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Chapter One

 


Ally Watson stared at the bonfire. In
a million years, she would never have guessed that she would
actually go to a party, let alone crash an after graduation party
at Brandi Frasier’s house. A few hours ago, Ally waited patiently
in the hallways of Mitchell High for her uncle. He never showed, an
inconceivable thought that came true. It seemed that tonight was
full of things that should never have happened: Uncle Argyle
skipped out on the most important day of Ally’s life so far so here
she stood, in the cheerleader captain, Brandi’s backyard, the last
person in the world she would call a friend, sipping on
beer—another thing Ally would never have dreamt of doing just a few
hours ago.

Maybe it was the beer working its
magic, or the bonfire, or the loud music and the dark night, but
Ally no longer cared what Uncle Argyle would think. After all, he
apparently hadn’t cared enough to come to her
graduation.

Her entire life so far had been spent
in Snow Creek, North Carolina under the strict guardianship of her
Uncle Argyle. Ally had attended Mitchell High during the day, and
nights and evenings she spent working on the farm she and her uncle
shared. Ally knew her uncle loved her as much as any surrogate
parent could, but she prayed that, just once, her uncle would
attend her high school graduation. Not this time. And as angry as
Uncle Argyle would be when he found out she had disobeyed him and
gone out, to a party no less, Ally was going to hold her
own.

“What’re we doing here?”
Jessica asked, pretending to drink the foamy beer. Jessica Howles
and her twin brother, Dave, had been Ally’s best friends since
kindergarten.

“Crashing Brandi’s party,”
Ally said, looking up in time to spot her neighbor, Michael
Blackwell, walking towards them. Michael Blackwell lived on the
farm adjacent to Ally’s with his grandmother, at least when she
wasn’t vacationing in Florida. Michael graduated a few years ahead
of Ally and had been working on his grandmother’s and her uncle’s
farm since. “Jessica, you called Michael?” Ally shot her a glaring
look.

“I’m all for partying, but
maybe not here, at Brandi’s house,” Jessica said, tucking a strand
of curly auburn hair behind her ear. “Just not this
way.”

“And what
way is that, exactly?”
Ally asked, taking another sip of beer.

“You know, sneaking in
here. Ally, we weren’t invited. Brandi doesn’t like us. And I know
the feeling is mutual, but maybe we can go party somewhere else, or
get back at Brandi in a different way.” Jessica sighed.

“Like what?” Ally
asked.

“I don’t know? Maybe we
can egg her house, or bust into her room and smash her porcelain
doll collection,” Jessica said, a wicked gleam forming in her
eyes.

“Hey, I’m a little
surprised to see you guys here,” Michael said, shoving his hands in
his pockets.

“I guess this is the place
to be tonight,” Ally said, shrugging her shoulders.

“Michael, tell her we
should go somewhere else. Anywhere would be better than here.”
Jessica motioned for him to reason with her. “Go on, she’ll listen
to you.”

“I’m right here, guys. You
know I can hear everything you’re saying?” Ally said.

“Ally, since when have you
wanted to do what everyone else was doing?” Michael asked, the
corners of his lips twisted up in an accusing smile.

“I haven’t, but here’s the
big difference: I’m eighteen, and I can be and do whatever I want,
no permission required. Before I always had to be home early like a
good girl but not anymore. I decide when and where I go, and if
anyone has something to say about that, well…” she trailed off,
suddenly thinking that if Uncle Argyle had come to her graduation
she wouldn’t be flouting his rules so flagrantly right now. Deep
down, Ally knew she was acting childish.

“Okay, okay,” Michael
said, putting his hands up in surrender.

“Wow, who knew Ally had it
in her to crash a party?” Dave said, finally stumbling his way
through the crowd to them. “I don’t know about you guys, but Mom is
going to kill us when she finds out we’ve been drinking. But this
party is too cool.” Dave chuckled while his gaze followed one of
Brandi’s cheerleader friends across the lawn.

“Yeah, no kidding.
Thankfully your sister thinks for the both of us.” Jessica rolled
her eyes at Dave.

“Huh?” Dave said, ignoring
Jessica, as his mind was occupied elsewhere.

“Since I knew you couldn’t
come up with a decent excuse to save your life, I told Mom that we
were going to the Pizza Shack before she left to go back to work.
She’s pulling an all-nighter, meaning we’ll be back from the party
before she even knows the difference,” Jessica said
proudly.

“Uh, thanks,” Dave said
absently.

