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Prologue
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FOR CENTURIES, THEY had been taught to hate each other.

Vampires called werewolves savages.

Werewolves called vampires monsters.

Each generation inherited the hatred of the one before it, along with the stories, the scars, and the graves.

No one remembered exactly how the war had begun.

That was the strange part.

There were ancient records, of course. Blood-stained manuscripts were locked away in vampire archives, wolf elders who could recite the names of warriors killed hundreds of years ago, songs about massacres, and stories about betrayals.

But there was no single truth - Only two versions of it.

And both sides believed theirs.

By the time Jasmine was born, the hatred was no longer questioned. It was simply a fact of life.

Vampires lived behind fortified borders while protecting their territories from the wolves who hunted beyond them. Werewolves guarded their forests and mountain passes, convinced that the vampires were waiting for any opportunity to invade.

Children were taught never to trust the other species.

Soldiers were taught to kill them... And Jasmine had been one of those soldiers.

She had learned how to fight before she had learned how to question why.

She knew where to strike a werewolf to bring him down.

She knew how to recognize a wolf's tracks in the forest.

She knew how to smell them long before they came into sight.

Most importantly, she knew the rule that every vampire soldier was expected to follow: Never hesitate.

Hesitation got vampires killed.

Mercy got vampires killed.

And falling in love with the enemy?

That was something no one had ever survived.

***
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THE MOON WAS HIGH WHEN Jasmine first saw him.

She stood among the trees at the edge of vampire territory, her black uniform blending into the darkness.

Her unit had been ordered to intercept a group of werewolves crossing the border.

The orders were simple - Find them. Drive them back. Kill anyone who resisted.

Jasmine had followed orders all her life.

Until that night.

She heard the wolves before she saw them - branches breaking, heavy footsteps, and low growls. Her hand tightened around her weapon. Then a figure stepped between the trees who was tall, broad-shouldered,  and covered in blood.

His golden eyes immediately found hers.

He was unmistakably wolf.

Jasmine raised her weapon and he growled. For several seconds, neither moved.

She had fought werewolves before.

She had killed them before.

But something about this one was different.

Perhaps it was the way that he looked at her - not with blind hatred or with bloodlust but with recognition. It was as if he had seen her before. As if he had been searching for her.

Then someone shouted behind her. "Jasmine!"

The moment broke.

The werewolf turned and Jasmine lunged.

Their weapons collided.

He was faster than she expected.

She struck and he dodged. He grabbed her wrist and she twisted free. They fought beneath the moon with each trying to bring the other down. Yet neither delivered the killing blow.

Finally, the werewolf stepped back.

Jasmine's weapon was pressed against his chest while his claws hovered inches from her throat.

Either could finish it.

Neither did.

His eyes remained fixed on hers.

Then he whispered something  that she would remember for the rest of her life. "Why do you look like you don't want to kill me?"

Jasmine froze.

Before she could answer, a howl sounded in the distance. The werewolf released her and disappeared into the forest.

Jasmine stood alone.

Her fellow soldiers rushed toward her. "Did you get him?"

She looked into the darkness. "No."

"Why?" he asked.

Jasmine lowered her weapon. "I lost him."

It was the first lie she ever told for him.

She didn't know his name and she didn't know why he had spared her.

She didn't know that he was Eugene. Or that he was one of the most trusted warriors among the wolves.

She certainly didn't know that she would meet him again.

And again.

And again.

On battlefields... At borders... And under moonlight.

Always as enemies.

Always with the same strange hesitation between them.

Until one day, during a battle that would change both their lives forever, the earth would open beneath their feet. Stone would fall and the world above them would disappear.

And the vampire and the werewolf who had spent years trying not to kill each other would become trapped together beneath the mountain with no army, no commanders, no weapons, and no escape.

Only their wounds, their hunger, and their hatred. And eventually... the terrifying realization that they had never truly been enemies at all.

