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      To everyone who never got to go to summer camp . . .

      Maybe that was for the best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY DONNA TAYLOR

          

        

      

    

    
      San Nico Slayers Series

      Blood on the Boardwalk

      

      Anthologies

      Twisted Tales to Tell in the Night: Another Halloween Horror Anthology

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TABLE OF CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Soundtrack

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

    

    
      
        Interested in More?

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Subscribe to My Newsletter

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SOUNDTRACK

          

        

      

    

    
      In no particular order, below is the soundtrack listing for Monsters in the Mountains! Listen to the playlist on Spotify!

      

      
        
        Cruel Summer by Kari Kimmel

        New World by EBEN

        In the Air Tonight by Jon Howard

        The Boys of Summer, Live at EartH, London, 2019 - Bat for Lashes

        California Dreamin’ by Tim Ayre

        (Don’t Fear) The Reaper by Keep Shelly In Athens

        Riot by Blood Red Sun

        Everbody Wants To Rule The World, From “The Hunger Games: Catching Fire” Soundtrack by Lorde

        Dragula (from “Haunt”) by Lissie

        How Soon Is Now by AG, Dresage

        Will It Ever Be The Same by Young Summer

        Lose Control by AG, Mindy Jones

        Monsters - Radio Edit by Empathy Test

        There Will Be Blood by Kim Petras

        Devil I Know by Allie X

        Go Insane by Ki:Theory

        Nothing Is As It Seems by Hidden Citizens, Ruelle

        Hold Your Breath by Astyria

        I Am Fire by J2, Eivør

        Will You Fight by Clergy, BEGINNERS

        Fallout by UNSECRET, Neoni

        Paint It, Black by Ciara

        Ready Or Not (feat. Esthero) by Mischa “Book” Chillak, Esthero

        (I Just) Died In Your Arms (Epic Trailer Version) by Hidden Citizens
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      Please keep in mind that Monsters in the Mountains is a horror novel and may have elements, situations, and scenes that are unsuitable for sensitive readers. The characters in my book are all at least seventeen-years-old, and my San Nico Slayers series is best suited for readers ages fourteen and up. Monsters in the Mountains contains violence, murder, stalking, gore, possession, exorcisms, and light swearing.
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      Georgie coughs from the driver’s seat, waves her hand around, and coughs again, her face scrunching against the chemical smell filling the car. Even as I rest my head next to the open window—damp, cool breeze whipping through my hair and bugs flying up my nostrils—the toxic tang of bug spray still wafts over me from the backseat. Somewhere underneath that haze is Connor.

      I simultaneously inhale another bug and a lungful of chemicals and cough. Desperate for oxygen, I sit upright and fan my hand to clear the bug spray haze. Like that’ll do a thing. All the windows are already open. The air conditioning is blowing full blast. But Exxon back there just keeps pumping pollution into our air.

      “Con, you’ve created your own atmosphere of bug spray. You think you have enough?” I ask him as I turn around.

      The chemical cloud around him is so thick, it could smudge him out of existence. Georgie hacks again and spits out the window.

      The hiss of aerosol stops. Slowly, the poison cloud settles, and Connor’s bleached coif comes into view along with an indignant, hooded look.

      “I don’t do bugs, Jenna,” he says before releasing a short spray onto his bare wrist like he’s putting on cologne.

      Georgie glares into the rearview mirror, her tired eyes softening what would otherwise be a stone cold look. “You’re a walking bug zapper. Nothing living is going to be able to get within five feet of you. Us included.” She gasps and coughs again. “Spray it again and I’m shoving that can up your ass.”

      Connor glares right back and holds up the can of bug spray, finger on the nozzle.

      “Connor.” I say his name like a warning, just as his finger presses onto the button, and a puff of spray spritzes out.

      Georgie whirls around—teeth bared like she still has vampire blood flowing through her veins and hasn’t been withdrawing from it for the last month—and lunges for her brother, hands aiming for his neck. Connor jerks out of reach, leaving Georgie to struggle against the seatbelt.

      “Jesus!” I scream and reach for the steering wheel.

      The car aims for the side of the road and a steep runoff into a thicket of sequoias. I yank on the wheel just in time for it to wobble back into the lane and keep us from dying. My heart pounds as I stretch uncomfortably over the center console and drive from an angle, feebly attempting to keep us on the road while Georgie tries to murder her brother.

      “Will you turn the hell around and drive?” I screech, one eye on the winding mountain road, and one eye on the slap fight behind me.

      Georgie slides back around and takes the wheel from me. Just before she faces fully forward, the little spritz of the spray hits our ears again. She nearly flips back around, but I hold her against the seat with one hand, my other hand still driving.

      “I don’t give a damn if you two want to kill each other,” I say. Georgie takes the wheel, and I lean back into my seat. “Just make sure I’m not collateral damage.”

      “Why don’t you tell Molly Methhead over here to stick to driving?” Connor waves the can around, taunting.

      I reach back, snatch the can out of his hands, and throw it onto the floor in front of me. Connor whines and even tries reaching forward to get to the can, but I palm his face and push him back.

      “You are walking bug death, Connor. You don’t need anymore,” I tell him.

      Georgie presses a couple of buttons on the center console. Too-loud music blares through the car’s speakers and neutralizes anything else we would have said to each other. She eyes her phone in its holder as the map guides us to our destination.

      Believe it or not, Georgie and Connor are getting on better. They only want to kill each other maybe eighty percent of the time instead of all the time. Baby steps. That’ll happen when they go through hell together.

      It’s only been a month since our showdown at the Emerson Lodge and school ended. Instead of going to the beach, we all killed a group of vampires before they killed us, and uncovered a secret international agency that monitors supernatural beings.

