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Chapter One


Aiden 

I brace for the most insane thing that I’ve ever attempted…entering Skull Mountain castle with only my gold sword, an annoying forest elf named Mutt who is about as useful as a surf-board in a blizzard, and my trusted dragon, Periwinkle. Having a dragon as an ally is great in a fight. Trouble is, Periwinkle was tricked into drinking a warlock’s magic potion that chilled his gut furnace. So he can’t even belch up smoke let alone a cloud of fire that could lay waste to Azeus and his evil army of zombie lizards.
Normally I would wait for the spell to dissipate, but Azeus is about to march his army out of Skull Mountain castle and down into Sweet Valley to slaughter the peasants who paid me in gold (six harvests’ worth) to defend them from the evil warlord. I can’t let these peasants down.
But first I need a snack.
I pause the game, and the heroic music stops, allowing silence to settle inside the large living room with an open kitchen. I stretch on the leather couch and eye some peanut butter cookies waiting for my mouth on the counter near the oven. I’m the only one in the house who eats them. 
I find a clean glass in the dishwasher and open the large fridge. There’s a pool of blood on the bottom shelf, thanks to all the raw meat inside. I wish the Mayflowers would clean that up. I know it doesn’t bother them, but…at least Mrs. Mayflower puts an open box of baking soda inside to help with the smell. 
I take out the half gallon of milk and pour a cold glass. Since I don’t want to die of cross-contamination, I wash my hands before taking my two cookies and milk into the living room. I devour cookie number one and wash it down with milk. I’m so glad God invented peanut butter. Let’s just say I’m a big fan. 
I grip the GameMaster controller and start the game from my save point. My loyal companions and I begin our march inside Skull Mountain castle to attack Azeus. The minute we get inside, Periwinkle burps, and fire shoots out his nose. 
Amazing! If the magic potion is wearing off, maybe I have a chance in this fight if Periwinkle recovers.
Azeus unleashes his zombie lizards, and I’m hacking away at them like a madman as I hear the backyard door open behind me. But I’m too focused on the fight to pay attention. 
A werewolf with gray fur pads into the living room. Its large sharp teeth drip with saliva as its dark red eyes stare.
“Hey,” I say to the werewolf. My thumbs quickly hit buttons to set up a combo attack on one zombie lizard. Boom. That lizard didn’t know what hit him.
The werewolf glances at the screen, then hops on the couch. The wolf flops down and snuggles its head under my arms and on to my lap. It’s distracting my attack big time.
Azeus shows himself upstairs. His arm cocks back, and he hurtles a bolt of lightning. Ouch. That knocks my life force down by half. Hurry up, Periwinkle! Burn that sucker to ashes. Mutt the forest elf is hacking away with his knife and doing quite well. The little son of a bitch can fight after all.
The werewolf on my lap shivers as its fur changes to skin. Its bones crack and re-form as they change from wolf to girl. 
My character’s life force drops to ten percent, so I find a hiding place. Periwinkle is still blasting the lizard zombie army with fire. This should give me enough time to recharge and return to the battle.
“Did you miss me?” Bree, the former gray werewolf, asks.
I look down, and my girlfriend is totally baby-naked. Like, wearing nothing at all except for her curtain of long black hair.
At this point, I lose interest in fighting zombie lizards.
“Hey, um…how was the hunt?” I ask.
“So you didn’t miss me?” Bree’s mouth twists to the side.
I lean down and kiss her. She looks amazing. She always looks amazing.
“Bree!” a male voice roars behind us. “Put on some clothes. What have I told you?” Mr. Mayflower hovers over the couch. The large man is slipping on a T-shirt. 
Mrs. Mayflower shows up and tosses a bath towel over Bree. Her daughter pouts as she rolls off me and wraps her naked body in cotton.
“He’s my boyfriend,” Bree says.
“And when Aiden has a teenage daughter, he can raise her how he wants. But you’re my daughter, and we all agreed during this arrangement to follow my rules. You don’t see Aiden running around here naked, do you?”
“He could if he wanted to.”
“That’s okay,” I say. “I like wearing clothes.”
Bree cuddles up to me as her parents head upstairs. “Did Periwinkle recover?”
“Yup. He’s roasting lizards, and it’s amazing,” I say. My health force is good now, so I maneuver my character back into the fight with a killer combo attack.