The twins’ mom, Elizabeth Howles,
worked as a nurse at Snow Creek Memorial Hospital and Ally knew the
extra shifts Elizabeth had to cover were going to be the only
saving grace for the twins tonight. A single parent, Elizabeth
picked up as many shifts as the hospital would give her. Ally
didn’t feel the slightest bit bad about directly defying her uncle,
but Elizabeth had always been kind to her and she felt a pang of
remorse at convincing the twins to come with her to a keg
party.

“When I invited everyone
from Mitchell High, that didn’t include any of you,” Brandi said,
making her way through the crowd over to them. She was flanked by
cheerleaders on either side.

“Who could pass up free
beer?” Dave said as he continued to stare at the built brunette
standing to Brandi’s left.

“I guess it would have to
be free for you to ever have anything,” Brandi said, smirking as
her friends giggled with her.

“Shut up, Brandi.”
Jessica’s face flushed with anger. “Ally, porcelain doll time? Or
how about breaking the life-sized one?” Jessica crushed the red
plastic cup in her hand and narrowed her eyes at Brandi.

“Jessica, you’re so
classy. Really, I must make time in my busy schedule to pencil you
in for some etiquette pointers,” Brandi said.

“That’s it!” Jessica threw
her cup down and took a few steps towards Brandi.

“Calm down, Jessica,”
Michael said, blocking her with his body.

“Brandi, don’t flatter
yourself. Really. You’re a big blonde fish in a small pond and
happen to be the only one from Mitchell High having a keg party.
Save yourself the vanity, you can’t possibly think we actually like
you: we just came for your free beer, which happens to be flat.
Hope you didn’t pay too much for it.” Ally walked up to Brandi and
poured the contents of her cup onto Brandi’s designer boots, and
then walked off, leaving Brandi and her equally arrogant friends
staring after her.

“Wow! The looks on their
faces! That was worth a million bucks,” Jessica said, catching up
to Ally.

“Ditto, but you probably
just cost me a date with one of Brandi’s friends,” Dave, aka
Casanova, said behind them.

“Maybe going to the Pizza
Shack isn’t such a bad idea,” Michael suggested. “On
me?”

“Sure. That sounds
fantastic,” Ally said. As hurt as Ally had been by Uncle Argyle
skipping out on graduation, at least the new sense of empowerment
it spawned proved useful. On any other normal night, Ally would
have never had the guts to go to a party, let alone crash one, and
never in a million years would have she stood up to Brandi that
way.

As they filed into Michael’s Jeep, the
quiet surrounding Ally drove her nuts. For the past year of high
school, she and the twins had made plans on attending NCSU. It had
been difficult to complete the testing, racing to the mail every
day and talking with college personnel without her uncle knowing
about it. Ally had practiced her departure speech for the past
year, but after tonight, she was just going to come out and inform
Uncle Argyle of what she planned to do while her nerve was still
up.

“You know what? Can I
crash at your guys’ house tonight?” Ally asked the
twins.

“Of course you can,”
Jessica answered. Ally could hear a questioning undertone in
Jessica’s voice.

“Thanks. Michael, would
you mind swinging by my house so I can pack a few things before we
go?” Ally asked.

“Uh, okay.” Michael
replied hesitantly and Ally knew it was because having talked to
Michael about going to college so much, he had a pretty good idea
of how poorly Uncle Argyle would take the news of her
leaving.

As Michael pulled out onto the road,
Ally heard the twins talking, but she was too distracted to tune
in. Her thoughts were two miles away, down Blainy Hollow, in the
little white farmhouse where she and Uncle Argyle lived. After a
few stoplights, Michael pulled onto the narrow gravel road leading
to Ally’s house. Ally rolled her window down allowing fresh air to
blow in on her in the hopes the growing wave of anxiety would
subside.

The familiar large wrought iron gate
leading into the house provided a ghostly silhouette against fog
and night sky. The gateway that always remained shut now swung
loosely from its hinges. Michael slowed down to a crawl, careful to
avoid the swaying gate.

There were no lights on. To a stranger
it would appear the premises had been vacated, but as Argyle’s
pick-up came into view, Ally knew better. He had never left. The
rusty ’84 Chevy pick-up parked outside of Argyle’s workshop was all
the evidence Ally needed.

“Unbelievable!” Ally said
through clenched teeth while jumping down from the Jeep.

Michael killed the engine.

“You guys coming?” Ally
slammed the door, not waiting for an answer.