      Not only did our parents know about them all along, but mine are their agents. My parents hunted the Boardwalk Butcher, a vampire serial killer, ten years ago, and that’s the reason he came after me last month. Instead of warning me, my parents tried to wipe my memories when I was little.We were all living in blissful denial as a vampire with a grudge rolled back into town. All the while, they were training Mel, who was—is—supposed to be my friend, to be an agent.

      Bitterness boils in my veins just thinking about it. I’m still not over my parents’ betrayal. Honestly, I don’t know if I ever will be. Because of that me, Connor, and Georgie are now heading to some kind of vampire slayer boot camp. Not something I ever intended to do with the rest of my life, but dying at seventeen wasn’t on that list either.

      Any interaction with my parents I’ve had since that whole debacle has been limited and terse. I have a hard time looking at them, let alone talking to them. Maybe I’ll feel differently once this whole training thing is over, but I doubt it.

      Because we all had our fangy run-in, we were given two choices: pretend nothing supernatural exists and go on with our lives, or join The Agency. While The Agency kept nagging us for an answer, Connor and I tried ignoring everything. That didn’t work out so well. Between the nightmares, the edginess, and wondering if every single too-pale person was something ready to tear into our necks, not to mention freaking out with every twig break and breeze thinking it’s a creature crawling out from under a rock, it made up our minds for us.

      After some brief deliberation and Connor’s unnervingly strong desire to get his hands on explosives, we decided to join. So much for my journalism major somewhere far away from here. Connor was likely just going to follow me wherever I went and figure things out from there. That’s what happens when he gets the short straw on the parental attention front. Now, here we are at supernatural summer school instead of finalizing college plans like picking schools and filling out applications.

      It took Georgie a little longer, mainly because her withdrawal lasted until only a few days ago and, in all honesty, she’s still looking a little gray. I probably would be too if I had to detox vampire blood out of my system that The Agency medical team said would be like a heroin withdrawal, but stronger. Between the dark bags under her eyes and her sunken cheeks, it certainly looks that way. I’d never tell her that, though.

      Four weeks ago I would have. I would have rubbed it in her face. Now, we’ve been through enough. I think she’s paid her dues and then some. Connor is less than convinced. While I don’t give Georgie a ton of crap, he does for the both of us. It’s actually bothering me  he’s doing that. It’s not like I asked him to.

      Because Georgie is detoxing from the vampire blood, she’s a bit more…on edge. Case in point: she nearly driving us into a ravine to claw at Connor’s face. Having to bail on her early college plans is irking her too. She was supposed to go to some summer program up in Washington and stay there until, I don’t know, she graduates with her bachelors. Anything to get out from under her mom. She’s not too upset, because learning to kill monsters is a solid consolation prize, and it pisses her mom off even more.

      Still, we’ve surprisingly survived the drive and now we’re on our way to recruitment camp together. Slayer summer camp. A six week-long initiation slash crash course into The Agency.

      The map on Georgie’s phone beeps. We all lean forward, looking for our next turn. The winding road in front of us has nothing that even resembles a turn off. We’d hopped on Route 17 from San Nico, taking us deep into the San Nico Mountains, on roads barely wide enough for two cars to pass, that dip and swerve so much I might as well be on the rollercoaster on the boardwalk. It’s not a route traveled by very many people on a good day. Scotts Valley, the nearest town, is about fifteen minutes away, and it’s not much of a town.

      “What the hell?” Georgie mutters as she looks from the phone back to the road.

      The car slows to a crawl as we inch along, looking for the turn I’m convinced can’t possibly be there. Until I see a separation in the trees just large enough for me to notice, but small enough that if I weren’t looking for it, I’d miss it.

      I shoot my finger out. “There.”

      “Where?” Connor asks as he leans forward, sticking his head between me and Georgie.

      His sister looks at her phone again and frowns, her mouth hanging open. “I don’t…” She looks back up and shakes her head.

      The closer we creep, the better I see the barely-there tire tracks on the ground. “Turn now!”

      Georgie jerks the wheel, and we hobble off the road and onto an overgrown trail. The three of us jostle in our seats as Georgie’s SUV crawls over rutted and pitted road. Squeals ring out in the cabin as sticks scrape against the sides of the car.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Georgie mutters under her breath.

      “Are the directions even still on?” Connor asks as he bounces between the two seats.

      “The keeps flickering out, but yeah, it’s there. Maybe another ten minutes?” she says as she swats a leafed branch out of her face. The hum of the window closing follows.

      “I’m going to have shaken baby syndrome by the time we get there. Where the hell is this place?” Connor moves closer to his open window and tries peering through the trees.

      I attempt to do the same, but get nothing but slapped in the face by leaves for my trouble. We’re deep into it at this point, surrounded by monstrous redwoods that blot out an otherwise bright, sun-shiny day. I can’t hear anything beyond the snapping and cracking of the SUV as it moves through the trees, and Georgie swearing at the growing collection of scratches criss-crossing their way along her car as we move.

      After forever passes, the trees begin to thin, spreading out to let in a little more light, more breathing room.

      The car lurches to a halt, and Georgie stares out the windshield. I follow her gaze and gasp. In front of us is a giant stone wall reaching out to either side, well beyond anything I can see the end of. Holding the two sides of that wall together is a gate, just as tall and imposing. A Medusa head sits in the middle of it, mouth open in a silent scream as its frozen snakes rear about.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t this.

      Outside Georgie’s window is a small electric pad about the size of a ring box. Our instructions were to press a finger onto that pad. She presses her thumb onto the top of it.

