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      Snap!

      Harley lifted her tactical boot and lowered her torch toward the cave floor, cussing under her breath. Yeah, she’d stepped on something, all right. Ribs. Human ribs. “Homey. Gotta love the décor. It’s all sorts of fuzzy.”

      She hated caves, particularly this one. Shaped as if a gigantic tapeworm had eaten its way through the stone, the middle section rose four feet above her head while the sides tapered into small, bone-filled crevasses. A dark crack slithered down from the ceiling, vanishing into the crevasses. Where did they lead? To nowhere? The abyss?

      To rats?

      Harley grimaced and swept the crackling flames in an arc in front of her at knee level. Bones, too many to guess the body count, covered the grimy cave floor. Ribs, femurs, shattered skulls, and fractured spines lay strewn in a macabre, haphazard mess. Scraps of clothing wove through the bones in frayed, bloodstained ribbons.

      “No feces,” Cerise, Harley’s partner, said. She’d whisked her platinum blond hair back into a ponytail. A neat yet carefree look that Harley envied. Whenever Harley pulled her hair back, she looked like a drill instructor. Then again, Harley’s upbringing hadn’t allowed for learning the gentle arts, like styling hair or applying makeup. “Do you still think werewolves did this?”

      Cerise dropped into a smooth crouch. Her butt hovered inches away from a tangled mass of spines heaped as unceremoniously as a pile of discarded shrimp tails. Wedging her torch into a rib cage to free her hands, she gripped a pair of tattered jeans with her leather-clad fingers and dug into the pockets, searching for identification.

      “Could be that they learned some hygiene.” Harley blew a dangling strand of auburn hair out of her face, wishing she’d chosen a cute, hair-always-out-of-your-face pixie cut instead of keeping it on the long side.

      “And the likelihood of that is?” Cerise asked.

      Harley frowned. Cerise was right. Notoriously dirty creatures, werewolves dropped their intestinal burdens anywhere the urge hit them, including next to their food. They weren’t concerned about eating E. coli infested flesh or nuggets of their own steaming shit for that matter. Werewolves also didn’t operate on the waste-not-want-not principle. They left chunks of rotting flesh, bits of organs, and shanks of hair amongst their victims’ bones.

      This lair was too clean. Each bone was meticulously stripped of meat and there wasn’t an organ or hair to be found. The only thing left to rot was the bloody clothing.

      Can’t expect them to Hoover blood out of fibers, now, can we?

      “More likely than werepumas forming a pride.” Harley wiggled her boot between two broken rib cages then stepped forward, searching for an intact skull amongst the remains. “If this is a singular puma, it’s one fat ass cat with midnight cravings that’d put Garfield to shame. Think it got into the catnip?”

      “There are exceptions.” Cerise tugged a wallet out of the shredded jeans and flipped it open, indulging in her morbid and mentally unhealthy habit of collecting victims’ IDs.

      “Will you leave that for the cleaners to handle? We’re not supposed to rummage through the remains of stolen lives. We’re supposed to stop this shit from happening.”

      We failed every one of these people.

      Harley strained to see through the shadows. She wanted to saturate the cave with light to defuse the shadows, to reveal what might be lurking within them, and to help her find an intact skull in the mess. She considered snagging the flashlight from her belt loop. Fire was cozy but couldn’t compete with the flashlight’s powerful beam, but it wasn’t the wisest of ideas considering what they might be up against. No were species feared flashlights, but most shunned fire. If this was a werepuma lair, as Cerise believed, the torches could multi-task as weapons. If there was one thing that Harley believed without a doubt, it was that there was no such thing as too many weapons.

      “I’m not sure I trust the cleaners, either,” Cerise said.

      “You’ve watched ten too many conspiracy shows,” Harley said. “Now, put that down.” She moved her foot to the side and slipped it under a stack of thighbones as she picked her way through the human debris.

      “Just because it’s a conspiracy theory doesn’t mean people aren’t conspiring.” Cerise rocked back on her heels and held the ID up to the torchlight. “A Mr. Kent, from Sweetwater.”

      “Speaking of.” With a gloved hand, Harley plucked a skull out of a tangle of bones. Licked clean of flesh, the smooth skull gave her a lopsided leer dotted by cracked and missing teeth on a fractured jaw. Empty eye sockets stared up, accusing. The flesh of the victim was long since digested, but she made a promise to the lingering soul, We’ll find them. They’ll pay. Harley ran her thumb over the chipped cheekbone. How had this happened under the local slayers’ watch?

      The simple answer was – it shouldn’t have. They were outfitted with enough do-dads, weapons, and snitches that detecting and stopping monsters before they killed too many people, or killed at all, was the norm rather than the exception. And yet, she stood amongst a boneyard of who knew how many bodies.

      People who shouldn’t have died. Although, in this case, the dead should consider themselves lucky.

      Better dead than were’d.

      Humans contained enough beast as-is. Humans infected with the were virus danced within the halls of madness. The animal within devoured their human faculties. It ripped compassion and rational thought out, replacing them with violence and predator cunning until nothing remained of the human except a facade worn to creep close to their prey. A vile camouflage.

      Theories written by mystics claimed that decent, moral weres existed, weres who possessed supreme wills and could be allies in humanity’s battle for survival. But years of experience taught Harley no such thing existed. As usual, the Church’s mystics had sucked on a few too many bongs.

      “Don’t start,” Cerise said.