“How dare he!” Ally ranted
to herself. Her hands began to tremble with anger. “How could he
deliberately miss my graduation?” Ally tried to take deep breaths.
A change was going to come. Starting now. Ally was, after all,
finally eighteen. Day after day, she obediently subjected herself
to his bullshit. She never caused any trouble. Was it too much to
assume that he could, just once in her life, act like a normal
human being and attend her graduation? Ally had run through every
possible scenario as to why he was absent. To realize that he just
didn’t come… he couldn’t slap her across the face and make it sting
any worse than the throb she now felt in her heart. Ally decided
she was going to storm through the door. She would throw her
diploma at Uncle Argyle, march upstairs, and pack a few things.
Ally could crash at the Howles’s. Maybe even get a summer job. She
would figure it all out, but one thing was for sure: she was
leaving. For good.

“What the…?” Ally gasped.
There was no door for her to theatrically walk through. What was
once their door now lay in a crumpled heap to the side of the
doorway.

The twins ran up beside her. Michael
grabbed her arm. “Stop,” he warned. “Something is definitely wrong
here.”

“Ally, wait,” Jessica
pleaded.

“Let me go!” Ally jerked
her arm free. A seed of apprehension took hold in Ally’s chest and
began to bloom into full-blown panic.

The twins wore identical looks of
astonishment.

“Uncle Argyle?” Ally
shrieked through the doorway.

“Get out of the way!”
Argyle bellowed, terror ringing out in his voice. Ally jumped back
in surprise as her uncle and another man rolled together through
the doorway, out onto the porch.

“Holy shit!” the twins
gasped. Michael instinctively grabbed Ally’s waist, and dragged her
behind him.

“Someone call the police!”
Ally screamed.

Jessica dumped her purse out onto the
porch and scrambled to pick up her hot pink cell phone.

“No!” Uncle Argyle
snapped.

Jessica held her cell phone open in
mid-air, confused about what to do.

Uncle Argyle and the unidentified man
tumbled down the steps, the intruder landing on top. He tore at
Uncle Argyle with what Ally swore were claws.

“Somebody do something!”
Ally’s voice shook with terror. She looked down into her empty
hands and tried to call for something she knew lay dormant
underneath her skin. But nothing happened. It never came when she wanted it
to.

Michael ran down the steps.

“Stop!” Uncle Argyle
barked out the order with difficulty. He threw his arms up to
protect his face as the intruder clawed at him, tearing his skin
and splattering blood.

Michael looked around and spotted a
shovel leaning against a post. He jumped off the remaining steps
and grabbed it quickly. He drew it back and with enough force,
planted it right in the back of the intruder’s head, knocking him
halfway off Uncle Argyle.

“I said, get BACK!” Uncle
Argyle managed to throw the man off him. Scurrying on top, Uncle
Argyle pinned him down. Gasping for air, the man scratched at Uncle
Argyle’s leg. Uncle Argyle pulled out a dagger, his hand tightening
on the blade.

“Uncle Argyle! Stop! You
can’t do this!” Ally’s cries fell on deaf ears.

Uncle Argyle raised the dagger high
above his head, as Ally gasped in alarm. The twins wore looks of
horror. They all watched as the dagger grew into a long blade that
shimmered in the surrounding darkness. Uncle Argyle kept his eyes
fixed on his target as he plunged the blade into the man’s
chest.

“NO!” Ally screamed in
horror. Black blood bubbled up around Uncle Argyle’s blade. A
viscous tar-like substance oozed from the man’s wound.

“Heees coming for you...”
The man’s face rolled to the side as he hissed at Ally. She sank to
her knees while staring at a pair of elongated canines gleaming up
at her threateningly from the body.

“Oh my God…” Jessica
whispered through her hands as she covered her mouth. It was enough
to let Ally know her mind wasn’t playing tricks on her. The color
had drained from Dave’s face as he turned to empty the contents of
his stomach off the side of the porch. Michael stood frozen in his
tracks.

Uncle Argyle jumped to his
feet, placed a foot against the man’s heaving chest, and sank his
blade even further. “Necrosapien, you filthy bastard!”
Uncle Argyle said venomously. The man stopped breathing. Uncle
Argyle removed the blade from his chest and looked at
Ally.

She crawled backwards until her back
was up against the wall, then slowly inched herself up into a
standing position. Her breath caught as she leveled her gaze to
his. Uncle Argyle’s brown eyes were gone, replaced with glowing
orange irises that reminded Ally of a newly made fire.