      When we let The Agency know, through our parents, that we were willing to recruit, agents came to our houses to collect our fingerprints and scan our retinas. They also needed copies of our medical records, vaccination records, and school transcripts. According to Connor, their mother muttered and hissed the entire time, railing at Georgie in an angry whisper about how she was throwing her life away, all the while ignoring Connor. Despite how I feel about my parents, they weren’t nearly as bad. They weren’t thrilled with my decision, but they supported it, at least.

      After a second, red light flashes into my eyes, and I blink the after-haze away.

      “What the hell was that?” Connor asks, as he rubs his hands into his eyes.

      “A scan, maybe?” I say with no conviction.

      The Agency has firepower and some kind of advanced tech. I saw it. I used it. I wouldn’t put facial recognition past them. That seems pretty low on the amazing technology ladder, especially since it’s how I unlock my phone.

      I lean forward, trying to find the scanner, but the top of the gate is barely visible. No cameras, no scanners, no electric fences. At least, not that I see. Mel and my parents were hiding right in front of my face, so obviously The Agency is good at disguising things.

      After half a minute, the Medusa head splits down the middle, and the gate slowly opens onto an unpaved, but maintained, road that doesn’t look like it will shake our insides to mush. Georgie tentatively moves the car forward, pebbles popping under the tires, and we drive for another few minutes. We creep along a road cut into grass that’s taken care of, short and green and watered, but not expertly maintained. There are patches of crabgrass, and tufts grow higher the closer to the woods line it gets. Weeds dot the grounds and trees speckle the property. Oaks, maples, and birches that must have been purposely moved here for how much they contrast with the ancient monoliths that surround the property.

      We turn at a bend in the road. In front of us rises a Victorian nightmare, its edges blending into the shadows of the woods.

      “No. Hell no. Not doing it,” Connor mutters from the back seat.

      “Doesn’t that look like a great place to die?” Georgie says, as she leans over the steering wheel.

      “What the hell kind of slayer camp is this?” I say, practically pressing my face to the windshield.

      “I didn’t sign on to die in Hill House. I ain’t doing it.” Connor shakes his head.

      Can’t say I blame him. The less-than-loved monstrosity in front of us is the thing haunted houses are made of. What had to have been an opulent mansion at one point is now a neglected thing squatting in the middle of the woods. A dark haze creeps up one side of the house, moss maybe, giving it a permanent shadow, while paint flakes off all around the structure. A dry fountain sits out front collecting dead leaves, and a wheelbarrow with a rake in it sits next to it, like the gardener forgot what he was doing in the middle of doing it and walked off.

      The car rolls to a stop just short of the fountain. We sit and stare in silence, no doubt wondering what unique death awaits us behind those walls.

      “I never pictured summer camp like this,” Georgie says as she slowly opens her door.

      “Pretty sure most summer camps teach you how to canoe and make jewelry out of plastic beads, not how to kill vampires or harpoon mermaids.” I open my door and slide out of the car, breathing bug spray-free air for the first time in nearly an hour. “On the plus side,” I say as I open the back door for Connor, “I think the bugs will be the least of your worries, Con.”

      “I think at this point I would rather eat a bug salad drenched in bug-ranch dressing. I’m not going in there.” He stays firmly planted in the backseat, arms crossed over his chest, shaking his head.

      He’s aged a bit himself over this last month, having to deal with what happened, plus living with a detoxing former half-vampire. Concealer sits thickly under his eyes to where it’s creasing, and his bronzer is a shade too dark against his neck. He’s still disheveled after everything we went through. Well, disheveled for him, and that’s very unlike him. But he’s trying.

      “You’ve faced down vampires. Surely you can manage an unkempt house.” I reach in and grab his arm. Despite his blustering, he scooches out of the car easily enough and with little fight. “There we go. It doesn’t look so bad, right?”

      The house looks awful. Truly, like a good place to get murdered. But Connor propped me up when I needed it, so I’m going to prop him up, even if I feel like fainting.

      Georgie lets out a screech. I jump to the front of the car, but all I see is her with her hands up. Way up, reaching to the sky. I’m about to ask her what she’s doing when I see them. Figures in black. Running toward us. Guns in hand, neon orange-tipped barrels pointing at the ground.

      “Oh shit,” I mutter. Connor runs to my side.

      “Nope,” is his response when he sees what I’m looking at, but when he turns around, he lets out a scream that makes me jump.

      I turn, and I’m faced with a half dozen more people dressed in black, their faces hidden but gunning right for us. Connor is already reaching for the sky.

      “What the hell?” My heart is hammering so hard I’m woozy.

      These people look like how Mel and my parents were dressed the night of the Emerson Lodge, but not as loaded. It’s like they’re done up for stealth, not assault, although I feel pretty assaulted right now.

      I press my back into the car and put my hands up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Little squeaks whistle out of Connor, and Georgie mutters under her breath as we watch these heavily armed whoevers descend on us like a swarm of wasps. Blood whooshes in my ears. I’m gasping, my breathing getting more and more difficult as the world blurs. I have no idea what’s going on, whether someone has punked us, or if this is the vampire-turned-Agency-operative Rhami’s idea of revenge after all. We killed his vampire family. Everyone except the little girl vampire, Wendy, that he seemed to be connected to.

      A whistle blows, and my skeleton nearly rips out of my skin.

      Connor shrieks. Georgie throws herself into the side of the car. My eyes dart around the field, searching for something that isn’t a black wave of death.

