete stranger could possibly have to hide. 
“We’re here,” she said when they came to a door marked 1H-6. She smiled, and made a motion with her hand that he should enter first. 
The new kid paused, and there was a sparkle in his sunken emerald eyes that warmed his aura. But again the harsh, pensive look returned. The stranger indicated that she should enter first. Alix did not argue. As she walked down the aisle a sensation began in the back of her mind as if someone had set a fire. Slowly, as it engulfed her entire spirit, the sensation made the journey feel as if a magical whirlwind had trapped her in another era of time. She closed her eyes to shake this unnatural feeling from her soul, but was unable to do so. 
Claiming her usual seat, Alix noted that the only empty places were Betty’s usual one beside her, and one in the far back. The stranger glanced at the place beside her. She wondered which he might take. He smiled, but continued his way toward the back. Alix’s tense muscles melted as the aura about her lost its eerie sensation. 
Then Betty arrived, and sat down. “I can’t believe you talked to him!”
“He only let me show him to the class.” 
Betty shook her head and rolled her eyes. “He looks weird. Don’t undo all the hard work I did getting you in. Getting you popular.” 
“What’s the big deal that I wanted to welcome a new student?” 
“I don’t know what your problem is, girl. What’s with the charity case?” She glanced back to where the stranger was now sitting next to Simon. “Great. He’s sitting beside my boyfriend. Hope he doesn’t start anything.” 
“Who? The new guy, or Simon?” 
“What was that?” 
Alix sighed. “Nothing.” 
“I don’t understand what you’re thinking.” 
A tall, thin man clad in grey cords and a blue sweater strolled into the room. “Good morning, class.”
“Morning, Mr. Pausron,” the class responded in unison, their conversation cut short by his sardonic smile. 
Mr. Pausron stopped in front of his desk. He sat on its top like he always did. 
“I hope you all had as enjoyable a holiday as I.” 
Reaching behind him for the class roster, the history teacher noticed a new face in the room. Scanning the list until he came across an unfamiliar name penciled in by the principal, he closed his eyes and committed the name and face to memory. 
“I see a new person in here. Rellik Faolchú. Welcome. I hope you enjoy our sleepy little town, Rellik. And I hope your parents don’t change their minds about staying after last night’s unusual wolf attack.” 
“Wolf attack?” 
Mr. Pausron looked to see who had spoken. He noticed Simon with a smile plastered on his face. “Please, Simon . . .” 
“I heard it was a person–a cannibal!–who just made it look like a wolf did it.” Simon’s tapping foot echoed in the silence. 
“Rumors don’t solve anything,” Mr. Pausron said.
The history teacher wanted to continue the discussion, but he knew if he did there wouldn’t be enough time left for the lesson. Still, he saw from the look on many of his students’ faces that the previous night’s tragedy troubled them. Worse, many believed Simon’s cannibal theory.
He really had meant to speak with Simon’s father about his son’s tendency to disrupt class. But, for now, he had a class full of scared teens and a new student to introduce. 
“Class, before we continue on this subject–and we can continue it, should any of you have concerns–we have a new student to welcome. Rellik, why don’t you take center stage and introduce yourself? Tell us where you come from and, perhaps, something you’d like us to know about you. Stand, please.” 
Rellik’s square jaw drew tense. He didn’t rise. He glared hard, captivating his audience, just as a cobra might captivate its prey moments before lashing out with its venomous bite. 
“My name is Rellik Faolchú. There is nothing more about me that any of you need to know.” 
Rellik fixed his glare on Mr. Pausron, setting the stage for a challenge. 
“So be it, Rellik. That is your right.” 
Mr. Pausron had looked forward to this first school day all summer. But had he known how unusually long and intensely uncomfortable the first day was going to be, he might not have wanted it to come at all.
 



“When mortals say they wish to go back in time to do an event over, they assume that to do it a second time they would not repeat the same mistake. 
“What they do not consider is that to erase that mistake is to erase that lesson it invoked, and thus more mistakes will follow. 
“If I could go back in time to do an event over, I would go back to the best time in my life. And rather than change it, I would savor it.”
-Wulfsign
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
The only computer in the entire school dedicated for student use was a clunky museum piece with Internet so incredibly slow, it might as well have been equipped with a dial-up modem. Minitaw was so far in the dark ages that it was beyond sad. Alix couldn’t wait to move to the city for university. 
Mr. Gordon, the librarian, kept looking her way even though Alix refused to make eye contact. He must know she was skipping her afternoon Math period, but as long as she acted like she belonged here, he wouldn’t know for sure. She wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on Math anyway. All she could think about was that new kid. He seemed so tense, so uncomfortable, so ready to explode. Yet she felt a need to understand him. 
“Okay, Rellik Faolchú, let’s see who you are.” 
Alix typed his name (guessing on the spelling of his surname) and made sure to put them in quotes as Fred, her own personal techie, had taught her. Google took forever to bring up a response, which added to the frustration when it came up with nothing. She tried just “Rellik,” but even after the longest twenty seconds of her life it came up dry. Should she try just his surname? Alix sighed. She was ready to give up.
Then, as the wind outside rattled the pane behind her, Alix absently tried “FAHLCHOO”. It came up with zero hits . . . except for the inquiry: “Did you mean FAOLCHÚ?” Clicking on the link, she waited almost sixty seconds for sixty thousand hits. 
“Useless,” she whispered, as she clicked on the third link down that brought her to an Irish mythology site. On the cover page she read: 
“Rancor, son of Faolchú, was kidnapped by the Alsandair, a nomadic tribe, after they slaughtered his clan of shapeshifters. He was raised with no knowledge of his heritage. 
“The Alsandair were famous for their war-like ways, and they believed that Rancor would breed his supernatural abilities into their race . . .” 
And blah, blah, blah, so it went. What kind of geek would write a website like this? Alix wondered.
She looked about to make sure no one was around. When she was satisfied no one was close enough to peer over her shoulder, she brought up her journal. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to record her daily musings, but that her therapist thought it a good idea. Her journal was password protected and not open to the public–except to the therapist. 
Clicking on the icon for new entry, she began to type: 
“Weird day. Carl still hasn’t asked me out, but Betty keeps hinting he will soon. I think he’s waiting for the dance. I’m hoping he’s going to ask me to it.” 
Suddenly, that strange sensation came over her again, the same one that had encircled her outside of Mr. Pausron’s class when she was standing with Rellik.
She typed: 
“My parents have both died from a terrible illness. The townsfolk took them away today, to burn their bodies so they don’t spread the disease. I fear it may be too late. My brother has started a terrible cough, and twice now he has woken with blood on his lips.” 
The school clock buzzed as the large hand struck twelve in the afternoon. But in Alix’s world the sound went unnoticed. She continued to write, until someone threw a book on the table next to her. 
“Hi, Alix.” It was Fred. “Working through lunch? Want me to leave you alone?” 
“No, don’t be silly. I’ll work on this later.” She scrambled to get it off the screen. 
“You sure?” He sat in a chair across the table from her. “Hey, that’s cool. Writing assignment for English class?” 
“Uh, no. I wasn’t working on school stuff.” Alix looked at him, smiling in the hope he’d just forget about it. And he would, just like always. 
That’s why Fred was so comfortable to be around: his predictability. He was still wearing last year’s outfit, which made her wonder if his closet was all just one set of shirts and pants like that Einstein guy. She knew Fred wasn’t at fault for wearing the same clothes, nor was he at fault for his matching grey slacks and black shoes that looked like two little mirrors. His parents controlled whatever he wore, all the way from his tie clip to the haircut that screamed future banker! 
Fred’s apparel was a major reason why she had never spoken to him before this past summer. Fred had his own unique charm she had to get used to, just like Mr. Chips’s burgers. But now that they were friends, Alix never let Fred’s freak status bother her. 
“So, why are you here, anyway? Don’t you ever eat?” she asked. 
“I can both study and eat. You, uh, hear about the fight?” 
“Yeah. I take it you heard.” 
“Hard not to. I heard the new guy beat up both Derrick and Carl.” 
“Why, Fred! Is that pleasure in your voice?” 
He blushed. “You know I abhor violence–but those two sure need an ego check.” 
“Well, I hate to burst your bubble, but only Derrick got his ego checked.” 
Fred perked an eyebrow. 
“Okay, so technically Carl ran away, but he didn’t lose.” 
“Is that how he’s rationalized it?” 
Alix laughed. “Yeah. Y’know, you’re going to mess things up for me with this whole ‘reality’ thing.” 
“I heard you talked to the new kid.” 
“I’m not making that mistake twice!” 
“Why? What happened?” 
“It’s weird. You look in his eyes and it’s like looking into another world.” 
“Do we know anything about him?” 
“Nope. Maybe you can Google him for me later.” 
Fred smiled. “Googling for answers, young Jedi? Your training is complete.” Then, more seriously, he asked, “What’s this fascination about?” 
The school bell rang, indicating the end of lunch. Fred said, as Alix gathered her things, “Saved by the bell.” 
“We’ll talk later,” Alix said. 
“Anytime. You, uh, doing anything tonight?” 
“No,” she lied, “but if I change my mind I’ll call you. See ya.” 
Alix hurried down the hall to her English Lit class. At the door she realized she’d forgotten her Hamlet text. 
“Damn,” she whispered, spinning to go back to her locker. 
Kim was standing in the hallway not five feet from Alix. Kim’s eyes were as piercing as her brother’s knife. Alix thought to just ignore her and walk past, but Kim moved purposefully to block her way.
Now they were mere inches apart. Alix stepped to the left; Kim followed suit. Alix tried the right. Kim still blocked her. 
“Uhh–” Alix looked around but everyone had gone to class. They were alone. 
“Why are you afraid of me?” Kim asked, with obvious disdain. 
“I’m not,” Alix laughed, but tremulously. 
“So, you are just another Barbie wannabe who thinks all us Indians are gang members.” 
Alix didn’t know how to get out of this. She could scream and get the teachers out here, but she wasn’t sure she still had a voice. 
“I was so wrong about you.” Kim shook her head and turned to walk away. 
“Wait.” Alix found her courage buried beneath her curiosity. “Wrong about what?” 
“Last night at Mr. Chips, you were the only one who didn’t seem to want a fight to happen.” 
“I didn’t want a fight to happen.” 
“Well, I just thought you and I could stop this stupid pissing contest between your boyfriend and my brother. But forget it.” 
Alix watched as Kim walked away. She did want to stop the fight between Carl and Derrick, but she was already in enough trouble with Carl. Thankfully, she was still invited to his party–and hopefully she hadn’t erased all her chances of getting asked to the dance! Alix decided to forget this incident with Kim. That was the only option. 
 
That evening a chill wind swept over the sleepy town, bringing a grim reminder that winter would soon besiege them. Alix spent the evening at home, hiding on the sidelines, waiting for Betty to call about Carl’s party. She didn’t spend much time at home anymore, at least not since lymphocytic leukemia had stolen her mother two years ago. That was the last time she’d seen strength in her father and in her family. 
Her mother’s passing had forced Alix to grow up quickly. During the past two years, not only had she seen to her own care, but to Sam’s as well. Alix considered going downstairs to get a snack, but the thought of seeing her drunk father stumble around the house changed her mind. 
If it had been warm, she would have rested in the gazebo that stood at the back of their garden. Had it been daytime, she would have tended the flowers. But on this cold evening, she desired the warmth of her room. With book in hand she walked to her wicker chair and sank deeply into the soft cushions, with only the bright overhead lamp that hung above her by golden chains for company.
The light cast a mirror against her large bedroom window. Sometimes when Alix glanced at her reflection she had to look twice, for every now and then she didn’t recognize the pensive image who stared back. 
Her room faced the field behind her home, where she could look out to the ends of the Earth. A narrow stairwell that rose into the loft above their garage passed just below the sill, where her mother had once painted in hopes of becoming world famous. As a young girl Alix had visited that loft often to watch her work, but since her mother’s death she could not bring herself to visit it again. As Alix stared at the girl in the mirrored window, she turned a page in the book that rested in her curled lap, recalling that she had homework to do. 
The stairwell just outside her door creaked. Footsteps clip-clopped against the silence, interrupting her thoughts. Alix knew it was her father, probably wanting her to cook his dinner. She glanced at the digital alarm clock beside her bed. It read 6:13 p.m. She sighed, hoping this time her dad would just make his own dinner. 
He opened the door beside her wicker chair. At first Alix refused to face him. She called him “Sam” for spite, rather than “Dad.”
Then Alix turned to face her father, taken aback by what she saw. 
He was not at all what she had grown accustomed to expect. He was clean-shaven, showered and scented with Old Spice aftershave. His thinning blond hair was cut and styled neatly to one side, and he wore over his hefty six-foot build a grey suit with a tie and a rose in the left pocket. The most striking thing, and the most pleasing, was that her father hadn’t been drinking! For the first time in three years he bore a look of optimism rather than defeat. 
“Alexandria,” Sam said, the words creating a harsh sound that was not as hopeful as his demeanor, “I’m going to interview people. I’m hiring help–for the store, I mean. I’m–I’m reopening.”
Sam paused as if to let her open up to him. But Alix didn’t know what she should say.
His shoulders slumped. His eyes glistened from the tears he’d held at bay. “If the house phone rings, would you answer it?” 
Her father broke eye contact with her. Alix was still staring at him in shock. There was so much she wanted to say, but the rush of emotions stunned her. A part of her wanted to bound from the wicker chair and grab him in a hug; to break out crying with such intensity that her tears would wash away his past years of drunkenness.
But another part remembered the two years he had forced her to go at life alone. That part wished to damn him.
She stared at her father and managed to say only, “Okay.” 
Sam smiled his first genuine, sober grin in years and gently closed the door behind him. He knew the news had overwhelmed her. Hell, even he was having difficulty accepting the situation. This hadn’t been an easy decision to come to. Clearing his throat in the hope it might calm his nerves, he wondered if he’d see his decision through to its end. He could, after all, live a few more years off his wife’s insurance money, but a long time ago he had made a promise to her. A promise he had neglected these last two years. 
Sam fixed his tie and jacket as he descended the creaky stairwell, thinking how good it felt to know he might be part of his daughter’s life again. Time had passed so quickly that when he looked at Alix she seemed almost like a stranger. A small chuckle escaped his throat when he realized he was even a stranger to himself. He needed to change so many things that there seemed too many first steps to take. 
Sam decided to wait until later to tell Alix he had joined Alcoholics Anonymous. He accepted that his drinking had grown way beyond a temporary crutch and into a deadly obsession. Two full years had passed since he was last sober. Recalling the years previous to his wife’s passing, he realized there hadn’t been many days of sobriety then, either. He had wallowed in self-pity for too long and needed to get on with life–but for it to feel worth living, he needed his daughter to be a part of it, too. 
As he walked into his dark den, Sam rubbed the brass door handle and made a special note to shut the door. Its icy touch soothed him. As he ran another finger down the door’s wood grain, he wondered if he’d ever be able to accept his wife’s passing without his crutch. If only he could be as strong as Alexandria, maybe he wouldn’t be so alone. Perhaps he could even find someone else to share his life? 
Sam turned on the overhead lamp, looked at his den, and smelled the musk from the time he had spilled his aftershave. The carpet still stank, but he kept it because he and his wife had chosen it together.
He’d once used the room to prepare for hunting trips. Along one wall was a large bookcase for his hunting guides. Directly across from it was a desk used to reload shells. 
But every time he entered this place of solace none of these things caught his eye. To him the dominant item was his wife’s portrait that hung over the mantel. Resting below it, placed before his hunting rifle, was the urn holding her ashes. Sam stared at the urn. As a familiar pain welled in his chest, he knew that he would never be able to take that one final step and remarry. Since he could not live out the rest of his days with Trina, then he would spend them alone. He would never replace her. 
He walked to his sitting chair, slumped his shoulders, and sighed. His grasp on hope weakened. Staring at the portrait, he collapsed into his leather recliner. Sam wondered if he’d get through this night, let alone the rest of his life, without a drink. 
He didn’t even realize that he had grasped the bottle of whiskey he kept stashed beside the chair. 
The evening quickly matured into night. Though Sam had advertised in the local paper as well as with the local employment agency, no one had come about the job.
 
Alix rested upstairs in her room with the lights off, and cuddled her giant Pooh Bear in her cozy wicker chair. She knew by now that Sam would have lost heart.
Staring out her large glass window at the constellations so far away, she glimpsed a star shooting across the heavens. She wished upon it that there might be something she could do to help Sam. She feared greatly that she might lose him again. A single tear tickled as it made the lone journey down her cheek. She dared not touch it. She allowed it this sojourn. It reached her chin, and clung as if for life. She prayed that Sam, like the tear, would cling to his life. 
Her alarm clock read 9:22 p.m. The evening had grown too late for anyone to come about the job, and that surprised her. She knew many people, mostly fellow students, who needed the work. She wondered why no one had come. 
Then she remembered: Sam’s reputation as a drunk. It saddened her that, though there were many in the small town who needed any kind of employment, no one wished to work with that “Conway loser.” 
Alix caught the clinging tear from her chin and held it gently in her palm. She closed her fingers over it; its cool touch on her warm skin was not unlike her sorrow for Sam. He must be aware that the town thought of him as nothing more than a drunk. And that, worse yet, so did she.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
A loud, shrill ring ended the silence. Alix leaped from her wicker chair and flew down the staircase. She wished she’d come down earlier to bring the phone to her room, as the noise might disturb Sam. Before answering the phone, she peered down the unlit hall at the den. She saw that the light emanating from the bottom of the door didn’t flicker. The ringing hadn’t bothered Sam, after all. By the beginning of the third ring, Alix picked up the receiver. 
“Hello?” she sang, grabbing a folding chair. She waited for the person at the other end of the line to speak.
Alix opened the chair to face south toward the front door, with her back to the den. Again she said, “Hello?”–this time a little louder.
Hearing Betty’s voice, she relaxed into the plastic folding chair. “Hi, Betty! Guess what? Sam’s reopening the store! Isn’t that great?” 
“Whatever. Are you going to Carl’s party or what? Last chance, baby!” 
“Uhm, I was, but now I don’t know.” 
“You will if you want him to ask you to Friday’s school dance,” Betty warned. 
Alix leaned against the cold wooden door, wishing the conversation could have been about Sam. But she did want to be popular. And, no matter how much Alix hated to admit it, Betty knew the inner workings of boys more than she did. 
“Can we go later?” 
“Duh! Of course we’ll go later. Meet me at my house and we’ll fix you up. Baby, Carl won’t be able to resist!” Betty burst into a loud fit of giggles. 
Even Alix giggled as she asked, “Do you really think he’ll ask me?” 
A loud knock returned Alix to the moment. 
“Betty, I’ll be there in half an hour!” 
Alix sprang from her place against the door, hanging up without waiting for a response. As the loud knock resounded again, Alix faced the entryway, frozen like a statue. She was relieved that, at long last, someone had come for the job. She knew that above anything else this would lift Sam’s spirits! 
 
Sam could not move. The knock on the door made him wonder if someone in the town still believed in him. He pressed the bottle’s mouth firmly against his lips. Breathing the heavy smell from the baiting liquid, he closed his eyes tight. Sam wondered if he still believed in himself. 
Some unseen demon had magically petrified his legs and bound his neck. A whisper, one that lived deep in the part of his soul that he had hoped to end, reminded him how much easier this interview would be if only he’d take one drink. Just one . . . The bottle was so close by, the liquid so easily accessible. A third and fourth hand closed around his own, and they forced him to grip the bottle tighter. 
“This is no longer your choice,” the demon told him. “One won’t hurt. You will stop at one.” 
Suddenly, he heard the door to his den creak open and his daughter’s light footsteps enter the room. Red-faced he turned to her–noticing for the first time how much she resembled her mother, especially in her eyes. It was in that solemn gaze that he found his will to force the demon to lose his grip and vanquish. 
“I’ll be back!” the demon said as it left, and Sam knew it would make good on that promise. 
Sam rose from his leather recliner just as his daughter opened her mouth to voice her obvious hurt. He gently capped the bottle as if he were afraid it might shatter, and left it to rest on the recliner’s arm. Wrapping his arms around his chest, he slid his hands inside his jacket to hide the shaking that now besieged his entire body. 
“Should I get the door?” she asked, holding her tears back. 
“No.” Sam answered in a deep throaty whisper, unable to meet her gaze. “I’ll get the door. You dispose of this.” He indicated the bottle with a nudge of his head. “As well, clean out the cupboards–including the hidden compartment under the kitchen sink.” 
The knock again resounded from the front door, and they both knew they had to put this moment into the past. They followed one another from the den and parted, Alix toward the kitchen and Sam toward the front door. Alix paused to see who had come. 
It was that new kid, Rellik. Or, at least that’s who she thought it was. A shadow cast from the darkness outside made him appear more like an apparition than a person. He stood away from the doorway as if he didn’t want the light from the house to touch him. His eyes, narrowed against the light, glowed. Alix met them, but only for a moment. He slapped on a pair of dark sunglasses as if to hide what his soul might betray. In that moment fear held her fast, as though paralysis had overtaken her. 
She wanted to flee, but fright began taking shape in her mind. It became a series of images, ones taken from the story she’d written earlier that day on her blog. Alix thought to speak to him. But when she tried, her voice failed. 
Rellik wrapped his arms tightly around his chest and sighed, his breath spitting in a low, raspy growl. “I’m here for the job.” But whether the voice had come from him, or from some deep recess in her mind, she did not know. 
She wanted to answer for Sam, who just stood at the door. But as her hands were trembling, it was all she could do to hold on to the bottle. Alix felt like a prisoner to the outsider’s strange power. Though she finally did break free enough to escape into the kitchen, the captor never did fully leave her heart. 
When she heard the door to the den close, Alix crept back to eavesdrop. She wondered what Rellik wanted with this job, as customer service hardly seemed his thing. She listened to him and her father speak. 
Sam said, “What’s your name?” 
“Rellik. Rellik Faolchú.” 
“What education do you have?” Sam’s voice sounded monosyllabic. Alix wished she could see what was happening. 
“I’ve enrolled at Fillmore High to complete my senior year.” 
“What about family? Where do they live?” This time her father sounded more in control of his words. Alix waited impatiently for the answers. But there was a lull in the conversation before the outsider said: 
“I have no family. As for my living arrangements, you will let me stay in the loft above your garage instead of giving me full pay.” 
“I would need references–” 
“I have no references.” 
“I’m sorry, Rellik. Without references, I don’t think. . .” Sam paused, and Alix knew something very odd was going on inside that den. But what it was she just couldn’t figure.
“You’re hired,” her father then said, his words robotic. Like someone who was hypnotized. 
“And the loft?” Rellik asked with obvious confidence, as if he had pre-written the conversation and had only asked it to please himself. 
“Of course.” Sam’s tone gave away what it was in his voice that seemed so familiar. It was the sound of being under control. An absolute, unyielding control.
Alix wondered what kind of power Rellik possessed to grant him such dominion over another human being. She was reminded of the supernatural voice that had impersonated her conscience, and of how it had convinced her to show Rellik to their class.
Then she remembered Carl squaring off against Rellik. Carl had just started shaking his head from side to side, as if he was fighting something within his mind. Had he, too, heard the commanding voice? 
Alix heard them move toward the door. The interview had ended. Not wanting to be caught eavesdropping, she hurried toward the kitchen.
Yet, when Rellik exited the den, she stopped and turned back to him. The door to the den remained open; her father was still inside. As Rellik faced her, they found themselves caught in the same position as when he had first entered the home. His gaze from beneath his shades penetrated her defenses. Alix shrank from him. He turned away, slumped his shoulders and sighed. 
Without uttering a single word he left. 
Sam still had not emerged from the room. Alix ran to shut the front door. After locking an extra bolt, one they had never bothered using before, she turned her back on the secured door to face the den. She wondered if something had happened that she hadn’t heard. Walking toward the quiet room, she contemplated whether to enter, but she didn’t want her father to think she didn’t believe in him. 
Just as she reached the doorway, Sam suddenly bustled out into the hall. 
Alix knew he hadn’t noticed her, so she moved aside. He headed straight for the coat rack. When he grabbed his trench coat, she thought, Where is he going? 
He turned and glanced into her eyes, conveying an apology by his very stature. 
“I never said this would be a miracle,” Sam whispered, just before he left. 
Alix ran to her room, tears filling her eyes. Had Sam witnessed that, he would have remarked at just how much his daughter had turned out like her mother. 
 