“What have you done?” Ally
looked back and forth between the corpse and Uncle Argyle,
struggling to look into his luminous eyes.

“What I had to,” Uncle
Argyle said, his shoulders squared.

“I don’t understand...”
Ally shook her head.

“I don’t expect you to,”
Uncle Argyle said as he struck a match; the sound rang in Ally’s
ears as it flickered to life.

“Stop!” Ally
begged.

“The body must be burned,”
Uncle Argyle said as he tossed the lit match into the oozing fluid.
Ally watched, shocked as the corpse ignited into a brilliant
conflagration.

“Oh my God!” Dave wiped
off his mouth and talked frantically to himself. “We’re all going
to die! I wish I would have gone all the way with Molly Fletcher
that one time.”

“Dave, nobody,” Jessica
clenched her teeth in irritation, “cares about your love life right
now.”

“Nobody should die a
virgin!” Dave curled his lips. He glared at the nearly incinerated
corpse and began heaving again.

The twins’ fighting buzzed over Ally’s
head. She stood shaking on the porch, stunned, nervously trying to
configure a plan.

“Don’t move,” Uncle Argyle
said. He hurtled past them, running into the house and moments
later emerging with a soft brown leather case. Blood mixed with
sweat trickled down the corner of Uncle Argyle’s left eye. Ally
noticed the torn flesh rising up on his arms. He was injured. Ally
took a step forward.

“Don’t come any closer,”
Uncle Argyle said breathlessly, his eyes not losing any of their
new orange potency. “I have poisonous blood on my
hands.”

“What happened?” Ally’s
eyes flickered like a light switch. “Your eyes...I
don’t…”

Uncle Argyle closed his
eyes and sucked in a long sharp breath. “Ally, listen to me. I
don’t have the time I need to explain everything to you,” Uncle
Argyle’s expression was pained, “to make you understand. There are
creatures, monsters, evil things that belong to the night. I have
worked endlessly all of your life to cloak you from this.” Uncle
Argyle pointed down to the smoldering ashes. “I now realize my
mistake, all of
my mistakes.”

“Is this because…” Ally
shivered, and looked down into her empty palms.

“Look at me,” Uncle Argyle
ordered softly. “You must listen to everything I say. Take these.”
Uncle Argyle extended the case to Ally who reluctantly accepted.
“Inside you will find two identical daggers. They were your
father’s. His DNA is encrypted into them. The daggers will
recognize you as his blood. When Michael tells you to, remove one
and stab it into the ground.” Uncle Argyle ignored the confusion on
Ally’s face. “Your father’s blood will cry out and summon help from
the High Sons of Nashoba. They will
come.”

“Who?” Dave muttered
aloud.

“Not now,” Jessica
whispered to him.

“Uncle Argyle, you’re not
making any sense,” Ally said, panic rising up in her
throat.

“Michael,” Uncle Argyle
addressed him firmly, “do you know where the red covered bridge is?
Just outside the Roan Gap?”

“Yes,” Michael said, his
voice steady.

“Good,” Uncle Argyle said.
“Get out just as soon as you cross it. You’ll be in their territory
then. Make sure Ally does exactly as I have instructed her. Don’t
let anyone else touch the daggers. Make no stops; there is no time
to waste.” Uncle Argyle looked over his shoulder at the rustling
leaves. “Promise me, Michael,” he said, his eyes troubled. “Keep
her safe.” Through another’s eyes, Uncle Argyle might have looked
like a trained assassin, but the pain in his voice and the spasm of
fear on his face, struck Ally to her core. This was a man stripped
down and vulnerable, terrified for all their lives. “She is the
key,” Uncle Argyle said. His voice was barely above a whisper,
meant only for Michael to hear, but Ally could hear him as well.
“Without her, all is lost.”

“I promise,” Michael
answered sincerely.

“Get them out of here!”
Uncle Argyle’s body jerked around, and he frantically looked into
the distance. “Now!”

“You don’t have to tell me
twice,” Dave said, grabbing Jessica’s wrist. “Hurry up!” Dave
dragged her off the porch behind him.

“I can walk, you know,”
Jessica said, wiggling her wrist free.

“Screw walking,” Dave
yelled over his shoulder. “Pretend you’re trying out for
track.”

“Ally, we have to go,”
Michael said as he gently wrestled Ally to the Jeep.