      “If the local slayers get bent about this little excursion of yours, I’m blaming it on you.” Careful not to jostle the fragile skull, Harley turned the sightless sockets into her palm. There was one indisputable way to distinguish a werepuma kill from that of any other were. Once she proved pumas weren’t the culprits, they could figure out what actually was responsible for the death piled in the cave. It wasn’t werewolf, but it had to be something and that something wasn’t human. “Going to tell them you hauled me here at gunpoint. It was trespass or have my spicy brains splattered across their pretty soil.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Hm. This could be the work of a troll,” Harley said. “They’re voracious and like dingy ass caves.”

      “They also make werewolves look like Martha Stewart. Plus, troll stink is something you never get out of your nostrils.”

      “Point.” Harley skewed her lips to the side. “Though, we shouldn’t rule out a manic fae cult, one determined to put Manson to shame. I hear they’re competitive like that.”

      “They took his cash.” Cerise snorted in disgust and dropped the wallet. It hit the floor with a thunk. “Thieves.”

      Harley barely heard her. Buzzing, the sound of a million shit-frenzied flies echoed in her head as she stared at the skull. This was no werewolf lair. It wasn’t a troll, or ghast, nor the dumping ground for a rabid Charles Manson cult.

      “Houston,” Harley whispered.

      “Find something?”

      “We have a problem.” Harley probed a finger into one of two punctures at the base of the skull to make certain they were real and not a trick of the flickering torchlight or her imagination running amok, tainted by Cerise’s mad theory. Her finger penetrated the empty hollow where the brain once resided. She twisted her finger, feeling along the ridge. It was no illusion. They were standing smack in the center of a werepuma lair. No doubt about it.

      The skulking predators came at their victims from behind. Swift and silent, they pounced on their prey, snaring them with sharp, curved claws before the person even realized they were being hunted. Then, snap. With a singular, powerful bite to the back of the head and neck, their prey was dead.

      “Minimum fuss, little muss,” Harley muttered. “All nice and feline tidy.”

      “Ha. I was right, wasn’t I?” The triumph in Cerise’s voice grated on Harley’s nerves.

      “This shouldn’t happen.” A hollow pit formed in the center of Harley’s belly, sucking the warmth from her body like some demented black hole. “How the hell did we miss another pride forming?”

      “We didn’t. Not our turf, remember? And incidentally, I didn’t miss it.” Cerise came up beside her, examined the holes, and then gave a pleased nod.

      Harley set the skull back amongst the bones. Had she placed it with the right remains? She wasn’t sure. “Sorry.”

      Given the chaotic sprawl, there was no way to sort the remains without a forensics team or two. But the victims would never have that final luxury of entering eternal rest intact. Once they secured the cave, they’d have to call a cleaner team. The Church’s cleaners were disturbingly thorough. After they finished, the police could coat the area with luminal, fluorescein, or whatever else they wanted to use and find nothing. Not a trace of blood. Not a fleck of bone. Not a single cell.

      As if none of these people ever existed. Their deaths washed from the scene with no more thought than one would give to swatting a fly.

      “Almost wish I’d been wrong.” The satisfaction in Cerise’s voice faded as the weight of their discovery settled. She tugged her silver crucifix, edged with frilly silver loops, from beneath her peach cotton shirt and slid it up and down the silver rope chain.

      “Just because it’s a werepuma pride, doesn’t mean it’s Niko’s.” Harley twisted Cerise’s favorite phrasing against her. It gave her some small, petty satisfaction when Cerise favored her with a rare glower. Her gray eyes looked ethereal in the torchlight.

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not.” Cerise scanned ahead and then made her way deeper into the cave. She moved carefully to avoid stepping on the dead.

      “If it is, then that means someone in the Order released them and that’s not in the realm of Realityville.”

      Cerise shrugged. “There’s been a lot of weirdness lately. I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “Is this adventure really about Lars?” Harley asked. Born two years apart, Cerise and her brother were tight as crocodile scales. Unfortunately, he and his partner disappeared somewhere in Colorado, deep in the Rocky Mountains.

      Cerise’s shoulders stiffened. “One minute, their signals registered everything as normal and dandy, the next…poof. Gone. How do you explain that?”

      “They ran into some mountainous version of the Bermuda Triangle?”

      Cerise turned, slowly, spreading her arms to the side. “It’s impossible. Our chips do not just stop transmitting.”

      “Improbable. Not Impossible.” Harley rubbed her left shoulder. The hard edges of the chip the Church used to track their whereabouts and monitor their physical status pressed against her fingertips. Built to withstand the slayers’ brutal lifestyle, the chips transmitted, even in remote areas, via satellite link. If a slayer was injured or died, the chip would emit an emergency signal so they could be rescued, or the body located and given a proper burial. “Time anomalies have stopped transmissions before.”

      “Blocked. Not stopped.” Cerise’s brow furrowed. “Unless…Lars recognized something was wrong in the Order, too. If he did, he might have removed his chip.”

      “If that was the case, he’d have told you, wouldn’t he? Given you a warning, or something, right?”

      Cerise bit her lip and thought for a moment. “Either way, we don’t leave slayers behind. Dead or alive.”

      Cardinal Germaine had said all the right things to Cerise: oozed apologies and sympathies, sent handmade Belgian chocolates, and a thick, handwritten, incense-scented letter expressing his deepest regrets. But until Lars’s body was found, Cerise would never accept her brother’s death. Supposed death. It was clear Cerise blamed the Church for his disappearance or at least for losing track of him.