 



“I have been told by many people, usually by those who claim to be close to one deity or another, that to find true happiness one must stay away from all of Earth’s pleasures. ‘What, I would implore, are these things which you deny?’ Wealth, promiscuity and power over individuals, they tell me. 
“It is those people for whom I feel the most pity. Not because they have denied themselves life’s pleasures, but because they know not what pleasure is. 
“When you love someone so much that even their imperfections move you, and they love you the same, that is when you learn true pleasure. 
“And it is that very thing which is denied to one who lives forever.”
-Wulfsign 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Rellik sat upon a wooden crate inside his loft, staring at a painting on an easel. Dawn broke through a window, caressing the painting’s half-finished, tender face. Doe eyes, a Mona Lisa smile, and long blonde hair came together to create more soul than in any other painting he had seen. 
For a bed Rellik had placed four crates together and cast a tarp over them. He had no pillow, nor any blankets. All his belongings, except for a palm-sized, intricately carved wooden box, he had left inside the trunk of his car, hidden in the woods. 
His makeshift bed was hard and uncomfortable to lie on, but it was not the worst place he had ever slept. Rellik was too tired to care about something as simple as furniture. He wondered where he would ever find the strength to complete his task. 
Wondering if the identity he had once clung to had slipped away . . . 
 
Rancor walked along the cliff, with one side a sheer drop to the ocean below and the other side rolling hills and woods as far as the eye could see. The salty air Rancor breathed in did nothing to wash away the grief that weighted his heart so heavily he had to sit. The ocean broke against the rocks below him, and though he sat too far away from the cliff to see below, he could hear the waves crash against the rocks. As he relaxed, every sensation came to him, from the salty ocean air to the tiniest blade of grass as it blew in the gentle breeze. 
“Brother!” he shouted, when he smelled Kendil behind a tall, mossy rock. 
Kendil laughed and walked out into the open. “Forgive ma impudence, but way’s da story?” 
Kendil sat beside Rancor.
“I be tinkin’, Kendil. When I walk along dese paths, I do so ta clear ma mind.” 
“Tinkin’?” Kendil asked as if the very word had a sour taste in his mouth. “Ya need ta find a one, brother, so da she can do da tinkin’ for ya.” 
“I killed six men yesterday.” Rancor’s words carried with them the sadness he felt in his chest. But, as fast as that sadness left, it created more, as if to crush him.
“Ya fought well in ya first battle, roy! Ya fought like a lion!”
“I fought like a wulf.”
The two brothers stayed quiet and still for as long as it took for Kendil’s shadow to move with the setting sun away from Rancor.
“It’s time for ya to watch da prisoners. Forget ya foolishness.”
“Ya angry?” Rancor asked. 
“Rancor, ya got kindness in your ’eart. Admirable ta other clans per’aps, but dangerous ta an Alsandair.” 
“I ’ave no fear o’ death!” 
“But do ya fear da gods? Tey are da ones who will punish ya should ya not make a sacrifice.” 
Rancor thought about the men who had attacked them, and how the Alsandair had taken them prisoner. He also thought about the reasons why the men had attacked. 
“Dey tried ta save da children, just as you would ’ave tried ta save me. What roy do we ’ave ta judge dem guilty o’ an action we would ’ave done ’ad da situation been reversed?” 
“Dey murdered one o’ us!” 
“Dey attacked way farm tools! Dey’re not warriors. Dese men are noy different dan us. I spoke way dem.” 
“Spoke way dem? ’ow could ya understand deir gibberish?” 
“Dey taught me.” 
“You spend too much time learning way your mind and ’eart. Ya speak way de animals too, do you not? Yet ya do mind dem on ya plate! Give dese men to da gods for deir plates, just as ya would an animal to ya stomach.” 
“Dere is a difference, Kendil.” 
 
“Man understands the evil he is. That is the difference.”
Rellik stared hard at the painting as he rolled onto his side. He could only meet the portrait’s gaze for a moment before he sat up and smothered a shout. Memories! There was no escape from them, no running from them, and sometimes there was no forgiveness from them. 
 
“How can you treat us with such malice? Have you no kindness in your heart?” 
Rancor stood on guard outside the cave where the prisoners were locked. Only days ago the words from these men had sounded like no more than guttural utterances, the same as any beast from the land. But it had not taken long before Rancor learned the villagers’ tongue as easily as his own. 
The prisoner said, “You seemed interested enough yesterday to learn our tongue. You have an incredible mind, friend.” 
“It be me curse, and don call ma friend!” Rancor turned on the man, gritting his teeth and throwing a fist at the bars. When the prisoner shrank away, Rancor calmed. In a near whisper he said, “I understand ya. Please leave ma be, I do way I do because da gods command.” 
“You follow false gods then. Why would a god create such beauty if he wanted men to spoil it?” 
“’Tis not ma duty ta question.” 
“Serve a god that says you must serve others. Do not question. Seek.” 
Rancor faced the two men within the prison. One sat weeping on the floor while the other who spoke stood grasping the bars. He said again, “Seek.” 
“I would ’ave ta leave ma clan, ma life. I cannoy.” 
“You cannot lose what was never yours.” He reached through the bars and grasped Rancor’s shoulder. “But whatever you choose know this: I forgive you.” 
A voice from behind startled Rancor, “If it is ya wish ta set dese men free, I shan’t stand in ya way.” It was Kendil, his brother. “But if ya do, ya must say farewell to da Alsandair and never royturn.” 
“Farewell? For what?” Rancor turned to face his kin. “Your ma clansmen. I amn’t turn away ta save da innoycents.” 
They stood before one another, Kendil wearing his best sword as did Rancor. 
“Innoycents? Sooner or later ya words will see ya ’ang on ta gallows. Ya do noy belong ’ere, brother.” 
“Ya would see ma banished?” 
Kendil turned his back to his brother. Staring into the rising sun, he said, “Ya never belonged ta us. ’Tis not da way o’ an Alsandair ta show mercy.” 
“And is thoy all we are? Mirror images o’ one anoyther?” 
Kendil laughed. “Still you pose such questions on ma. Rancor, my dear, kind brother, I will let ya do dis deed, but only if ya vow on ya honor ta noy return.” 
“Are you ashamed o’ me?” 
Kendil, his body silhouetted by a crimson horizon, turned back to his brother. “I love ya, brother. Enough to know da gods mean ya for greater things.” 
“Ta gods? What madness in such belief! If dey be real, would dey noy ask, noy, demand us to love one another?” 
“Thoy demand is noy ’ere, Rancor. Especially–” Kendil fell short, suddenly unable to meet his sibling’s gaze. 
“Especially? Tell me.” 
“I ’ave seen ya change,” Kendil whispered, still without meeting his brother’s gaze. 
Rancor turned away. “Roy! Ya eyes trick ya!” 
“What would da gods ’ave granted ya such power, and such mercy, if da ’ad meant ya to live ya life as one o’ us?” 
“And what o’ you? Did da gods mean ya for dis bane? Let us both flee da evil in which we live.” 
“Ma blood dances when it spills another. ’Tis only yours da mourns.” 
“Ansgar will kill ya should you stay.” 
“I will bear them false witness. I shall bear ya put a spell on me.” 
“And if the Council does not believe you?” 
“I shall die.” Kendil placed his hands on Rancor’s shoulder and whispered, “I was born Alsandair, and will noy die anything but.” 
“So dis means–” 
“Farewell, dear brother.” Kendil embraced Rancor and sighed. “Take with ya this.” Slipping a ring from his finger, Kendil placed it in his brother’s hand. 
“Your wedding band! What would ya one tink should she noy see it on ya?” 
“She cares noy for me as I ’ave noy love for ’er. It should be worn for love, and you, Rancor, will find da love. Go. Now, before ’tis too late.” 
 
Rellik opened the box and took out his brother’s band. 
He remembered his indecision that day, and the fear he could not overcome. How could he leave the only life he had known to venture into a world he did not understand? 
Most of all, he recalled what he had seen when he returned, too afraid to leave the only people he knew as family. The only place he had called home. 
 
Ansgar, standing on the gallows, pushed Kendil to the ground. He glared at his son and sighed, brushing a hand through his hair. First he shouted to his son, “Ya were in charge, Kendil!”, and then to his people: “Ma kinsmen, ya ’ave come dis dawn ta witness our gods’ vengeance. But woy we ’ave found is ta betrayal o’ one o’ us. We ’ave war ahead, and t’would do us much impudence ta engage our enemy before we ’ave appeased ta gods.” 
“’ow are we ta appease ta gods woy no sacrifice?” shouted a clansman. 
Kendil looked at his kinsmen, then at his father. “Ansgar, ’tis noy ma fault! Rancor poy a spell on ma dat made me ’elpless.” 
Ansgar turned to the villagers who had gathered at the gallows. Drawing his sword, he raised it to silence them, and said, “Ma people! De escape is noy me son’s burden, but ’is brother’s. Doy no blame Kendil for dis travesty, lest you shall feel de wrath a’ ma steel!” 
“We came for a sacrifice!” called another voice. 
“And so shall there be one.” Ansgar brought the tip of his sword to rest on his son’s neck. “Kendil o’ the Alsandair, we be noy a clan da blames our kin, but we be one da dies for our corruption.” 
The crowd cheered so loudly with approval that a rumble from heaven went unnoticed. But what did not go unheard was a voice that said, “Corruption? What da ya know o’ dis?” 
They turned to the cave. Standing upon its roof, Rancor stared at them. Silence again took hold over the clan. 
“Brothers!” Rancor said. “What be dis madness? Ya so bloodthirsty ya wode sacrifice an innocent man in place o’ two who only wished ta right ya wrongs?” 
“Ya must be as daft as ya are weak,” Ansgar snarled. 
“Daft? Ya are about ta ’ang ya son, because he let ma free people who acted noy different than you would in deir place?” 
“Rancor, ya confuse self-righteousness foy honor. Did ya not participate in da slaughter? Do ya now believe da because ya set two free, ya are absolved of the six ya murdered?” 
Rancor sighed, and looked at each of his kinsmen. In their eyes he saw himself and found his destiny in their damnation. “Per’aps I shall never escape ta evil within ma.” 
“I can tell you woy makes dis man unlike us,” Kendil spat. “Rancor, ya ’ave already escaped our evil. Dis clan wonders woy it is ta make you unlike us? Simply this: unlike da Alsandair, ya hates da sin within ya.” 
“Kendil is under a spell again!” This time the unknown voice was softer. 
“I see truth fa da first time since I opened ma eyes as a babe. And I know ma brother is absolved o’ our sin.” 
Ansgar laughed. “We shall test such virtue. We shall kill but one man, and you, Rancor, shall decide which.” 
Rancor bit his lower lip and stared at the sky. His brow furrowed as he whispered, “I surrender ma life. Set ma brother free.” 
“Noy! ’Tis I who should die,” Kendil said. 
Rancor leaped from where he stood and ran to the gallows. He stood before his brother and smiled. “Would it be anything less than just for us ta die together? Let’s both go ta Other World, and see woy honor waits us there.” 
Kendil took his brother’s hand. “We die together, as it should be. If kindness be a sin, I take its punishment gladly. Thank ya for finding that virtue in ma.” 
“We meet our end with honor.” 
But though it was an end for Kendil, there was no such escape for Rancor. Rancor had spent a week on the gallows, swinging next to his brother’s lifeless body, the memory of his brother choking to death echoing in his mind every hour of every day. When at last his kin came to release him, to bind him in shackles and take him to his father’s tent, he went without a fight. 
As Ansgar paced inside the tent, his muscles tensed like rocks. “I cannoy understand the likes o’ ya. I trained ya ta be one o’ us. Why deny woy I ’ave taught?” 
Outside, two armed guards barred the tent’s entrance. Throughout the village, Rancor’s clansmen waited for the sentencing of the first man to have survived the gallows. 
“’Tis not me birthright. I was never one o’ you. Not in mind, not in spirit, not even in ancestry.” 
“Did Kendil tell you we stole you from another clan?” 
“’E did noy. ’e did noy ’ave ta.” 
“You are Rancor o’ the Wulfsign, not Alsandair.” Ansgar spoke softer this time. “What I tell ya is truth. I stole ya from a village o’ demons.” 
“Tell me of them.” 
“T’was during our spring move. Da land we ’ad settled te previous autumn no longer provided food, so we sought fertile ground. We came upon a valley we could ’ave settled fa generations, but we ’ad first ta drive out a clan tat was already settled. The Alsandair ’as never been defeated in war, but we came close tat day. But dese were noy men we fought. Tese were demons thoy could turn to a wulf at will.” 
Rancor rubbed the shackles that bound his wrists to his ankles. Thoughts about the week he had spent hanging were no more than a blur, and he wondered how his life could have changed so fast. “Demons? Thoy were ma kinsmen.” 
“After te battle, I ’appened upon an infant. I stole ’im. Tat is, I stole ya, and raised ya as one o’ us.” 
“Ta learn our weaknesses–ta exact revenge?” 
“Ta bring ya power ta our blood-line. What I ’ad noy counted on was ya weakness.” 
“Is kindness a weakness? Is mercy a weakness? Is virtue a weakness?” 
“It is when ya Alsandair!” 
“I was nothing more ta ya?” 
“Less, since ya set our prisoners free.” 
“I cannoy ’elp it! Dey ’ad done nothing!” 
His loud outburst rang throughout the village, but was lost in his father’s ears. Unable to look at him any longer, Ansgar answered, “I amn’t going ta understand ya. Ya could change into te wulf, break ya bonds, kill us all, should ya despise us so. Why would de gods ’ave granted a man like ya such power?” 
“Per’aps dey knew I wouldn’t use it. I ask again, what will ya do with me? A man who shall no longer live as you ’ave taught?” 
“I shall banish ya. All ya are is a failed trial. Ya noy me son. Ya sword shall stay ’ere, given ta one o’ me flesh. I will give ya a sword crafted by ya kind, per’aps even by ya father. Ya shall be banished for ya mercy.” 
“And this time I shall leave. Tis time I shall be free.” 
Ansgar laughed. “Free? Ya shall be damned by our memory. Ya shall never know freedom!” 
 
Rellik looked to the heavens, praising God for having it in His will to banish him from the Alsandair. And he begged for it to be in His will for him now to find a place that he could call home. He stared at his wedding band the same way he had stared at his brother over a millennium ago. He closed his eyes, wishing he could find a part of that identity still in him. 
Wondering if he could complete his mission without it. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Beer. Loud music. Dark rooms. Obnoxious people. This was the part of high school life that Lara was going to miss. With beer in hand, she wove her way through the crowded room. Remind the jocks of what they’ll miss, let the geeks see what they’ll never have. Popularity. Power. Control. 
The room spun just enough to make everyone sound interesting, and the bass on the dance music gave the room that special vibe that totally turned her on. Moving through the crowd, she found her way to the couch and sat beside Gord. Lara handed him a beer. 
Gord took a swig and leaned in to kiss her. Lara saw they had an audience, mostly the geeks. Lara leaned in to kiss him back and noticed his eyes were rolling into the back of his head. 
“How much beer have you had, baby?” 
He kept making out, even though his lips were nowhere near her. “I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine.” 
Lara pushed him off and fixed her blouse. Her heart beat fast and she definitely wasn’t ready to call this a night. One guy, tall, wiry and kinda Bill Gates-looking, stood alone in a corner. Never had a geek before, Lara thought and walked over to him.
He pretended not to notice as she stared into his pale face. She took another step closer, then another. He had his hand clenched around the neck of a beer bottle, and as she pressed herself against his chest, she took his hand and brought the bottle to her lips. 
“Are you into sharing?” 
He didn’t respond. He finally looked at her. His mouth was slightly open, but barely a breath came out. Lara slowly wrapped her lips around his beer bottle. She tipped some into her mouth. Letting his hand free, she said, “C’mon. Let’s take a walk.” 
“S-s-s-sure,” he stuttered, wide-eyed. 
“What’s your name?” she asked. 
“Len-Lenny.” 
Such a geeky name! You were doomed from birth!

Lara took his trembling hand and led him across the crowded floor, and into the backyard. They walked until they were well into the field and the house was no more than a spot of light in the distance. 
“Massage my shoulders,” Lara commanded. She sat in the grass. 
Lenny came up from behind her and nervously put his hands on her. He started to squeeze, but stopped when Lara cringed. 
“Ow! Come on, Lenny! I’m a real girl, not someone you’ve met in a video game! Do it right.” 
He started poking with his fingers, but stopped again when Lara twisted away from him. “I can’t believe what a loser you are!” 
“I-I-I-I’m s-s-sorry!” Lenny stuttered before he ran back towards the house.
Lara laughed at him, her voice echoing against the starlit sky. 
She didn’t even hear the footfalls that approached from behind, each one crunching the long dry grass.
“Follow me, or tonight you will die.” It wasn’t a familiar voice that had spoken. It was deep, raspy and scary as hell. Lara couldn’t move. Footsteps rushed around her until a kid her height, with long dark hair and the most amazing emerald eyes, stood before her. He grabbed her shoulders and asked, “Do you want to live?” 
“Yes,” she said as tears ran down her cheeks. 
“Then follow me, or you will die!” 
Lara pulled free from his grasp. She ran fast as she could toward the house. She did not look back, not even when she heard the sound of metal being pulled from leather. She cried and wailed. A wolf howled, metal clanged against metal, and a scream echoed. 
Lara’s shins hit something hard. She flew forward. Her face smashed into the grass. Mud filled her mouth. She must have landed on her nose, as blood ran down her chin. Placing her palms against the ground, she pushed herself up and slowly turned to see what had tripped her.
Lenny, hog-tied with a gag in his mouth, struggled for freedom. His eyes begged her for help, as did his muffled screams. Whoever had caught him had sliced open his arm from the shoulder to the elbow. He was bleeding fast. Whoever had caught him was still out there!
Not so far off in the field, the clang of metal echoed across the prairies. 
Lara screamed, turned to run, but her cries of terror were quickly silenced. 
For as the Northern Lights flashed streaks of green, blue and pink across the sky, she looked up to meet the face of death. 
 
Alix was dressed in a tight black mini with a red sweater. Her hair was crimped and loose over her shoulders and she wore red lipstick. It was not exactly her usual attire, but Betty had insisted, and Betty seemed to know what boys wanted. As Alix strolled through the crowded room, even over the loud dance beat she heard whispered comments of disdain from girls and appreciation from boys. She stopped when she reached a comfortable spot against the wall. 
“See? Toldja you looked hot!” Betty said, as she sidled up to her.
“I do, don’t I?” Alix crinkled her nose and smiled.
Betty laughed and pointed at the couch. “Check it out! Gord’s totally faced AND he’s lost his pants!” 
Both Betty and Alix laughed.
“I’m going to get a beer. You want?” Betty asked.
Alix got that look. Her eyes narrowed and she nibbled the inside of her bottom lip.
Betty prodded, “One beer won’t hurt. You are almost eighteen!” 
“Okay!” she squealed. Betty looked around and found the keg. Three jocks were manning it. When they saw Betty approach, they poured her a beer. 
“Thanks, boys. Got one for my friend?” Betty sang.
They looked at each other. Then one said, “Keg’s dry. And that one’s special for you.” 
Betty winked at him before handing it to Alix, who asked, “What about you?” 
“Carl must have more in the kitchen. Be right back, baby.” 
Alix looked at the people around her as she sipped her foul-tasting beer. They seemed surreal through the smoke-laden air, each one pounding back drink after drink. Everyone was here, the jocks, the drama club, the geeks and–her. Alone, by the wall. Where was Betty and what was taking her so long? Alix started to walk through the crowd, pushing through the drunken revelers, trying to ignore each time someone grabbed her butt. So this was what she’d been missing by not being popular. 
Eventually she made it to the kitchen, but when she entered, the whole world stopped. There was Betty, wrapped in an embrace with Carl. Wrapped in an embrace with Carl! Tears quivered on Alix’s eyelids. Dropping her beer, she ran from the room and the house. She ran out the back door, into the darkness. 
Alix ran until she stumbled over something wet, sticky and horrible-smelling. The scent overwhelmed her. Falling to her knees, she emptied her stomach. Alix looked down and saw she was crouching in blood. And, as her vision focused to the darkness, she saw the remains of what had to be a corpse. 
A voice from behind her spoke: “You need not fear. Your prayers have been answered.” 
Alix couldn’t move a muscle. She tried to scream but had no voice. She shivered and again felt nauseated.
The man walked to stand before her, uncaring about what he had stepped into. He was tall, wide and unbelievably muscular. A halberd was strapped to his back. A handgun was holstered to his belt. A machete was sheathed against his chest. He had a short, spiky box-cut. His square jaw was bearded with heavy, thick, black hair. He reached out and caressed her cheek as tears started down them. 
“Do you want to save hundreds?” he asked. 
“Please don’t hurt me,” was all she could muster. 
Then another voice, Rellik’s, from behind, said, “Run to me, Alix, or you will die.” 
And she did. Alix ran toward Rellik, who stood against the darkness. The man chased after her, his heavy strides loud against the sod. Rellik reached into his coat and drew a long sword. Its blade was crimson, with black lettering and a hilt shaped into the head of a wolf. As Alix drew near, Rellik grabbed her hand. 
When they touched, there was a charge that passed from him to her. The ground itself began to harden and solidify. The air about her froze like black ice. The man who clearly had meant to kill her had disappeared–and so had Rellik. 
Alix closed her eyes and screamed in silence. When she opened her eyes again she was in her room, tucked in her bed, gripping her grandmother’s comforter to her neck for security. She held her eyes shut to ward off the darkness, unable to stop her body from shaking as beads of perspiration mixed with the tears that streamed down her puffy cheeks. Had it been a dream? Never had a dream been so vivid, nor so real.
She mustered the courage to open her eyes a crack, half-expecting to still be in that field with the giant and Rellik. The wall’s shadowed floral patterns relaxed her. Her room was a sanctuary. She took special comfort in her giant Pooh Bear that sat in the wicker chair, gently showered in moonlight. 
Alix released her grip from the comforter. She rolled on her side, feeling around for her Kleenex box. Grasping a tissue, she pulled it to her face, wiping away the tears. 
Her clock read 4:00 a.m. When had she come home? What had happened with the crazy, sword-wielding freak? What about Rellik?
Alix rubbed her swollen eyes with clenched fists. Had someone spiked her drink, and she’d just had some psychotic episode? Or had there been a murderous stranger? And what of Rellik and the strange charge that had passed between them?
Then she recalled the boy who had handed Betty the beer and said, “This one’s special for you.” Bastard! 
The only thing she knew for certain was that she wouldn’t fall back asleep tonight. Climbing out from her warm bed, she dragged her blanket to the wicker chair, nestled into Pooh Bear’s lap, and relaxed as its arms embraced her. As she leaned her head against its chest, she stared out her window at the foreboding red moon. 
 



“The Alsandair hated me for the kindness I had shown our enemy, and they also hated my brother for that which he had shown me. It would not have mattered to my clan even if we had gone on every day after that living the evil they worshipped. We were now an abomination, because we were not the same. 
“And now I must wonder which the greater deed was: my liberation of our prisoners, or Kendil who had set me free?”
-Wulfsign 
 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Day Two was not Alix’s favorite part of the week. Not only did she have Math again, but today she’d have to figure out an excuse for why she had missed class on Friday. Thank goodness I finished most of the homework, at least, Alix thought, as she turned back to her locker. Until now she’d all but forgotten the events of the party, especially since news of another wolf attack had overshadowed her drunken blackout.
She grabbed her copy of Hamlet for first-period Lit, and her algebra for second period as she shuddered away horrific thoughts about the attack. She didn’t even notice that her jacket had caught in the locker as she closed the door. 
“Hey rude-baby!” 
Alix jerked and spun. Her jacket, still caught, forced her to pull back and hit herself against the lockers. The surprise broke her trance and sent her heart racing, but it was only Betty. Betty of the embrace-with-Carl Betty.
Closing her eyes, Alix calmed down and told herself not to show her jealousy. 
“Hi.” Freeing her jacket, she tried to regain some composure.
 “What happened to you Friday? Why haven’t you been answering my calls?” Betty threw her long, dark hair back.
“I think I blacked out. I thought I was outside. Then, suddenly, I was at home.” She tried to say this as calmly as possible. “You can thank your friends for spiking my beer.” 
“There’s no way my friends would spike your beer.” There was a pause. Then Betty sighed and added quickly, “I heard you left because you saw Carl and me in the kitchen.” 
Alix felt her face turn warm and hoped she wasn’t going red. “What if I did?”
“We were just goofing around. It wasn’t what it looked like.” 
“Whatever,” Alix said, trying not to sound like she cared. 
“You worried us, y’know. Lara and Lenny were found dead. Totally ripped apart by a wolf. The ground’s so frozen Carl’s never going to get the blood out of the grass.” 
“Lenny and Lara?” This time Alix knew she was turning red. Chills shot through her as she recalled how she’d seen a hog-tied corpse torn to pieces. 
“Want better news? Guess who’s asking you to the dance today?” 
Alix didn’t answer her because now she was recalling Rellik at the scene. He’d had a sword, and fought some huge guy who also had a sword. Had that been real?
“It’s Carl!” Betty squealed. “Isn’t it sweet? You have Carl, I have Simon.” 
“What class do you have first?” 
“Psych. Are you even listening to me?” 
“Fred’s in your psych class, right?” 
“The geek with the A-plus? Why do you talk to him?” 
“He’s been my friend since kindergarten. Deliver a message for me, ’kay?” 
“I’m not talking to that dork!” Betty turned her back on Alix. “And if you want popularity you won’t, either.” 
“C’mon, Betty! Tell him to meet me in the library at lunch.” 
“You owe me big time, girl,” Betty said, without even glancing back.
 