“I can’t leave him!” The
slamming door was a cold reminder that her pleas were useless. Ally
twisted around in her seat, looking back at her uncle. He looked at
her gravely and then an eerie calm seemed to settle over him. Uncle
Argyle raised his hand and rested his fist across his chest. His
gaze softened when he looked at her. For all the times he scolded
Ally, that one look of love shining back in his eyes as he bowed
low, erased years of questioning his affection for her.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Countless times Ally
fantasized about when and how she would leave Snow Creek. She
imagined sharing a dorm room with Jessica across campus from Dave.
He would weasel his way into all the coolest parties, while she and
Jessica would take a more serious approach and hit the books hard.
Uncle Argyle would be furious about her leaving, but she was going
to convince him that she could control it. On his day off, Michael would
come and visit them. Ally was going to use those opportunities to
make him dream of going to college, too. She had it all planned
out. They would be one big happy family.

Now in a few life-altering minutes,
nightmares supplanted any dreams Ally had tucked away. As Michael
floored the gas pedal, Ally felt they were all careening further
down the rabbit hole.

Dave sprung up from the back seat and
swung his head frantically between Michael and Ally. “What the hell
just happened back there?” His voice gained a few octaves as he
stammered, “That, that, that, that…thing! It hissed, like a…” he
struggled for the right description, “snake and looked like the
demon child of a MMA fighter. And your uncle, his eyes went all
crazy on us! I mean like straight out of the crypt!” Dave’s eyes
rounded. “Am I the only one freaking out?”

Like they were brawling toddlers
again, Jessica shoved him back into his seat. “Quit screaming like
a little girl. Are you going to need a gag bag, Dave?”

“Not when I have one
sitting right next to me,” Dave fired back. “All I’m saying is that
I just witnessed a freak show back there that I did
not buy tickets
for.”

“Shut up, Dave!” Jessica
sneered.

“We were all on the same
planet back there, weren’t we? Or were you asleep when Ally’s uncle
disemboweled the spawn of Satan?” Dave’s voice grew
louder.

Jessica’s pitch swelled to a
frightening tone. “Dammit, Dave!” her voice crackled. “We were all
there, but now’s not the time to be freaking out.”

“Sorry. By all means,
don’t let me hold you back from telling me when would be a good
time for me to freak out,” Dave said, his voice dripping with
sarcasm.

With one hand on the wheel, and the
other consoling Ally, Michael piped up and said, “Hey, is this
fight going to take all night, or do you guys think you can give it
a rest?”

Paying no attention to his implied
solution, the twins’ verbal war raged on. Michael reached over and
turned the radio on in the hopes of drowning out the power struggle
behind him.

“How do you think Ally
feels? Do you think that maybe, just maybe, she’s upset? Or do you
only care about Dave?” Jessica’s temper escalated. “If you think
you’re flipping out, pause for a second, and try to imagine in your
pea-sized brain, how she feels.”

“Ouch. That hurts. I’m
merely trying to offer a few possibilities. Ally’s uncle is
obviously involved with some kind of mob who mixes up chromosomal
cocktails in a test tube. The end result produces fang-sporting
mutants. And given what just happened back there, the mob clearly
sends these lab rats out to collect.” Dave gulped in more air.
“Also, don’t you think Mom might notice that we’re gone when she
gets back?”

“Sure Dave, whatever. At
this point I think Mom noticing we’re gone is the least of our
worries,” Jessica said.

“All right guys, that’s
enough. We have to remain calm if we are going to figure things
out,” Michael reasoned.

“The least of our
worries?” Dave repeated.

“You heard me,” Jessica
said.

Dave and Jessica’s shouting match
picked up where it left off.

“Okay, I’ve had enough,”
Michael said louder. Turning around he shouted, “I said
enough!”

Suddenly a bone-jarring thud derailed
the banter. Michael’s head whipped around at the sound of crashing
metal and breaking glass. Jessica and Dave screamed as they clung
onto each other. In an attempt to brace herself for their wreck,
Ally’s arms shot out before her. After what felt like decades, the
squealing tires finally stopped spinning.

“Are we dead?” Dave asked.
His eyes remained shut.

“No,” Jessica said through
rattling teeth.

“Is everybody okay?”
Michael looked around assessing the passengers.

They all managed to spit out a
mechanical “yes.”

Michael whistled under his breath.
“Thank God.” He quickly unsnapped his seatbelt and looked through
the cracked windshield. “Stay here,” he ordered firmly, jumping out
of the Jeep. Michael sprinted to the driver’s side of the disabled
vehicle. Adrenaline kicked in when he saw the figure of a young
girl slumped over the steering wheel. Ally watched as he
immediately threw the door open and began shaking the unconscious
girl.