      “Maybe they lost him,” Harley said. “Or I don’t know, maybe he found a way to remove his chip without it alerting the system. None of this means there’s rampant corruption in our ranks. It means mistakes happened. Tragic, yes, indicative of slayers gone bad, no.”

      Cerise turned away, rubbing her temples.

      Harley sighed, then continued, “Look, I’m not convinced he’s dead, either. Lars is tough. If anyone can survive out there without support, he can. Maybe he’s somewhere that’s blocking the transmission. Deep underground or something. You know, like where you’re leading us.”

      “Then, why isn’t there an exhaustive manhunt?”

      “There was. They didn’t find anything.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Hey, I offered to take our banked vacay time so we could go hunting for him. But nooooo —”

      Cerise shook her head. “The trail starts here.”

      “Kinda a contorted path of reasoning, don’t you think?”

      “Lars would want me to follow my instinct, and my instinct says something is wrong. Very wrong. If we can figure out what, we can prepare for what might await us in Colorado.”

      Harley sighed. She knew the sting of despair, and the balm of a friend’s strength. If Germaine hadn’t been there for her so long ago, where would she be?

      Probably at the bughouse flicking lint at the walls. One of the lost. The straight-jacketed. Pitiful and forgotten.

      That’s where society hid people who saw things that, supposedly, “weren’t there.” Ha. As if humans had the right to contain the universe in safe, neat theories.

      Despite Harley’s bloody baptism into the world of monsters, at least she knew her parents’ fate. Cerise had no such closure with Lars. It must have been driving her nuts. No matter where the adventure led, she’d support Cerise because that was what slayers did. That’s what friends did. Even if it got them in trouble. Germaine would eventually understand.

      He’ll probably cut me off from those lovely chocolates for a while, though. Damn.

      Harley inhaled a resigned breath, flanked her partner, slid her .45 Smith & Wesson out of its holster, and chambered a round. It didn’t take magic bullets to kill a were, only a shit ton of damage to major organs, with the heart and brain being prime targets. Still, she erred on the side of overkill and laced her hollow points with silver, anyway.

      Cerise raised her eyebrows and glanced down at the pistol. “That’s not your tranq gun.”

      “If this is the start of a pride, I’m sending them to hell, not to take a damned cat nap.”

      “The Powers That Be won’t be happy, and I don’t think batting your baby blues will get us off their skewering stick this time.”

      “We’ve given the white coats enough weres to play with; they don’t need more.” Harley didn’t want to give any weres, puma or otherwise, to the white coats—scientists hired by the Church to create a drug to reverse the turning process. They were also working on an antiviral cure that could be secretly released to the public and provide immunity to the were virus. Noble as their cause may be, Harley would rather kill the weres and let the white coats study their corpses instead of snarling beasts. It was safer for everyone. “Besides, blood is blood. Whether they syphon it from a fresh corpse or a live subject, it’s the same damned thing.”

      “Brought this, too.” Harley patted the matte black Vamp Buster grenade, complete with an outline of a silver fang to distinguish it from the other grenades that graced her hip.

      “Those are for vampires. We’re dealing with weres.”

      “I consider them more of a multi-purpose tool. The Swiss Army knife of the grenade world.”

      Cerise shook her head. “The latest kill is two days old. Niko and his pride are gone.”

      “He was never here.” Harley took a deft stride over a knot of leg bones and stepped in front of Cerise, taking point. She’d see her partner through this mess, but that didn’t mean she’d cater to insanity. “Nothing breaks out of our sanctuaries. Ever. These are new kitties. They’re inexperienced, sloppy. Niko would stay under even your radar, like he did before.”

      “Just because he’s loose,” Cerise quickened her pace to reach Harley’s side, “doesn’t mean he broke out. And this time it feels different. As if he doesn’t want to hide. As if he wants us to find him.”

      Harley gritted her teeth. “Start one more sentence today with ‘Just because’ and I’ll give you a nose full of muzzle.”

      “Always the threats, never the nose job.” Cerise examined her nose with her fingertips and frowned. “Could use one, too. I got my dad’s nose, Lars got Mom’s. How unfair is that?”

      “We should call for backup.”

      “I didn’t see any fresh kills. They’ve abandoned this lair. We’re safe.”

      Harley poked her torch ahead and pressed her back against the damp, cool wall of the cave. To her right was a tunnel that ran straight for a few feet, narrowed, then bent into a sharp left turn. There, the ceiling sloped down in a claustrophobic pinch.

      “Tennessee. Spelunkers’ paradise. Yay,” she muttered. “Why would anyone willingly traipse into caves for kicks? Mystifying. Tons of rock looming overhead, waiting to crush bone and flesh into tiny blobs. Everlasting darkness. Desolation. Yeah, no. I’d rather be cruising around Disney World. Almost.”

      “It’s Mickey, isn’t it?”

      “Creepy ass talking mouse freaks me out.”

      “This is a perfect layover spot for Niko.” Cerise tiptoed through the bones. She hadn’t drawn her pistol or tranq gun. Harley would have settled for either, as long as it did damage. “Lots of places to hide, gather his strength, and more pumas.”

      Irritated at her partner’s fixation with the impossible, Harley glowered at her. “Weapon. Now.”

      “They’re not here.” Cerise strode into the tunnel. “Let’s get this sweep over with so we can start tracking. I want proof before we send word to the other slayers.”