“Wish we had a dragon to fight the Demon Skins with,” Bree says.
“I was hoping you would tell me dragons actually existed.”
“Sadly no.” Bree sighs. “But there are bright boys who know how to use fire to their advantage.” Bree kisses the side of my cheek. Another thank-you for saving her life. 
I love her little thank-yous. 
But then I feel a sharp pain. She’s biting my ear again. She thinks it feels like a nip, but the girl has some sharp teeth.
“Bree,” I protest.
She giggles and licks my ear to make it all good.
I know, Bree’s a little different than most girls. But that’s what I like about her.
Bree watches as Periwinkle burns a path for me and Mutt to charge up the staircase to attack Azeus.
“You should pack sunscreen for tomorrow,” Bree says. “Your human skin is so fragile, and I don’t want you to get stupid skin cancer.”
Tomorrow is that hiking trip. I forgot all about it. Well, I wanted to forget all about it.
“Why don’t we stay here and play Death and Valor Five?” I ask.
“You need to get outside more,” Bree says. “Besides, it’ll be gorgeous this weekend.”
“Remind me. Why are we doing this, again?”
“To do something fun and to meet other people. I still don’t know half the kids who go to our school, and I’m already a junior.”
“I’m sure they’re not worth knowing.”
Bree ignores me. “The hiking club is the only group that does anything outside school. They’re very active, and they have, like, a hundred members. Lots of seniors. And we were invited. Shouldn’t we see what it’s all about before being so negative?”
“I like being proactively negative.”
Bree’s chin rests on my shoulder. Her soft hair brushes my cheek. “For me, can you be positive?”
Since having a girlfriend, I’m learning that there are some arguments that are worth losing.
“For you, yes.”
“Thanks,” Bree whispers in my ear, then gives my earlobe another love nip.   
With renewed spirit, I attack Azeus with my sword. His multiple lightning bolts burn through my life force, and I have to retreat down the stairs. Azeus turns his attention on Periwinkle and kills him. The next victim is Mutt, who takes a lightning bolt through his back. I hide again to recharge my life force. But Azeus sends in his special zombie lizards who can fly.
My character soon dies.

[image: image-placeholder]
That Saturday morning, Bree and I get up way too early. We take her 1967 Oldsmobile and drive south about 250 miles to an area known as the Ouachita National Forest. Oklahoma doesn’t have any mountains to speak of, but this area is the closest our state gets to having them. The hills rise to about 2,500 feet, and there’s this scenic two-lane road that snakes through the hills and forests. 
The sun glares across the windshield as I guide the Oldsmobile into the gravel parking lot near the trail-head where the hiking club told Bree to meet at. The lot is filled with cars. 
“Dude!” Josh greets us in the parking lot. He’s a senior with these large side-burns that make him kinda look like Wolverine from the comics. “So glad you came, Bruce.” Josh holds out his fist. 
I fist-bump it, and he makes an explosion sound. He holds out his fist to Bree. She bumps it. Josh makes another explosion sound. 
“Come meet the group.” Josh escorts us over to the trailhead, where at least forty-five kids have gathered with their backpacks and hiking poles. Many are seniors and juniors from our school. Some of them I’ve seen around, but don’t really know. There’s even a handful of sophomores brave enough to hang with the older kids. 
After we say hello, Bree and I get out our hiking equipment from the trunk of the Oldsmobile. 
“Why does Josh keep calling you Bruce?” Bree asks. “It’s weird.”
“It’s because I kicked Kirk Cummings’s butt.”
Bree throws me a smirk.
“Okay, when you kicked his butt.” 
Nothing kills off your dude mojo faster than being reminded your girlfriend beat up your bullies for you. But that was the old me.  
“After that happened, Josh started calling me Bruce Wayne because that’s who Batman is when he’s not Batman.”
“What’s a Batman?”
The question shocks me. I can’t believe she asked me that. 
“And you want to be my girlfriend?”
“What?” Bree makes a face. “Is it important?”
“Yes. Batman is very important. Moogle him online and learn,” I say. “Actually…no, we’ll have a Batman movie marathon. I can’t let my girlfriend not know about the caped crusader.” 

A half hour later, the Wiley Post High School Hiking Club starts its trek across the Ouachita national recreation trail as it hugs the side of a ridge. The sun is still out and burns my skin. Bree did make me pack the sunscreen, but I forgot to put it on. I’m not worried about it though. Maybe I can get a great tan. 