Minutes that day crept by as though Father Time had fallen into a deep slumber. Ten minutes into Math, even after Miss Whelps’s emotionless voice had lulled Alix into near unconsciousness, one disturbing thing stopped her from succumbing to slumber. Lenny really was missing from class. And until today, Lenny had boasted of a perfect attendance record. 
“I need a volunteer. Who’ll put number five on the board?” Miss Whelps always sounded like a mare caught in a barbed wire fence when she asked for a volunteer. It was the only time her voice didn’t sound like a droning engine. She scanned the room with eyes as piercing as a raven’s, until they landed on . . . “Simon! Simon, come up here and put number five on the blackboard.” 
“I didn’t understand number five.” 
“Then do as much as you can!” 
Simon looked at Alix and started for the board. When he slapped Carl’s hand on his way, she knew he was up to something but was just glad the teacher hadn’t called her. The only two she couldn’t understand were numbers five and–
“Number six, Miss Conway.” 
 “I didn’t understand it.” 
“Then I better see you in here Thursday morning.” 
“I have–home obligations.” 
Miss Whelps shook her head. Just as she was about to lace into Alix about priorities, Simon returned to his seat. “I’ll speak with you later, Miss Conway,” the teacher said.
She turned to the board. “Now then–who did number five?” 
“That would be me.” Simon couldn’t conceal his smile.
“All you did was write the number five.” 
“That’s all I understood, and just so you know, I have football practice Thursday mornings.” 
As Miss Whelps preoccupied herself with Simon, a girl beside Alix threw a note on her desk. Large black lettering on the front read: ALIX. She opened the note.
“Meet me by the dumpster at lunch. It’s important.–Kim Q.”
Alix folded the note and stuffed it into her binder, glancing at the clock. Another thirty minutes of class remained. She wondered what Kim wanted. Should she bring Carl in case there was trouble? 
 
When at long last the bell rang, Alix hurried to join the mad rush of students. She fought her way against traffic, away from the cafeteria, toward the exit. Once outside, she walked to the dumpster. Kim was waiting. 
“Hi, Kim. I got your message. What’s up?” She did her best to sound casual but stayed alert to her surroundings. 
Kim sighed and rolled her eyes. “Look, Blondie, I don’t have some posse waiting to kick your ass. But my brother is going to fight Carl today.” 
“Oh?” 
“I’m making a stand. You can either make one with me, or stay a Barbie doll forever.” 
Alix was a little shocked by Kim’s abruptness and didn’t exactly know what to say. She also didn’t know what she could say that would somehow stop Carl from getting into a fight. It wasn’t as though she’d been close friends with him for years. In fact, from what Betty kept reminding her, it was still being decided if she was friends with the two of them at all.
“What are you going to do?” Alix finally asked.
“Embarrass some sense into them.” 
Kim stared at Alix. Another long silence ensued until Kim said, “Be a sheep, then,” and stormed off. 
 
Fred, his face buried inside a World War II history book, waited for Alix in the library. He sighed, his thoughts drifting to Betty and away from his book. She’d looked so beautiful when she spoke to him in class today. He couldn’t believe she really had spoken to him! He sighed again, and his glasses slipped down the slope of his nose. Catching them with his middle finger, he pushed them snug against his brow and looked up to see Alix. 
“Hi,” he said, indicating with a sweep of his hand that she should sit in the chair next to him. 
“Hi, Fred. Thanks for meeting me.” 
“You look worried. What’s up?” 
“I had the oddest thing happen this weekend, and I don’t know what to make of it.” 
As Alix unfolded the events of Carl’s party and her blackout, she avoided Fred’s analytical gaze. She picked up a book from the table, flipped through the pages, and though she tried not to, she periodically met his eyes. Fred sat straight up, listened intently, and tried not to look hurt that he hadn’t been invited to the party.
When she finished, Fred just stared at her through his thumbprint-stained glasses. He took them off. After wiping them with his tie, he put them back on and asked, “Is there anything special going on in your personal life? With Carl, perhaps?” 
Alix frowned. “Y’know, all you did was smudge your glasses more.”
Taking the glasses from Fred, she cleaned them with a tissue. Quietly she answered, “Nothing’s happening . . . not really. Though I did see him kiss Betty.” 
“All right, then.” Fred’s face turned red. “Did you eat anything substantial, or different, before going to bed?” 
She gave him back his glasses and shook her head. 
“Is there anything going on with school? Home?” He sounded desperate now, searching for a logical explanation. 
She suddenly smiled and her face glowed. “Sam’s reopening the store. He’s trying to quit drinking.” Pausing, she added, “But he still came home loaded last night.” 
Fred relaxed his thinker pose and slouched in his chair, as if relieved that logic could answer everything. 
“Alix, it’s all very simple.” He emphasized his words with chopping movements of his right hand. “Your blackout was a dream. Obviously it’s symbolic of this change in your life, the murdered body being your fear that your father will fail.” 
“But Lenny and Lara really were killed.” 
Fred’s face drew tight. “A pure coincidence. You probably added the details after you heard about them.” Fred pushed his glasses up his long, thin nose. “Forget about it. You have a wonderful opportunity ahead of you. Don’t let this weird circumstance take that away. Do all you can for your father.” 
“Thanks. I guess you’re right.” 
“Anything else I can help you with?” 
Betty, leaping into the private conversation, slammed a chair between them. She sat in it backwards, completely oblivious that she had interrupted Fred, and stayed silent. By her pursed lips, it was obvious she was holding back some incredible news. She just stared, her eyes wide. 
Alix took a discreet gander at Fred before asking Betty what was new. Fred had never spoken of his affection, nor would he ever admit to it. But Alix knew. She also knew he was wasting his time if he thought he could wait until Betty realized the sexiest muscle of all was the one within a man’s head.
Fred tried desperately to remain calm and relaxed, but his face was burning to the point where his nose turned purple. He tapped his foot. He looked into Betty’s eyes, as opposed to most boys, who stared elsewhere. 
“What’s the news?” Alix asked, saving Fred from further humiliation. 
“Carl and Derrick are ready to fight in Dead Man’s Alcove!”
Betty nearly burst as she sprang from her chair. She pulled Alix’s arm to force her friend to come with her.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Alix looked at Fred apologetically. He’d never be enticed into going with them. Not even his crush on Betty was enough to tear him away from his principles. 
“Alix! Hurry!” Betty said in a harsh whisper, sensing her friend’s hesitation. Then she noticed Fred and replied in disgust, “He can come, too.” 
Betty never used Fred’s name when she spoke of him, not even when she spoke to him. With that insult Fred regained color in his cheeks, buried his narrow face deeply into the center of a book and replied, “Alix, I refuse to be swayed into witnessing such barbarous actions.” 
Betty clicked a photo of Fred with her iPhone and said, “That’s going in the Loser Files.” Tightening her grip on Alix’s arm, she demanded, “Coming?” 
Rising from her chair, Alix asked Fred, “I’ll see you later?” 
Fred kept his face buried deeply in his book and pushed his fallen glasses up his nose. He nodded to let Alix know she had nothing to prove to him. No matter what, he’d always be her friend.
Then Alix followed Betty to where the fray was about to happen. The place that Rellik had deemed as his turf. 
Dead Man’s Alcove. 
 
Alix stood beside Betty as she watched Carl at center stage, where the whole school could see. Her mind was racing, wondering when Kim was going to make her move. More so, Alix wondered if she was willing to sacrifice having the star football hero for a boyfriend.
Just as she wondered where Kim was, Alix swayed and suddenly had to catch her breath. 
“You okay?” Betty asked as she caught her arm. 
Alix felt light-headed and the world started to darken. She closed her eyes, and when she awoke . . .
 
She was a woman dressed in sackcloth living inside a drafty wooden cabin. Alix poured steamy water into two bowls and placed them on the table, one before a cloaked stranger and one before herself. The stranger’s hood, catching his long, dark hair like a valley would a waterfall, lay around the back of his neck. His rigid jaw reminded her of rocks that built a slope up into a peak. Her heart beat faster, but at the same time his soft gaze relaxed her. His eyes, whenever they looked upon her, moistened. 
He cupped his hot bowl, neither flinching nor backing away from the pain. Lifting it toward his lips he leaned into it, sniffing its aroma like a beast would a fresh kill. When he drank, he did so as if to extinguish a fire within his stomach, finishing it in only two gulps. The girl wondered, as he returned the bowl to the table, why she had let such a frightening person into her home. 
But when he sighed and met his eyes with hers, she knew. 
“You have lost someone dear to you?” she asked. 
“I ’ave.” 
He rose and turned his back to her. His squared shoulders slumped, and the head he held so high fell. He sighed again, this time wrapping his arms tightly around his chest as if to block any more pain from escaping. The girl bit her lip and considered for a moment what to say. He turned to her and when their eyes again met she knew in her heart they needed one another. Their meeting was not so much chance as it was fate. 
“You could call my abode home if you wish.” 
He smiled, his gesture meaning so much when it came so awkwardly to him. “T’would please ma much. Ya kindness would please ma.” 
She rose and shot him a frown. “I ask only because my family was taken by the fever and I need help with the land. You, Sir, may sleep in the barn.” 
He was still smiling, and when he saw her do the same he said, “Way th’other beasts. ’Ow appropriate.” 
The girl smiled back and motioned to his bowl. “Would you fancy another?” 
“Noy, but I thank ya. Whoy I fancy is sleep. I bid ya farewell till ta morrow.” 
He turned and walked out the door without waiting for her to respond. The girl stared after him, wondering in what strange adventure she had found herself. 
 
“ALIX!” Betty shouted, snapping Alix back from her dream.
Alix was no longer a woman in sackcloth, no longer in a cabin, and no longer serving a hooded stranger.
“Kick his butt!” Betty shouted to Carl, who was standing before Derrick. Then she muttered furiously to Alix, “What’s wrong with you?” 
“Nothing.” But Alix knew there was something. 
Alix rubbed the bottom of her nose and stared at Betty, wondering if she really did want to become like her. Were popularity, attention from boys, and a party-filled-last-year-of-high-school worth sacrificing her morals?
Shaking off those thoughts, she turned her attention to the ensuing battle, feeling a sense of déjà vu. She was still unsure whether she would help Kim or not. 
Kim stormed into the alcove, struggling to get near her brother. Alix stayed where she was.
Carl pushed Derrick and said, “Ready to have your other hand broken?” 
“You’re dead!” 
“Wagon burner!” 
“Enough!” Kim’s voice cast everyone into silence. Derrick faced his sister. 
“Kim, go home or stay silent, but don’t embarrass me.” 
Carl laughed. “I always knew you needed a woman to do your fighting.” 
Everyone started laughing. Kim refused to move. She said to her brother, “You going to hit me, too?” 
Derrick glared hard at his sister. “You’re a disgrace.” 
“Derrick!” Kim shouted after him, as he stormed out of the alcove. She looked at Alix, frowned, and said, “You Barbie dolls are all the same,” before she chased after him. 
Carl was about to say something to the crowd when he heard, “Sir, if you might excuse me, I’d like to get to my locker.” 
There was another new kid. This one was tall, thin, and had no sign of muscle. His short blond hair and brown eyes made him look peaceful. Sporting a mahogany pinstriped suit, he had an aura of timidity.
Carl held his ground and gave the new kid a shove against the lockers. The newcomer let his backpack drop to the ground, and at first Carl thought he wanted to fight. 
“Perhaps I should introduce myself. How rude of me. I am Shay Jackson. Now, if you will pardon me. Please,” said the stranger, baring his bright teeth in a smile.
Carl almost laughed. Puffing out his broad chest to dwarf him with his bulk he again pushed the stranger. “Sorry, pal. This here is Dead Man’s Alcove. Nobody uses these lockers.” 
“How odd. I pray you will tell me then, if they are not to be used, why have them?” 
“For fighting.” Carl tensed his muscles and puffed himself out.
If nothing else in the jock’s attitude gave provocation to fight, then the look on his face should have been enough in itself. And it was. Shay lashed out, grabbed Carl by the throat and lifted him off the ground. The crowd stepped back, shocked at the ease with which the stranger had lifted their prized football star. 
“Do you wish to fight me?” Shay asked with a cool serpent’s breath, yet never losing his hint of charm. 
This guy’s grip was like iron and Carl wished the whole school wasn’t watching. Gasping desperately for air, he tried to say “No,” before his eyes lolled into the back of his head. But no sound came from his constricted throat. He managed to only mouth the word. 
When the stranger appeared satisfied with his submission, he released him, letting the jock fall hard onto the floor. Stepping aside to allow Simon enough space to pick him up and get him to the school nurse, Shay bowed. 
As if they were mice scampering lost in a maze, the students went on about their usual duties, no one staying to question, nor even welcome, this new stranger. Betty grabbed Alix and stopped her from following the crowd. 
“Let’s welcome the new guy.” 
Alix smirked. “I don’t think so.” 
“Oh, sure. Yesterday, you’re ‘Miss Welcome Wagon,’ but today you’re a prude!” 
“Am not! He just spooks me.” 
“And Rellik spooked me.” 
When the stranger noticed the two of them still standing inside the alcove, he sank into another bow, this time for only them. Alix grabbed Betty firmly by the arm and dragged her away, noticing that Rellik was entering the alcove. 
The tall stranger, still deep in his bow after the two girls had left, did not rise in Rellik’s presence. 
“Give it a rest, Shay,” Rellik said in an ancient Gaelic tongue. Then he said with a deep throaty growl, “I wondered when you’d come.” 
“How kind of you to think of me, my friend!” Shay responded in the same language, rising to stand at his full height. Rellik turned to fiddle with his lock as Shay marched up and down the alcove, studying each locker as though the one he chose would be the most important decision of his life. Then, opening the one beside Rellik’s, he studied its interior. 
“It’s her second life.” The vamp’s voice echoed from inside the locker. “I would not risk losing her twice.” 
Shay poked his head out to face Rellik, who had turned crimson. 
“You don’t love her! When I left my clan, she was my whole world.” 
“Then it was your mistake to think that no one else would compete for her love.” 
“Love? Was it love that–” 
The tall stranger laughed, cutting Rellik short. He remained calm, took out a red binder from his knapsack, and, placing his bag in the locker, closed the door. He then took out a lock and secured it, taking his time to turn to Rellik, who stood right up against him. Shay looked down to meet the angry glare and spoke so his voice would also sound like a deep growl. But, unlike Rellik, he never lost his hint of charm. 
“When last I saw her, she was still alive.” 
“You partook in evil.” 
“And you have to catch me before you can convict me. Or have you not yet accepted the burden of being a werewolf? You are not without hardship, nor are you without commandments. Commandments separate your kind from mine. Obtain her love freely and you will be given mortality. I call that a curse, but what do you call it? Would you give up living forever for love?” 
“You do not love her. You do not understand.” 
“Was it love that made you kill her, Rancor the Wulfsign?” 
Rellik grabbed the vamp, slammed him against the wall, and puffed out his impressive muscular form. 
“I will win her ’eart. Just as I won it a millennium ago.” 
The tall stranger rolled his head back in a fit of laughter. He brought his gaze to meet Rellik’s glare and made clear his intent to dominate the shorter man with his height. 
“Watch that accent, friend. You are no longer ‘Rancor the Wulfsign, once o’ the clan Alsandair.’ Do not forget the rules pertaining to gaining the love of those in their second life. She does not remember you, nor can you help her recall her first life.” 
“There will be no need. She will know my soul.” 
“Soul?” 
“Once she gets to know me, she will remember.” 
“Get to know you? How do you expect to remember sociability when you have spent so long in solitude?” 
Rellik’s eyes flashed crimson. “I have not been alone these past thousand years. I have been among your kind! Learning to defeat you.” 
“You are so unnerving! Help me, someone, I am so helpless!” Shay laughed. “You were not with my kind. You have been among Whittaker’s renegade sect of weak vampyres. You learned nothing.” 
“I suppose Pyre followed you,” Rellik said, and turned his attention to his locker.
Shay rolled his head back in another fit of laughter, wiping away non-existent tears to emphasize the joke he had found in Rellik’s question. 
“The boy the vampyres created to hunt you? He would be here had I led him or not.” 
Rellik grabbed his notebook from the locker’s shelf and slammed the door shut. Though he had turned to meet Shay’s stare, he did so this time so deeply that his voice bellowed into the vamp’s mind: He shot up my car!
“And you say nothing of the wound you took?” 
Rellik was about to answer, but then, even though his muscled back faced the alcove’s entrance, he could tell by Shay’s familiar grin that Alix had returned. That damned grin angered him to no end, often making him wish for Shay’s demise–but rules were rules. 
He heard Shay say, much too pleasantly, “Alas, but my heart has stopped! Pray someone tell me who is this lovely vision?” 
 
“Irish dog! Why don’t you go back to where ya came from?” 
Ariana walked tightly beside Rancor through the crowded, narrow cobblestone streets. Many stared, a few shouted, but all showed their disgust for him in some manner. She looked up at his rigid jaw, bushy low-lined eyebrows, and playful grin. He seemed completely undaunted by the remarks, as if he had not heard them. 
“They do not bother you?” 
“I amn’t bothered. I don’t know dem.” And to him it was that simple. Or, could it be, she wondered, that as brawny as he was, he was that much ill-equipped to fight? Is that why he had been banished by his people?
Rancor pointed to a minstrel and his eyes widened. He hurried close, closing his eyes and listening intently as if each note were sweet to his ear. Ariana was amazed by him. 
“Have you not heard a lyre before?” she inquired. 
“I ’ave noy. ’Ow does it work?” 
But before she could explain, a tall, wide fellow stepped between them and the musician. He glared with blue eyes, chest heaving and muscles flexed. He stood with no more than a hair’s width between himself and the Wulfsign–a challenge thrown for all to witness. When he spoke his voice was harsh and controlled. 
“We do not want your kind ’ere.” 
Rancor reached out to bring Ariana safely behind him. He met the gaze head on, without blinking, but when he spoke he did so calmly. There was even a smile on his lips. 
“I mean noy disrespect, but I cannoy ’elp da circumstance o’ my birth any more dan ya.” 
“I was born English by the will of God.” The burly fellow did not back down. Several others stood behind him, urging him on. 
Rancor looked pensive. “Den per’aps ya would share your noble position with ma by allowing ma a life o’ peace.” 
Silence. Both men glared at one another. Finally the burly fellow laughed, and patting Rancor on the shoulder, he said, “He’s all right! This newcomer is all right!” 
The crowd dispersed and Rancor, as though nothing had happened, turned to Ariana and said, “A lyre ya say?” 
“Were you afraid you could not best him?” she asked, though she knew better. 
Rancor threw a coin to the minstrel and said, “Dere is noy honor returning ta a life I ’ave chosen ta leave.” 
Ariana could not help herself. Standing on her tiptoes, she kissed his cheek and said, “Wait here. I’ll gather what we need from the market.” 
“I shall way,” he said caressing the moist spot on his face. He watched after her as she walked off into the crowd. He did not know exactly the words to describe the emotions he felt when with her. It was unlike anything he had known. His heart fluttered, his lips smiled and there was emptiness in his chest whenever she was away. Was it love? 
“What else could it be?” asked a man beside him. 
“Pardon?” Rancor said, and turned to face a tall, thin man. 
“Your bravado: I witnessed everything. You are the bravest man I have ever met. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Shay Jackson.” The tall man bowed. He was pale and quite sickly-looking. It was as if he had not eaten in weeks. 
“Ya met well, friend. May I ask, and forgive ma impudence, if ya be down on ya luck?” 
Ariana returned and said to the merchant, “Would you excuse us? I must speak with my hired hand a moment.” 
They walked away from the stranger. When next Ariana spoke, she whispered, “What do you know of this man? I have heard there was a murder in the hamlet last night. How do we not know–” 
“Ariana! T’was noy a murder, but a wulf attack. Ya cannot fault dis man way superstition. Look o’ ’im. ’E’s pale and does noy look like ’e’s eaten in days.” Rancor picked her up and twirled her in the air. “I ’ave found ma chance ta show true honor! Da merchant needs our aid, and I know we ’ave noy food ta spare, but I will cut me own rations in ’alf–” 
Ariana smiled. “Speak no more. You may welcome this stranger, but not to my home. Welcome him to our home. He will take your lodgings in the barn–” 
“And I?” 
“You will sleep in the house. With me. I am, after all, your angel.” 
Rancor turned back to the merchant, who asked, “And who might this vision be?” 
 
“This is Alexandria,” Rellik answered coldly, no longer so young, nor so innocent. 
Alix added to Rellik’s introduction: “And this is Betty.” 
Rellik didn’t turn to face them, not even when Shay stepped around him. 
“I am Shay. Shay Jackson.” He beamed his pearly whites and a sparkle shimmered from his sunken, brown eyes. “Could one of you lovely ladies please show me to my history class? A Mr. Pausron, it is.” 
Rellik cringed at the thought of Shay taking the same class as they were. 
 “That’s my class!” Betty said. “I’ll show you where it is.” Wrapping her arm around his, she gave Alix a strange glance. Alix didn’t tag along. 
Shay spoke a few incoherent words as they departed from the alcove. Rellik, with his back to Alix, smiled for the first time in centuries. 
“Rellik?” Alix asked with a slight quiver in her voice. “Do you want me to walk you to class?” 
Her voice sang in his ears more beautifully than a chorus of songbirds. Her kindness hadn’t changed in a millennium, and Rellik didn’t know what he’d do if he lost her twice. 
 
Rancor finished lighting the fire and walked to Ariana. He smiled, looked deeply into her eyes, and pulled her close to him. He thought briefly of his brother, of the love that Kendil had said he would find. Slipping a ring from his finger, he said, “Ya should ’ave dis.” 
As he handed her the wedding band Kendil had given him, he met her curious eyes. 
“What be this?” she asked. 
“’Tis ma soul, Ariana. Wear it only if ya want it.” 
She took it and smiled, leaning to him and kissing him deeply. As she took his hand in hers, Ariana led him toward the bedroom. Rancor gently pulled her back. 
“Noy, Ariana.” 
“‘Tis all right. I love you.” 
“And I ya more than life itself. ’Tis why I wish ta wed ya first.” 
She handed him back his band and said, “Then give this to me that day, Rancor. Give me your soul only when I can give you mine.” 
He took it back and vowed by his honor they soon would wed. Gently kissing her he praised the heavens for his good fortune. Knowing there would never be a time when he didn’t need her, when his heart didn’t feel empty without her. 
 
“No. I can find it myself,” Rellik answered, the words sounding foreign against the love he still felt for her. He wanted to take Alix’s hand, to pull her close, and never let go. But as his vision hit the ground he walked past her, uncertain why he felt so afraid to open his soul once again.
 