      Maybe she was right about the werepumas abandoning the cave. Pumas were territorial creatures. They would have attacked before she and Cerise got anywhere near the entrance. They wouldn’t tolerate trespassers, particularly not on their feeding grounds. If they’d abandoned this lair, and she called in backup, she’d never hear the end of the teasing.

      Cerise’s words floated across her mind in an ominous warning, “There are exceptions.”

      “Fine.” Harley followed her partner down the tunnel. Though Cerise and common sense told her that, besides the dead, the place was empty, she didn’t holster her pistol. What Germaine called her God-given instinct, and she called her “ping,” hummed in her head. “I’ll still take safe over rational any day.”

      Bending her knees, she crouch-walked through the narrow curve. Strands of her hair brushed against the ceiling, tugging lightly on the gritty surface.

      Probably spiders, mites, and all sorts of shit down here. Rats. Maybe rats.

      She didn’t mind normal arachnids or insects. Some of them were even cute. There was nothing cute about beady-eyed, scaly tailed rats.

      Rats don’t live in caves. Do they?

      “Seems it opens up farther ahead,” Cerise said.

      “It better.” The last thing she wanted was to worm her way through more itty-bitty, soul-crushing tunnels. “Watch it,” she ducked her head forward as the ceiling clenched lower, “openings are juicy ambush spots.”

      Cerise chuckled. “Remind me to talk to Germaine about getting you some anti-paranoia meds.”

      “Funny.” The only thing Harley needed, other than getting back to the great wide-open, was a bottle or two of stiff rum. Spiced and dark. On the rocks. Her shoulder scraped on the unforgiving tunnel wall.

      Nix the rocks. Neat. Definitely neat.

      “I’m out.” Cerise’s voice echoed.

      “Next time you get the hankering to go off turf,” Harley squirmed her way through the last few feet of the narrow tunnel, “we go to Hawaii or something. Capture some merfolk. Maybe a megalodon. Some place with lots of alcohol and cabana boys in thongs. They can feed us grapes after a successful hunt.”

      “Didn’t think you were into umbrella drinks.”

      “They can fan me with palms just as easily if I’m sipping a coconut filled with rum as some sugary slosh.” The word slosh echoed and faded as Harley slid out of the tunnel into a vast cavern. “Eh, roomy.”

      “What do you say to a quick walk-though and call it done?” Cerise tried to brush the cave grime off her tan pants but only smeared it into the fabric. Giving up on her primping, she shuffled forward a few steps, mindful of the glassy pools of water that dotted the low spots of the uneven floor.

      Harley lifted her torch to decipher the cavern’s size. The darkness swallowed the light outside of the small circle that radiated a few feet around her. Endless black spanned above her in a starless, foreign sky. The only visible location markers were the walls that stretched out to either side, but the dark gobbled them up, too.

      “I don’t like these walls. We are in so much shit.” Harley stepped closer to the rough, water-hewn wall, searching for scratch marks.

      “Since when are you a cave critic?” Cerise turned full circle. Her torch held at arm’s length as she strained to see in the meager glow.

      “Looks to have ledges.” Harley ran her fingers across the cragged stone. It was easily climbable, especially for a werepuma. She gripped her pistol, slid her finger on the trigger, and pointed the muzzle at the ledge, staring down the sight. If she saw the slightest hint of movement, she’d drain the clip so fast the lead would touch end to end as it left the barrel, blasting anything in its way.

      Cerise’s chuckle echoed through the cavern. “Come on.”

      “Yeah.” Harley clomped through the puddles to Cerise. This place was wrong on a level that didn’t involve the threat of crushing stone or even rats. They needed to get out. Yesterday. “Quickie sweep and we’re out of here.” But as the words crossed her tongue, they tasted of a lie. She had a queasy feeling getting out wouldn’t be as simple as getting in.

      So should have called for backup.

      “Keep the circles touching.” Cerise motioned with her free hand. “We’ll keep that wall within sight as a guide. I wouldn’t want to get lost in here.”

      “What, you don’t want to play Marco Polo with me? That hurts.”

      And whatever else might lurk in here.

      Harley kept the light of her torch slightly overlapping Cerise’s as they moved forward. It increased their visibility range, but not by much. The flashlight’s weight tugged at Harley’s hip. She could use it. It’d cut better through the dark, or maybe a dark this deep would devour even the high-powered flashlight.

      That’d be freaky.

      She debated keeping two weapons, the torch and her .45, or opting for one weapon and more light. After a brief hesitation, she left the flashlight in her belt loop.

      When in doubt, use disproportionate force.

      And she was in serious doubt. With each step into the cavern, her senses pinged louder, sending electric jolts through her veins. Something was out there. Silent. Watching. Waiting.

      Go ahead, I’m ready, you pervy felines.

      But they had to be gone, right? Could be a horde of hungry rats, though, feasting on the leftovers.

      Shouldn’t have watched Willard. Evil rat movie.

      “You can play that with Max tonight.” Cerise flashed a lecherous grin.

      Ugh. Max.

      If she missed yet another date, he’d be beyond angry.

      “Is he still mad at you for missing the cruise?” Cerise asked.

      She shrugged. “He wasn’t amused that I’d choose to wrangle a PR nightmare instead of spending a romantic weekend in the Keys.” Of course, the PR bit was a lie. She couldn’t tell him what she’d really been doing. He’d believed her fabricated cover story, but he’d think the truth was a lie or that she was insane. Cute as he was, his ordered, lawyerly brain couldn’t reconcile her world.