      “Very good,” a voice yells over the crowd, but I can’t see who’s speaking. “I still think you can be quieter, and if it wasn’t Iman I heard trip over something on the way down here, I’ll eat my foot. It’s best if you understand how to put one foot in front of the other first before converging on your target. And Tyler, if I see that barrel rise one more time, I will make you do pushups until someone has to wipe your ass for you. Got it? Stealth and muzzle discipline. Reset. Let’s do it again.”

      Connor’s head whips around, trying to find the same voice I am. “I’m not doing that again!”

      “Don’t worry,” says a chillingly calm voice from behind us.

      Both Connor and I yell and jump back into the SUV’s doors as a small woman dressed in black appears next to us like a ghost. Her eyebrow arches from behind pitch black sunglasses, and the severity of her pulled-back black hair highlights deadly angles on her face.

      “You’re about as useful as you can get. Pull around back. You can enter there.” She nods to the side of the house. None of us say a word.

      The woman, who’s about my size, turns and walks away into the field, disappearing over the rise and toward the swarm she’s commanding.

      “I’m not going to survive this,” Connor whispers, as he stares at the space the woman once occupied. “I just hope my death is as creative as possible. Knowing my luck, I’ll shit my pants to death in another surprise assault.”

      “You’d shit your pants, anyway. Death need not apply,” Georgie says from the other side of the car. She throws herself in, slamming the door behind her. “Get in, losers. I don’t want my car getting blown up.”

      If the tiny sliver of what we’ve seen so far is any sign, I wouldn’t put it past The Agency to do just that. I give Connor’s shoulder a shove, and he collapses into the backseat while I slide into the passenger. We bounce around the dry fountain and follow faint tire tracks that curve around the back of the house where a handful of cars already sit. No fat, black SUVs like those that swarmed the Emerson Lodge that night. Those I would expect. No. This is an array of the most basic blend of family hipster vehicles I’ve ever seen. From a Honda Civic to a Nissan Leaf, complete with a charging station.

      “How eco-friendly,” Connor mutters. We all lean forward, no longer in awe of the half-dead Victorian mansion, but in the after school parking lot of cars.

      Georgie pulls in next to a Fiat. I can’t help but shake my head.

      The engine cuts off. We file out, circling around back to grab our bags before we make our way to the door. I expect to enter a grand foyer, complete with dual staircase. Only that must be at the front of the house, and we’re entering through the help’s door. We sidle through a narrow, dimly lit hallway that smells like steamed meat. The door slams, and we all jump, clearly still spooked from the practice assault.

      Connor leads us, his neon yellow backpack slung over his shoulder and bringing some much-needed light to our dark world.

      “Where the hell am I going?” he asks, as he keeps moving.

      “Why are you asking us?” his sister calls from behind me. “Just keep walking. We’ll end up somewhere. This place is big, but not lost-in-the-maze-for-eternity big.”

      A room opens up to our right, and light streams in from outside, illuminating a rustic kitchen complete with a picnic table and large pots of something steaming on the stovetop. Murmuring voices stop talking as we enter. We’re greeted by a small group of people our age, two guys and a girl. Like us, they’re in regular street clothes, casual jeans and t-shirts, all with bags of various sizes at their feet. We stare at each other, not really knowing what to say or do.

      “Looks like we found our orientation group,” Connor says. He makes a beeline for the pile of bread on the table, moving between a couple of disgruntled people to do it.

      A girl picks at the fruit, an open invitation for Georgie to move toward the fruit bowl herself. My stomach is in knots. I can’t imagine putting anything in it, so I remain in the doorway, studying our new spooky summer school classmates.

      “Oh good. I didn’t miss anything,” a voice says behind me, and I flinch. “Sorry about that,” he says as he pats my shoulder and walks into the kitchen.

      “Didn’t think you’d make it, Chaz,” one boy says.

      The boy who just spoke to Chaz leans forward, and the air leaves my lungs. He reminds me of Rhami, but not ancient, and paler. And not a vampire, obviously, as he’s sitting in a glittering beam of sunlight. A light stubble brushes his cheeks and jaw, and his eyes sparkle as Chaz makes his way over and shakes his proffered hand. Briefly, the boy’s eyes glance over Chaz’s shoulder and catch mine, lingering there, and he smiles a little wider.

      Like the feral hermit I am, I clear my throat and look down at my scuffed Chucks. Heat flares in my cheeks, and my stomach churns even more. When I look back up, he’s looking at Chaz again, and so is Connor, who’s stopped mid-chew and is gawking at the boy who just walked in. Chaz must notice him, because he turns and beams at him. He says something to Connor, his words getting lost in the distance between us. Connor snaps out of his fugue, chokes down his mouthful of food, comports himself like the cool nerd he is, and shakes the hand extended to him.

      He points to me and Georgie and says our names. I curl up the corners of my lips and hope it resembles something like a smile. Georgie throws up her hand in a wave.

      Chaz waves back and points to the guy he was just talking to. “This is Jackson, that’s Eli,” he points to a boy even paler than I am sitting on the far side of the table, “and that’s Ayana.” Next to Eli, her skin is a deep, golden brown, with black hair, but Eli is the kind of pale that makes an eggshell look dark.

      “A bit like raccoons, aren’t you?” A voice slices through the kitchen murmur, and we all go silent.

      Georgie drops the apple she’s holding and turns around, but Connor holds the bread to his chest like a child and chews angrily at the woman standing in the doorway. Chaz turns toward her, and everyone else sitting around the table stares at the woman who just walked in.

      Looking much like the one from outside, just less tactical, she’s dressed in a well-tailored suit, curly hair haloed around her head and shimmering in the sunlight. But her face is just as severe as the trainer’s outside and a little annoyed.

      I swallow hard. “Someone told us to come in this way.”

      Only her eyes shift to look at me, and she sniffs. “Did that person tell you to help yourselves as well?”