Because sometimes the greatest danger isn't falling in love with someone you're forbidden to love. Sometimes the greatest danger is discovering that everything you were taught to hate was a lie.
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Chapter One
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THE BORDER HAD BEEN built from blood long before it was built from stone.

Jasmine had heard that sentence all her life. Her mother had whispered it when she was a child. Her instructors had shouted it during training. And her commanders repeated it whenever the vampire army lost another soldier.

The border had been built from blood and it was Jasmine's duty to protect it.

She stood atop the eastern watchtower just before sunset while looking across the valley toward the forest beyond. The vampire territory ended at the river. Beyond it stretched the enormous Blackwood Forest, where the werewolves had lived for generations.

Between the two territories stood the border - A wall of dark stone and iron that was reinforced with enchanted metal and watched day and night by soldiers from both sides.

Watchtowers rose every few hundred yards and guards patrolled the roads. Runes had been carved into the ground to detect unauthorized crossings. Nobody crossed without permission. Nobody was supposed to - And yet, every few weeks, someone died here.

Jasmine rested her hands on the railing. The evening air was cool against her face. She could hear everything - the distant footsteps of patrols, the rustle of leaves, and the soft clink of weapons that were being checked by soldiers below.

And beneath it all was the forest.

She stared into the trees. Somewhere beyond them were the wolves.

Her enemies.

That was what she had been taught.

Not people, not neighbors... Enemies.

The distinction mattered. At least, it was supposed to.

A bell sounded behind her. Jasmine turned to see a pair of younger soldiers rush across the platform.

"Shift change," one of them said.

She nodded.

"Any movement?" he asked.

She shook her head. "Nothing."

Jasmine looked back toward the forest.

"Nothing is never nothing." The young soldier frowned.

She could see the question in his face, but he said nothing.

He knew better.

Jasmine was Lieutenant Jasmine Eaton and the commander of the eastern patrol.

She had earned her position over years of combat.

She had fought at the border.

She had defended villages.

She had survived three major raids and countless smaller skirmishes.

She was respected because she was disciplined.

Feared because she was capable.

Trusted because she never abandoned her soldiers.

The vampire council considered her exactly the kind of warrior  that they wanted protecting the border.

They didn't know what she thought about the war. Or perhaps they simply assumed that she thought the same way that they did.

Jasmine wasn't sure anymore what she believed. She had killed werewolves, she had watched vampires die, and she had stood in fields after battles and seen what remained when the fighting stopped – bones, blood, and bodies.

And always the same question... Why?

She had asked it once as a young soldier and her commanding officer had stared at her as though she had spoken blasphemy. "Because they are wolves."

That had been the entire answer.

Jasmine had never forgotten it. Not because it satisfied her but because it didn't.

She looked toward the forest again.

Nobody knew how the war had started. There were stories - thousands of them. Vampire records claimed that the wolves had slaughtered a royal delegation centuries ago. 

The wolves insisted that the vampires had invaded their ancestral lands and massacred their elders first.

Each side had documents.

Each side had songs.

Each side had graves.

And each side swore that the other was lying.

The truth had disappeared somewhere in the centuries between. But the hatred remained and it was passed from parent to child like an inheritance.

Vampire children learned that werewolves were violent creatures who could not control their instincts.

Wolf children learned that vampires were cruel parasites who fed on the living and desired nothing but domination.

Jasmine had once believed all of it. Now she wasn't sure.

"Lieutenant," came a voice from behind her.

She turned to see Captain Marcus standing at the entrance to the tower. "You're wanted in the command room."

Jasmine nodded. "Anything happening?" 

"Not yet." His expression hardened. "But intelligence reports increased wolf movement along the northern ridge."

Jasmine followed him down the stairs. "How many?"

"Unknown," he said.

"Scouts?" she asked.

"Three," he replied.

She stopped. "Three scouts haven't come back?"

Marcus shook his head.

Jasmine's instincts immediately sharpened. "Then they're either dead or captured."