Bree loves being out here. Her nostrils flare as she sniffs the air. Her sense of smell is amazing. The girl can detect things a long way off, depending on which way the wind blows. The wind is strong today, so Bree must be in scent heaven.
“Smell anything interesting?” I say in a low voice. Not everyone needs to know my girlfriend is part wolf.
“There’s a mountain lion on that other ridge,” Bree says. “Protecting her territory. A pack of Canadian geese ahead of us. On their way north I bet.”
“Let’s steer clear of the mountain lion.”
“She wouldn’t last five seconds around me,” Bree says with that confidence of hers. The girl relaxes and drifts back into the group, talking to some of the other girls.
Bree’s confidence shines on her face. The way she carries herself. The way she talks to people. The super-quiet werewolf who had to stay clear of human contact was replaced by a confident girl who wants other kids to like her.
That’s not too important to me. Being liked, that is. I’ve lived in obscurity for sixteen years, and I’m okay if it lasted another twenty. I don’t know what I want to be when I “grow up.” But I do know one thing. I don’t want it to have anything to do with trying to make people like me.
“Dude, you really scored the hat trick. Am I right?” Josh catches up with me in the line of hikers. “I remember when your girlfriend had all that extra-long hair and acted all distant and weird. And then she came to my party that time and I was like, ‘Whoa, that’s Cave Girl? She’s smokin’ hot.’ Gotta be honest, I was rubbing one out thinking about your girlfriend that night. I couldn’t help it. You’re so lucky.”
I think in Josh’s mind, that was an honest compliment, so I let his self-gratification use of my girlfriend slide. 
“Yeah, she is smoking hot,” I say.
The hiking group follows the trail as it crests the top of the hill; there’s a clearing that boasts an excellent view of the wilderness area in all its green-leafed brilliance.
“We’re here!” Josh yells. “Let’s get this party started.” 
Kids start unpacking and pitching their tents. 
Bree shoots Josh a confused look. “Why are we camping already? There’s, like, six hours of daylight left, and we’ve only hiked one mile.”
A friend of Josh’s opens up a large portable cooler filled with ice. He digs up a can of beer and tosses it to Josh.
“We never go past two miles tops.” Josh pops open the beer. “This is our normal spot. Great view of nature. Am I right?”
Other kids unpack chips, salsa, and all kinds of other snacks. One senior lays down a small grill and prepares to fire it up. A girl breaks open another portable cooler and takes out packages of cold sausages, burger patties, and hot dogs.
Bree’s mouth twitches to the side as she folds her arms together. “Aiden,” she snaps. 
I’ve learned that when your werewolf girlfriend says your name like that, you join her immediately.
Bree lowers her voice. “What’s going on? Is this some human thing I don’t understand?”
I glance over to the clearing. Smoke drifts off the small grill, and two tents are set up. A few kids are already drinking beer. Seems pretty clear to me. 
“They’re going to party here. I think the hiking part of the trip is over.”
“That can’t be right,” Bree says. “I researched hiking clubs. They’re composed of groups of humans who love the outdoors and want to get away from civilization. They go on long hikes in the backcountry and camp responsibly, not hurting the environment. It sounded perfect to me. Humans I could relate to. This doesn’t make any sense.”
Bree calls out for Josh, and he eases over to her with not a care in the world. “What kind of hiking club is this? I thought you guys were into nature and all that.”
Josh raises his arms wide. “Dude, we’re surrounded by nature. What more do you want?”
“This isn’t a real hiking club. You hiked, like, two miles and now we’re all getting wasted?”
Josh runs Bree’s words through his mushy brain. “Oh shit, you thought we’re like the Boy Scouts or something, huh?”
I should step in here. “I think Bree expected ghost stories by the fire, smores, and using leaves as toilet paper.”
Josh grimaces. “Using leaves? Ouch. But wouldn’t they scratch your—”
“That’s not the point,” Bree says. “The point is I wanted to join a real hiking club.”
“Oh. Yeah. We don’t do that. We just come out here and party. But it’s a brilliant idea, am I right? No parents. No cops. No drunk driving. Just kids kicking it and having a good time.” Josh smiles. “Can I get you two a beer?”