“Evil, I once thought, was a birthright passed on in the same way as the color of one’s eyes. As I grew from an infant to a man I believed that my clan was evil, and, because I was one of them, so must I also be. After all, we fought together, we killed together, and we conquered together. What I could not understand, however, was why no one but I saw our bane. 
“When I left the Alsandair I feared their lessons would never leave me, and that I would always be tempted into selfishness. What confused me was the virtue left in me by my true bloodline, the Wulfsign, a clan I never even knew. 
“Often I contemplate: Is evil an ailment of ignorance, or a genetic disposition from which there is no escape?”
-Wulfsign
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Little more than two years had passed since Sam last stepped inside Conway Groceries. Just as he’d expected, the place was in desperate need of a harsh cleaning and restocking. He arrived early in the morning, even though his head pounded with a familiar beat and his dry throat pleaded for quenching. He’d neglected his health to ensure the store would be ready for reopening by midafternoon. But by late afternoon the shelves still had the same dust blanket, the refrigerators still had the same mildew, and his new boxes of stock still remained unopened. 
The only thing that Sam had found it in himself to do was to flip his Closed sign to the Open side. 
“Open for what?” he said aloud, knowing how much rode on this foolhardy decision of his. He wished he hadn’t mentioned anything to Alexandria before he had found success. As though his wife were there in the grocery store with him, he said, “Trina, I so need you now.” 
He collapsed on an unopened crate as though his strength rode on his whispered breath. Sinking his solemn face into his dry palms, he prayed his daughter could forgive him twice. 
At least he recalled where he had stashed his whiskey. 
The faint sound of the door opening and the once-common chime of the bell hadn’t reached his ears. But, a few seconds later when footsteps neared, he called out, “I’m sorry. Store’s closed.” 
“I still expect to get paid,” Rellik’s raspy voice growled, as his footsteps came to a halt. 
Sam could have sworn he heard something snap deep within himself. He wasn’t sure why that remark had bothered him so much, but as he rose to tower over the much shorter young man, his rage grew beyond control. He felt his face blush a painful crimson. When the young man met his angry stare head on with equal force, the show of contention only infuriated him more. Sam tightened his hands into clenched fists and opened them fast. He repeated this gesture several times. 
“Listen to me and you listen good,” Sam whispered beneath his harsh breath. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you work for me and you will address me with respect!” 
“If you do not open the store, then I work for no one.” 
Sam couldn’t figure out why the anger in him burned, but the longer he stared at the teen the more he hated him. It was irrational and he knew that. Yet it was as if he had stepped out of himself and watched helplessly as the fury took over. Sam rammed his index finger into Rellik’s chest and pushed. 
“Get out. Out of my store! And out of my home! I don’t know what kind of mind games you play, but they end right here!” 
Rellik knew it would be best to leave. He wasn’t afraid. After all, Sam was only mortal, and should he choose to strike, he could easily be subdued. But Sam’s suffering was not unlike looking into a mirror image, a reflection of one who has lost a loved one. Rellik had seen the urn of ashes beneath the portrait when he’d been in the den for his interview. He found it discomfiting to watch someone else handle his loss in the same manner as he did: by driving those who might care for him as far away as possible.
Yet, even in his worst time of despair, Rancor had found kindness. This mortal did not have long to wait until his life would end. Rellik knew that, without compassion, Sam would waste away his remaining days. 
“Please forgive my impudence. I meant you no disrespect. If you wish me to depart, then I shall. But from the look of your store, it appears you are in great need of aid.” His hands made a sweeping motion at the scattered boxes. 
“Would you listen to yourself? Even your apology sounds condescending! You have no right to judge me! You don’t know what I lost!” 
Rellik shook his head and turned toward the door. Self-pity had taken too strong a hold over Sam for reason to reach him. 
 
Rancor sat in a dark, musty tavern, absently looking about himself, slamming back drink after drink. He’d left Ariana alone with Shay, knowing it best not to share this night’s thoughts with either mortal. Tonight he needed to forget the day’s events, and he would, if only alcohol would steal his inhibitions as it had everyone else’s. He questioned why the gods allowed mortals a release from their reality, while they damned him to wallow in confusion without reprieve. 
He knew he was avoiding the truth about what troubled him. On his way to the tavern, while walking through the woods, he had run into the corpse of a man killed by supernatural means. Rancor’s temples pounded as he recalled the grotesque body. Claw marks raked down his chest, and a creature had feasted upon the legs and stomach. 
He would have guessed it was a werewulf, but after scanning the corpse, he’d found two tiny bite-marks in the jugular. It was now clear that a vampyre was in the hamlet’s midst. Several other murders had already occurred, all bearing the wulf’s marks. Until tonight they hadn’t disturbed him all that much, but this one had occurred close to his home. The villagers thought it was the act of a mad wulf.
 Rancor knew he had to stop transforming. He had no wish to be caught and falsely accused. He wondered if all the corpses had a hidden vampyre’s trademark. 
He sighed, glad that the merchant had stayed with Ariana. Should the vampyre strike there, frail as Shay might be, he could at least provide a diversion for Ariana to escape. She’d protected them by hanging wolfsbane on the door and crafting a knife from silver, just as the villagers had done. Had she known it was a vampyre, she would have donned a cross and refused to invite in any stranger who happened by. 
Rancor had once thought those measures enough to protect himself. 
He now had to accept, because of his own supernatural powers, that those superstitions were false prejudice. He was, after all, a werewulf and no wolfsbane harmed him. Neither did the full moon make him transform, nor had he ever desired to eat a man’s flesh. So how, then, could he believe that a cross or garlic would turn away a vampyre, or even that the beasts could not come out in the daylight? If the vampyre legends were as false as his own, and this vampyre had a taste for man, then these mortal villagers were as good as dead. 
His own powers made him feel responsible for ending this demon’s terror. But, by making a life with Ariana, had he not chosen a life of peace and forsaken battle? Supernatural or not, was it not his duty to stop the carnage? 
“I meet you well, friend,” a voice said. 
Rancor glanced up to see a medium-sized young man smiling at him. He was pale, with long brown hair filled with mats. His dirty clothes looked well-traveled. When he sat he grunted, as if ending a long journey. Rancor would normally welcome the company, but tonight he had too much on his mind.
“Ya met well, but I fear solitude is ma companion tis night. Please forgive ma impudence.”
“My name is Rafgard–” 
“Please, sir,” he tried to remain patient with this man, “forgive ma impudence. But . . . I have no need of company. Find yaself another table.” 
Rafgard slowly inhaled a long breath of smoky air and sighed, smiling wide. “I am not the one you hunt, Rancor of the Wulfsign.”
Rancor sat up straight at the mention of his name.
“Don’t be so surprised that I know you. After all, when a man hangs on the gallows and doesn’t die, that legend spreads fast.” 
Rancor laughed away his fear. “And woy would you think I was hunting you? Are ya hunting me?”
“I am not hunting you. Like you, I am vampyre hunting.”
“Per’aps a man as frail as yaself should consider a mead, instead.” 
“I would, instead, care for a glass of milk. Even if it is from a goat.” Rafgard leaned back in his chair and stared, smiling all the while. He rested his hands on his empty, growling belly and asked with a sorrowful tone, “Are you curious why alcohol has no taste?” 
“I t’would like the story,” Rancor replied without thinking, sounding much more eager than he would have liked. 
“The alcohol is a toxin. A poison, if you will. Your body–our bodies–cannot be poisoned.” 
“Do ya take ma for an ignorant fool? Do ya expect me ta believe ya noy the murderer?”
The barmaid came around with more mead, but this time Rancor declined. She shot him a scornful look. She glanced at Rafgard, who mouthed, “Milk.” Then the barmaid left the two immortals to stare at one another.
After some time had passed, Rafgard added, “What if I told you that I am a brother to the vampyre who murders so freely? And that I have come to help you fight him.”
“I would ask woy a man such as you would care.” 
“I know the rules of your brethren, my friend. I also know the bane of mine. Regret is powerful, and in one who lives forever it is the worst curse of all. I think you may help me lift my curse, and teach me redemption.” 
“How?” 
“By teaching me how to be a good man again. I once was one–until someone made me this. The things I have done, the things I have lost, are simply too much for me to bear for eternity.” 
 
“Do you truly believe that no one’s loss is equal to your own?” Rellik asked Sam. “Are you so lost in that demon’s drink that you believe the loss of your wife has earned you the pity of the world? My pity is extended to your daughter. For not only did she lose a mother, but a father as well.” 
The mention of Alix seemed to release Sam from the grip of madness. His face softened and he slumped back down onto an unopened crate.
“I’m sorry, Rellik. I do need your help.” 
Rellik nodded and walked back to the door. He turned the Open sign to read Closed, grabbed a broom, and set to work. 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Several hours after the sun had set, Carl lay upon a picnic table with his gaze locked on the starry sky. The moon, unlike the sun that offered Earth its warmth, stole away the heat and shrouded the world in surreal light. It called upon thousands of specks to rejoice in its rule.
But night did not completely belong to the moon. For, as the angels came, they streaked the heavens with white, green, pink and gold, setting Carl’s thoughts ablaze. The northern lights brought him back to a time of innocence when he believed he could hear sprites singing to the beat of the dark, angelic dance. 
Minitaw offered many places where he and his friends could let their imaginations roam, or more accurately, many places they could intoxicate their imaginations. Carl took the last swig from the bottle Simon had stolen from his parents’ liquor cabinet. 
Simon and Betty lay together on the grass with their legs locked in a lover’s hold. Their kissing was the only sound louder than the crickets. 
Alix lay on the picnic table beside Carl. She was close to him, her shivering body pressed tight against him. They both stared at the magical heavens, each lost in their own world of contemplation. Carl wasn’t sure what to make of Alix; she just wasn’t like other girls. Most of the time she seemed interested in him, but she didn’t play the game quite as easily as, well, Betty. He reached for her hand and felt it go rigid. She even sounded like her breathing stopped, but slowly she relaxed and intertwined her fingers with his. 
“You cold?” he asked her. 
“I’m okay,” she answered, not understanding his intent. 
“You sure? ’Cause if you are, I could put my arm around you and keep you warm.” He couldn’t remember a time when he had to be this obvious. 
“Uh, sure,” Alix answered. She lifted her head as he swung his arm beneath her and pulled her closer. He hoped to get her face near his so he could kiss her, but she kept her gaze locked on the stars. It wasn’t helping things, either, that Betty and Simon were practically screwing in the grass just yards away. 
“Do you two mind?” Carl shouted. 
“We’re only kissing,” Simon shouted back. 
“Whatever you’re doing, it’s bugging me. Besides, with the amount of cops goin’ by, you’re going to get caught.” 
Simon stirred, taking his gaze away from Betty. “What else is there to do? You finished the bottle we brought.” 
They all covered their eyes as another cruiser flashed its lamp at them. An officer called, “You kids see anything?” 
Carl rose, fighting the urge to give the cruiser the finger. “No, we haven’t. Maybe if you come back in two minutes instead of ten there’ll be a dead body.” 
“Don’t get lippy, kid,” the officer warned as he drove away. 
“Well, I’ve certainly had it,” Carl said and hopped from the table. “Anyone else for Mr. Chips?” 
He offered Alix his hand for support. She said, “It’s dark and cold. I didn’t exactly dress for this wind, so I’m up for Mr. Chips.” 
“Mr. Chips it is,” they all said in unison. 
Simon and Carl led as they walked down the highway, with Alix and Betty lagging behind. Betty asked, “What’s your problem?” 
“What?” 
“What? What do you mean, ‘What’? You got Carl, baby. He’s tall, handsome, and wanted by every girl in school. If you’re not careful you’re going to lose him.” 
Betty hurried to take her place beside Simon. He wrapped his arm around her waist and she kissed his cheek, glancing back at Alix. 
Carl waited to let Alix catch up. He walked so close that he banged his shoulder into her, and their hands kept brushing until she let him catch hers. He was the boy everyone at school wanted to be around, and she knew she owed her popularity to his affection. But over the past few days she was seeing a side to him that she just didn’t like. The fights, the arrogance, and the fact that she couldn’t shake that image of him kissing Betty. 
After a long, brisk walk, the gang finally arrived at Mr. Chips. The warmth was welcome, and with a wave of their hands they signaled Bob to cook their usual. 
“Hey kids,” he shouted, throwing several patties onto his grill. 
Mr. Chips was a popular place this brisk night. Fred sat at a table in the back, his nose engulfed in a textbook and a half-eaten burger on a tray. He pretended not to notice the gang, but Alix saw his eyes peer over the book and quickly dart back down. Betty glared at her before the thought to invite him over even entered Alix’s mind. 
Rellik had also come. He sat at a booth near the middle of the restaurant, his back to the front door and shoulder pressed against the glass window. He was dressed in his heavy leather coat and had on the dark shades that hid his eyes. No thoughts to invite him to sit with them entered Alix’s mind, but she was curious to know how things had gone at Sam’s store. Had Sam actually opened it, or was Rellik here because Sam had gotten drunk and given up again?
Not wanting her fears turned into reality, Alix chose to just ignore Rellik. 
Carl entered the seating area first. He gave Rellik a hard glare as he passed by. He was still holding Alix’s hand, and she felt a sharp pain as he tightened his grip for a second. They sat in the booth directly behind, with Carl and Alix’s backs to Rellik, but both facing Fred. 
Betty and Simon sat facing Rellik, with their backs to Fred. They were acting so indifferent to Rellik’s presence that it was obvious it bothered them. But all he did was wolf down his meal. 
“Earth to Alix,” Fred said, waving his hand over her eyes. She hadn’t even noticed when he walked to their table. 
“Oh. Uh, hi, Fred.” Alix didn’t know what to say. Carl and Simon were giving each other looks and nudges, snickering as they mimicked Fred’s nervous facial expressions. 
“I’m going over to talk to Rellik,” Fred said, as he glanced at Carl and Simon. Then, straight at Alix, he added, “I’m surprised you aren’t curious about how things went at your dad’s store.” 
“I’m curious! Maybe I just don’t want to talk to the weirdo.” She rolled her eyes at him, even though it made her feel awful to speak of Rellik like that. 
Carl said, “Maybe I should go over there and ask the freak how things went. He and I are due for a conversation.” 
“No!” Alix said far too quickly. “I mean–well, I am curious to know how things went tonight.” 
Alix inhaled deeply and got up. Carl, Simon, and Betty were all staring at her with grins that meant they expected her to somehow ridicule Rellik. If she really wanted in with this group she knew she’d better do it. But that would also mean including Fred in that ridicule.
She wasn’t completely sure what she’d just got herself into. 
Following Fred, she sat opposite Rellik in his booth and said, “Hi.” She blushed, glad that Fred had sat beside her. “How–how was work?” 
Rellik looked at the pair sitting across his table. His brow furrowed, and he let out a long sigh. “It went well. Your father is a good man.” 
Rellik continued eating. Alix nudged Fred to leave. She’d got the information she needed, and now she was done.
But Fred cleared his throat and shoved his hand before the stranger. “I’m Fred.” 
Rellik looked quite thoughtful, but neither accepted nor offered his own friendly gesture.
Fred took back his hand and rose from the booth. “You’re welcome to join us,” said Fred. 
Then they left Rellik and went back to their table. Fred took it upon himself to sit beside Betty. 
Alix watched Simon’s eyes dart around the room as fast as his thumbs twiddled. She hoped that whatever Simon’s insidious mind concocted, it wouldn’t concern Rellik.
Meanwhile, Carl was glaring at Fred. She wondered if he would keep his temper in check. 
“Boy, Carl.” Simon spoke just barely louder than his foot tapped, his devious tone shattering Alix’s hopes. “First that Rellik guy breaks up your fight, and now he moves his turf into your hangout. I hear he’s telling everyone how he woulda kicked your ass if you hadn’t chickened out.” 
“And just who is this ‘everyone,’ Simon?” Fred sounded angry. “Consider first that he has no friends in Minitaw.” 
Alix knew how Fred had figured out if Simon was telling a lie: by listening to his foot tap. Carl turned red from a mixture of shame and anger, and Alix knew he was beyond reason. If only, she wished, Carl knew when Simon was using him as bait for entertainment. 
“Did you see the way he looked at me?” 
“An amazing trait you have,” Fred said, as diplomatically as possible. “Wish I could tell someone’s intent through their dark sunglasses. An even more admirable one to see his look with your back to him.” 
“I’m gifted, all right? Why don’t you go hang out with your other friends, you nerd? Oh! That’s because you got no friends!” 
Betty squealed at the prospect of another fight. She pulled out her iPhone and started recording. The kitchen bell rang. Fred took that jingle as a welcome escape, and very clumsily clambered out from the bench into the aisle.
As Fred took his leave, Simon continued playing Carl. “So why don’t you go teach him a lesson? Scared?” 
Carl breathed hard and glared at Simon. If it weren’t for the fact they’d been best friends for years, he probably would have beaten him up. But instead he looked at Alix and said, “Baby, I got to go put that freak in his place.” 
She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to see another fight, at least not one between Rellik and Carl. But what she wasn’t certain about was whether or not it was Carl she worried about, or Rellik. Feeling Betty kick her beneath the table, and seeing her mouth the word “Move,” Alix slowly got out of the booth.
Carl spun to sit opposite Rellik. 
Alix’s heart leaped into her throat as she watched Carl act on Simon’s challenge. She wished she knew exactly what he intended to do–and how Rellik would respond. She rubbed the bottom of her nose. 
Rellik didn’t appear to care one way or another. He just started on his second burger, drawing his breaths in timed, even strokes. Carl acted just as calm and cool, leaning back in his seat. He spoke loudly enough so the rest of his gang could hear his bravado. 
“So. You’re a fighter?” Carl chuckled before and after the word fighter. 
Rellik said nothing. 
“Hey! I’m talkin’ to ya, buddy.” 
Rellik suddenly looked up and glared, his shades glowing a dim hue of scarlet. Carl looked behind him. He saw Simon give him two thumbs up, and Betty making her movie. He looked to Alix, who was biting her upper lip. 
“Are you giving me another mean glare, Rellik? Why don’t we find out by taking off these shades?” 
Carl reached for Rellik’s shades, but Rellik sprang with lightning speed and grabbed the jock’s wrist. As they stared at each other, Carl clenched his free hand into a tight fist. He waited for Rellik’s next move. All the stranger did was let go, and sip on his Coke. 
“Get away from me,” Rellik warned. “I’m eating.” 
Alix rose from her seat and sat beside Carl. 
“C’mon,” she whispered so Rellik wouldn’t hear. “Leave him alone.” 
Rellik stopped eating when Alix looked at him. His furrowed brow lost its tension. The darkness in his features lightened. It saddened her that he obviously thought she was a part of Carl’s foul plan.
“I’m not doing anything!” Carl bellowed in defense. “I’m only trying to talk to the freak!” 
Rellik smiled–and Alix knew he was aware of her innocence. Knew he knew she wasn’t part of Carl’s plan.
“That’s it,” Carl mumbled. He acted quickly, throwing a punch at Rellik’s jaw, hoping to catch him off guard. But, without any noticeable effort, the stranger caught the punch with his free hand. With his other, he continued to eat. 
Tears welled in Carl’s eyes. His face distorted in Rellik’s powerful grip. The outsider, heedless that his captive struggled in vain, finished his burger and slowly rose to stand. Rellik sneered, as if he wanted to break the jock’s fist. But when he looked at Alix, his demeanor lightened. 
She again met his lonely gaze through the mirrored glasses, and somehow knew he held back from fighting for her. She almost wished he wouldn’t. Rellik grabbed his sunglasses, but didn’t remove them. Half-smiling, he released Carl’s hand without harm. 
Carl watched as the new kid shuffled from the booth to leave. Rellik’s dark features bore no expression as he walked toward the exit. Carl pushed past Alix to rush up behind his enemy. He grabbed Rellik by the shoulder. 
“I’m not through with you yet!” 
Alix dashed behind Carl, grabbed his shoulder and yanked as hard as she could. 
“Leave him alone!” 
“What’s your problem?” the jock yelled, releasing Rellik and turning to Alix. Without realizing how close she stood, he slammed into her and knocked her to the ground. Rellik stood perfectly still, keeping his back to Carl.
But when he heard Alix hit the ground, even though it had been an accident, he turned with a devil’s scowl. 
He spun and side-kicked his adversary squarely in the chest. A shout of air exploded from the jock’s lungs as he hit the hard floor. Rellik waited for Carl to move. He didn’t.
Rellik reached out to help Alix up. Then he sighed and turned, heading out the door without uttering a single word.
 



“When a human shares love with a Wulfsign, she will be reborn one millennium from her first birth. Should that love be rekindled, it is said that both mortal and immortal shall grow old and die together. Both shall join the other’s soul in Heaven. 
“Many of my brethren opt to live forever rather than grow old with love. But I am not among them. I am among those who have loved so deeply that I would relinquish forever. I am among those who believe there is more to life than just seeing another tomorrow. 
“I am among those who wish to see Heaven.”
-Wulfsign 
 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Alix chased after Rellik without grabbing a jacket. The cool winds outside had grown stronger and chillier. Her teeth chattered from the cold, but she didn’t want to lose him. Though she didn’t know why. 
“I’m sorry,” she called, in the hope her voice might carry itself over the wailing winds. “My friends are all jerks.” 
Rellik didn’t respond, nor did he slacken his brisk pace. 
His wide shoulders tensed, his head bowed, and though he had tucked his hands within deep pockets, she knew he clenched them into tight fists. Another charge of wind hit Alix, tearing through her thin silk blouse. She eyed his heavy leather jacket with envy and wondered how much longer she could pursue him. 
“C’mon, Rellik! I’m trying to be friends with you!” 
He stopped. It appeared that her words had touched him, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t even face her. She walked behind him and placed her hand on his shoulder. 
“Look, I know you haven’t been made to feel welcome. But then, you haven’t acted like you want to be, either.” 
Still he said nothing. In the darkness he slowly turned to face her, taking her hand in his. She shook from the cold–mostly from the cold. The look on his face had become so intense that Alix wanted to hold him. He didn’t smile when he at last let her hand free. She wondered what he was going to do.
But this time the unknown brought no fright into her heart, and as the half-smile returned to his dark face she knew she was safe. He removed his leather jacket and placed it around her. 
The bitter wind blew Alix’s hair over her distraught face. She pulled Rellik’s oversized jacket closer around herself, her hair blowing across her vision. 
Alix watched him leave, without a word, into the darkness. Outside Mr. Chips, the cold wind whistled in her ears and nipped at her nose. She’d lost track of the time. She wondered, as she pulled open the restaurant door, if she would find her friends still inside.
She was not entirely relieved when she did. Simon and Betty were discussing “that psycho” while tending to Carl’s wound. It didn’t appear that any of them recalled that Rellik hadn’t started the fight. Or, that he had left so it would not continue. 
How convenient, she thought. 
Betty leaped from her seat to Alix. “You’re wearing that freak’s jacket? Look what he did to your boyfriend!” 
Alix bit her lip and rubbed the bottom of her nose. She sighed and saw Fred sitting alone in another booth. She drew from his strength and glared at Betty. 
“Did you happen to notice what Carl was doing? I’ve had it with this peer pressure to be just like all of you!” 
“Really? And whose friend are you now, the geek or the freak?” 
Alix slapped her hard and said coldly, “You’re a bitch.” 
Simon jumped in the middle. “Whoa! I’m all for a cat fight and all, but this is one we’ll all regret in the morning.” 
 Betty never took her eyes off Alix. “Simon, move so I can kick her ass!” 
“C’mon, Betty. Let’s just sit and talk.” 
Betty turned her glare on him. When he wouldn’t budge, she grabbed her coat and stormed out.
Simon turned to Alix, shook his head, and helped Carl up. As they left Mr. Chips, Carl said to Alix, “This ain’t over!” 
Alix walked to Fred, who was grinning, as if pleased by the fallout of her foray into popularity. 
“Congratulations,” he said. 
Alix looked at him and grimaced. “For what?” 
“Freedom to make your own choices, for one. Did you really think you’d ever fit in with a bunch of robots?” 
Fred pushed the tray of food he had set out before himself nearer her. On it were her usuals, cheeseburger and chocolate shake. 
“I just wanted to know how it would feel to be like everyone else,” she whispered. 
“Now you know. It sucks.” He examined her thoughtfully and said, “He gave you his jacket. Can I assume you’ve made some progress?” 
“No,” she answered, before picking at her burger. “And I don’t know why I care. He just left without saying a word.” 
“I must admit, he frightened me earlier. He has such rage inside him that I don’t think it’s a good idea to put yourself in the middle of it. There must be something about his past that’s making him act like this.” 
“Well, I give up,” Alix said, with a long sigh. 
“I think that would be best. The safest choice for us all.” 
Alix smiled and lifted her shake to her lips. Before taking a long sip of the cool liquid, she said, “You talk funny, you know that?” 
Fred, too, smiled. His secret desire that Betty might change was cast into doubt tonight. He might have had his eyes on her for what seemed like forever, but sometime during the summer she’d become Simon’s girl. And, from what he’d heard, Simon had given her a lot more than just his heart. Fred wished he could show her his feelings, genuine and real. But that was a hope the torrential rains of reality slowly weathered away.
 