      Ping. Ping. Ping.

      A movement flitted at the corner of her eye.

      She pivoted, swiping the torch at the wall.

      Nothing.

      “It wasn’t your fault.” Cerise slowed her pace to meet Harley’s. “When imps slip out of hell’s gates on our watch, who else are they going to call?”

      “Ghostbusters?”

      “Yeah.” Cerise chuckled. “Not sure their vacuum hoses could withstand the onslaught of imp teeth and claws.”

      An icy chill ran down Harley’s spine. The hair on her neck prickled. Tiny icicles raced across her skin.

      “Hold on.” Harley took a few cautious steps forward, closer to the wall. There in the flames’ flickering light, a bump protruded from the cavern floor. Whatever it was, the torchlight glimmered off its surface. It was motionless and wet.

      “What is it?” Cerise closed the distance between them.

      “Don’t know.” Harley walked closer, keeping her torch low to illuminate the floor. At her peripheral, she could see that Cerise’s light continued to overlap with hers. Cerise might not take situations as seriously as she should, but she never neglected one of the top rules drilled into their heads during training, never split up.

      She edged closer. Slashes of white jutted out from the wet lump of red.

      Ping. Ping. Ping.

      The bump’s ragged top line trailed down to a skinless neck and a head, long blond hair matted with chunks of flesh splayed across the floor.

      Harley froze. Her throat constricted.

      The bump, partially hidden in a shallow puddle, was the half-eaten corpse of a woman.

      Half-eaten. They’re still here.

      “Houston…”

      “What did you find?”

      Flakes of stone skittered off the cavern wall and fell like grainy snow on Harley’s shoulders.

      “We’re in deep shit.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t see why you can’t do this without me.” Father Francis gripped the oak rail so hard the flesh under his fingernails paled. He stared down the concrete steps flanked by thick stone walls. It reminded him of the gaping gullet of a hungry beast. Down there beyond the stairwell, they waited. His collar felt tight, as if the fabric were shrinking, choking him. With his free hand, he stuck his finger under the black and white collar, pulling it away from his sweat slicked neck.

      “Only you,” Ian said, “and your slayers have the access codes, remember? You haven’t been giving them out to others, have you?”

      “Of course not.” Technically, Cardinal Germaine possessed a master code he could give his inspectors, but Francis didn’t correct Ian. He didn’t like Slayer Ian any more than he liked the creatures that lurked below. It was something about Ian’s eyes, a darkness that slithered below the surface, flitting into view only to disappear as if it never were, leaving you to wonder if you’d seen it at all.

      “We gave you ample notice of this inspection, Father.”

      “Yes, well…” Frances let his words trail off. That vexing man would accept no excuses.

      Harley and Cerise, the slayers assigned to his church, usually managed the inspections and opening the doors for the feeding and cleaning crews. They watched over the activities, ensuring no one was hurt, and above all, that nothing escaped. Francis hadn’t ventured there since his third day as the Pastor of St. Ambrose, and he had no desire to go there now. While other sanctuary priests found honor and purpose in guarding the innocents from the vicious creatures locked in cells under their churches, Francis found no joy in his duty, only fear and misery. He’d never aspired to be a sanctuary priest and had requested several transfers, but once a sanctuary priest, always a sanctuary priest.

      Until death.

      He shuddered.

      How many of my brethren have died at the claws of their wards?

      Surely, there’d been a few. Tight as their protocols were, mistakes happened. When dealing with beasts who knew only destruction and death, those mistakes were often fatal.

      “Be thankful in your prayers tonight,” Ian said, “that you don’t have to deal with these abominations out in the wild.” He leaned forward, looming so close the priest felt squashed between the lethal slayer and the dank stairwell that led down, way down to where the beasts lived.

      “They can sense fear, you know,” Ian said. It would have seemed a statement of fact if Ian’s voice wasn’t so low and whispery. “Fear is death.”

      Francis’s clammy palm slid across the rail, and he forced himself down a few stairs.

      Ian wouldn’t bully Harley this way.

      Harley often teased Francis about his fears, valid fears, but her teasing was always in jovial humor. Ian was someone he wished Harley was here to deal with. Not him.

      Ian stalked close behind, keeping only one stair between them, his muscled body blocking Francis’s escape route to the sacristy. To safety.

      The closer Francis got to the solid steel door at the bottom, the more his hand trembled upon the rail. He attempted to gather the shreds of his courage, but his body refused to obey, reacting on primal instinct that his mind couldn’t override.

      “According to my records,” Ian said, “Harley signs the inspection reports. Where is she?”

      My God, I wish she were here.

      “She and Cerise are in the field.” Two more steps… “Investigating.”

      “Interesting,” Ian said.

      “Why’s that? It’s what they do, isn’t it?” They’d reached the small alcove at the bottom of the stairwell and stood before the impenetrable door. Freshly polished metal gleamed in the dim light, permeating the air with an odor akin to engine oil. His stomach churned. The walls leaned in, threatening to crush him.

      “There have been no recent activities in their area.”

      Francis stiffened. How would Ian know that? Though slayers banded together to combat major threats, each pair patrolled a specific area. Other slayers didn’t butt in unless invited.

      “I could have heard them wrong,” Francis said. “Maybe they’re training.”