Bree rolls her eyes. “C’mon, Aiden.” She heads down the trail that’ll take us back to the car.
I run over and block her. “I thought you wanted to hang out with more kids.”
“Those girls lied to me about this club,” Bree says. “Besides, I don’t want to get drunk. Remember the last time?”
Yup. At Josh’s party a few months ago, Bree got wasted and changed into a werewolf. Luckily for her, it was late, and most of the kids were passed out or so drunk they thought Bree was a dog. I still remember the crazy image of a drunk werewolf eating out of a bag of Lays loaded-baked-potato-flavored potato chips. 
“Why are you smiling?” Bree asks.
I stop immediately. “It’s nothing.”
Bree cocks her head. “What is it?” 
“That red dress—you were so beautiful that night.”
Bree melts. “I was?”
Nice save, Aiden.
“You know, we don’t have to get wasted. We can just hang out and drink Mountain Dew all night. Josh won’t care. I think he’d be happy just having us around.”
Bree’s mouth twitches to the side again as her mind considers it.
“Do you really want to drive all the way back to Tulsa?” I ask.

Later that night, Bree and I drink Mountain Dew instead of Old Milwaukee. As we hang out around the campfire, Bree opens up to every kid in camp. Her outgoing wolf personality takes over, making it so easy for her to talk and listen with endless amounts of enthusiasm. While I stay quiet and hang with Josh most of the night. 
When kids start throwing up and feeling the effects of the beer, Bree turns into a mom. Making sure every kid is okay and not doing something they’d regret later. One girl is too blitzed to know her own name. When one of the boys tries to get her to follow him into the woods, Bree steps in and almost rips the boy’s head off…
“She’s staying right here with us. And if I see you even smiling at her again, I’ll stick that twig up your nose and twist.” 
The boy heads straight to his tent, and we don’t see him for the rest of the night.
Watching Bree makes me feel warm all over again. Like, she’s already beautiful. But tonight she’s proving to everyone how beautiful she is on the inside too.
Still can’t believe she’s my girlfriend.
Everyone in camp either passes out or falls asleep around two in the morning. At least that’s the last time I look at my phone before drifting off to sleep with Bree snuggled up next to me inside our small hiking tent.

“Aiden, wake up,” Bree says.
I wake up to her hand shaking the crap out of my shoulder. Her werewolf strength is about to rip it right off my torso. I try to climb out of the deep sleep hole that felt so good about five minutes ago. 
“What is it?” I ask, sounding like I have cotton in my mouth. 
“I smell it.”
“You smell it? It who?”
“A vamp.”
“Vamp? What does that mean?”
Bree cocks her head to the side. “A vampire.”
I sit up. Am I still asleep and dreaming this? 
“Wow. Is that good or bad?”
“For you, that would be bad. A camp full of humans with tasty blood in their veins? A vamp would call that a buffet,” she says. “Let’s go take a look.”
“You want me to go?” I ask.
“You’re not scared, are you?”
“Nah,” I lie. “You do know how to kill vampires, right?”
Bree rolls her eyes. “Please.” She stands up. Her nostrils flare in and out as Bree bursts out of the tent.




Chapter Two


Aiden 
I scramble to my feet and poke my head out of our small polyester hiking tent. Bree has already disappeared down the rocky trail.
Damn it Bree. I slip on my shoes and grab my portable mini-lantern before I run out of camp and down the dark trail in pursuit. The portable lantern barely shines ten feet in front of me. I can only make out a portion of the trail as it hugs the top of the ridge. If I don’t watch where I’m walking, I could fall right off the edge. 
Again, there’s no sign of Bree. 
Or the vampire. 
Why the hell am I walking in the dark with a vampire on the loose?
“Bree,” I yell. “Where did you go?”
No answer.
“I swear if you’re playing a joke on me I’ll—”
A shadow jumps at me and I yell. The shadow swipes the lantern and switches it off in one quick move. My heart pounds on overdrive. But it relaxes the moment a familiar voice laughs in the darkness.
“You look so cute when you’re nervous.”
“Please stop doing that.”
Bree nuzzles against my neck. Her familiar scent of honeysuckle and lilac calms me down. “The vamp is down in the valley,” she whispers. Bree takes my hand and we crouch near the trail on the ridge, looking down at the dark valley below. I can’t see anything, but Bree’s nostrils flare as she takes in some kind of scent.