A late-model Chevy van was the sole vehicle parked in the camping lot of Sunset Park. In the summer months the lots were full of families from the city visiting Minitaw for a taste of small town life before they headed back to their bustling lives. Tonight, as the air turned so crisp that the wind crackled in Bruce’s ears, the camping lots were empty, dark and desolate. 
Bruce held a case of syringes tightly as he walked back to the late-model Chevy van that he had called home these last ten years. It was often dangerous work to get the blood of a vampyre, but for his mentor he would risk anything. As Bruce approached the van, its sliding door opened and a teenage boy leaped out. 
“Good work, Bruce,” the boy said. “One day your work will save scores of people.”
Bruce caught a glimpse of himself in the van’s side-view mirror, and quickly looked away. Crow’s feet around his eyes, thinning hair atop his scalp, and wrinkles across his forehead reminded him that time was marching on–yet for Pyre, his mentor, time stood still. Bruce met Pyre’s tired eyes beneath the shadow of a bolero hat as he handed him the case. The boy took out one syringe and squeezed its contents into his mouth. He did this again and again, until all five were empty. The vampyre blood was key to the magic of his youth.
“The werewolf we seek is here,” Bruce told him, looking away in disgust at what he witnessed. 
“He is the one, Bruce. The one who killed your parents.”
“Then he is the one you hunt as well?”
Pyre nodded, squeezing his hands as the vampyre blood surged through him. After letting out a long breath, he reached into the van and took out a guitar case. Opening it he took out an old Yamaha acoustic, and began strumming a song quietly. Bruce let him be, and rummaged in the back of the van with swords, guns, and body armor. He wondered why this wolf concerned himself so much with this one vampyre. Why didn’t he confront Pyre, who was a much worthier adversary? 
“Bruce, you alone can save millions. You are salvation,” Pyre said, interrupting Bruce’s thoughts. 
 “Tonight I vow that I will save hundreds, even if I must sacrifice dozens to do so,” Bruce said, after he’d finished changing his gear.
Bruce was grateful that Pyre had found him when he was just a teenage boy hunting on his own without any direction or understanding of the danger he hunted.  
“I will do you proud this night,” Bruce said. “I won’t fail.” 
“The wolf who killed your birth parents is out there tonight, Bruce. I am beginning to think you don’t really want him dead. Is that why you allow him to add more victims to his carnage?” 
“I will not allow him to continue to mock me.” Bruce didn’t like it when Pyre spoke to him that way, but he had to accept that as long as the werewolf lived Pyre was right. “Tonight, I will end his carnage and send a message to all unholy beasts! Tonight will be MY VENGEANCE!” 
Bruce slammed the side door of the van shut and ran back into the night. As he disappeared from Pyre’s sight, he heard the song Enter Sandman strummed from Pyre’s guitar.
 
Derrick sat near the river that cut through Sunset Park. He stared up into the starry night. Behind him, trees stood tall as a barrier, shielding him from the road where cops often drove past. Seven of his gang stood about, each one a warrior waiting for a command from their leader. A leader whose focus was on the brilliant Northern Lights. 
This was not his last year of high school. He’d been held back twice now, and no doubt would be held back again this year. He’d decided to leave, to go farther north and find work that didn’t require a high school education  What was the point in staying? 
But first there was one thing he needed to do. 
Nathan emerged from the woods, “Carl left. There were just too many cops comin’ by to kick his butt.” 
Derrick stayed stoic, the sound of the rushing river filling his ears. His good hand he held tight in a fist; the broken one lay in his lap. 
“Tomorrow, then. Tomorrow we’ll do the town a favor . . .”
“Perhaps,” said a man, unknown to any of the boys, “you can do the town a favor tonight.” 
The man stepped out from the night to stand but a few feet from Derrick. He was tall, muscular and broad-shouldered. Bigger than any Mr. Universe bodybuilder. A sword was strapped to his back, a gun holstered at his waist and a machete slung across his chest. Derrick did not look at him, did not move; he only smiled and spoke. 
“What the fuck you want?” 
The giant laughed a deep throaty chuckle. He spread his arms wide and said, “I am your salvation!” 
Derrick stood as his gang circled the giant. “My salvation? You think I can’t kick your ass?” He stepped forward just as a wind started to stir among the poplar trees. “You think I’m scared just ’cause you come armed?” 
“Do you wish to save thousands?” 
Nathan rushed the giant from behind, but was knocked out cold by one sweep of the stranger’s arm. Two others rushed in, to be as quickly subdued by a side-kick and punch. The giant wasn’t even winded.
Before any more of Derrick’s gang stepped up, the leader shouted, “Enough!” 
The giant slowly pulled his sword from its sheath as he held Derrick’s glare. Derrick knew he was in trouble, but he wasn’t about to show it. He took out his knife and puffed out his chest. No one was going to make a fool out of him! 
Then he heard Rellik, behind him, say, “Derrick, this is not your fight.” 
Derrick stepped sideways to keep both the giant and Rellik in his view. Both of them had swords at the ready. Both were poised to fight. Before anyone could fully process what was going on, the two strangers to this town ran at one another and clashed swords. They fought hard and fast, metal sparking against metal beneath a shower of Northern Lights. 
The three of Derrick’s gang who hadn’t got knocked out picked up the three who had. They rushed to Derrick and grabbed his arm, pulling him from the fray. Derrick freed himself from his buddy’s grasp as Rellik took a gash in the side and fell to the grass. Without thinking, Derrick threw his knife as hard as he could, hitting the giant in the shoulder, and stopping a blow that would have gone straight through Rellik’s chest.
And just as he did, just as the giant fell a few steps back and dropped his sword, Rellik shapeshifted into a wolf and bounded away into the woods.
The giant followed fast behind him.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Alix opened her eyes as a chill breeze enveloped her. She lay on her bed, tucked deep within her blankets, dressed in warm flannel pajamas. Brisk air crawled into the bed with her, even though the bedroom window was closed. As Alix shrugged off sleep’s iron grasp, she wondered why she was suddenly growing cold. She pulled her comforter tighter around herself, closed her eyes and tried to sleep. 
“Look into the orb!” bellowed a raspy voice, as the chill air lifted her blankets from her. 
Alix woke fully and froze in terror. Where had that voice come from? Was she still asleep? Was this a dream, one so vivid that she felt awake? It had to be, didn’t it? 
Normal people didn’t hear voices! It is a dream, Alix reassured herself. She held her eyes shut, unable to keep her body from shaking.
Then, sitting up, Alix breathed deeply. She thought of how warm her blankets were when she was deep inside them, and how safe she felt when she was asleep inside her room. What she was experiencing was only a nightmare. If she thought hard enough she could easily pull herself from it. Right? 
Wrong. 
Alix opened her eyes. She was in a tiny, cubicle of a room with no windows or doors. Her mind felt dizzy, as if the room had begun to spin. To keep steady she braced her palms on her bed. But her bed slowly sank into the clammy floor, leaving her sitting upright on it. A mist formed in the air around her, the cold water droplets swirling about like stars. As they spun, they crashed into one another and stuck together, until there was only one crystal ball-shaped orb hovering above her lap.
Tears welled in her sleepy eyes as she buried them in her palms. How, she wondered, can I stop this nightmare from continuing? 
She held her head high. Her breathing was heavy and her heart raced. A gnarled arm burst from the floor beside her and grabbed the orb. Alix screamed and moved away from it, but the wall slammed against her back, pushing her to the orb. Alix bit her lip and peered inside. 
A girl her age, wearing spandex so tight it looked as if it had been painted on her thin legs, stared at the stars while picking flowers by the road. She carried a short red leather jacket adorned with long tassels, though Alix could see by her puffy breaths that the air was cold. 
When Alix glimpsed the girl’s face she whispered, “Betty,” and her eyes swelled with tears. 
“Look into the orb,” the cold, raspy voice demanded. Alix chose to obey rather than risk its unknown wrath. 
Alix caressed the cold glass. She watched her best friend meet a stranger blocked from recognition by dark shadows. He and Betty spoke with one another as though they were acquaintances. Betty reacted as her usual, flirtatious self. The stranger took her hand into his. They walked off the trail into some bushes. He kissed her, and she grabbed the back of his neck and kissed him. As their lust created a fire strong enough to warm them, their coats fell to the ground. 
The stranger stopped kissing Betty and lifted his face upward, as if to look directly at Alix. Red eyes burned through the mist, but the haze still obscured his face. Alix wondered who he might be. 
But before she could scream a warning, fog encased the picture and all she heard was a cry of terror. 
Alix pushed the orb away, unable to bring herself to look back into it. She whispered over and over, “This is only a dream.” But even when she pinched herself she could not wake. 
A light grew and shrank from the orb, as if it beckoned her to see what had happened. She didn’t know what to do. She relaxed only when she rubbed the bottom of her nose. She had decided to give in when she heard the faint ring of a telephone. 
Closing her eyes tight, she concentrated with all her strength on the telephone. As the ring grew louder, Alix feared the ball would call to her. As the darkness fell upon her, as if to crush her,  she . . . 
Woke up. 
Terrified at how real the vision of Betty’s demise had been. 
Alix shook off the grotesque nightmare and realized that her phone really had been ringing. She reached over the side of the bed to where she had left it earlier that evening, and took a moment to glance at the clock. 3:17 a.m. 
“Hello?” 
“Alexandria?” her best friend’s mother said on the other end. “May I speak with my daughter?” 
“Ms. Black?” Alix asked, trying to stall for time. 
“Yes, Alix. Is Betty there?” 
“No, we were all at Mr. Chips, but we didn’t leave together. I think she walked home with Simon.” 
“Okay,” Ms. Black said, fear strong in her short response. 
Alix said goodbye and hung up the phone. She considered for a moment calling Simon or Carl, but that would mean accepting that her dream was real. Climbing out of bed, she walked to her Pooh Bear and cuddled into its lap, where she spent the rest of this restless night. 
 
Alix stared past the timetable that hung inside her locker. She had already taken out her Math and Lit texts, but at least ten minutes remained before first period, and she wanted to wait for Betty. 
“Hey,” a voice said from behind. Alix spun and saw it was Carl. He didn’t look at her. He stood straight with a rigid jaw. When he spoke, he did so matter-of-factly, and it made Alix nervous. “Have you seen Betty?” 
“Why?” Alix closed her locker door and rubbed the bottom of her nose. “You know, I wasn’t even aware we were still speaking.” 
“You know what? I was drunk last night. That’s my excuse for acting like a jerk, so what’s yours?” 
Alix could hear Betty telling her to just give in to Carl. She wanted to go to the dance, to be asked by the most popular guy in school, and to have just one normal year of high school. But for the love of God, this boy was not worth it.
“Hey,” Simon jumped in before Alix could answer. “Betty’s mom phoned my house last night. Betty never came home.” 
“She phoned me, too,” Alix started to say but stopped. Had her dream been real? Had she watched Betty die? “I have to go. I have Lit class.”
“There’s a rumor about another wolf attack last night,” Simon muttered.
Alix felt tears well in her eyes. She hurried away. Now she knew her nightmare was real. She’d seen what had happened. She wanted to talk to Fred, to throw her arms around him and cry, but she couldn’t. She could never tell him, because of his emotional attachment to Betty. Even though she needed to open her heart as she never had before, she’d have to go through this alone. 
“Hey, Alix, wait up!” It was Simon. 
She stopped, feeling a tear escape her eye. 
“If you do hear from Betty, tell her we need to talk. She stormed out after I stopped her from fighting you. This is kinda your fault, you know.” 
Alix shook her head and held further tears at bay. Slowly turning from Simon, she walked the hallway, feeling for the first time how long and empty it was. 
“Blondie!” she heard from behind.
Alix spun and saw Kim. “Hey.” 
“Wow. You aren’t afraid of me anymore. I must be losing my charm.” 
“Not today, okay?” Alix wiped her eyes, hoping she wouldn’t start crying now. Not in front of Kim. 
“Hey, none of my business. Just wanted to say I got a way for you to make things up to me.” 
“What’s that?” 
“My brother wants Carl to meet him by the dumpster after school. Tell Carl.” 
“Another fight?” 
“Why would you say that? Because we’re Indian?” 
“No. I don’t know why I said it.” 
“Look, just do it or don’t. We’ll be there.” 
 
Ten minutes after the noon bell, Alix was standing outside the cafeteria. She didn’t know if she could face everyone gossiping about Betty. Deciding she couldn’t, she turned away.
Shay was standing in the hall, not far off. Seeing Alix, he approached until he loomed over her with a wide smile. Alix took it as a welcome escape from her friends. 
“And what, pray tell, is troubling your dear heart?” he asked, in his sweet tenor voice. 
There was that deviant twist in his smile again. He was handsome, and just the kind of guy Betty went after. Tears swelled in Alix’s eyes. 
“N-nothing.” Alix turned away and tried to keep her voice from shaking. 
Shay brushed his index finger beneath her chin and brought her face back to his. There was something sensual about the action. His eyes grew wide, and his pupils dilated. Alix was drawn into them, feeling her pain subside as a cloud-like consciousness entered her heart. 
His voice relaxed her, but she could not make out his words. It was like a hand reaching into her soul and stroking her pain away. It seemed as if the hand were closing around a piece of her soul. But before she realized that the hand intended to take that piece out of her, it was too late. As the hand pulled away, everything that had seemed so important became a dream.
When the cloud lifted, and Alix regained her senses, she thought about her friend’s death no more. 
“I–I’m sorry, Shay . . . I must have been daydreaming.” She blinked as though she had, indeed, just woken from a deep slumber. “Were you saying something?” 
Shay chuckled.
 



“There is a code among the Wulfsign that commands us not to murder, unless we are challenged, or we catch our enemy in an act of evil. But I have found that if we truly wish to see evil, we need look no further than our own hearts. 
“Only ignorant people believe they can overcome evil by ignoring that sin which resides in themselves. For the only true difference between the evil that resides in another, and what is in ourselves, is that we have the power to change our hearts. 
“What mortals do not understand is that we are like them. There are those of us who let sin become predominant, but they do not outnumber those who let virtue triumph. 
“What separates us from mortals is our curse of eternal life on Earth. 
“And it is a curse.”
-Wulfsign
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Rellik sighed again, and wondered where to search next. He had started looking for Fred long before the noon bell. He had hoped to find him by now. Peering into the library, he finally saw the teen he sought inside, studying. Rellik turned away, reasoning that, since Fred was obviously busy, he shouldn’t disturb him. But Rellik turned back; he had to stay true to his task. There were, after all, no other options. 
Fred had his long nose tucked neatly between the pages of the play Hamlet. He jerked when Rellik slammed a chair down from across the small table, but never lifted his head from the depth of his book. He held it as a shield between them. 
Rellik sat but said nothing. He stared, his large brow low and tight. He tilted his head slightly forward. He listened to Fred’s heart race as he pulled the book down. The teen’s eyes widened. 
Rellik sighed, the sudden exhaust of air sounding like a low growl . . . a low, menacing growl.
Fred opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing came out. He gripped his book tighter as drool seeped from his mouth. 
That’s disgusting, Rellik thought. He relaxed. He said aloud, trying to sound kindly, “I need your aid–” but his teeth remained locked in a snarl. 
“Sure,” Fred said. His voice broke at soprano level, making a startling, bird-like chirp. 
Rellik had the floor. He wondered what he should say. He wanted so much to tell this teen, to tell anyone, for that matter, everything about who he was. But what if Fred then viewed him as a creature and shunned him? Rellik wanted so much to believe there was just one person in this world able to look past the myths and see him for who he was. 
And not for what they thought him to be. 
 
Rancor, lying peacefully in the darkness, looked beside him, to where Ariana lay sound asleep. He wondered how much longer he could keep his secret of immortality from her, and what she would do once she learned the truth.
Rafgard’s clandestine lessons of the Wulfsign, and the religion that bound them, were going well. Every day Rancor learned more about living with the knowledge that he would never meet death. But tonight, when he had thought about what Ariana might do when she saw him transform–for someday she would mistakenly see it happen–he’d lost the ability to sleep. He knew she would leave him because of her mortal fear of the unknown.
Sighing sadly, he realized he could not blame her. His only hope was to stop the vampyre before she found out, so he could stop being the wulf. That way he could live with Ariana for her entire mortal life, without her ever seeing him in his canine form. 
He rolled on his side and stroked Ariana’s long hair. He checked a laugh as he thought about Rafgard’s warning that he relied too much on physical brute strength; that he didn’t balance it enough with intellect. How Kendil would have begged to differ. 
For days his tutor had pressured him to learn to write a journal. At first Rancor had scoffed at such foolishness. In the end he agreed, on the condition that Rafgard never pressure him again about the value of literacy. But philosophy, the discussion of values and morals–now that was a thing Rancor loved. 
“’Tis not our powers that cause mortals to fear us,” his tutor had told him earlier that day, “for does the chameleon not imitate its surroundings? Does the bird not fly? And yet mortals respect their power as beauty.” 
“What doy fear?” Rancor had asked, not looking away from the journal entry he had begun to write. 
“Intellect, Rancor. They fear a beast that is unlike them, yet every bit as intelligent.” 
“If it amn’t for our powers, we could ’ide as mortals.” Rancor liked to challenge his tutor. It gave him special pleasure whenever he stumped him. 
“But there are those of us who are evil. Some who think that immortality gives them the right to be gods. You must never abuse your powers.” 
“The vampyre is like that! Tell me ’ow to fight ’im.” 
“Learn about your own kind. Learn about the Wulfsign, and the code you must follow. With power comes responsibility. We will speak no more. Write, Rancor. Write your thoughts in your journal. You have more knowledge than you give yourself credit for.” 
The solemn look that befell his tutor brought Rancor back to where he lay in his bed beside Ariana. She smiled in her sleep, and just knowing how much she loved him brightened his dark thoughts. If she learned of his difference, she would have questions, for which he had no answers. But so long as the murders resumed in the hamlet he could not forsake his responsibility to become the werewulf. Only as the wulf did his hearing, night vision and perception heighten enough to win an advantage over the vampyre. Whoever that might be. 
He prayed Ariana would understand when she learned of his difference. But it was much to expect, when he couldn’t accept it himself. At least he had Rafgard to teach him what it was to be immortal. 
 
“Fred,” Rellik whispered, letting his emotions guide his words for the first time in centuries, “tell me what it is to feel human again.” 
 
Some time later Rellik found Alexandria in the hallway just outside the cafeteria–with Shay. Her one hand rested on his chest, and the other rubbed his arm whenever he cracked a joke. Rellik wondered how Shay could dupe everyone into believing his act, but as his adversary slipped his arm playfully around Alexandria’s shoulders and tickled her nose, he wondered no more. It was that damn perfected charm. Shay had a natural gift for knowing what to wear and what to say. Hell, even his gentlemanly grooming made him appear trustworthy. 
Rellik looked at himself. His entire wardrobe consisted of sweats and muscle shirts. He wondered why. Comfort, he told himself. But at least he could have shaved the two-day stubble from his square jaw, or cut his long hair to appear respectable. He turned from his task. But before walking away, he took one last look at Shay and Alexandria. 
No! Rellik thought, stopping in his tracks, as though he had come up against a spiritual wall. There is still Ariana’s soul in her. Do not let her get away!
Taking a deep breath he marched to her, his fists clenched by his side. 
“Good day, Rellik!” Shay said charmingly, as he took his arm away from around Alexandria. “I was just departing.” Then he looked at her and said, “I shall miss you so, my sweet.”
The vamp’s tone rang confidently, and his mockery sounded all too familiar. He kissed her hand. Rellik wondered what that devil was up to. Even as Shay walked away, he still kept within earshot of Rellik and Alix. 
Alix relaxed as though she had come off a drug. When the numbness left, she had a sensation that she’d forgotten something important. But she hadn’t a clue what that something might be, and it did not matter right now. Rellik had come to speak with her, though he only stared at her with sad eyes. She opened her mouth to say something but stopped herself. 
Not this time, she decided. She only offered back the leather jacket he had wrapped around her the previous night. 
“Hello, Alexandria. I pray I am well met . . . I mean, uhm, nice day,” he stumbled, avoiding her eyes. 
“It is a nice day, Rellik. I have a class right away.” Even as she spoke, Alix wondered why she wished to keep this conversation short. 
“My apologies for delaying you. Perchance we can speak later.” 
“Yeah, maybe.” Alix turned to walk away. 
“The dance?” he suddenly asked, the question sounding harsh and forced. 
A long pause followed his question. As Alix turned back to him, she answered, “What about it? Are you going?” 
Rellik met her gaze, scanned the room and breathed hard. Rather abruptly he said, “Only if you should accompany me.” 
“To the dance?” In a quiet voice she said, “I’ve already been asked by Shay.” 
Rellik’s face burned. His muscles began to shake. In a flash he whipped on his sunglasses and growled: 
“Then perchance you might save me a waltz.” Taking his jacket, he left. 
Alix felt as though a truck had hit her. What the heck was that all about? she wondered, wishing to say much more to him. If only she knew what! At first the outsider had appeared to have interest in nothing but solitude, but now he’d done something that showed his heart, his feelings. Perhaps all he needed was more time? 
But what would I give him more time for? she thought. 
Rellik stormed past Shay, but not before glaring into his eyes and replying telepathically, “You haven’t won yet.” 
The vamp glared back. But Rellik had already broken the mind bond. He stormed toward Dead Man’s Alcove. He sensed not only Shay’s presence close behind, but also his wish to settle their last score. 
After all, they had yet to gamble for the ultimate prize. 
Once inside the alcove Shay grabbed Rellik’s left shoulder from behind. The Wulfsign pivoted, brought his left arm down on the vamp’s elbow joint. He twisted Shay’s arm and pinned him against the lockers. Rellik smiled. 
Shay said, “Your training has served you well. But I have not challenged you.”
“Matter of interpretation. Like the challenge you gave me a thousand years ago,” Rellik growled, as he cautiously released him. 
“My friend, from what I recall, you were the challenger. Therefore, according to your philosophy, I had every right to kill you–be thankful I did not.” 
“I know the rules. I also know that vampyres don’t have to abide by them.” Rellik glared at his enemy, wishing he’d had this knowledge a millennium before. 
Wishing he had known when Shay was setting him up for his games . . . 
 
Rain poured as if to wipe evil from the face of the Earth. But neither Rancor nor Shay paid it any heed. There was hope in the rainbow’s shadow far on the horizon, and the field had to be worked. Rancor wiped his brow, stopped and looked at the merchant who sat beneath a parasol upon a patch of grass. 
“Woy you working?” Rancor spat. 
“‘Woy’? Sometimes it’s so hard to know what you are saying. I think you mean ‘why.’”
Rancor held back the impulse to throw dirt at the merchant. He hefted his hoe into the ground and set the ground for seeds. “Why ya noy working,” he growled, in his best attempt to imitate Shay’s accent.
“Because I am thinking. Do you never feel the need to set aside meaningless tasks to contemplate important matters?” 
“Meaningless tasks? If we noy tend da field, woy not grow anything. If woy grow nothing, woy cannot pay our taxes. Noy pay our taxes, woy lose da land.” 
“Are you telling me that you work the land to pay taxes, so that you can keep working the land? That seems quite stupid and meaningless.” 
“Woy is stupid and meaningless?” 
“If you do not have the land, you would not owe any taxes. Therefore, if you lost the land all you would really lose is the need to pay tax. There is more to life than taxes, Wulfsign.” 
“Woy do ya call ma that?” 
“What?” 
“Wulfsign! Woy da ya noy call ma by ma given name?” 
“I thought I was showing you respect by calling you by your clan’s name.” 
“I doy appreciate it. Woy I appreciate is ya getting on with ya duties. Fetch ma water.” 
“‘Fetch ma water’?” Shay fell into a bow. “T’would be ma honor; I am ya servant.” 
“Woy da say it like da?” 
“Say it like what? Master, just snap your fingers and I shall obey.” 
“Ya getting on ma nerves.” 
“And you shall do what about this?” 
“Forgive ya this impudence. But should it continue, I shall send ya on ya way.” 
“The hospitality is not yours to offer, nor is it yours to take away.” 
“Da ’ome may be Ariana’s, but ’er ’eart is mine. I ask, she woy send ya on ya way.” 
The merchant circled Rancor as he taunted, “Such a pity that a man of your stature would need a woman to cower behind. She will make good children. Perhaps it is mine she should bear. That way her bloodline will have real men. Men who know when a challenge is in order.” 
“Do noy test me! Doy ya think ya can best me? I am Rancor the Wulfsign, o’ the clan Alsandair!” 
“You are a drifter wandering without a clan. You, my friend, are less than nothing.” 
Rancor ran at the merchant and grabbed his tunic. Throwing Shay to the ground, the Wulfsign spit upon him. 
“Is that a challenge?” the merchant demanded. 
“It is. Per’aps if I show ya woy it means ta fight an Alsandair, ya will know woy it means ta respect one!” 
Rancor wondered why Shay stood before him with a smile from ear to ear. He had, after all, just walked into his death. Yet Rancor felt like a wooden soldier in a child’s game–swearing he heard Ansgar’s laugh in the drops of rain that fell upon him. 
 