      Connor chews loudly in the silence. “I, uh…”

      She rolls her eyes as she turns around and walks out of the kitchen. “This way. And don’t take anything else.”

      “Isn’t she lovely?” Connor whispers loudly as he approaches me.

      Freshly baked bread wafts over me as he chews. I hold up a mint tin, and he snatches it out of my hand.

      “Looks like a great start to training, huh?” Chaz says, as he sidles up next to Connor with a wink in my best friend’s direction.

      Chaz keeps walking with a bounce to his step, and Connor waggles his eyebrows at me, mouthing hello as he smirks.

      Rustling fills the room as everyone sitting stands and hauls their luggage out of the kitchen after the brusque woman, leaving the savory smells and tempting spread of bread and fruit behind. I’ve been gone a couple hours at most, and I’m already missing the diner. I’ll end up in full french fry withdrawal by the end of this.

      Jackson walks toward the doorway, but Connor is a few steps ahead, and I hurry after him, my ears burning. I will make a fool out of myself if I try to talk to him. Not like he’ll actually talk to me. Georgie is more his type.

      We end up in an entryway that I was expecting and much less like the cellar door we came through, although it’s not this grand Victorian expanse I would expect from the outside. The floor reminds me more of school, a utilitarian gray that screams boring. A functional chandelier hangs overhead, wrought iron with bare bulbs. No crystal. A grand staircase is still there, but the banisters are scratched and dented, and the imprint of a carpet runner works its way up the stairs, showing bare wood to a second, and eventually a third, floor.

      Gray curtains that look more like dull strips of fabric hang over the windows. Dark squares where paintings once hung dot the walls around the once grand room. Whatever personality this house had, The Agency stripped it all away. Maybe recruits were caught trying to steal the artwork. Or muddy boots on art déco tile was too much to clean up. Whatever the reason, the inside of the murder mansion looks less murdery and more math classy.

      “My name is Vanessa Greaves, and I’m the coordinator of recruitment training for the California division of The Agency,” the severe woman says, as she clasps her hands behind her back.

      Connor swallows the last bit of bread in his mouth before asking, “So you’re, like, our drill instructor?”

      She turns her head a fraction of an inch, and he squirms under her glare. “No.” She turns away from him, looking at the blank space somewhere in between Georgie and me. The rest of the group comes up behind us, congregating at our backs. “I am a coordinator, not an instructor. I make sure you know your ass from your elbow when it comes to these grounds, what you are to expect, and what your training will be. From there, the onus is on you to shut up and listen to what you’re told so you make it out of here in one piece.”

      “You know we’ve survived a nest of vampires, right? Did they tell you that? Jenna just finished scraping a guy’s guts out of her hair the other day,” Georgie says, her thumb pointing to me.

      Heat flares on the back of my neck. I can’t stop the blush if I try. Rustling reaches my ears as the group shifts. I can feel their eyes boring into me. I’ve done my damndest these last few weeks to forget about the Emerson Lodge and what Mark’s insides felt like painted all over my outsides. I could slap Georgie for bringing it up. That doesn’t mean I don’t agree with her, but still.

      Vanessa’s eyes narrow into slits as she gets Georgie in her sights. To Georgie’s credit, she doesn’t fidget like her brother. At this point, I would imagine not much would fluster her. Between her overbearing and horribly critical mother and her ex-boyfriend Mark—aka the Boardwalk Butcher, aka immortal vampire serial killer who used Georgie to get to me—there’s little else nastier in this world she could deal with. Instead, she stands there staring at this woman with a coolly disinterested gaze.

      “Survival from sheer dumb luck versus actual skill are two very different things. How many more lucky breaks do you think you’ll get in your life that will net you the same results as your escapade at the Emerson Lodge? Hmm?” She looks back toward the rest of the group. “That goes for you as well. You all got lucky with the revenants. Very lucky.”

      Escapade? Like we just frolicked our way through shoving stakes into monsters’ chests? And what the hell are revenants?

      “Here we will remove luck and replace it with verifiable skills that will mitigate your dying in such a situation. We don’t rely on luck at The Agency. Follow me.” Without another word, she turns and walks away, leaving us to scramble along after her.

      As I hoist my bag over my shoulder, I can’t help but ask, “Can we take these to our rooms first?”

      Without turning around, she responds, “You’ll hold on to your effects until you’re released. Surely, if you can survive a nest of vampires, you can survive carrying your luggage.”

      Warm breath tickles my ear as a soft, deep voice asks, “You think the rest of the instructors are like her?”

      I look up, only to find myself nose to nose with Jackson. Holy crap, he’s even more flawless up close. All the words I could use to respond to him knot in my head, so all that comes out is a chuckle as I look back down at my feet. Again.

      “George?” Connor leans in front of me. “You taking notes? I feel like you can learn some bitchy things from this one.”

      He laughs. Georgie rolls her eyes. As he pulls himself up, I gasp, and Connor comes to an abrupt stop next to me, the sparkling point of a needle an inch from the tip of his nose. Everyone freezes and stares at the needle, the syringe, and the small yet fierce woman holding it without so much as a shudder.
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      “Are you done talking?” Vanessa asks, a bored look on her face.

      “Yes,” Connor chirps through puckered lips, eyes crossing as he stares at the tip of the needle. “I will sew my own lips shut if you get me a needle and thread.”

      Vanessa caps the syringe and pockets it. “Don’t tempt me.”

      “What’s in that?” Georgie asks, as she steps up next to Vanessa.

      There’s a curiosity on her face I’ve never seen before, and it’s a little unnerving.

      “A paralytic? Poison, maybe?” Georgie adds.