“What do vampires smell like?”
“A mix of dead fish and burnt hair. It's not a very strong scent, but it's there if you concentrate.”
“Were you having trouble sleeping?”
Bree grins. “It’s hard for me to sleep outdoors. All I want to do is rip off my clothes and shift. I was tempted to sneak off and go do that. But I resisted the temptation.” Bree moves closer to the edge of the trail, peeking back down into the valley. Her eyes narrowed as she focuses. “I can see it now. It’s a girl. And she looks…terrified. Very odd.” Bree gasps and drops back to the ground. She breathes faster and faster, on the edge of hyperventilating. “Piss on the sun.”
“What is it?”
She doesn’t answer.
“Bree?”
“She’s being chased by a Demon Skin.” 
My heart jumps into my throat. It’s the name the werewolves gave them after these reanimated warriors from the dead began wiping out werewolf packs all over the world. One almost killed Bree and her family before I set it on fire with a Molotov cocktail.  
Bree grips my arm. “Did you pack the aerosol can and lighter?”
“Yeah, but they’re still back at the car.”
That werewolf confidence of hers is gone. Her face winces in fear. Her eyes fill with worry. Bree peeks down into the valley again. “Looks like she’s running down the valley anyway. Hopefully, that Demon Skin hasn’t picked up my scent way up here on the ridge.” 
It still amazes me how well Bree can see in the dark. That valley below looks like a black smudge.
“Why is it hunting down a vampire?” I ask. “I thought they were only hunting down werewolves?”
“I guess we’re not the only ones on their hit list.” Her eyes catch something else. “That girl vamp can’t run fast enough. That Demon Skin will catch up to her soon.”
“What are you going to do?”
Bree scoffs. “It’s not after me.”
I toss her a look, and she feels it.
“She’s a vamp, Aiden. They’re disgusting creatures. The world’s better off without them.”
“What about…the enemy of my enemy is my friend?”
“What kind of stupid human expression is that?”
“Look, I’m only saying that the way things are going now, don’t werewolves need more allies?”
“You don’t understand the real world, Aiden. The vamps have hated us for centuries, and the feeling is mutual. Trust me. She’s not worth the risk.”
“Didn’t your family have the same attitude about humans a while ago?”
Bree shoots me a hard look. 
But I keep talking. “I didn’t have to help you, did I? But I did. I took a chance you were more than just a monster.”
Bree twitches her mouth to the side as she looks down into the valley again.
A thought comes to me, and I say it. “They ripped up your werewolf pack too.”
Bree’s eyes burn. “Shut up. There’s nothing I can do. You’re the one who left the aerosol can in the car, and by the time we grab it and come back here, it’ll be too late.”
Something catches her attention. Bree’s nostrils flare again. “The vamp is changing direction. She’s climbing up the ridge, towards the trail.”
“Where we are?” I ask.
Bree shakes her head. “A few yards farther down. But if she leads that Demon Skin on top of the ridge and runs in this direction—” Bree thinks about it. “Okay, if she makes it to the trail, we’ll run to the car and break out the fire and brimstone just in case.”
“You don’t think she’ll make it?” I ask.
“Even climbing uphill, that Demon Skin will be faster. And it’s a baby vamp, so—”
“A baby vamp? Like a little girl?”
“She’s still a vamp.”
I stare at Bree for a moment before rising to my feet. I march down the trail and switch on the lantern.
“Where are you going?”
“I can’t sit here and do nothing. It’s a little kid.”
“That little kid doesn’t eat Fruit Loops for breakfast anymore. She’s probably more like fifty years old.”
In my head, all I see is fire. Brilliant and bright. The Demon Skin I lit on fire. Its body melting from the heat. It still looked terrifying. Like a demon from hell who couldn’t be stopped. Back then, I was beyond scared.
If I was that terrified at sixteen, I can’t imagine what’s going through the mind of a little girl facing down one of those things at night. As I said, there’s no way I can sit on this ridge and wait for her to die. So I keep walking forward.
“Piss on the sun.” Bree stands, her eyes glaring. 
I pivot around to face her, but keep walking backward towards my doom. “In this messed-up world, someone has to give a shit.” I turn back around.
It takes maybe a moment or two before Bree is at my side with her arms crossed. “Turn off that stupid lantern before the Demon Skin sees it.”