“Are you okay?” Ally
rolled down her window in time to hear Michael speak to the victim.
The girl remained lifelessly sprawled over the wheel and dashboard.
He reached up to her neck and assessed for a pulse. Ally could see
a sigh of relief escape him as he removed her from the front seat
and gingerly placed her in the back seat.

Michael ran back to his mangled Jeep
and surveyed the damage both vehicles had sustained.

Michael opened his door. “Come on
guys. Change in plans.”

The twins’ eyebrows formed quizzical
peaks as they looked up at Michael. He raised a warning hand. “No
time for questions, let’s go.” After opening the back door and
ordering the twins out, he ran back over to Ally’s side. “Grab your
case.”

“What are we doing?” Dave
asked, following Michael’s eyes as he stared at the other vehicle.
“Are we going to steal that ride?”

“We’re going to
borrow the vehicle,”
Michael corrected.

Jessica walked over, squeezed Ally’s
hand and gave her a hug. “It’s going to be okay.”

Ally accepted Jessica’s gesture,
biting her lip and trying to choke down the guilt of something she
knew and they didn’t. “Thanks,” Ally managed to whisper.

“Are you crazy?” The sound
of Dave’s voice caught the girls’ attention. “We should be calling
the cops, and you’re stealing cars?”

“I’m not playing games,
nor am I crazy. I’m improvising.” Michael pointed out.

As the guys approached the vehicle,
Dave gasped and said, “Oh my God! Do you realize who you just
hit?”

“Yep.” Michael shrugged
his shoulders in irritation. “Does it really matter who it
is?”

The girls ran to catch up. As they
looked in the backseat, they both knew that the shiny, new,
candy-apple red Hummer belonged to none other than the pile of legs
and long blonde hair that was now propped up in the back like a
mannequin, commonly known in their circle, as Dave so
affectionately dubbed her: Princess Bray-Bray.

“That’s Brandi Frasier!”
Dave pointed a sharp finger in her direction.

“I know,” Michael said.
“Now get in with Brandi Frasier.”

“That’s Brandi Frasier!”
The astonishment in Dave’s voice continued to mount.

“You said that before,”
Michael said.

“Well it was worth
repeating.” Dave gawked at her. “What are we going to do with
her?”

Michael shook his head in disgust.
“Take her with us, moron. What do you expect me to do? I can’t
leave her here. There could be more of whatever Argyle killed back
there on their way. Now get in!” Michael admonished.

The girls wasted no time. Dave
grumbled and slid in beside Brandi. Michael turned the key, shifted
into overdrive and spun back around onto the road, leaving his Jeep
in a heap of smoke and broken glass.

“Of all people to hit, you
hit the she-beast,” Dave said while moving Brandi’s head off his
shoulder.

“Who cares?” Jessica
commented.

“Is she going to be okay?”
Ally heard the stiffness in her voice, which only made her hate
herself even more. She practically loathed Brandi, but even through
her dislike, she wouldn’t wish any of this on anybody, even a
cold-hearted and presently knocked out Brandi Frasier.

“She’ll be okay. I’m sure
when she wakes up she’s going to have a splitting headache, but she
should be fine.” As they drove, Michael would occasionally look
over to Ally as if he were about to say something, but then he
would turn around and lapse back into silence.

“Hey, look on the bright
side,” Dave beamed, “Princess Bray-Bray isn’t so bad when she’s
half-dead.”

“That’s mean,” Jessica
mused.

“Well, I didn’t mean it
literally, and it’s not as mean as she is,” Dave
countered.

Ally’s head was spinning
as a river of images flooded in her mind. Her uncle had murdered
someone, something minutes ago. They both knew her secret, and somewhere buried
deep in Ally’s mind, she knew she had to look no further than to
herself for why this was happening. The guilt of it all nearly
choked her as she looked around to Michael and the twins. She
didn’t know how to tell them, and if anything happened to them, her
silence made her just as culpable as the man who tried to kill her
uncle.

Ally forced a smile and said,
“Graduation day, first day of the rest of our lives.” Her voice
began to break. “You guys have got to be pissed…” Her words melted
into a sob.

“Not at you,” Dave said in
a shocked tone.

“You mean it? You all
don’t hate me?” Ally asked.