      My eyes narrow as I think about Connor’s desire to play with explosives before we came here. Now, Georgie is curious about how to poison someone. Thank The Agency to dredge out the true colors of the Delvecchio siblings. And me, seeing as how I exploded a vampire by shoving a stake through his chest. I take a step forward, eager to hear Vanessa’s answer despite myself.

      “Saline solution,” Vanessa says with a quirk of her lips. Georgie deflates. “Threatening new recruits with poison is frowned upon.”

      “I just nearly pissed myself over saline solution?” Connor mutters, as he shakes his head.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t say that like you’re actually looking for it to be something more than harmless,” I tell him.

      He gives me a look, his eyebrow raised, as we follow Vanessa to an arching double door. It’s something that looks more accurate to the fading mansion out front than the sterile office building we walk through now. The wood looks dense, and ornate carvings run up and down the frame from floor to ceiling.

      Vanessa points to a door and says, “The library. It will be your second home next to your bed while you’re here. Treat the librarian kindly, and she’ll return that kindness.”

      “Are people usually dicks to librarians?” Connor asks.

      A few in the group chuckle as Vanessa tilts her head, giving Connor an assessing gaze. “You’ll need as many allies as possible while you’re here. I’m merely reminding you not to take anything for granted, no matter how insignificant it may seem. Even though she’s a librarian, she is still an agent. All of your instructors are agents. They may appear unassuming, but they’re highly trained and will put you in your place if need be.”

      “Only if the history teacher is hot is he allowed to body slam me,” Connor says with a laugh. It earns the same out of the group.

      I have no idea how he does it, and if I didn’t love him so much, I’d burn with jealousy. Any time I try to make a joke, it falls flat, but Connor can make an auditorium roar with laughter with the simplest line. It’s one of his super skills.

      Vanessa takes a step toward him, the tap of her shoes on the tile echoing around the entryway. Vanessa is maybe an inch taller than me, but the death glare she’s giving Connor makes him swallow hard and blink. I’m pretty sure he’s sweating. Whatever charm he has, it’s not working on our coordinator.

      Vanessa lets out an exaggerated sigh. Her face is still severe, and somewhat annoyed, but the edges soften, like she’s not frowning as much. “I know this isn’t easy, and it’s a lot to take in in a short amount of time.”

      “You think?” Georgie says, her arms crossed over her chest.

      Vanessa ignores her. “But you’re behind the curtain now. This is normal. That,” she points out to the world, “is the illusion. You’ve had the red pill forced down your throat, and now you can’t unsee what’s been hiding in the shadows all this time. No amount of humor will make it easier to swallow.”

      Connor squints, but it’s Chaz who says, “Did you just make a Matrix reference?”

      With a slow turn of his head, Connor faces Chaz and gives him an approving nod. Chaz winks at him. We’ve been here ten minutes, and Connor already has a summer camp boyfriend. Seriously.

      Vanessa puts her hand up, palm out. “Deal with it however you need to deal with it. But when you’re here, when you’re getting your training, you need to take it seriously. This is your life. If you slack in training, it will show when we release you. That will either get you killed by something particularly nasty, or desk duty in a basement for the rest of your life. The window to take the blue pill is gone. There’s no going back.”

      “So, quitting The Agency isn’t an option?” Ayana asks, her voice concerned. “Is there no re-evaluation in ten years or something?”

      Vanessa walks away from the library and carries on down the hall. “Most agents are lifers, in one capacity or another. But most don’t sign up to stare at a computer screen for an eight-hour day. If they end up in a position they don’t like and can’t get out of it, they can quit if their contract allows it.”

      “Contract?” It slips out of my mouth, but judging by the confused looks all around, everyone’s thinking the same thing.

      “Soon,” Vanessa says, as she ushers us to a small dining hall. It’s more casual and less sterile than the hallway, with round wooden tables and chairs dotting the room. “This is for the instructors and staff. Recruits eat in the kitchen where you first arrived.”

      A few classrooms are also on the first floor, while the rest of the floor is reserved for faculty space.

      The second floor is more of the same from the first floor, just less library and more classrooms. What were probably bedrooms or sitting rooms at one point long ago, when this house belonged to a wealthy someone decorated in gaudy woodwork and heavy curtains, have been stripped and turned into utilitarian classrooms. Wooden desks and dry erase boards abound, but there’s still vintage wallpaper on the walls and the rooms have that musty smell, like old books, that won’t go away without ripping the house out down to the bones. One room even has a fireplace large enough for us to have a picnic in.

      Vanessa takes us up one more flight of stairs to a large open training room. On one side is a basic gym area with free weights, weight machines, treadmills, and all that fun Gold’s Gym-type stuff. But that only takes up a quarter of the massive space. Around the rest of the room are mats, rigs, ropes, medicine balls, staffs, swords, knives, punching bags. The ceiling is shorter here, but still fifteen feet up. Floor to ceiling windows line one wall, making the room shine even with the lights off. If there are any ghosts up here, they’re buff as hell.

      One thing is missing, though.

      “Where do we sleep? The basement?” I ask. The weight of my bag digs into my shoulder, so I drop it to the floor.

      “Ugh. I don’t do damp,” Connor says, as he runs his hand over his hair.

      Vanessa snorts. “Of course not. You’re in the bunkhouses.”

      “Excuse me?” Connor blinks.

      “That sounds far too rustic for me,” Georgie says, even though she’s looking far less high fashion than I’ve ever seen her, in a simple white t-shirt, jeans, and slip-on sneakers.

      Never mind that everything looks brand new.

      “About a hundred yards into the woods are your cabins. It’s where all the recruits stay. You can head there shortly. We have one more stop.”