I flash her a polite smile and turn it off.
Since I can’t see anything without the lantern, Bree grips my hand as we walk down the dirt trail. To be honest, I’m scared. Really scared. I don’t have werewolf strength or speed. I only have my brain, and sometimes that fails me too.
Screw it. I’m doing this anyway.
“I don’t know what you plan to do,” Bree says. “Without lighting the Demon Skin up like a forest fire, there’s no other way we can kill it.”
“Since the Demon Skins aren’t interested in humans, maybe it will let me get close enough.”
Bree scoffs. “Close enough to do what? Fart on it?”
“No. But I could distract it enough for you to do something.”
“Oh, so you want me to fart on it? Reality check. I can’t bite into a Demon Skin because of all that silver running through its veins. I can’t even touch it because of all that silver chain mail the damn things wear. And it probably has a silver weapon or two that is sure to kill me.”
“It’s not immune to gravity, is it?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ll distract it while you shove it off the ridge. From here to the bottom of the valley is like, what, two thousand feet?” I ask.
“That won’t kill it.”
“No. But it might snap a few limbs when it impacts the rocks, and that’ll give us some time to save the kid and get back to the car.”
Bree thinks about that. “Okay. That might work. You’d better run on ahead and see if you can meet that baby vamp on the ridge. I’ll keep my distance so the Demon Skin can’t smell me. But when he comes over that ridge, I’ll charge and shove his butt over.”
“Don’t wait too long. If it thinks I’m protecting the vampire—”
“Are you sure about this? Do you really want to risk your life for a vamp? You don’t have to keep proving to me that you’re a bad-ass, you know.”
“Believe me, I wish I could run away. But I can’t. I won’t ever abandon someone who needs help again.”

A few minutes later, I’m alone on the dark trail, searching for the baby vamp. I have my lantern turned on to its lowest setting so I don’t wander off the edge of the ridge and die. My hiking boots make crunching sounds against the gravel and dirt on the trail.
I slow to a complete stop and listen. 
The valley is quiet. 
So quiet I can’t hear anyone or anything scrambling up the side.
Then my phone pierces the air with piano keys as the theme from the movie Halloween plays. The music crawls up my spine as I bite off a scream. Bree wanted me to use that for her ringtone because she thought it was funny. Right now, I think it was a stupid idea. 
I fumble with the phone and answer. “What?”
“Keep going for another one hundred yards,” Bree says.
“Okay. You got my back, right?”
“No, I’m back here painting my nails, what do you think? Keep going.”
“Okay. Don’t rush me.” 
“You’re gonna miss her if you keep poking along like a human. Get moving.”
Bree hangs up.
I break into a run. I’m not sure how much one hundred yards is. Like the length of a football field, maybe? 
I hustle down the trail with my lantern bouncing up and down with each step, making the trail jingle and shake. I count off roughly one hundred football yards and slow down to a walk.
Now I could hear someone scrambling up the side. Sounds like they aren’t too concerned with being quiet. I step closer to the edge of the ridge and peek down. I swallow my fear and hope I don’t freak out meeting my first vampire. 
Should I try to say something? Contact it? 
I guess I should try.
“Hey down there!” I yell, feeling kind of stupid. “Um…do you need help?”
The scrambling noises stop, and this eerie silence replaces it.
Then my stupid brain steps in. Asking unhelpful questions like, what if the vamp is already dead and this is the Demon Skin scrambling up the ridge to hunt down Bree?
My heart beats like a crazy mother trucker. 
Guess there’s only one way to find out.
“Hey!” I yell again. “You’re a vampire, right? Well I’m a human, and you probably don’t trust me, but—we have a car, and if you want us to take you out of here quick, we can.” I swallow down more fear. “Just don’t bite me, okay?”
Silence greets my reply. 
And there’s no sound of movement either. 
A gentle wind sweeps across the ridge. 
“Okay, I’ll be honest. My girlfriend is a werewolf, and she knows who’s hunting you. So if you need our help, let us know. I don’t think you have much time to think about—” 
A little girl jumps from the bushes below and lands right on the trail. My lantern tells the story. She’s about four feet tall with freckles all over her pale face. Her red hair is matted and dirty. Her black eyes are cold and distant as they stare at me. 