“Of course not, babe,”
Dave said with no added sarcasm.

“Babe?” Ally heard Michael
say under his breath.

“Ally, you haven’t done
anything wrong,” Jessica said, trying to ease Ally. “I wonder where
Brandi was going? And to leave in the middle of her own party? And
where are all of her friends?”

“You mean her legion of
disciples?” Dave grinned.

“Mm-hmm,” Jessica murmured
flatly.

“Maybe Brandi’s more like
us than we gave her credit for,” Dave said with a hint of
humor.

“How so?” Jessica
questioned.

“She probably left because
she couldn’t stand her own company,” Dave said, while high fiving
Jessica.

As they drove up the mountain, the fog
hung low like a white-sheeted veil, waiting to lift as they neared
the Roan Gap.

“There it is.” Michael
pointed a finger at the red covered bridge. “When I stop, be
ready.”

As they crossed, Jessica grabbed up
her bag and Ally clutched tightly onto her leather case. Michael
pulled off onto the side of the road.

“Let’s go.” Michael wasted
no time killing the engine and retrieving an unconscious Brandi
from the back. “Just over there.” Michael jabbed his chin out to
the location Uncle Argyle indicated. They hurried behind Michael.
He came to a stop and rearranged the lifeless Brandi in his arms.
“This is it. This is the place,” Michael said, conveying a look of
seriousness. “Ally, can you do this?”

Ally weakly nodded in
reply.

“Okay. The rest is up to
you,” Michael said, his voice filled with warm
encouragement.

Ally lowered herself to the ground and
carefully loosened the leather straps. She peered in and instantly
became mesmerized by the intricately woven designs of the twin
daggers staring back at her. With shaky hands, she clutched one by
the hilt and stood up. As she did, the artfully woven metal warmed
in her hand. A white-hot heat seared up her arm. The now glowing
dagger grew into a shimmering blade of light.

“Wow,” Dave whispered in
awe.

She arched the blade up high above her
head and with all the force she could assemble, Ally pierced it
into the ground.

 


 





Chapter Three

 


Ally looked to the ground. The earth
cracked and erupted in vein-like patterns, rolling as if blood were
pumping through the subterranean caverns. Like a mirror ball, light
burst through the crackling fissures as a hot wind came up,
battering at the nearby trees, causing them to creak and sway as
the leaves swirled overhead.

The twins huddled together while
Michael used his body to shelter Brandi. Ally felt the warm
magnetic pull of the blade in her hand as it laced up her arm and
consumed the cold of her body. They were one. And as soon as the
energy began, it was over. The wind and light dispersed until the
only noise that could be heard was the faint choir of nearby
katydids.

“What was that?” Dave
said, peeling himself away from Jessica.

“I don’t know.” Ally
loosened her grip on the hilt. Her gaze darted around the
surrounding area, searching for the answer.

“My hair….” Jessica rolled
over into a sitting position while trying to smooth out the bunched
up red curls.

“Come on guys, let’s move
closer together,” Michael said, shifting the added weight in his
arms as he neared Ally. “Argyle said help would come.”

Dave gazed down into the shattered
ground, his eyebrows gathered in thought. “Maybe you need to remove
the sword.” He inched closer, reaching out for the
blade.

“Don’t touch it!” Michael
said sharply. “Ally, maybe you should put it back with the other
one,” he said, his tone softer.

“Well, do you know how to
make it do whatever it is that it’s supposed to do?” Dave asked,
frustrated.

“Dave, I seriously doubt
those daggers came with an instruction manual,” Jessica said,
trying to curb her annoyance.

“No kidding, Jessica,”
Dave said. “Argyle apparently left something out. Maybe I’m
delusional, but, I don’t think his intention was to have us
stealing rides, kidnapping Princess Bray-Bray, driving up a cliff
to stab a pretty stick in the ground, only to find some kind of
inner peace with nature.”

“Knock it off, Dave,”
Michael said, taking on a more serious tone.

“Screw this,” Dave said.
“I’m going back to the Hummer.”

“But Uncle Argyle said
help would come,” Ally said under her breath, trying to ignore the
doubt her words carried.

“We need to stay here,”
Jessica said, joining in, refereeing between Michael and
Dave.

“Why?” Dave began walking
towards the Hummer. “Are we seriously going to wait for Satan’s
offspring to come and kill us?”

“Dave, stop. Please!”
Jessica implored.

“No,” Dave answered over
his shoulder.