      We follow Vanessa back down to the second floor and into a conference room that’s just as sterile and corporate-y as most of the house. She motions to the swivel chairs around the table. We shuffle in, bags snagging on corners and getting caught in feet as we stuff them under the table.

      At the end of the table, where Vanessa sits, are two piles of books. One pile she blindly hands out to us: A Brief Historie of Paranormal Governance. The book is at least two inches thick, and when I thumb through it, the font is like a size four and the margins are nonexistent. Judging by the smell wafting off the yellowed pages, the book is older than the house. I’m wondering if “brief” is supposed to be ironic.

      From the second pile, she opens the cover of each book before handing them out. When she gives me mine, I find my name inscribed on the inside cover. The first page is week one of our programming, outlining basic classes and what looks like more intensive training. I flip the page, but nothing is there. All the other journal pages are blank.

      I look up, and Vanessa watches us handle both books. She doesn’t clear her throat or otherwise demand we pay attention. Instead, she allows us time with what she’s given us and waits patiently, her hands folded on the table in front of her. Eventually, everyone else looks up too.

      “The next six weeks will be intense. Let’s call it our introductory course into The Agency. You get through these next six weeks and you’re in. If you fail to finish, then your career with The Agency ends here.” Her voice is monotone, robotic, like she’s recited this spiel a thousand times.

      Connor gulps. Georgie keeps her hands folded in front of her, much like Vanessa. Jackson moves to raise his hand, but must think better of it.

      Instead, he opens his mouth to speak. “What does that mean, ends here?”

      A stack of papers I didn’t see sits next to a closed laptop. Vanessa grabs them and hands them out to the recruits around the table. When my copy slides in front of me, the words at the top of the page jump out at me: Non-Disclosure Agreement. I don’t understand what I’m seeing.

      “NDAs?” Ayana blurts.

      That makes one of us that knows what this piece of paper is.

      “It’s standard operating procedure for the work we do. We need to gag you somehow, seeing as how we’re a black budget agency. NDAs are more binding and less messy than having to kill anyone who talks,” she says with a snide smirk. When the recruits continue to stare at her with wide eyes, she huffs a laugh. “You thought we killed people who didn’t make it through, didn’t you?”

      “You say that like it’s so absurd,” Connor says, as he leafs through the pages-long document.

      “Like I said, that would be far too messy. Now, for those of you under eighteen, you’ll find your parents’ signatures already there. I recommend reading through the document before signing. I’ll give you time now to do that.” She flicks her fingers and leans back in her chair.

      I flip to the back of the document. Sure enough, my mom’s signature is there, in blue ink, on the guardian line. Heads are bent, reading through what’s in front of us. No, they may not disappear failing recruits, but they will drag them to the pits of legal hell if they need to. I don’t understand half of what I’m reading, but apparently my mom did. She would. I’m sure both she and my dad signed these.

      Maybe that’s why they kept me in the dark for so long. They literally couldn’t tell me anything. Still, that doesn’t excuse them from trying to chemically erase my memories or gaslight me into thinking those fangs I saw when I was little were just a dream when they were very much real.

      There’s a pile of pens in the middle of the table. I reach for one at the same time as Jackson. Our fingers brush, and he gives me an open-mouthed smile. My mouth betrays me by smiling back. I feel like there’s a joke coming, because whatever flirting he’s doing, he can’t be doing it with me. No one has ever looked at me like this. Being the school’s freak vampire girl leaves a mark. But he doesn’t know me. None of these people do, just Connor and Georgie. And they know vampires are real.

      Then it hits me: for the first time in my life, I’m not a freak. Not here. An overwhelming sense of relief comes over me, like the million pounds I’ve been carrying around for years instantly lifts. I’m with people who are finally, wholeheartedly just like me.

      My smile lingers as I put pen to paper, my hand shaking slightly, and sign my name. I shouldn’t trust my parents, but I don’t have much of a choice right now, so I trust that what’s in this legally binding–as it claimed repeatedly–document is copacetic.

      “What if we don’t sign it?” Eli asks, his complexion sickly in the stark fluorescent lighting.

      “Then you will be escorted off the property immediately, and we will ensure that you do not remember where this training center is,” Vanessa says without a shred of irony.

      “You just said you don’t kill people,” he responds, his voice inching toward panic.

      Before Vanessa can speak, I say, “They’ll wipe your memory.” I look at Vanessa, and she nods. I wonder if she knows about what my parents did. “They have ways of erasing moments out of your mind.”

      I don’t go into any more detail, but now I have a group of people looking at me wondering how the hell I could know that. Then he speaks up.

      “Your parents are agents,” Jackson says, and I nod.

      Vanessa clears her throat. “The NDAs, please. We have more to cover.” I fling my document across the table to her, and everyone else’s slides along with mine. “Now, your courses are set out for the first week. Weeks run for six days.”

      “Is that normal?” Georgie asks.

      “It can be,” Vanessa responds. “When you’re on assignment, you don’t have days off. We’re trying to maximize the time you’re with us. This isn’t summer vacation. We have to prepare you for what’s out there.”

      Georgie goes a little more gaunt. Connor is about as white as the wall.

      “Rest day is your day. Most choose to do laundry. There are machines out by the bunkhouses, and they’re free to use. Detergent and fabric softener are also provided,” Vanessa says.

      “How kind,” Connor mutters.

      Vanessa ignores him. “At the end of the first six days, you will receive an evaluation along with a list of elective classes you’ll be able to add to your training. These class offerings will be determined by recommendations from your instructors. These electives will only be available in weeks two through six, and will be done in addition to your physical training. You will need to hand them in by lunch on your off day. You can drop them off in my office on the first floor. New schedules will be handed out at dinner.”