“Do you really believe you are more learned than I, you pitiful beast?” Shay said, mimicking words from an ancient past. 
They stopped circling and stood, as if caught in suspended animation. 
“What do you suggest, Shay?” Rellik growled, focusing on his combination. 
Shay turned and fiddled with his own lock. It was nearing one in the afternoon, and, as the lethargic students turned into moving traffic in the halls, the vamp made sure to keep his back to Rellik. 
When the lock clicked, he asked, while opening the door and gathering his books, “You still drive that Mopar-shit of yours?” 
Rellik breathed deeply to cool his temper. He hated it when Shay referred to his ’Cuda like that. 
“Yes I do still drive my ‘Mopar-shit.’ You still drive that ‘rare import’ of yours?” 
“‘Rare import.’” Shay swayed back in a hefty laugh. “I do believe my Mustang GT could stomp your little fish. Unlike you, I trade antiques for modern fare.” 
Rellik liked the way this conversation was headed. It was simple logic that he could outrun Shay’s Mustang, and this duel’s prize could be but one thing. Flexing his bulk to its fullest definition, he replied, “Is that a challenge?” 
Shay smiled and said, “Yes, it is. My, you have matured these past thousand years.” 
“What are the stakes?” 
The bell rang, signaling the students to get to class. The two immortals ignored the resounding buzz. Each stared into the other’s soul, recalling a time when they had struck a similar deal. 
“The loser leaves town–alone,” Shay said, walking to the alcove’s entrance. Turning back he added, “This time there will be none of your tricks.” 
“You did not like my interpretation of leaving town last time?”
Rellik smiled after him, even long after the vamp had gone. 
 
“Why do you suppose Alix told us to meet her here?” Simon asked, throwing the pop can he’d just emptied into the dumpster. 
“Better be to apologize for avoiding me all day,” Carl answered. 
“So why’d she ask me to come?” 
“She and Betty are probably playing some stupid joke on us. You know girls.” 
“Well, there she is, and it isn’t Betty she’s with.” 
“What the hell?” 
Alix, Kim, Derrick and six Native males advanced toward them. The girls stopped at Carl’s left as the rest approached on the right. Derrick held something in his hands. 
“It’s time to end this,” the Native youth said. 
“I’ve been set up?” 
“Yes, but not for what you think.” Derrick stuck out his hand. “I want to make peace.” 
“Why? You punk chickenshit admitting I can kick yer ass?” 
“I’m saying it doesn’t matter. Hatred is making us weak, not strong.” 
“Strong? You want strong?” The jock lashed out and slugged Derrick across the cheek. Pointing at Alix he said, “You and me have got some serious talking to do.” 
As Derrick hit the ground, his friends stepped forward. Raising his hands to stop them, he yelled, “No! Smoke my grandfather’s pipe. It’s time to end this!” 
Carl shook his head. “Let’s not. C’mon, get up and get your ass kicked.” 
Derrick stood and looked briefly at his gang. They waited to see what he would do. Facing Carl, he walked up to the jock and said, “Can’t you see there’s something big going on in Minitaw? We should be banding together to stop it!” 
“That’s what I thought.” He shoved Derrick away and pointed to Alix. “You coming?” 
She looked at Kim and shrugged. “I’ll see you later.” 
“No. We’ll leave.” Derrick signaled his friends to follow. 
Carl waited for them to vacate before saying to Alix, “What was that?” 
“What?” 
“You know what. Pull that again and you can get another date for Friday.” 
“I already have. Shay asked me.” 
Carl closed his eyes and breathed hard. “I’m trying not to get real mad here.” 
“You don’t own me!” Alix yelled, and stormed away. 
Carl looked at Simon, who shrugged and said, “Maybe there is something big going on in Minitaw.” 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Rellik drove his ’Cuda from its hiding place and parked it on the street in front of Alix’s home. In a matter of an hour he’d adjusted the timing, put in new plugs, cleaned and adjusted the carburetor, and filled the tank with a high-octane fuel. As he stood before his prized possession on the lonely street, he prepared for the last thing he had left to do: clean and polish the immaculate body. He wanted his little fish to look good when it beat Shay. 
“Hi, Rellik. What’re you up to?” Fred said from behind, startling Rellik. Fred walked to the soapy bucket, grabbed a sponge and started cleaning the dust from the car’s hood.
“I’m washing the ’Cuda. If you wish to aid me, I’ll take you for a ride.” 
His self-guard had returned in full force, but a yearning to accept friendship battled it. If he was to win Alexandria’s heart and live out a normal mortal existence, he needed to accept people. Besides, Fred pleased him, almost as much as Rafgard had. He half-smiled, picked up some polish-soaked paper towels, and chucked one to Fred before starting on one of the wheels. 
“I hear you and Shay are racing. It isn’t for ownership of the car, I hope,” Fred said. 
“Not for pinks.” Rellik frowned. “The winner has sole rights to stay in town.” 
Fred stopped cleaning and grimaced. His brow dropped, his eyes narrowed and he rubbed his chin. 
“You’re going to race for the right to stay in town? How barbaric. What is it between you two that only one of you can stay in town?” 
Rellik had long since finished polishing the Mag to a mirror finish, but he continued scrubbing to avoid Fred’s judgment. Without looking at his new friend he asked, “Have you ever known someone who is truly evil?” 
Fred’s face drew taut and color flushed into his cheeks. He tapped his fingers on the hood where he had been cleaning, and hoped Rellik wouldn’t notice the new fingerprints. 
“No. I have always found good in everyone. I believe it’s okay to hate an individual’s actions, but never the individual.” 
Rellik walked around him to the other wheel, kneeled, but did not polish. He faced Fred, stared into his eyes, and, from the scent of perspiration in the air, realized his friend’s uncertainty about this conversation. 
“What if you knew someone so vile that there was no goodness in him?” He stood, keeping his gaze locked on Fred’s. “What if you found a person who took all ambiguity out of defining what good and evil is?” 
He took the sponge from Fred’s hand, turned his back on him, and dipped it into the soapy bucket. Rellik lifted it again and squeezed out the excess water. He watched the cool liquid run down the length of his arm. Then he said, “And what if you were helpless to stop it?” 
“Y-you’re going to win, right?” 
Rellik wondered if Fred was more afraid of him losing and leaving–or winning and staying. He sighed, and put the wet sponge into his friend’s hand. Gently, he started him polishing the car’s hood in a small, circular motion. 
“Keep cleaning.” 
“But good versus evil–good always wins, right?” 
Rellik picked up a bottle of window-cleaner and another rag. He walked to the back of the ’Cuda, sprayed the cleaner on the mirrored rear-view glass, and stared at his broken reflection. As he rubbed it clean he . . . 
 
. . . burst through the cabin door, slammed it shut and threw the brace. His dark complexion had turned a pale hue that Ariana had never seen before. His hands shook. He ran to her, grabbed her roughly and pulled her to the ground. As each met the other’s gaze they rose to their knees, and when Rancor tried to speak he found that his voice failed. 
“What kind of devil has gotten into you?” Ariana asked, never having seen her love quite so fearful. He was strong-willed and sure of himself by nature. 
“’E’s a demon, Ariana!” Rancor finally said, his eyes darting about the room to ensure he had secured all entrances. “’E turned ta mist right in ma grasp!” 
“Of whom do you speak? You frighten me!” Her voice shook, and though she had tried holding tears at bay, they gushed down her reddened cheeks. 
Rancor stared into her wet eyes. He sensed her terror and put aside his own. He had made a bargain with the Devil and would have to fulfill it–but his first duty was still to her. He was ashamed for agreeing to the stakes and, as well, that his honor bound him to comply. 
But did honor take precedence over love? 
“Ma apologies, Ariana. I speak of Shay, fa a merchant ’e is noy. Lest ’e be one o’ souls and moy be his next purchase. Forgive ma, I knew noy with woy I bargained. I must fight ’im, or be banished from an ’ome I ’ave come to love.” His voice resounded with shame, but he decided that shame was by far a better emotion to show than fear. 
The cabin’s floor became their place of safety as Ariana wrapped her arms tightly around her love’s neck. She prayed he would never leave, but knew the stubborn strength that bound him to his honor, a trait with which she had fallen in love. He had to return to meet Shay on the field of battle, and though she released her tight grip from him, she did so only enough to meet his eyes. She dared not release him fully. 
“You can fare better than he, can you not?” 
 
Rellik stared deeply into the mirrored glass. He laughed at the strange camaraderie he had found with the car, and realized that, after having spending so long without human contact, he had forgotten what it was to truly rely on a friend. 
Now he had come full circle, but this time to wonder why the vamp would choose a duel that took away his advantage. 
“This has nothing to do with good or evil,” Rellik said, just now understanding the vamp’s insidious plan. “This battle has to do with my car faring better than his!” 
 
Alix watched as Rellik and Fred worked on the ’Cuda. She debated for a moment whether she should go outside and join them, or just leave them alone to bond.
Then she turned from the living-room window and walked out the back door. Alix was first overcome by the odor of oil, second by the smell of spray-paint. She looked over to where Sam sat hunched on a lawn chair. He had his face buried in his palms. 
“Hey, Sam,” Alix said, as she moved toward him.
He stood and spun around, a smile forced over his sad expression. He looked so old as he said, “I hadn’t realized how much stuff I’d let pile up. The only thing that we’ll need to call someone for is the garage door. I think it needs a new opener.” He walked up to his daughter and put his hands on her shoulders before adding, “Just look at that barbecue! I’ve covered all the rust spots. No more embarrassment when you have your backyard parties!” 
Alix brushed his hands off her shoulders and stared at him. Tears welled in her wide eyes and her hands shook. Though it felt as though she was breathing underwater, she managed to say, “Stop it.” 
“What?” Sam asked, with sadness evident in his tone. 
“Stop pretending that nothing’s wrong. Stop pretending that you don’t crave booze. Stop pretending that you can change things with WD40 and some paint!”
She stared at him and whispered, “Stop pretending that you don’t hurt.” 
He looked over her shoulder.  A breeze rose and pushed away the heat. Sam sighed. 
“Alix, I don’t know what to do.” And suddenly tears fell from his eyes. When he reached to wipe them, Alix grabbed his wrists and held them fast. 
“Cry, Sam. Let yourself cry!” she said, and held him. At first he did not respond, but as the rain came down upon the roof he wrapped his arms around her and wept. Amid his sobs, he said, “I am so sorry, honey.” 
Alix rested her head on his chest. She thought about her mom, of how sad she had always seemed whenever Sam was “too tired” to help out around the house. Would she be proud of him now, or would she consider this too little, too late? 
“Honey,” Sam whispered, “I need to finish up here. Why don’t you go inside and start dinner?” 
“Okay,” Alix said. She walked from him to a cushioned patio chair with a sweater draped over it. As she put on the sweater, a loud roar shattered the peace and rumbled the ground beneath her.
Alix went around the house to the front where Rellik was staring at his car with his brow furrowed. His intense glare told her that something very important rode on his vehicle’s performance, and she wondered what. She knew only what everyone else in school did: that Rellik and Shay were to meet at Devil’s Highway to drag their cars down the one-mile strip. 
Rellik, standing over the engine, held up his hand. Fred pressed the gas pedal. The outsider brushed his hand through his hair, leaving a trail of grease over his brow. The car door creaked open and Fred wandered over to him, also staring at the engine. He imitated the gesture with his hand, but no grease stained him. 
“Do you think this’ll be enough?” Fred asked. 
“Shay will not be the victor of this duel. Of that I am certain.” Rellik never met him eye to eye. It seemed almost as if he was trying to avoid visual contact. 
“Hey, guys.” Alix startled them both. “What’re you up to?” 
Rellik slammed the hood shut and flinched when it echoed. He sighed and growled, “We have just finished readying the ’Cuda for its race tonight.” 
“So, I’m too late to help?” 
“I am about to drive Fred home. You may accompany us if it pleases you.” He never looked at her and clenched his muscles tight. 
“I’d like that,” she said, smiling. 
The three of them piled into the ’Cuda and sped off. The incredible power roared all around her. It impressed her that the sheer raw power handled so coolly beneath Rellik’s fingertips.
But it was no different than other muscle cars, and she knew, with all their tinkering, Rellik and Fred must have done something to it. Discreetly, she surveyed the interior. She had the benefit of some knowledge from her autoshop class, but try as she might to find anything unusual, all she could see was an average dash. Nothing out of the ordinary, except . . . 
Then she noticed it. 
It was only a tiny something, hardly anything at all. In fact, unless someone was as curious as she, they would probably have overlooked it. A toggle switch crudely drilled into the dash beside the temperature gauge, now in the off position, had a thin red wire leading from it to the carpet on the floor. Where that wire went she had no clue. Another wire, a black one, led from the back of the toggle switch onto a shiny bolt screwed tightly into the dash, cracking the paint. 
The car stopped and Fred climbed out. Sticking his head inside, he said, “Thanks for letting me help, Rellik. Hope we can get together again.” 
“I’ll pick you up for the race.” There was a pause and, with a sigh, Rellik added, “It would be nice to have someone on my side.” 
“I’ll be ready! See ya then!” Fred helped Alix out. He whispered to her, “You were right to keep trying for his friendship. He’s a good guy.” 
“So are you,” she said and hugged him. Alix watched him walk up to his door, rubbed her nose and got back into the ’Cuda. 
Alix wanted to talk, but she wanted Rellik to begin the conversation. Finally she said, “I’m sorry about saying no to the dance.”
Alix wondered why, when it came to this outsider, she was never true to her resolutions. What made her even more curious was why she felt so inclined to say yes to the dance. She added, “Carl asked me after you did. He was pretty mad.” 
“Then he is a fool to think you should wait on him. Although I, too, thought it strange you would accompany Shay.” 
“I’m not even sure why I said yes. It was weird, like–” 
“–like you were lost in a dream?” he said softly. 
“Yes. That’s exactly how I felt.” 
“Perhaps you were overtaken by his charm.” 
Alix laughed, and suddenly felt completely at ease as she watched him drive. His one hand gripped the small steering wheel while the other rested gently on the stick. She reached out, uncertain as to why, and placed her hand over his on the gear-shifter. His grip tightened and she sensed his body tense, but this time she did not back away. He sighed and relaxed, reaching one of his fingers to interlock with hers. They shifted the powerful car together, as one. 
He steered with his elbow, and reaching into his jacket, he took out his sunglasses. As he slapped them on, Alix thought she saw a tear leave one of his eyes. 
She found herself saying, “I would rather go to the dance with you.” 
“Why?” Rellik’s voice, losing its darkness, shimmered with sadness. “We do not even know one another.” 
“Can we change that?” 
“I would relish that very much.” 
“For a while, I was under the impression you didn’t want to be friends.” 
“I did not mean to seem distant. I have felt a little out of place here.” 
The way he’d said here made her wonder if he meant the town, or the world itself. She thought about the girl in her story. A name flashed through her mind, but left too quickly for her memory to grasp it. 
“I’m glad we’re friends now,” she said and, as he pulled up snugly against the curb outside her home, she added, “And I think you have twice Shay’s charm.” 
Alix climbed out and glanced back. Rellik watched after her, stunned. Before she disappeared into her house, she turned back and saw him gaze at the sky with an expression as if he were praying for the whole world to be his own.
 



“Religion always seems to boil down to one thing: finding peace within oneself. But how can man find peace, knowing that tomorrow may be his last, or that even this very moment may be his final one upon this world? 
“Is this futile search for peace drawn from his fear of death? Does mankind truly believe that, by having simply lived well, he can one day die without regret? 
“As one who will always see another tomorrow, as one who knows this moment is simply a prelude to the next, I have learned this: Although those who live with principle may find Heaven when they die, it is those who live without principle who find Hell on Earth.”
-Wulfsign 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Fillmore High’s students began to gather around the obsolete strip known as Devil’s Highway. For the past fifty years, teens had used it for drag races–their means of settling disputes. Most often one driver would lose control and crash, thus giving the strip of pavement its nefarious title. 
A red Mustang GT was first to pull up against the white chalk line. When the driver flipped a switch on his dash, its black top retreated into the back. As it disappeared, so also did all traces of sun. The driver looked up into the starry sky as the angels began their colorful dance, and turned his impish grin on a girl who was all alone. He rolled his head back in laughter. 
Alix stood without the comfort of friends. They were there, but they stood on the strip’s opposite side from her, waiting to cheer Shay to victory as if his triumph would be their own. Carl had his arm around another girl, one he’d dated last year, someone he’d said meant nothing to him. Alix caught him as he looked over at her. She turned away from his angry gaze. 
“Hey, Alix,” called a voice from behind. 
“Hi,” she said, turning to see Kim, Derrick and their friends. 
“Where’s the Barbie pack?” Kim asked. 
Alix looked back at the highway. “Can we not do this?” 
Kim walked to stand beside Alix. There was a silence between them until the Native girl said, “To think I’ve spent my entire high school life wanting to be on your side of the highway, and now you’re on mine.” 
“You wanted to be our friend? Really?” 
“Don’t flatter yourself. You’d have to be a whole lot less blonde before we could be friends.” 
“I’m a whole lot less blonde now.” 
“Any news on Betty? Rumor is, she’s disappeared.” 
Alix felt a vise grip her mind. It was closing down her thoughts. “Who?” 
Kim laughed. “You’re joking, right?” 
“No. Who’s Betty?” 
A loud rumble, as though a chained dragon were awaiting escape, stole the girls’ attention. Falling silent, they saw Rellik arrive. As he pulled up beside the five-liter, the two drivers glared at one another briefly. Shay smiled. Rellik hid his emotions behind dark sunglasses. Both revved their engines to show they’d be first to reach the one-mile marker. Fred climbed out of the ’Cuda and looked at Alix, who winked at him. 
“I wonder if it bothers Rellik,” she whispered. 
“Huh?” said Kim.
“Oh, sorry. I was talking to myself. I just wondered if it bothered Rellik that so many people want him to lose.” 
“Are you kidding? He’s not thinking about that. Check out the way he’s staring at you.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
Alix glanced at Rellik. Kim was right. He was looking at her. She wondered why, and watched Fred walk to the chalk line. 
Holding a fluorescent green cloth high above his head, Fred stood between the two cars. The tension intensified. The crowd hushed. The cool wind died. Fred dropped the cloth, bracing himself as the two vehicles sped by and the immense crowd followed. Only Alix and Kim stayed behind. 
“Are you coming?” Kim shouted. 
Alix turned and saw Fred sauntering toward her. She shook her head. 
“Okay, I’ll see you later,” Kim said, running to catch the crowd. 
Alix wondered why, after all the time he had spent helping Rellik, Fred would lag behind. Did he worry that Shay had spent an equal amount of time fixing up his Mustang? What was so important about winning this race, anyway? 
Even more curious was how he had become such good friends with Rellik in such a short time. She filled her lungs with the cool night air as she waited for him to catch up, pausing only to take in the breathtaking sight of the Northern Lights. 
 
Rellik thanked Fate for this second chance to beat Shay, but he also prayed that Destiny’s intent was not to mock him. He could have sworn that, over the pounding feet from the stampeding crowd, he could hear Lucifer laugh. He wondered what he would do, should he lose this fight. 
 
Rancor had fought hard, but when the battle was finished it was he who lay helpless on the ground. He had suffered a brutal beating, and was now the one in the merchant’s debt. They had already agreed to the stakes for the battle, though he could not see what chance he had to win. Every time he’d tried to clout or grapple, Shay would turn himself into fog. And those teeth! They were the Devil’s own. 
Could he leave Ariana with such a demon? 
But what was he, if not a demon, too? No blow outside his heart would end his life. More than once he had shapeshifted into the wulf. So, what difference did he possess to make him unlike the vampyre? 
 
Rellik listened to Shay shift gears as they neared the finish line. The Mustang still had one gear left to go, but Rellik had already shifted into his highest gear. He wondered when Shay would shift again, but more so he wondered what that vamp had done to modify his car. 
He heard the ’Stang shift. The two immortals met each other’s gaze–and Shay broke ahead by two full car lengths. Rellik looked at his unused toggle-switch. He hoped his tinkering had been enough. He flicked it. Nothing happened. 
Then, in a sudden burst of flames, the dragon broke free from its chains, tore the highway with streaks of fire from the exhaust pipes, and roared to win by three full car lengths. As it did, it mocked Shay by spitting dust into the air. 
Rellik screeched to a halt, nearly flipping his ’Cuda, and threw open the door. He stepped out and stretched his arms wide, every muscle on them taut. He smiled, glad that his jaw was tight from winning this time, rather than losing. The metallic-red Mustang GT sped by, and as it disappeared against the horizon, Rellik watched after it. He yelled victory so loud that the earth shuddered. 
Suddenly he felt a presence in his mind. He opened his eyes, concentrated and knew Pyre was near. Pyre always came when it was most inopportune. 
Rellik looked upon the Northern Lights, wishing he could have waited for Fred to share his victory. But he had to hide his ’Cuda, and hope that Shay led Pyre away. When he looked from the heavens to the Earth below, he saw the mad rush of students nearing him. He climbed back into his car. He cared nothing for their respect. All that mattered was that he had mocked his enemy. The prize was his, not the vamp’s.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Rellik wondered what he was to do now that he had won. He walked through the iron gate, past the gazebo, and stood at the foot of the stairs beneath his loft. He glanced at Alexandria’s window, comforted that it was dark.
A sigh escaped him that was carried away by a howling gust, yet was not loud enough to mask another creak from the metal gate. He paused, then ascended a stair, stopped, and wondered if he should say something. Again the darkness from Alexandria’s window caught his attention. Now he wished that she had beaten him home. He wanted to rush to her, grab her and never let go–but she didn’t know him. Didn’t love him.
He continued on his way. 
“Hello, Rellik.” Her whisper stopped him mid-point on the stairwell. “That was an impressive race.” 
Rellik turned to her. She was leaning against the railing, her hair blowing in the cool breeze. The starry sky was captured in her eyes, and there was no sign of a smile. His heart pounded with the need to hold her. 
“Hello, Alexandria,” he said, descending a stair toward her. 
“Alix. My friends call me Alix.” She ascended one toward him. 
“My apologies, Alix. I am pleased you enjoyed my victory.”
She took another step up. “Fred and I had an interesting chat. We talked about the stakes to your race.” 
As she drew closer, Rellik wondered what reason Fred had for betraying his trust. 
“Of what particulars did he inform you?” 
“He told me the loser has to leave town.” Her voice peaked as if she were asking a question. 
“I suspect you have a notion why.” Rellik was now backing up the stairs. 
“Well, considering both you and Shay asked me to the dance, I thought it might have to do with me.” Alix nearly laughed. She now had him backed against his door. 
“Your assumption is correct. Our stakes had everything to do with you. The winner has the sole right to pursue you unchallenged–I pray you are not angered that we bargained with you as our prize.” Too late he wished he had phrased that last part differently. 
“I’m more curious than angered. Why would you do such a thing? Do you love me?” 
As her eyes met his, Rellik reached out and caressed her cheek . . . 
 