      A heavy silence hung for a moment.

      “You don’t know where your slayers are?” Ian asked. “You are supposed to know their whereabouts at all times. It’s protocol.”

      “I–I’m sure it’s written somewhere.” It wasn’t. He worried about Harley and Cerise. Prayed for them when they were out on missions. He’d love to know where they were in case a situation spiraled out of control, but Harley rarely did things the way they ought to be done, and arguing with her was its own form of torment.

      Utterly futile, as well.

      “You’re not a very good liar, Father,” Ian whispered.

      Francis repressed a shudder.

      Ignoring the slayer, he placed his palm against the glass surface of the biometric reader and a green LED blinked on the keypad, backlighting the numeric keys.

      What was that code?

      He’d used it once. Since the Church assigned the codes, the numbers had no innate meaning to him. They weren’t anyone’s birthday, anniversary, or even the text speech that Harley called “leet.”

      With a wrinkled, jittering finger, he plugged in what he thought was the right code.

      An LED flashed red.

      Jiggling around some numbers, he tried again. Red flashed in the dim landing.

      “You’re going to lock us out,” Ian said.

      “Ah. I remember.” At least, he thought he did. Trying again wouldn’t hurt. At worst, the system would swing into lockdown. Then, they’d have to wait for Harley to return, which suited Francis just fine. He entered the code.

      Unfortunately, the display scrolled, showing his name, the date, and time. Another LED flashed green.

      Thick metal clunked inside the door. There was a series of whirls as the mechanisms disengaged, then the locks released and the seal shicked free.

      Ian reached around him and grabbed the door. “Priests first,” he said as he pulled the door open.

      “You enjoy this entirely too much.” Francis hesitated on the threshold, staring down the stone corridor. The last time he’d crossed it, he’d almost died. If it weren’t for Harley’s quick reflexes, he’d be rotting in the cemetery out back.

      Stuck here forever.

      “Go on,” Ian said. “I’m sure your friends miss frightening your cassock off.”

      It was wrong to hate. Hate was the tool the devil used to divide the people, so Francis refused to hate anyone, even Ian. At that moment, however, he disliked the man with a severe passion.

      “You don’t have to tolerate it much longer.” Ian stepped forward, corralling Francis forward, leaving him no other option than to enter the corridor.

      “Does that mean they approved my request? I’m getting transferred?” Francis glanced back at Ian.

      The slayer shrugged and gave him a sly, knowing smile.

      Francis was a man of peace, prayer, and tranquility, but he sorely wished Harley was there to punch that smile off Ian’s face. Knowing he wouldn’t get an answer, Francis shuffled down the corridor, his back rigid, hands twitching.

      He stopped before the secondary barred steel door, and after a long pause, withdrew the keys from his pocket. They clinked in the silence.

      “They’re quiet,” Ian said. “Too quiet.”

      “Harley said they’ve been this way for a few weeks.” Francis unlocked the barred door, swung it open, and stepped aside. “Slayers first.”

      A heavy, brooding storm of silence hung in the sanctuary, as if the creatures knew something they didn’t. As if biding their time for the storm front to break loose and...

      And what? There’s no way they can escape.

      But hadn’t that very scenario plagued his nightmares ever since his assignment to St. Ambrose? Hadn’t one of them almost escaped because of his bungling? And hadn’t it almost killed him?

      Ian strode past him.

      Father Francis didn’t follow. He stayed on the threshold, hidden from the evil that lurked within the cells.

      Ultra-modern versions of dungeons, the sanctuary boasted a line of cells on either side of a wide hallway. Thick metal walls shielded each prisoner from the others. The same metal, a specialized alloy designed to withstand the strength of the beasts, comprised the barred fronts. The slots between the bars were too thin to reach an appendage or claw through. Tested extensively by the Church, the metal was nearly indestructible. The only way to weaken it was with an acid the white coats invented for emergencies. Each sanctuary church kept several vats full, which could be piped into a sprinkler system and released, though Francis was at a loss as to why such a system was necessary. Over history, the Church had spent countless dollars, and its slayers had shed oceans of blood in pursuit of those creatures. Why destroy it?

      Ian strolled down the hall, conducting a quick head count, penciling check marks on his paper as if the creatures within the cells were inventory.

      Deadly inventory.

      “Two goblins. A fae. Troll. A wererat.” Ian peered closer at a cell to the left and then counted. “Didn’t your last inspection show three vampires?” He flipped through the pages on his clipboard. “I don’t see a requisition form from the white coats.”

      “I, uhm, I’m not sure.” His stomach flipped. Vampires. Of all the creatures Harley captured, they were the most odious.

      “The paperwork says three. I only see two.”

      “It has to be in there. They can’t escape.” Francis mopped the beading sweat off his forehead with the cuff of his sleeve.

      Ian turned his head, giving Francis a wicked smile. “They can’t?”

      “W–with all of our precautions and, and…” A vampire, loose in his church? Free to attack his flock? Good God. It couldn’t be.

      Ian laughed, but Francis sensed more cruelty in it than mirth. “Take it easy, Father. All three are here.”

      Anger flickered within him. Heat rushed to his face.

      Peace to all. Accept and love. Even, especially, the difficult ones.

      Except, no. He was pretty sure he hated Ian.

      Lord, forgive me.