      My palms are sweaty, and my body can’t decide if it’s too hot or too cold in this windowless room.

      “Each day will be split between classroom instruction and hands-on training. That can vary between learning fighting techniques to running assault drills⁠—”

      “Like the group that jumped us when we first got here,” Georgie cuts in, her eyes glittering.

      Vanessa nods. “Those were agents running a recon drill, but yes. Similar. What training you receive will be determined by your evaluations, what electives you choose, and what your instructors feel is appropriate. Don’t be surprised if you encounter more advanced trainees in your electives. We have many people here that are at various stages of their training.”

      I start to speak, but choke on my tongue. I clear my throat and eventually words find their way out. “What if we don’t agree with the instructors’ recommendations? What if we want to do something else?”

      Vanessa’s eye twitches, and she gives me that unfeeling smile. “It’s highly recommended you accept at least one suggestion from your instructors. They are excellent at determining where your strengths will be. If, at the end of training, you feel you are better suited to something other than what’s been recommended, we will respect your wishes and place you where you wish to be placed, within reason.”

      “Just like that,” Connor says, skepticism lacing his words.

      Vanessa’s eyes zero in on Connor. “We will put you through hell these next six weeks, but believe it or not, we don’t want your life to be hell. As I said, the recommendations are usually appropriate. But if yours aren’t, please discuss it with me, and we’ll find something more suitable.”

      Connor’s head dips to the side, and a smile crawls up his face. “You’re so kind.”

      I slap his shoulder, his sarcasm not needed right now.

      Vanessa blinks, then glances around the table. “Questions?”

      “Um.” Georgie places her hand on the history book. “Do we have any other textbooks? Workbooks? Anything?”

      “Any additional materials will be handed out in class.” She nods to the book under Georgie’s hand. “I recommend getting through at least the first ten chapters before your class tomorrow morning. It’ll help fill in some gaps.” She smiles. “Class starts at nine, breakfast is served by seven-thirty. Break at twelve-thirty for lunch. Afternoon training resumes at two and runs until six. Dinner immediately follows. Any time not in training is yours to do with as you wish, assuming any work you have is completed, of course. I honestly doubt you’ll have much free time.”

      Vanessa breathes deeply before speaking again. “Those of you who have not yet graduated will continue your extracurricular training once school resumes, traveling between home and here outside of your regular school hours, at a frequency to be determined once training is over. Those who have graduated, if you are attending college in the fall, we’ll make arrangements with local handlers to continue training, assuming we don’t have to do any school rearrangements.”

      Vanessa barely pauses and tries to say something else, but I cut her off, one question burning on my tongue. “Are we allowed to leave the property? And what about our phones?”

      She tilts her head and blinks. It’s hard to tell whether she thinks I’m simple or whether she’s choosing her words wisely. Or perhaps both.

      “This isn’t a prison. You may come and go as needed and use your devices as you see fit. However, everything you will need for the next six weeks is already on premises, and your free time will be limited. Recruits must be in their cabins no later than ten PM and at first classes at nine am. You will have additional work outside of that, especially as your training becomes more specialized. If you’re not training or studying, you’ll more than likely be sleeping. That’s how most recruits manage it. But as I said, you can leave if you like so long as you understand when you need to be back and the parameters of these.” She holds up the stack of NDAs we all just signed. “Your social media, emails, and additional online activity will be monitored as well, but you should know you will find you don’t have cell service here.”

      Like we’re all one hive mind, we pull out our phones. Sure enough, no service. It must stop at the gate.

      Vanessa smirks. “The Wi-Fi password is in your cabins. It’s an excellent connection, but we use parental controls and access to certain applications will be blocked. You will not be posting to social media while you’re here. And if you do so while off-premises, the repercussions will be severe.”

      Connor’s lip quivers, and I tuck my phone back into my pocket. Alrighty then.

      Our coordinator stands, the chair rolling out from under her, and motions toward the door. “If no one has any further questions, we’ll stop at the supply closet before you head over to the cabins.”

      “You’re not walking us out there?” I ask, as we all shuffle out of the conference room.

      Vanessa clears her throat, and I’m almost positive she chokes back a chuckle. “No. Straight back behind the house, a hundred yards. You can’t miss it. If you get lost, you pretty much guarantee your failure.”

      Keys jingle as she leads us out of the room and to a door closer toward the stairs. She opens it and flicks on a light, revealing shelves of black clothing. “I would recommend six of each. You don’t want to do laundry in the middle of the week. Wear whatever you like in the classroom, but you are required to wear this for training.”

      The closet is big enough for three of us to fit side by side, so we slide in and start scanning sizes.

      “Six bottoms, six tops, one jacket, one pair of trainers. Girls, if you need sports bras, those are on the third shelf from the bottom. Laundry bags are next to the door.”

      Georgie and I look at the same time and duck down, Georgie grabbing a handful of sports bras that are at least two sizes larger than the ones I’m taking.

      When I stand back up, Connor is holding a pair of shapeless sweatpants, and he looks flabbergasted by what’s in front of him. He looks at Vanessa. “You know sweatpants are criminal, right?”

      Vanessa rolls her eyes. “They’re utilitarian. They’re standard issue for men.”

      He turns around, sees the leggings Georgie and I are holding, and scoffs. “Why can’t I wear those?”

      Georgie shudders. “Because no one wants to see your ballsack in 3D. Please stick to the sweats.”

      He whips his head around and points at Vanessa. “I refuse to be confined to your hetero-normative standards of masculinity. Refuse!”

      Vanessa’s head falls
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