. . . and that was the last time Rancor was able to bring himself to touch her. After Ariana’s voice had trailed off, their eyes no longer met. They were alone in the tiny room where they slept, but it was a room for devotion no more. Now it had become a place of heartbreak. Ariana fiddled with the ring he had given her only nights ago, as her loved one packed the last of his belongings. He could not bring himself to look upon her tear-stained face, for if he dared he might forsake his honor and let love triumph. How he had come to detest being a man of such virtue! 
He slung his bundle over his shoulder and walked through the common room. Shay, sitting on a cushioned chair, gloated in triumph. Rancor gave the devil a hard glare and stormed from the cabin, wondering how the gods could have expected him to know that this merchant was the vampyre. But, reflecting back on the past few weeks, he also wondered how he could not have known. 
Though the day outside had begun with a sky that drenched the Earth, by early evening the sun had broken through, showering the world with drops of light. The day had turned out grand for a long journey, and for that Rancor was not at all grateful. At least if the rain had continued, he could have postponed his . . . banishment. His second banishment. Would he never find a place he could call home? 
Rancor loaded his wagon and checked his horse, Storm. He heard Ariana follow him outside. Though there were birds singing, crickets chirping and a wind rustling the leaves of nearby trees, the loudest sound to him was the door she had stopped to close. For in that sound was the end of a place he had come to call home. 
Was it right to leave her with such a demon? Was that the virtue to which he clung? He loved her pure and true, knowing that she loved in him the honor he could never forsake. But what was honor if it did not complete love? Pulling himself onto the riding bench, he took the steering ropes in hand. He did not look down at Ariana, not even when she spoke to him. 
“At least tell me why it is you must leave,” she said. 
“I bargained woy that devil if he bested ma I’d leave town.” Rancor gave into his need to look at her, and knew he could not go. But how could he consider himself a man of principle if he broke this promise? Should he surrender to sin, his soul would never find redemption. But was Hell worse than a lifetime without Ariana?
“Come with me,” he said. 
Ariana’s shoulders slumped and she shook. Her tears stopped when she looked back at the cabin. 
“I cannot leave my home.” 
“Ariana, ma love,” Rancor said tenderly, beseeching her. He wanted, nay needed, to spend every moment of his life with her. Perhaps if they did so together, they could turn Shay’s curse into a blessing. “This place is woy ya lost ya family. ’Tis a place best forgotten. Come. Begin a new life woy me.” 
Ariana bit her lower lip. She brushed her hair from her eyes. Rancor noticed that their red rims looked like two sunsets, each one a sign of an end. He knew she didn’t wish to leave, but he also knew she needed him as much as he needed her. She no longer met his emerald eyes. But she climbed on to the riding bench next to him.
As she caressed his hands with her tender touch, she said, “This is also the place where we met.” 
Rancor brought her close, kissed her forehead and caressed her cheek. “Our true love should not be coupled in a place of sorrow. Woy did noy, after all, meet under the best of circumstances. Come woy me, Ariana.” 
Their souls embraced in a passionate touch, and the love between them grew until separation was impossible. They knew, short of death itself, nothing would ever cause them to part. 
“And would you love me forever, Rancor the Wulfsign?” 
 
“I have never loved anyone but you,” Rellik replied to Alix, who trembled at his very words. 
She didn’t understand why she felt so much love when they hardly knew one another. As well, she remembered how he had acted only days earlier when he’d fought Derrick, showed up for the job interview, and kicked Carl at Mr. Chips. He had seemed so frightful to her, and yet she now felt equally drawn to him. It was as if she had known him years and not days; as if they were meeting again rather than for the first time. Her mind told her this was wrong, but her heart told her otherwise. She listened to her heart, and accepted that this feeling was right. That he was right. 
“I love you,” Alix whispered in his ear. 
Rellik brought her close, kissed her, and opened the door to his loft. As he backed inside she stopped him. 
“I don’t want to have sex,” she said, unable to look at him. 
He caressed her chin and brought her eyes to meet his. Smiling, he said, “Nor do I.” 
“You don’t?” 
“No. It would not be in my honor to bed a woman who is not my wife. Outdated and old-fashioned perhaps, but right nonetheless.” 
“Will you still hold me?” 
“That I will.” 
“All night?” 
“Forever,” and as the word left his lips tears welled in him. 
And fell. One by one. Each for every day they had spent apart. 
 
As Fred strolled down a dark, lonely street, he analyzed the events of the last few days. What he couldn’t figure out was what connection all this had with Rellik. What if you knew someone so vile–and were helpless to stop it? 
Fred stopped in his tracks and breathed in the cool, thick air that had suddenly descended from a cloudless sky. He didn’t notice a thick, bluish fog creeping nearer. He was recalling what Alix had told him of her dream, a nightmare he had told her just to dismiss. His heart raced, and deciding it best to keep moving, he hurried home while piecing his thoughts together. 
Mostly, he wondered why Alix had never mentioned Betty’s disappearance. At first he had believed she was worried about his feelings. After all, she knew how Fred felt about Betty. But now too much time had passed. She seemed to have forgotten her best friend even existed! He sighed, so lost in thought that he still didn’t notice the bluish fog seeping in around him. 
And then, the pieces began falling into place. The resounding thump of each one landing in its place knocked him from his reverie. Hypnosis–Alix’s dream of a fog-creature–the bodies killed by a wolf–Shay Jackson was a vampyre! And what of the wolf in Alix’s dream? Who was the canine that killed the blood-drained corpses? That was the connection Rellik had with Shay. 
Rellik Faolchú was a werewolf. 
That was their power struggle. Shay must have been turning the townspeople into vampyres, and Rellik was killing them–but why would he kill them?
And Fred still wasn’t certain what Alix had to do with all this. Was she going to be Shay’s next victim? 
Fred now accepted that Betty had to be the unidentified corpse. Even though no police reports acknowledged his newfound suspicion, he had to acknowledge this was the most logical of choices in such an illogical situation. Shay must have suppressed Alix’s memory of Betty and what had happened to her.
Somehow, together, Fred and Alix would recall it. They would work on ending this evil. If only he could have figured things out before Shay had killed Betty. 
Sometimes life just wasn’t fair. 
“I wish I could meet with you again, Shay!” Fred shouted at the night. 
“Some wishes come true,” a voice whispered, seemingly coming from the night air. 
Fred froze in his tracks. He scanned the empty street. He saw the fog, and all at once knew that was where the voice had come from. Even as he tried to make one last-ditch effort to run home, he understood what Fate held in store for him. 
“My God,” Fred thought as the sky rained down streaks of green and pink, and the ground swirled around him in an ever-thicker blue fog.
 



“When mortals learned that only a blow through our heart can end the life of an immortal, they abominated that knowledge by instilling an absurd legend around it. To kill us, they use wooden stakes, herbs or crosses. Whatever the tool, their ignorance always amazes me. 
“Whenever I try to understand those who kill my kind, and those of my kind who kill them, I do so without success. Mostly, I wonder who is more evil: those who kill for the hunt, or those who kill out of prejudice.”
-Wulfsign 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Alix woke–and found herself trapped in her room. She clung to her blankets, examined the darkness, and saw only the dreaded opaque orb on its ivory pedestal. Pressing her body against her headboard, she recoiled when the orb melted into the wall. Still, she preferred its clammy presence over the apparitions in the sphere. Alix prayed the horrific voice wouldn’t come. She knew that once the dream ended, the nightmare would begin. 
“Look into the orb,” the voice echoed, its mockery bringing her to weep. 
“Why do you do this to me?” she screamed at the darkness, as the mattress beneath her fused into the floor. “Why me?” 
Alix pressed herself into a corner, but the walls shrank around her. As she slid toward the globe, she pressed her hands and feet against the floor to stop herself. But her efforts were of no use. The pedestal bent at its elbow and reached out to her, beckoning with its bony index finger for her to peek inside. 
Alix stiffened her upper lip, held her head high, and not only did she look inside the pedestal–she also grasped it. The fingers on the pedestal interlocked with hers and caressed her hand. The touch felt familiar, almost comforting, but the hollow echo of its raspy voice reminded her that it held the Devil’s eye. 
With a deep breath she peered in. 
The opaque substance cleared and manifested into a crystalline movie clip of a dark, lonely street. Minnow Avenue, near Fred’s home. Alix’s heart thumped so madly that she thought it might leap from her chest and take the orb’s place upon the pedestal. She forced herself to look upon the apparition. The bluish fog fed on a corpse like an animal, but whomever it ate, she could not tell. This time it was visible, but far too mutilated to identify. 
The hand on the pedestal, no longer caressing her, released her fingers and started to rise. It took away the crystal eye so that whatever happened next she wouldn’t see, but Alix held it in place. The vise released its grip over her mind. The mental block she had suffered came to an end. She now recalled the dream that had shown her Betty’s demise, and knew that someone had cast a spell over her. She wondered who had such power. 
The arm-pedestal allowed her to take the crystal from it, and then it reached out to hold her. Alix did not pull away, but instead let it comfort her. 
“Do not look into the orb,” the raspy voice said this time, no longer sounding so dark. 
When Alix turned her gaze back to the movie clip, she watched the fog, having finished its feast, manifest into a man. A shadow over his face hid his identity, but Alix knew who he was. Her cheeks burned nearly as bright as the blood he used to write a message upon the ground. He scribbled it in a strange language, but she somehow knew it meant: Midnight, graveyard, tomorrow, and lastly–Wulfsign. Alix memorized the message. 
When the man left the scene, he made no effort to conceal his identity. He looked up at her as if he knew she watched. His smile showed the pride he took in exhibiting his actions. 
Alix cursed aloud as she watched Shay strut away. Plainly he was enjoying ruining her life. 
 
Then she woke. 
Alix relaxed. The display on her clock read 6:15 a.m. It was only a couple of hours since she had returned to her room. As dawn broke through her open window, the melodies of songbirds from the birdhouse her father had built on the gazebo danced in her ears. The chill wind blew into her room. She pulled her comforter closer around herself. 
She sank deep into her mattress and battled her anger with thoughts of her magical time with Rellik. They had cuddled in his loft on wooden crates that he used as a makeshift bed. She had tried to persuade him to come into her bedroom, but he had thought it imprudent, with her father in the adjoining room. 
“It would not be principled to insult a man in that way,” he had said to her. His principles had made her laugh and love him that much more. It wasn’t only the love they had found that she thought about; it was also the tears she had seen leave his dark emerald eyes. They made him seem somehow vulnerable. The patter of his rhythmic heartbeat had made her smile. 
“Do you want to hear something weird?” she had asked. 
He’d kissed her and smiled, the tender touch masking the raspy growl that once made her fear him. “I will listen to whatever you wish to tell me.” 
“Well, I’ve been having these flashes. Kind of like blackouts, I guess. It’s like I’m another person and I’ve met this man.” She rolled away and stared at the wall, snuggling close and holding his hand in hers. “He looks just like you.” 
“How flattering.” He sighed and kissed the nape of her neck. She turned back to him, and when their eyes met he caressed her cheek. “Are you afraid that what you feel is false?” 
“No.” 
“Then what is it? I pray you will tell me.” 
“There’s so much to you, and yet I know nothing about you.” 
“What would you like to know?” 
“Where you come from, who your family is.” She paused, and then whispered: “How you know Shay.” 
“I was born in Ireland. My family–well, they are dead.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“There is no need to be; we were not close. As for Shay, I guess you could say we were rivals once. To him, your heart was but a game.” 
“And to you?” 
He paused and rose from the bed. Alix sat, watching him rummage through his belongings. He took out a palm-sized, intricately carved wooden box and walked back to her. 
“You say you loved me before we met. Then you should believe that I came to you by following an ache in my heart. Only when I am with you does that pain heal.” 
He opened the box and took out a leather ring. “I want you to wear this, but only when you feel your soul ache for me as mine does for you.” 
Alix kissed him, but put the ring into her pocket. His eyes turned sad and she said, “I do love you, but things don’t seem–I don’t know–complete. I want to wear it, but only when things feel complete.” 
. . . How she would treasure this memory. Rellik cared for her so much, and she just as much for him. But as her thoughts returned to her nightmare, or rather to the message scribbled in blood, she wondered what she should do. And whether she should tell Rellik about it. 
 
Rellik stood poised over the sink as if he might be sick. He hadn’t slept since Alix left. Grabbing the sink by its edges, he glared into the broken mirror. He scowled into the looking glass, not at his reflection but past it, and growled low. 
 
Rancor ascended the steep hill, sniffing the scent of venison cooking. He knew it was from a meal Rafgard prepared, undoubtedly not the last of the day. When he neared the crest he saw he had indeed been correct. His friend was sitting before a dying fire looking at a well-roasted leg of deer. 
“Rafgard!” Rancor yelled, to divert his tutor’s attention from the food. 
“You are late!” 
Rancor ran to sit beside him. Rising to one knee, he grabbed him by both shoulders. First he said nothing, but then: “I know who the vampyre is!” 
“Shay Jackson, your merchant friend,” Rafgard replied nonchalantly, catching his pupil off-guard.
“Ya knew? Why noy tell me?”
“Would you have believed me?”
Rafgard gave Rancor a look that told him he was right. Rancor would not have believed him, and things had to happen as they did. At least, Rafgard had prepared him. 
“Woy can kill ’im! ’E fought ma in mortal combat!” 
“You did not challenge him?” The question sounded rhetorical, as though he knew. The tutor shook Rancor’s grip from his shoulders and took the burning meat from the fire. “Even if you hadn’t, he is a vampyre. Shay is bound by no code of honor. You, however, can murder only if you catch him in an act of evil, or are challenged.” 
Rancor rose slowly, and walked to the hut. He leaned against the door, rubbed his stubbled chin, and whispered, “What do I do?” 
“Learn this lesson, Rancor. This is the most important: when a human shares love with a Wulfsign, she will be reborn one millennium after her first birth. Should that love be rekindled, both mortal and immortal will grow old and die together.” 
Rancor stood before his teacher, uncertain what to say. Indeed, his life had made a turn for the better–since the future held in store for him Ariana’s love.
 
“Damn you, Shay,” Rellik growled with hatred. “Damn you for making my life hell.” 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Rellik was glad that Friday night had finally come. He hated this school business, and sighed with relief that he would no longer have to put up a front. But without an education, what kind of mortal life could he offer Alix? He laughed, hearing Rafgard’s words ramble within his head. How he missed that man’s friendship, and how he yearned to go to the Rafgard of today to tell him about the man he would one day become. Yet that was one thing he could never do. 
Rellik paced back and forth in his loft. He hoped the patter his steps made would not draw the attention of Alix or her father. Beside a half-finished portrait rested his Wulfsign sword; its metal hilt shimmered as if it calling for him to wield it. He recalled the Alsandair blade he’d owned before this sword, the men he’d killed with it, and the hatred for himself for yielding to it. 
He grabbed the weapon by its hilt and raised it to his nose. Closing his eyes, he breathed the scent of death. Slowly he slid the sword from its sheath. He held it with both hands, bent one elbow slightly more than the other, clenched his teeth and bared them, growling low and throaty. His eyes turned crimson as he thought of the lessons taught by his evil clan. They returned like thunder, as if the centuries spent forgetting them had just been ignorant denial. 
Rellik dropped the sword and let it clang, no longer caring whom he might disturb. He buried his face in his palms, shedding tears because of how hopeless, not helpless, he felt at stopping Shay’s evil. He considered how much Rancor hated men who cried, and he realized he was no longer that person. Rellik Faolchú did not fight every challenge offered. Rather, he sought for a way to resolve each one peacefully.
Perhaps it was the vampyres with whom he had spent most of the last millennium training who had given him this trait. They were different from Shay. They spoke about philosophy and values. But they were still vampyres, Rellik reminded himself. Principled or not, vampyres always gave in to their innermost selfish needs. 
His mind returned to the symbols found at the previous night’s murder scene. The authorities had somehow missed them. Meán oíche, reilig, amárach, and Wulfsign. Rellik decided that, even if it made him no better than Shay, he would meet the challenge and avenge Fred.
He wrapped the sword in a tarp and left for the school. He had to hurry to hide the blade in his locker if he was going to be on time to accompany Alix to her dance. 
It was too bad he’d have to leave the dance early. 
 
Alix examined herself in the mirror to see if the new blue dress she had bought was as lovely a fit at home as it had been at the store. She knew it was missing only one thing. She solved that by tying a blue ribbon her mother had given her into her hair. 
Too often tears had unexpectedly streamed down her cheeks, smudging all the make-up she wore. So, she decided it best not to wear any make-up. It was hard not to keep thinking of the loved ones she had lost: her mother, Betty and now Fred. 
She knew Fred was among the dead. She knew it had been him she had seen in her dream–and she knew Shay was responsible.
She planned to meet the challenge at the graveyard with her father’s loaded rifle. 
Rellik would just have to understand her having to leave the dance early. 
 
Even with all the strange happenings over the past week, the dance still had a great turnout. Buses brought in teens from schools all around the prairies. Since very few were from Minitaw, not many felt affected by the deaths of the past few days. 
Alix and Rellik stood beside a wall, watching the dance take place without them. Alix said, “This seemed like a much better idea on Tuesday.” She pulled Rellik close. 
“I apologize that my presence has driven your friends away.” 
“Don’t. We weren’t getting along anyway. I sure wish Fred was here.” 
“As do I,” Rellik growled, “but it looks as though we have company of a different sort.” 
Alix glanced over her shoulder and saw Kim walking toward them with her brother. 
“Hey, Blondie, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” 
“Last-minute plans.” 
“Well, come on, girl, we’re missing the dance!” 
Kim grabbed Alix’s arm and pulled her to the dance floor, where they joined a group of girls. Rellik, still snug against the wall, kept his eyes locked on her. 
“What is it about this music that makes people act as if they are possessed?” he asked.
Alix caught him watching. She moved her slender body in such a way that it aroused him.
“Perhaps I can see its appeal,” he acknowledged.
 “That giant guy’s the killer, isn’t he?” Derrick asked him. “You’ve been trying to stop him from killing people.” 
Rellik refused to look at Derrick. After a long moment he turned to face the Native with fiery eyes. When he started to speak, a low growl emanated from his throat. 
“It isn’t that simple.” 
“You aren’t a murderer, right?” 
“Do you ask simply because I am not the same as you? I am what I am by birth, just as you are what you are by birth. There is no more truth to the rumors surrounding my kind than those that surround yours. I would think that you, above anyone, would understand that.” 
“I won’t tell anyone what I know. I owe you my life.” 
“You desire peace as much as I. But you are lost in an age-old battle that can yet be won,” Rellik said. 
Derrick turned on him and shouted, “What do you know about it!”
Rellik stepped forward, and immediately Derrick backed off. 
“Because I live it every day! The difference between you and me is that you have the chance to bring peace to your people.” Rellik added, more quietly, “But do you have the courage?” 
“What do you know of courage? With your power you don’t need to be afraid.” 
“I must hide! You could do anything. You could even become Chief if you wished.” 
“Who would vote for me?” 
“I would vote for any man dedicated to peace. A shame we are not of the same clan.” 
“It’s a little strange, knowing . . .” 
“What I am? Is that more important than who I am?” 
“No, and that’s why I’m here. I want you to know that if you need a friend, you got one.” 
Rellik smiled. “Thank you.” 
The music slowed and a softer, slower song played. The girls on the dance floor all broke away from one another, snagging guys who stood along the walls. Rellik was thankful for the relief to his ears, but when Alix approached smiling, he wondered why. He hoped she didn’t intend to ask him to dance. She wrapped her arms around him and he looked at the clock. It was eleven-fifteen. 
“Want to dance?” She kissed his trembling lips. 
“I cannot . . . I have never.” Rellik closed his eyes and held her to him. 
“Then let me teach you. Just sway and move your feet.” She moved him out to the dance floor. “You’re doing it.” 
Rellik never wanted to let her go. He wondered if he should tell her about Shay, but feared it would give away his secret. When he held her closer, and she looked into his emerald eyes, he knew that she sensed something was wrong. She caressed his lips with her fingers. 
Rellik stared deeply into her eyes and . . .
 
. . . after saying goodbye to his mentor and friend, Rancor left the place where his clandestine shapeshifting lessons had been taking place. Already missing the thought of coming to these woods to speak with Rafgard, he paused a moment to take one last breath of the pollen-laden wind. He wondered why Rafgard had found it so important to tell him that Ariana would return on her thousandth birthday. She was young yet. She would live at least a few decades more. Why, then, would learning about her return in a thousand years be more important than learning how to kill a vampyre? 
Rancor opened his eyes. He broke into a run. He rushed back to where he had left Ariana with the wagon, praying for her safety and cursing himself for ever leaving her alone! 
 
“You are my prayer answered,” Rellik whispered into her ear. Holding her close, he breathed the scent of perfume in much the same way he had that of the woods so long ago. The last few days had seemed as long as the past millennium, and Rellik was thankful for this miracle. 
“You’ll love me forever?” she asked. 
“I’ll love you even when forever ends.” 
“I have to go, to make sure that Sam is okay,” Alix said to him as she rested her head on his chest.
Rellik half-smiled and listened to her heart beat fast. He knew she was lying, but didn’t know why. Glancing at the clock, he saw it was nearly midnight. Time was at hand to meet Shay. He wanted to end this war with the creature whose heart knew only evil. And so he ignored Alix’s lie. 
“We will meet up later?” she asked, her voice prompting him for an answer. 
“Yes. We will meet up tonight, in my loft.” 
Alix gave him a kiss before she walked out of the gym. 
Rellik waited until he was sure she was gone before running to his locker for his sword. Once he was away from the school and out of sight, he slipped into wolf form and headed for the graveyard. 
 
The events of the past few days compounded in Alix’s thoughts, creating an unbearable weight. She had hoped the crisp, heavy air outside might calm her busy mind. But rather than relax, the night seemed to be a partner in creating confusion. She walked towards home, thinking about Sam’s rifle above the mantle. Am I ready to kill Shay?

Alix reached into her purse. She searched for the ring. I have never loved anyone but you, Rellik had told her. She bit her lip, sighed and knew by the way her heart needed him that what he had said was true. She placed the ring back into her purse. More than anything, she needed the chance at a happy life with him–and that could not happen without vengeance for the death of her friends. 
Opening the door to her home, Alix did not notice the rusted late-model Chevy van parked in front.
 
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
The full moon stared down upon the graveyard, calling out to her sisters, the stars, so that they too might rejoice in this battle of the sky. A tapestry of Northern Lights joined the celestial dominion, and together the active night unclothed much light. 
Shay Jackson, sitting atop the crypt marked Whittaker Orphans, held in his eyes a promise of death. A look so stern that not even a sudden brisk wind swayed him from his post. Nor did the scent of a white dire wolf as it ran up the northern slope. 
He waited patiently, keeping his back to the canine as it transformed into Rellik Faolchú. Shay waved his hands and ignited lamps around the graveyard with a single thought. 
The Wulfsign stood no more than a few feet away, and his angry growls alone should have made the vamp feel supreme. 
 
But Shay felt as if he’d lost. He had turned to mist, surrounding the wagon where Rancor held Ariana. He was unsure why he’d stayed to watch. He’d destroyed Ariana, the one thing in life the Wulfsign cherished most. Or rather, the one thing he had cursed. 
Ariana opened her eyes wide enough that they threatened to swallow whatever they beheld. She screamed as her two eye teeth grew into long fangs and her once-dark complexion bled away all its color. 
“What has happened to me?” she cried. 
Rancor held her to him and wept. He stroked her long hair, smelled her perfumed skin and kissed her cheek. 
“I still love ya,” he whispered. 
She pushed him back. Her eyes looked empty. Goose pimples spread over her skin. “I . . . feel . . . hungry . . .” she told him. But he held her tightly and would not let go. 
“Woy find a cure, Ariana, we will!” 
“For what? I feel alive for the first time!” She smiled, and shoved him hard, sending him flying back onto the floor of the wagon. “And you, my love, will be my first meal!” 
As Ariana flew at him, Rancor broke a long stake from the wooden wagon. “Woy you kill me, ta man ya love?” 
At that moment Rancor knew that if he did not kill her, she would live her life as a demon. If he killed her out of mercy, and not hatred, it was not murder. It was within his honor as a Wulfsign to do so. 
When she was upon him, he grabbed her throat and held the weapon against her chest. 
“Forgive ma,” he whispered, and plunged it through her heart. 
And then Shay watched the Wulfsign defeat him. Not one tear left Rancor’s dark, sunken eyes. The vampyre now understood what it was that this werewulf treasured most: honor. He had assumed it was love, that the woman was his world; but he was wrong. Unless he made Rancor betray his principles, he would never best him. If only he’d known, it could have been so easy. 
But how could he get the werewulf to challenge him senselessly, for vengeance and not for honor? How could the vampyre get him to say . . . 
 
“Let’s end this, Shay,” Rellik growled, plunging his sword into the earth. “I know you killed Fred, and I know you killed the others. Now I’m going to send you to Hell!” 
“Will you now?” Shay turned to him, his face disfigured with long, pointy teeth. “You still think you can kill me?” 
“That I do. I have lived among your kind and have learned your weaknesses.” 
“You have hidden among them,” Shay spat. 
“I have spent a thousand years undoing your corruption. Not once have I ever fled from your bane.” 
“You should have. You should have taken your mortal and run as far and as fast as you could. After this battle I will be free to bring her into my world. She will not find you in Heaven; she shall be stuck here on Earth! Do you never learn?” 
Shay jumped from the crypt and marched to his enemy. 
“So shall it be. A fight to the death,” Rancor said, spreading his arms in invitation. 
 