      “Stick golem, devil, ghoul.” Ian proceeded down the hallway, checking, and counting. Most creatures Harley and Cerise had recently captured were there, except for demons, imps, and other small or wispy beings, like murderous apparitions. They kept those at other sanctuary churches that possessed the supernatural confines to keep them secure. A few times a year, the Church would cull the stock, bringing the white coats fresh test subjects. Or if the sanctuaries became overcrowded, they’d order selective executions.

      Finally, Ian reached the end of the hall. “Everything is accounted for.”

      “It wasn’t too long ago when slayers killed these creatures outright,” Francis said. “I’m curious. When did the Church decide to keep these things alive? Is the gain worth the risk?”

      “Have faith,” Ian said. “Cardinal Germaine knows what is best.”

      “Do you honestly believe we can save them?”

      The wererat snarled, breaking the eerie silence.

      Francis took a step back, edging into the stairwell landing.

      “Possibly.” Ian stared into the wererat’s cell, his shoulders squared, challenging it.

      Keeping weres confined was dangerous. Their energy, their hatred of humanity, and their viciousness grew as weeks passed into months and months into years. Harley told him stories of some weres confined for decades, their minds reduced to feral insanity, their behavior so unpredictable even the white coats eventually put in paperwork to have the beasts put down. Sometimes, Cardinal Germaine approved their requests. Other times, he didn’t.

      Francis drew a breath then eased it out in a soft humph. “The animal has sway over them. They’re more beast than man.”

      “Yet they serve their purpose in helping formulate cures that one day will grant redemption for others.”

      “The bloodshed, the potential for escape. Is it worth it?” Francis asked.

      “What risk isn’t worth taking to save a soul?”
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      Harley didn’t bother to brush the damp flakes off her shoulders because things were about to get a lot messier than a case of pseudo dandruff.

      “They’re on the ledge.” Harley backpedaled away from the cavern wall and the partially devoured corpse. There was a soft whisk from behind her as Cerise finally drew her pistol. “When we get to the truck, I’m creating a new rule: no entering strange, dark areas without weapons drawn and ready, period. Because this.”

      She thrust her torch in front of her and tracked the sight of her .45 along the light’s edge, searching for a clear shot. The spit in her mouth evaporated, leaving her tongue as dry as the Atacama Desert.

      Five pairs of cold, golden eyes and one pair of green flashed in the light.

      Shoot.

      Her trigger finger twitched. She clamped her jaw and fought the urge to squeeze. Six werepumas with home court advantage vs. two slayers with limited ammo. It didn’t take Stephen Hawking to figure out that every bullet must hit its mark, or they’d be kitty kibble.

      Not today.

      Using the torch as a shield, she backed toward Cerise.

      Feline eyes blinked in and out of the darkness, their bodies insubstantial shadows.

      Damn it.

      A soft, menacing growl. A werepuma crouched. Its wicked, curved claws flexed and bit into the flaking stone. Emboldened by their superior numbers, the pumas’ innate fear of fire wore thin.

      Harley sensed Cerise a few inches away and halted.

      “Six.” Harley shut her mouth before the rest of her statement trailed out her lips, That I can see. Some things didn’t need saying, for sanity’s sake. “Not enough light for a kill shot.”

      What if there’s more?

      Harley didn’t want to think about the enormous cavern behind them, or the other ledges that might span throughout it, serving as convenient perches to God only knew how many murderous felines.

      “We’re in a giant puma version of a murder hole,” Harley said.

      “I hate it when I’m right.”

      “We’ll correct that dangerous habit later.” Harley nudged her partner and then glanced to the narrow passageway which led back to the bone-littered room and the exit.

      Cerise gave a slight nod.

      If they could get back through the tunnel before the pumas totally lost their fear of flames, the narrow tunnel would force the kitties to enter one at a time, swinging the odds in slayer favor. Plinking them off one by one was a safer, more effective use of their ammo than fighting the entire pride in an open cavern. Still, werepumas were cunning. Their lairs boasted at least two entrances, sometimes more. If the other entrances didn’t exist naturally, they’d create them to avoid being cornered. Man, she hated smart monsters.

      A snarl. Another set of feline eyes lowered as the puma settled into a squat, a hair away from pouncing. She’d prefer not to be standing there when the entire pride leapt on their heads. Their fear of fire may have been waning, but she’d bet they weren’t ready to get up close and personal with the flames. She shifted her weight, drew her torch down, and readied for a throw.

      In unison, the pumas’ gazes flicked between Harley and the torch, trying to preempt the trajectory of her throw.

      With the pumas’ attention diverted, Cerise launched her torch at the ledge. It arced up, reaching its apex between them and the werepumas. The flames whooshed, and the torch spun in a plummeting circle of fire.

      Harley shoved her torch into Cerise’s free hand.

      Cerise snickered then dashed for the tunnel, lighting the way for Harley, who was the better shot. She jogged backward, keeping her .45 aimed at the pumas.

      The torch completed its final flip, and the tawny blurs scattered in a fit of pissed off hisses. Muscles bunched beneath bristling fur as the werepumas leapt from their perch, desperate to avoid the fur-devouring flames.

      “Sucks to be flammable, doesn’t it?” Harley said.

      The torch clattered against the stone, rolled, and came to a tentative rest at the brink of the ledge.

      Harley tried to line up a shot, but the pumas were too fast, and the chaotic sputtering of flames cast jarring, distracting shadows. She couldn’t get a kill shot. Cussing, she lowered the pistol to chest height and swept it left to right, ready to fire if opportunity presented. Since the pumas lost the ledge, now the attack would come from ground level. She might not have the overwhelming advantage she’d prefer, but they’d climbed a few rungs up on the survival chart.