The impulse to flee twitches up my back, and I force my leg muscles not to give in. What a crazy-looking little girl. She would scare everyone off Sesame Street. Despite the little demon’s appearance, I force my hand out in friendship.
The vampire girl stares at my fingers. Her black eyes now check my face. “Where’s the werewolf?”
“She’s coming. You can follow me. Our car’s this way.”
The vampire girl hesitates. Her hand grips mine, and her skin feels like cold gum. I ignore the strangeness as we both run down the trail. The vampire girl is fast. She’s almost dragging me behind her, and it’s painfully obvious that I’m slowing her down.
“Run to the parking lot at the other end of this trail,” I say, huffing air into my lungs, which are burning. “Hide behind the big, black car that looks really old. If I can’t get there in time, my girlfriend will drive you away. Okay?”
The vampire girl nods, and before she can race off, a gunshot cracks the air behind me.
I turn.
A Demon Skin stands there, glistening with its silver, chain-mail armor thanks to the half moon. Its face is stitched together with a strange collection of skin tissues. Its lifeless eyes are as black as the vampire’s. The creature aims a high-powered rifle.
“Run!” I yell. 
The vamp girl takes off at a blistering pace down the trail, so much faster than any human being could run. The Demon Skin gets another shot off towards her, but the vamp is gone. 
The creature lowers its weapon.
I don’t wait. I flee down the trail too.
But the Demon Skin is on me in a second, shoving me to the ground. 
I look up at the hideous creature. Its face laced together with leathery pieces of skin. Scars and bite wounds are carved into its face and hands. All of them deep. Its long black coat parts open, revealing silver chain mail clinging to its body with a belt of silver knives and the handle of a silver pistol sticking out from a holster, like a demon gunslinger from hell.
“Do not get involved, human,” the Demon Skin says. Its words are cold and without passion. “My master’s war is with the vampires. If you attempt to assist the abominations, you will be ruled a traitor to your kind and be dealt with accordingly.”
Despite my heart wanting to abandon ship, I try to keep it together. “You don’t scare me. I’ve killed your kind before.”
The Demon Skin hesitates, as if reassessing me from a new perspective. “Be cautious of your bold words. They have consequences to your fragile life.”
“But your war is with the vampires, right? Are you not allowed by your masters to kill humans?”
The Demon Skin slings the rifle over its back, securing it with a shoulder strap. It then unsheathes a long stabbing knife, which glistens. “My masters have forbidden me to kill humans.” The Demon Skin tilts its head in a slow, deliberate manner. “Unless they assist our enemies.” 
The Demon Skin takes the point of the knife and scratches it against the ground, making a cringe-worthy sound as it traces around my head. “Humans are soft. Fragile. Easy to break. My sword will part through bone and skin. Like folds of thin paper.”
This is it. I’m screwed. This thing is going to carve my head like a Christmas ham. Where the hell is Bree? What is she waiting for?
Maybe she heard me tell the vampire girl about the car. Maybe Bree headed for the parking lot, thinking the Demon Skin wouldn’t bother me.
Damn it. 
“While you’re wasting time here, that vampire is halfway down the trail by now. She has a huge head start on you,” I say.
The Demon Skin doesn’t even peek towards the trail. “You are a traitor to mankind. Which is punishable by death. And I shall be your executioner.” The Demon Skin jumps to life as it quickly raises its stabbing sword and—
Something picks up the Demon Skin and throws it towards the edge of the ridge. Bree screams and shakes her burning hands as the silver chain mail reacts with her skin.
The Demon Skin catches itself on the edge of the ridge and hops to its feet. Those cold black eyes take in its new adversary. “Werewolf. I neglected your scent. Too focused on this human, I was.” The Demon Skin glances at me. “Is he your human? Most interesting. Protecting werewolves and vampires, human? You are a danger to your kind. I must destroy you both.” 
The Demon Skin races at Bree.
Something inside me reacts, I don’t know where it’s coming from, but it powers my legs and arms as I leap and tackle the creature to the ground.
What the hell am I doing?
The Demon Skin twists around my joke of a head lock and grabs my throat. Its fingers close in like five tiny vise grips. 
I can’t breathe.
The Demon Skin lifts me off the ground and holds me up like a naughty cat.
Bree appears behind the Demon Skin. She swipes its silver sword and screams in pain. But the girl fights through it as she lifts the sword over the Demon Skin and lets it drop.