Alix’s head hurt. She walked down the hall toward the kitchen, flicked on lights as she went, and heard Sam in his den. She considered going inside, but if she found him drunk she would be in no shape to handle it.
This single thought came into her mind: the rifle. 
“Alexandria, can you come in here?” her father called from his den. 
Alix complied without putting any thought into it. She walked into the den and found Sam sitting at his desk chair–
Tied up.
The large, muscular man from her vision of Lenny being murdered stood behind him. Another, in a brown leather jacket and bolero hat, with a guitar resting on his lap, sat on the floor. 
“Greetings,” the man with the guitar said. “I am Jonathan Pyre, and this is my associate.”
“They call me Bruce.” 
Alix braced herself against a wall for support as the whole world spun. 
“Do you want to save thousands?” the one named Bruce asked. He pointed the double-barrel shotgun at her, while keeping his crossbow poised on Sam. Pyre began strumming his guitar. Alix recognized the tune. Bon Jovi’s Dead or Alive.
“Now, now, Bruce. No need to be rude. Keep the gun on her father. I’m certain she’ll tell us whatever we want.” 
“But I don’t know anything.” Her knees knocked. Barely able to hold herself up, Alix repeated herself, this time so softly that no one heard. 
Pyre smiled and sang a few words to the song. Between stanzas, he said, “There, there, my dear. We don’t want to hurt either of you. We just want to know where your boyfriend is this fine night.” 
Alix lifted her head and looked into the man’s eyes. Then she looked at Bruce, and saw that he no longer held his menacing weapons against Sam. Instead, he held an open bottle of whiskey. Her tears flowed more easily. What should she do? These men must be animals to threaten her father’s rehabilitation. He had managed to stay sober for five whole days! That was five days longer than ever before in his adult life.
It hit her what she had to do. 
“The graveyard. He’s at the graveyard,” Alix sobbed. 
“Bruce, leave,” Pyre said coldly. Then, to Alix’s father: “You should be proud to have a daughter who loves you so much. It will be a shame if after this night you return to the drink, after all.” 
Alix watched her father’s face turn red. As Bruce ran out the front door she felt a tinge of satisfaction. After all, Shay was the one at the graveyard, not Rellik. 
 
Rellik had trained for this moment for nearly a whole millennium. He threw a roundhouse punch–but Shay ducked and jabbed his opponent’s chest. The Wulfsign fell back. He felt a fist slam across his face and a backhand punch against his temple. 
“I have spent the last thousand years training, as well,” Shay said, and spin-kicked his adversary’s stomach.
The werewolf stumbled back. He brought his fists up. “Then we fight a fair duel at last.” 
Shay jabbed. Rellik ducked. The Wulfsign kicked the vamp’s chest. He grabbed the back of Shay’s hair, slamming his head into his knee. The vamp launched an uppercut. But when he tried a backfist, the Wulfsign caught his arm and twisted him into a headlock. 
“What will you do now as I snap your neck? That will take a few days to heal,” Rellik said. 
His opponent turned into fog. Rellik fell into a foot sweep and tripped the vamp; then he leaped back to his feet. He glared hard at his shocked opponent. 
“I told you I learned much this past millennium,” the Wulfsign said, with an iron voice. “Such as you can only transform one body part into fog at a time.”
He couldn’t stop smiling. He hoped his other lessons would prove just as true. “Now get up, and see what else I know.” 
Shay turned every body part into fog, starting with his head and ending with his feet. The eerie blue mist rose as one beast, parts of it manifesting into two clawed hands and a jaw of jagged teeth. It struck, one hand slicing Rellik’s cheek. But the Wulfsign caught the other, snapped the talons off, and followed the move with an elbow strike that shattered its teeth. 
The fog howled and slunk away. 
The vamp slowly gathered to form its human shape and turned its back on Rellik. Shay slumped, unable to rise past his knees. The Wulfsign glared, his emerald eyes burning. 
“I learned something else, Shay. Whatever you attack with, it cannot be turned to fog.” 
Shay lay helplessly on the ground, clutching his broken hand against his chest as blood poured from his mouth. He laughed, the apparent fear in his eyes not heard in his voice. 
Rellik growled, “What is so funny?” 
“My victory is turning you against your principles. I have already won.” 
“Then I will be your final triumph. For you, forever ends tonight. Are you ready to become mortal?” 
Shay spun and sliced Rellik’s chest, but suddenly he stopped. The Wulfsign stared into the vamp’s horrified face, uncertain what had made him halt so abruptly. He looked down and saw . . . 
A wooden shaft that resembled a bolt from a crossbow stuck directly through his enemy’s heart. 
 
Pyre finished his song and stood. Slinging the guitar over his shoulder, he glared at Alix. He walked to the doorway, stopped as if to savor the moment, and when he turned back his eyes looked like two endless pits. His smile was wide and bright beneath the brim of his hat. 
“Go to him, Alexandria,” Pyre said. “I want you to suffer greatly, just as I did.” 
He turned and left. 
Stunned by his last remark, Alix stared into space for a moment. Then she reached into her purse and felt for the ring. This time she slipped it onto her finger, unsure why. A tear left her eye and her hand tingled. Sam leaped from his chair and ran to her. He grabbed and shook her as if to wake her. 
“Alexandria! We have to go help him!” 
“But Rellik isn’t there.” 
In the silence they threw their arms around one another. Alix sobbed, knowing she had made a terrible mistake. Both she and Sam turned to the mantel and stared at the portrait of their lost loved one. 
Then, at the rifle beneath. 
 
Rellik scanned the area. He prayed that the bolt had come from a crossbow Alix operated. But as Shay fell, turning into a pillar of dust for the evil he was, Rellik’s power died. 
“I’m mortal,” Rellik realized, when all his senses lost their heightened ability. He looked up and saw a large man running at him. 
“I am Bruce Tannis,” the stranger growled, leaping at Rellik. “I AM SALVATION!” 
The Wulfsign caught his opponent and tried pushing him away–but forgot to compensate for his lost strength. Bruce tackled him to the ground. He got on top and pummeled him with his fists.
Rellik wrapped his legs beneath his adversary’s waist, threw him off, and scrambled to his feet. His nose was bleeding and one eye had started to puff out. He shouted:
“Don’t be a fool! I am mortal now! If I wasn’t, I would have turned to a wolf and ripped out your throat.” 
“I was told you like sport.” Bruce took out a silver-laced Buckmaster knife. “I shall save thousands by killing you!” 
Bruce swiped but Rellik dodged, caught his opponent’s arm, and kicked his kneecap. Bruce staggered and yelled, managing to pull his arm free. He tried to rise, but fell back to the ground, his leg broken and unable to support him. 
“I’ll get you an ambulance,” Rellik said as he turned to leave. 
“Don’t mock me,” Bruce spat. “Before you kill me, at least tell me why you were fighting the vamp. Was it over the same prey? Was it the girl?” 
“I was stopping him from killing anyone ever again, you fool.” Rellik turned and walked to his sword. He took it from the ground and returned to the man. 
“Then why did you kill the Tannises? Why did you kill my parents!” 
“I saved them. I saved them all,” Rellik kneeled and balanced himself with his weapon. “I am not evil. The legends about my kind are nothing but lies. You cannot become a werewolf by drinking water from my paw print, nor from eating food cooked by my hands. My bite does not spread my seed, nor does the full moon make us change. It was wrong of humans to make up those fallacies to justify their hatred.
“But vampyres are different. They crave pleasure and spread their kind like a disease. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, I do.” Bruce gave a shout and grabbed the sword from Rellik. With one last effort, he thrust the blade through Rellik’s chest. 
 
Bruce staggered to his feet, using the sword as a crutch. The vampyre was long dead and, though the werewolf clung desperately to life, he would soon join his counterpart. 
“If silver is also a myth, fight or not, you’re going to Hell.” 
“I will die,” Rellik choked on his blood, “but only because I have been made mortal. You missed my heart.” 
“But you didn’t miss my parents’ hearts.” 
“I saved them from a life of evil–from living as this vamp before you.” 
“You’re a creature like them. If you aren’t evil, why would they have to be?” Bruce’s voice resounded with hatred. 
Rellik thought about the vampyres he had trained with, the renegade vamps that sought a life of principle and forgiveness. He wondered again if it was possible for a vamp to redeem him or herself. If so, could Ariana have also been redeemed? As he wiped away a tear that had come down his cheek, he shivered from the cold. 
“Vampyres cannot be saved. I did not kill Ariana for nothing!” 
Atop the western hill, Alix and Sam watched the strange scene in horror. As they descended the crest, Sam clung to his hunting rifle and Alix clung to him. They looked at each other, then at the man standing over Rellik. Sam did what he thought he must, knowing only that he had to save the outsider. 
He pointed his gun directly at the man, closed his eyes, and pulled the trigger. It disturbed him when revenge eased his heart. His daughter cried at the sight of him killing, but as he rubbed his wrists from where the ropes had cut he knew he had done the just deed. 
“Go to him. I’ll call an ambulance and police,” he said. 
“Thank you . . .” Alix hugged him and whispered, “Dad.” 
Rellik lay helpless, but knew when he saw Alix rush to him that he could at last die in peace. She sat in the bloodstained grass, resting his weak body against hers, clutching his jacket against the wound. He embraced her and she kissed his forehead gently. Rellik knew his time had ended. The world about him grew ever colder. He wondered how he’d ever forgive Pyre for this evil. He truly wondered how his soul could ever forget this. 
Rellik thought about his life. It had been long, solitary, and hardly worth the value mortals placed on theirs. In truth, he had come to terms with his immortality only because of Pyre’s fellowship. And it was because he had come to terms that he had loved more deeply than any one person deserved. 
The Wulfsign looked into Alix’s eyes and knew that, because of her, because of a memory from so long past and yet so near, he would never regret his life. Yet he also knew, as he felt death coming closer to claim him, that her soul would live on. Perhaps even to love another. Would she forget him? Would she remember their past? 
He watched her tears run freely, dropping from her trembling chin to land on his face. He smiled. Ignoring the pain from his wound, he caressed her soft cheeks. He wiped away her sorrow and wished he could be courageous for her. He wished he could be the brave Rancor one last time. But his eyes were showing too much sadness. He could not hide that from her. 
“The ambulance is coming. My dad called for help,” she said, but her voice died in the air between them. 
Rellik still smiled. A full smile, this time. His eyes, too, had lost their dark quality as the emerald color danced with light. 
“It no longer matters.” 
“Don’t be foolish.” Alix fought back against the grief that was overtaking her. 
“Do you remember the first time we met?” 
“Of course. That day at school.” 
Rellik reached out to touch her lips. The look of sorrow was embedded within his emerald eyes, and when he spoke, his lips barely moved. 
“No. Do you remember the first time we met?” 
Alix didn’t understand. By the expression on his face, this memory meant a lot. Briefly she wondered if the loss of blood had clouded his mind. But the intense look in his eyes told her that he held strong to his senses.
What was more, that voice had come from inside her mind! 
When she kissed Rellik’s fingers, he moved them to her forehead and pressed. The voice again came to her, saying, Search your dreams. 
Alix closed her eyes and became light-headed. The pressure from his fingers released. Her head stopped spinning. When she opened her eyes she was in a small room, alone, with the crystal orb from her dreams. As in her dreams, fear gripped her. 
“It was you?” she called out, but received no answer. “How could you do this to me?”
But there was no voice in the room commanding her to look into the sphere. Alix knew this time it held a memory from the past instead of an image of the present. Before, it had been a symbol of fright. She wondered what hellish experience it might recall now. Perhaps it was best to leave that which is suppressed alone. 
Do you remember the first time we met? Rellik’s voice had sounded so full of sorrow that Alix knew she had to look. Had he demanded her to watch those times before, not because he wanted to frighten her, but so she might understand? Alix looked deeply into the globe, recalling her last dream when the pedestal had caressed and comforted her. 
It didn’t feel as horrific as it had before. Clouds covered the night sky like a blanket, and there was a full moon. Droplets of water rested on the ground and trees, as a rainfall had just taken place. There was a small cottage where candlelight flickered in the windows and smoke rose from the chimney. 
The night felt cold. A girl in her late teens was walking with haste along a path that led from the cabin into sparse woods nearby. She carried an empty wooden bucket.
A thick fog began to envelop the scene. Alix couldn’t see well enough to know if she recognized the girl. 
“No! Not again,” Alix whispered, covering her eyes. 
“No, not again,” the voice said, as it had before, but now sounding gentle, even comforting. She wondered if it had always been that way. Opening her eyes, she saw she was no longer alone in the room. She couldn’t see anyone. Rather she sensed a presence giving her courage and strength. 
“Fear not your own memory,” the presence told her. 
Alix took that encouragement and lifted her head, again staring into the orb. Now the fog had grown so thick that she could see nothing. It kept growing. It started pouring from the ball. She drowned in it, losing all sense of where she was.
A cold breeze rose. The clothes she wore changed into a woolen dress and shawl. The fog parted. She was able to look about her strange–no, familiar–surroundings. She had become the girl she’d seen walking along the path in the woods. The girl from her story. The one for whom she could not think up a name. 
Alix checked the path to see if there was a well for water. There was. This was her own memory. She was recalling that she needed water for her sick brother who was fever-stricken. She needed the water to cool him down. Alix shivered from fright, wishing the illness hadn’t taken her parents. But there wasn’t much she could do without medicine. 
Her father had warned her many times not to walk in the woods after dark–especially during a full moon. Just before he died, he’d set wolf traps around the well to help ease her fear, and though the night had grown dark she knew where to avoid them. Clenching her bucket tightly for added courage, Alix kept her spirits brave by reminding herself of her sibling’s dire need for water. As long as she didn’t falter, this wouldn’t take long. 
When she reached her destination, Alix tied the rope to the pail and lowered it hastily down the shaft. The woods amplified every noise. Her hands shook, making the task difficult. Her heart pounded as though someone was watching . . . as though someone studied her every move. The well was an endless pit. 
Alix was concentrating on her task when something grabbed her. She dropped the bucket into the deep well, screamed, and slapped her shoulder to ward off the assailant. She fell to the ground in panic–then laughter. It was only a grasshopper. She wiped the remnants of the insect from her hand. The only demons true and real were the ones in her imagination. 
“Are you well, me lady?” a deep, raspy voice asked. 
Alix couldn’t move. Her muscles froze. She felt helpless as whoever had spoken slowly sauntered close to stare at her.
He was short, with a very large build, and wore a black hooded cloak. He carried no noticeable weapons, but his garment was long and bulky. 
“Please don’t–”Alix’s voice failed. She wished she had just left the bucket out in the rain. She hoped her death would be quick and painless.
But as he advanced closer, the sound of metal teeth slamming shut answered her prayers. A trap had caught him. She felt stronger. She could escape! She rose to run. 
Before she could, the stranger’s hood fell from his face. Alix looked into his emerald eyes. She saw nothing but the soul of a lost boy, one who had been left all alone in the world.
She turned and ran for a short way. Then she stopped. 
Even after he had the iron jaws off his leg, he made no attempt to pursue her. He rubbed his wound but didn’t dress it. His eyes turned so sorrowful that time itself ceased in them. She saw no blood but knew that such a wound would bleed him to death.
He smiled at her. “Ya need noy fear ma. I mean noy ’arm. I woy leave if ma presence frightens ya.” 
His voice, though deep and raspy, was soft and whispered. Alix ignored her fright and walked a few paces closer. His stern face looked a bit horrific, but his eyes, much like his voice, had a gentle and caring quality. When she sat near him the stranger ripped material from his cloak to bandage the wound. It still did not bleed. 
She cleared her throat, and when she found control over her trembling voice she told him, “I–I need water. My brother is sick.” 
He still smiled, as if pleased that her fear had subsided. Alix rose to approach the well, keeping it as a barrier between them. 
“I pray ya accept ma apology, and I woy be on ma way.” The stranger turned to face her as he knelt on the muddy ground. His dark emerald eyes shone with loneliness.
As he rose and turned to leave, Alix said, “That wound will become infected. Come to the cabin. I’ll treat it. I cannot offer medicine, but food and fresh linen . . .” 
For a moment he didn’t move. Then he replied, “That kindness I’d accept. Am’n Rancor the Wulfsign.” 
He slowly stretched his open hand over the well toward her. The gesture frightened her–yet as Alix felt his strong grasp, the memory suddenly became completely hers. No longer an image, this recollection was now reality. 
“Ariana. I am called Ariana. What brings you out into these woods?” 
Rancor walked around the well and took the rope. He lifted the heavy bucket with ease. “I am o’ the clan Alsandair. Ma clansmen are evil incarnate, but I amn’t. They branded me a demon for my virtue.”
He paused and gave her a look as though he were a child, watching his first sunset. Then he handed her the rope and said, “I am’n longer o’ that clan, and am’n longer in search of battle. Noy I search for acceptance, but have found nowhere I can call me ’ome.” 
The fog again enveloped them.
As Alix woke from her dream, she found herself holding the outsider whom she now loved. Again she heard a voice deep in her mind: Do you remember the first time we met?
She wept and held her love tight, replying between sobs, “Yes, Rancor. I remember.” 
He caressed her cheek. Alix stared into his eyes and watched the despondency he had found in this world dissolve. He smiled, and she knew that, one last time, he had become the innocent Rancor. A man unaware of the burden of immortality. 
“Then I take death as a reward, and not the curse you mortals deem it as.” 
His heavy body turned limp in her arms and she buried her face in his long black hair. She cried, “Know that you have found your place of acceptance. Your home is my heart. I will love you always.” 
As the ambulance arrived its siren was drowned by a raspy voice in her mind: 
“Then I ’ave found ma ’eaven.”
 



“When one considers what is denied to an immortal, one often thinks of death. But what is truly denied is love. 
“When I fell in love with Ariana, it scared me what she might do should I tell her of the Wulfsign. She was human, with human prejudice, and would be frightened by what she did not understand. I thought I had hid the truth from her because I loved her, but now I know better. 
“When you love someone that emotion will drive you to be honest, even when that honesty may drive you apart.
“As I write this final page, I vow to wait for my true love to return. And when she does, I will surrender to her my immortality for the chance to love truthfully. For to me it is not so much a question if I will give up living forever, but a blessing that I can. 
“I vow that, someday, I will die and the last thing on Earth I see will be my love’s tender gaze.” 
-Wulfsign
 
 



Pyre
Vampyre Defender
 
Rancor Chronicles Book Two
by James McCann
 



 
 
 
Chapter One
 
“It’s time we sent this bastard a message,” Nick said, handing Jon a can of red spray-paint.
Jon sat on the floor of Nick’s van, propped up against the back seat staring out a side window. The van was a typical prairie ride, with a rusted white exterior masking its cheesy plush velvet interior.
The sun, which had yet to set fully, glistened across the barren horizon. A few street lamps flickered over a light sheen of fresh snow that had fallen. Snow that would only stay through the night. Nick had parked across from the local community center, the After Dusk, an unkempt bungalow surrounded by a lawn as high as the first-floor windows. The center looked abandoned, with boarded-up windows, chipped paint and shingles that rattled with every gust of wind. 
Jon, Bob, Trevor, and, of course, Nick, sat inside the van. Nick, the crew’s leader, said when to jump, how high to jump, and where to jump. He was the biggest of all the seniors at Fillmore High. His sandy hair hung loose over his shoulders but was cut tight at the sides. Icy blue eyes and a bright white smile made him look like a natural helmsman for a Viking ship.
But this being the twentieth century, Nick was reduced to waging wars on anyone who didn’t fit in with his gang. Tonight he had chosen as his target Saint Whittaker, the guy who ran the After Dusk. Whittaker had come to Minitaw three years ago with Mike, an orphan in his charge. After adopting Mike successfully to the Nevervilles, he had begun a crusade of finding homes for orphaned teens. Rumor had it that Nick had tried forcing Mike onto his Lunch Money Collection Program, without success.
Trevor slid the side door open and Jon stepped out. He was wearing black sweats, a long-sleeve sweater, and a knit hat. Earlier the outfit had made him feel like James Bond, but now it made him feel like a geek. What am I doing? he asked himself, watching Nick climb out to stand beside him. Right. Not getting beat up.
“Okay, nerd.” Nick grabbed Jon by the collar and glared deep into his eyes. “You have one shot at this. Screw it up, and it’s my fist in your face. Got it?”
“Got it. Seriously.” 
Nick let him go. “Just remember to keep your eyes to yourself. You look at Karen after this, and I won’t offer you a way to work off the debt.”
Jon gripped the can of spray-paint to stop his hand from shaking. It didn’t work. A knot crunched in his stomach as he walked around the van. The last trace of sun shrank from sight, just as the moon rose and the stars opened.
Nick climbed into the driver’s seat and gave Jon a mean look. He pointed to the bungalow, and Jon reminded himself of their pact: tag “GET OUT OF MINITAW” on the house and they’d be even. “For now,” Nick had added. All this for looking at Karen Burrard at lunch. It was still worth it, thought Jon. 
Although it took only a few seconds to cross the road, it felt like a lifetime. He dropped to his knees and, hidden by the grass, crept towards the house. The cold air nipped his ears, but Jon preferred its bite to Nick’s fists.
Halfway across the lawn Jon noticed something odd. A bluish fog circled around the house only as deep as the grass. The fog didn’t pour out into the street, but was contained to the grass as if it were a part of the lawn itself. 
A horn blasted. Jon turned and looked up over the grass to see Nick laugh, then mimic a fist hitting his palm. Nick pointed at the bungalow, his face now dark and serious. Jon continued crawling until he crouched next to the house.
As Jon lifted the can, the fog followed his actions. He lowered the can and the fog retreated. “This is too weird,” Jon whispered. He turned and saw Nick again pound a fist into an open palm. Message received.
Breathe, he told himself. I won’t get caught. I won’t get caught. He shook the can and lifted it high. Pressing the nozzle, he began the first stroke. As quickly as the paint left the can, the fog caught it. The red liquid ran off the fog and hit the grass beneath. Not a drop stained the house.
“What the hell?” Jon blinked. As his eyes closed and opened, the fog disappeared, and a bony hand grabbed his shoulder.
Nick’s van squealed away, the sound of burning rubber piercing Jon’s ears. He turned to face Saint Whittaker. Tall and lanky, Saint Whittaker was dressed in a gray pin-striped suit and fedora hat. He looked more like a 1920s gangster than a youth social worker. 
Jon didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure that he had the power to say or do anything except stare at the old man. He didn’t even drop the spray can. Whittaker looked Jon up and down before removing Jon’s knit hat. Jon’s long hair fell over his face, and, when he brushed it aside, Whittaker handed him back the hat.
“What a friendly town this is! You’ve come to paint the community center?”
“Huh?” Jon muttered. 
Saint Whittaker let Jon go and then stepped back from the bungalow. “But I don’t like red. What do you say you come back tomorrow evening, stay for dinner, and after that you can tend the lawn before you paint. You can paint over the weekend.”
“Whoa, wait a sec.” Jon stood up. The old man still towered over him. Jon hated being so scrawny. “I’m really sorry about this but . . .”
“But what? Are you going to tell me that you came here to vandalize the town’s only teen community center? I was so hoping not to have to call your parents.”
“C’mon, man. You don’t have to call my parents.” Jon now understood the saying “between a rock and a hard place.” 
“Do your parents know where you are?” 
“They never notice when I’m gone,” Jon mumbled. Then, only slightly louder, he added, “How about I come tomorrow after school, and Saturday afternoon?”
“Tomorrow, Thursday, and all day Saturday,” Saint Whittaker corrected.
Jon sighed. “I have to work on Thursday, and I can’t do this all day Saturday. How about tomorrow, Friday and late Saturday afternoon?”
Whittaker smiled and patted Jon’s back. “So nice of you to volunteer!”
“Whatever. But once the grass is cut and the house is painted we’re even, right?”
Whittaker kept smiling. Before turning to the After Dusk he said, “I never make promises. I never make promises.”
When the door shut and Jon was alone in the grass, the chill returned. This deal didn’t feel much different than the one he’d made with Nick. He started back toward his home but stopped to look back at the bungalow. He’d passed it dozens of times without ever thinking about it, but now it was one more thing that made his life in Minitaw miserable.
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