“I’m going to kick his
ass,” Michael said, laying Brandi down to go after Dave.

“Dave, come back here!”
Jessica shouted after him.

Ignoring them, Dave continued walking
towards the Hummer, but, before reaching it, Ally watched him being
snatched into the shadows.

“Oh my God!” Ally and
Jessica screamed.

“Shit,” Michael said,
cursing under his breath, running ahead of the girls.

Michael fell backwards as a pair of
massive horse legs kicked out mid-air. The girls came to a
screeching halt, trying to steady themselves as their heels bit
into the soft earth below. The black horse fell back into place as
the rider’s heels nudged into its flanks. Another stunning black
horse materialized behind the first one, both carrying cloaked
riders. The one in the rear had a startled Dave sprawled across the
back. The rider in front removed his hood, revealing a set of
knowing brown eyes; they took in everything and gave away nothing.
He lowered himself from the horse and approached the three gawking
up at him.

Ally took in deep calming breaths.
What harbingers had been conjured up by her father’s
daggers?

“Who has summoned us?” The
rider looked back at Dave and said, “I’m guessing it wasn’t this
clown?”

Dave rolled off the horse with a hard
thud, ending up spread-eagle on the ground. “I’m not a clown,” Dave
said, his face turning pale.

“I have,” Ally spoke
up.

Michael pushed himself up off the
ground and placed himself in front of Ally and Jessica. “There was
a necrosapien…”

“Necrosapien?” the rider said,
cutting Michael off while throwing a razor sharp look at the other
rider.

“Whatever it was, hissed,
writhed, and bit the dust as Argyle filleted it,” Dave added while
rubbing his arm.

“Argyle?” the other rider
questioned, leaving his hood in place.

“Yes, my uncle,” Ally
said, clearing her throat. “Argyle Watson.”

His eyes lowered to the case in Ally’s
arms. “What is it that you carry?”

“My father’s daggers,”
Ally said, glancing down at the bundle in her arms.

“Solomon, we need to go,”
the rider in front of Ally said, addressing the one behind
him.

“Where to?” Ally asked,
thinking of how she left Uncle Argyle. Would these men
help?

“Away from here. Get your
things.” The rider looked down to Ally’s case once more and then
back up. “Quickly.”

“Come on guys. We don’t
really have much of an option here,” Michael urged.

“True,” Jessica said,
agreeing.

Solomon whistled over his shoulder and
to their surprise, another pair of stunning large black horses
appeared from the shadows.

“Wow, these guys are
cool,” Dave said, enthralled. “I can’t even get the dog to come
when I whistle, and this guy can produce horses? Maybe this is all
like a practical joke.” Dave fell into his usual character. “Maybe
we’re on the set of the next installment of Lord of the Rings, and these guys
are like from Rohan, or something?”

“Dave, for some reason,
your astuteness never ceases to amaze me,” Jessica said flatly
while trying to shake the remaining debris from her
hair.

“Hey, for all we know that
thing back there could have been an orc. It was at least ugly
enough to be one,” Dave analyzed.

Jessica rolled her eyes at
him.

Solomon grabbed onto the horses’
bridles and said, “Jeb, get rid of the ride.”

“Wait,” Ally said. She
wasn’t sure if she heard him correctly. “Get rid of
what ride?”

“We can’t leave evidence,”
Solomon said, running large hands down the sides of the horses,
cajoling them. Ally couldn’t see the face hiding behind the cloak,
but his sudden pause indicated he was thinking. “Is that,” he
pointed at Brandi’s Hummer, “the only evidence we need to take care
of?”

“Nope.” Michael exhaled
slowly. “My Jeep broke down about ten miles from here.”

Jeb pushed past them and kneeled down
beside an unconscious Brandi. “Solomon, come here.” His voice was
even but apprehensive. Solomon kneeled down to his level and the
two talked too low for anyone to hear. Ally watched nervously as
they rolled Brandi onto her side.

“What are you doing?” It
was just like Michael to take responsibility for everyone, even for
the hateful knocked out bottle blonde lying helplessly at the feet
of two men they didn’t know.

“We’re not going to hurt
her…” Jeb’s reply trailed off as he stared down at Brandi’s bared
shoulder. He snapped her shirt back into place and Solomon lifted
her into his arms, carrying her effortlessly and then placing her
across the back of one of the waiting horses.

“Get on,” Solomon said,
ordering the rest of them.

Michael helped Ally up and slid in
behind her while the twins wrestled their way up onto the remaining
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