The arm holding my neck falls off and tumbles helplessly to the ground, bringing me down as well.
The Demon Skin stumbles backward in temporary confusion.
There’s a loud metal clang as the sword falls to the ground. Bree’s hand is red and covered with blisters. Her human eyes filled with crazy. The wolf inside her in total control. 
Bree screams again as she rushes forward. She rams her body against the Demon Skin, casting it off the ridge and down into the valley below.
It doesn’t scream or make a sound as it disappears into the darkness.
It’s quiet again, minus the both of us breathing heavily, trying to push more oxygen into our lungs.
Bree kneels on the ground and licks her injured hand like a cat with a thorn in its paw.
“How’s your hand?” I ask.
Tears gush from her eyes. “Feels like I dipped it in boiling water.” 
I kneel beside Bree and touch her cheek. She brightens up a little.
“Thanks for saving my butt,” I say.
“We’re even then.” Bree smiles as she rises to her feet. Her eyes drop to the valley and her smile weakens. “We’d better hurry. We’ve bought us some time, but that thing will climb back up here. We’d better get that vamp out of here fast.”
Bree and I hustle down the trail, hoping to find the vamp waiting for us in the parking lot. She still might need a little more coaxing before she comes with us. But we don’t make it to the parking lot.
Just past our hiking club’s camp, we find the vampire girl’s body with a small wound on her back. The bullet was made of petrified wood. The projectile had made it through her small body and found her heart.
I hold Bree and she grips me tight, burying her nose against my neck, her tears making my skin wet. It was all too real. Bringing back memories of her best friend who was killed in the attack on her pack in Colorado.
I don’t say anything. I only hold her, letting her squeeze me like a pillow. It’s painful because her werewolf muscles are so strong and if Bree isn’t careful, she can break one of my bones with ease. But I put up with it. 
Comforting her is more important.




Chapter Three


Aiden 
Through the large kitchen window, I can see the freshness of a new day reflected in the Mayflowers’ backyard as the morning sun highlights a liquid glaze of dew that’s formed on the grass overnight. A couple of bees fly and hop over some bushes, looking for flowers. 
A guy notices these things when he’s happy to still be alive. 
I pour milk into my bowl of cereal while the Mayflowers enjoy their normal breakfast, cold deer ribs with orange juice and coffee. I’ve been living in their house long enough that the blood on their plates doesn’t bother me anymore.
Bree’s father picks a bone out of his teeth and sets it on the side of his plate. “Sounds like you did everything you could for that girl.”
Bree pauses. “Still wasn’t enough.”
“Proud of you though for trying.” Bree’s father eyes me. “Both of you.”
“They're disgusting creatures. Always have been.” Bree’s mother sips her coffee. “Living off the blood of humans? It’s medieval. You would think after a few centuries they would have evolved. We’ve changed our ways.”
“It’s not our place to judge their ways.” Bree’s father bites into another rib.
“Yes, but it’s the twenty-first century. Everyone has changed with the times. Except the vamps. They hold on to their old, crusty ways like a bunch of grumpy old politicians. So what if the Demon Skins want to wipe them out? As long as it’s not us.”
Bree’s father pauses, but says nothing. 
His daughter puts down her half-eaten rib. “There was a moment when I didn’t want to help the girl vamp either.” Bree stops and squeezes my hand, leaving a speck of deer blood on it. “But Aiden talked me into it.”
“He’s human. He doesn’t understand how things are,” Bree’s mother says, then flashes a smile. “No offense.”
“Lillian, we might need to re-evaluate our feelings towards the vamps. That’s if we want to survive as a species.” Bree’s father hesitates as his wife gives him a look. But the man continues, “We need allies. You’ve been on the online forums. You’ve read the posts. They’re slaughtering us. Mowing us down like cattle. We need help.”
Bree’s mother droops a little and shakes her head. “But from the vamps, Xavier?”
Bree looks at me. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Right, Aiden?”
“If they can help you defeat these Demon Skins, yeah.”
“There’s no way the other packs would sign off on an alliance with the vamps. They’d rather join a witches’ coven.” Bree’s mother puts down her coffee and picks at another rib.
Bree’s father grunts in frustration and pounds the table. One of the table leaves breaks off and drops to the floor with a thud. “Have enough trouble getting the packs to work together, let alone form
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