      “Come on,” Cerise called.

      Harley risked a glance back. Cerise stood in front of the tunnel opening where they’d entered. Now, it was just a short wiggle through the claustrophobic passage, and they’d pluck this pride down by half, one pretty hollow point after another.

      “Go.” Harley waved Cerise forward so she could get a head start. If she could see Cerise’s light, she could find her way.

      Cerise shook her head and held the torch up as a guiding light.

      Must chat with her about following orders after this snafu.

      Besides Germaine as the Order’s official leader, there was no ranking system amongst slayers, nor was there any dramatic age difference between her and Cerise. Still, most slayers granted some deference to those with more experience. Cerise gave her exactly none, even though Harley had been the youngest slayer ever inducted into the Order, and she’d been training with swords when Cerise had been playing with her first mascara wand.

      Angry hisses and furious roars reverberated through the cavern. It might be her imagination, or echoes, but it sure sounded like more than six kitties gathering in the dark.

      Harley picked up her pace.

      A gloom darker than the cavern’s stygian black gathered in the tunnel behind Cerise. The shadow stepped out of the tunnel, towering over Cerise’s head. Torch light shone off its broad chest, scintillating over shades of sand and gold fur. Brilliant amber eyes locked on Cerise, their gaze void of fear, hesitation, or emotion. The puma would experience no more remorse killing Cerise than a cat would disemboweling a plump mouse. To weres, humans were just sweet, meaty morsels.

      Bloody and raw, no cooking required.

      “Get down.” Harley set sights on the werepuma’s heart.

      Cerise tilted her head then turned toward the tunnel instead of dropping.

      Yeah, we’re so going to have that chat.

      Though significantly smaller than the were, Cerise blocked enough of the creature’s body that Harley couldn’t take a shot without risk of hitting her. There were areas in the human body that a solid bullet could pass through harmlessly and carry on, hitting another target. Given Cerise’s refusal to cooperate twice so far, Harley wasn’t incredibly concerned about her partner experiencing some pain.

      It’d serve as a tutorial via lead moment.

      The paperwork she’d have to wade through afterward would be immense. Still, she would have considered it if she’d loaded her.45 with solid rounds, which she hadn’t. One benefit of hollow points, besides their innate stopping power, was that they generally stayed inside whatever they hit first, doing massive damage rather than passing through. A benefit in close quarters that eliminated collateral damage, but a severe drawback in this case.

      “Cerise. Get d—”

      Muzzle fire burst from Cerise’s pistol. Shots roared, bouncing from wall to wall through the unknown depths, pummeling Harley’s eardrums like a mad, hammer-happy troll.

      Harley winced. She’d never opened fire in a cave, but the way things were going, there’d be a hell of a lot more.

      And I didn’t bring earplugs.

      The werepuma drew its bulky arm up, curved claws glinted in the torchlight.

      “Son of a…” Harley rushed sideways, hoping to get a better shot.

      Claws streaked down.

      Another flash of muzzle fire.

      Cerise tried to pivot, but she’d waited a fraction too long. Her torch jarred out of her hand and clattered to the damp floor. Blood splattered and sizzled, spraying into the flames.

      No, no, no.

      Harley couldn’t tell if the blood was Cerise’s or the puma’s.

      Did she hit it?

      Cerise wobbled and then dropped with a sloshy thud beside the torch.

      With a clear line of fire, Harley aimed at the puma’s thick chest and squeezed the trigger in lightning procession.

      One, two, three. Harley tallied the spent bullets. There were few things more frustrating in battle than an empty click that ought to have been a beautiful bang. Guts and gore splattered across the tunnel rim. The werepuma’s final scream pierced through her ringing ears. The creature staggered, crumpled against the wall, and slid to the floor, its head hanging limp on its chest.

      Behind Harley, a chorus of hisses arose from the pride.

      “Cerise, get up.” Harley ran toward her.

      Cerise stirred. Her pale, blood-soaked hand twitched toward the torch. She tried to grab it; her fingertips overshot and knocked into the handle. It spun from her fingers and rolled into a puddle.

      The flames fizzled out.

      Darkness descended.

      Crap.

      She couldn’t turn on her flashlight until she’d reached Cerise. That would buy them the most time because not even pumas could see in that darkness. They could still hunt by their acute hearing and scents, but she could use the lack of visuals to her advantage. She dropped into a low crouch and duck-walked toward Cerise. Cold water splashed up, soaking her jeans, and chilling her knees and shins. Hopefully, the pumas would assume she’d remained standing and attack using that assumption, leaping over her instead of onto her.

      The growls ceased. Smug purrs vibrated through the lightless murk.

      Now, that’s all sorts of comforting.

      The pumas thought their dinner was served.

      Yeah, yeah. Try it, shit whiskers.

      “Have I mentioned,” Cerise’s whisper hardly concealed her pain, “I really, really hate being right?”

      “Prove it.” Harley made her way to her partner’s side, using Cerise’s voice as a guide.

      “What?” Cerise grunted.

      Harley tamped down a rising wave of worry.

      “You never said we’d be the main course for hungry kitties today.” Harley slipped the heavy flashlight out of its holder.

      “Details.”

      The

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/logo-black-banner.jpg
Hydra
Publications