"That's what I thought," he said. He continued walking. "Command wants your unit ready before midnight."

Jasmine nodded.

Orders... Always orders.

***
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ACROSS THE BORDER, Eugene stood beneath the same moon but he just didn't know it yet. The Blackwood Forest was home to the Northern Wolf Pack. It was older than the vampire kingdom and older than the stone border that divided the two territories.

The wolves knew every trail, every river, and every cave. They could smell an intruder long before they could see one. And Eugene was one of their best warriors.

He was known among the pack as a fighter who could silently move through the forest and strike before an enemy knew that he was there. He had earned the respect of the pack through years of service. He had defended their villages. He had escorted children through dangerous territory. He had fought vampire soldiers at the border. And he had killed vampires.

And every time he did, something inside him became quieter.

He stood now on a ridge overlooking the valley. Three wolf scouts had failed to return. Eugene had been sent to determine why.

His senses stretched through the darkness. He smelled damp earth – pine and stone. And beneath it all... fresh blood.

He crouched as his fingers touched the soil. There were tracks... Boot prints.

Vampire soldiers.

His jaw tightened as he followed the trail. The prints led toward a narrow ravine and then stopped. A broken sword lay in the grass. A few yards away was a torn piece of wolf uniform.

Eugene picked it up. It was one of his scouts.

Dead.

His expression darkened and a familiar anger rose inside him. But beneath it was something else - weariness. He looked toward the border. How many more?

How many more bodies?

How many more soldiers would be sent into the forest because someone on the other side believed the war must continue?

He hated that the question bothered him. Wolves weren't supposed to question the war. Their enemies were the vampires. That was all there was to know.

His father had taught him that.

His commanders had taught him.

The pack had taught him.

Yet no one had ever been able to answer the question that Eugene had secretly carried for years. Why?

He had asked his father once and his father had simply said, "Because they will always hate us."

Eugene had wanted to ask who had hated whom first but he hadn't because some questions were dangerous. Especially when the answers might change what you were willing to fight for.

A howl came from behind him and Eugene stood.

Another wolf approached. "Anything?"

"Three scouts are dead," he said.

The wolf's face hardened. "Vampires?"

"Probably," he replied.

"Then we retaliate," the wolf growled.

Eugene looked toward the border. "Maybe."

The other wolf frowned. "Maybe?"

Eugene turned toward him. "Let's find out what happened first."

The wolf stared at him. "You sound like a vampire."

Eugene's expression became cold. "I sound like someone who wants the truth."

***
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BY MIDNIGHT, BOTH ARMIES were moving. Neither knew the other was coming.

Jasmine led twelve vampire soldiers through the eastern pass. They moved silently beneath the trees. Jasmine walked at the front while her senses searched the darkness.

She could hear heartbeats, small animals, and the wind but nothing else.

Still, something bothered her.

The reports said wolf movement but there were no wolves.

"Stop," she barked.

The soldiers froze.

Jasmine raised one hand and everyone listened.

Nothing.

Then... a branch snapped.

Jasmine drew her weapon. "Positions."

Her soldiers spread out.

The forest seemed to hold its breath as a low growl rolled through the darkness.

Then another.

Jasmine's grip tightened. "Wolves."

Her soldiers prepared for battle.

She stared into the trees and for one strange moment, she felt something that she couldn't explain. It wasn’t fear or excitement. It was recognition. It was as if some part of her already knew what was waiting there.

The first wolf burst from the darkness.

Then another.

Then five more.

The forest exploded into violence.

Jasmine moved and her blade struck fur.

A wolf lunged and she dodged. Then another attacked came from the side. She spun and drove him back.

Across the clearing, she saw a larger figure emerge from the trees. He was faster than the others – stronger and controlled. He moved through her soldiers like a shadow.

Jasmine's eyes narrowed as their gazes met.

Golden eyes.

They were the same eyes from the night at the border weeks earlier. The same eyes that had paused when he could have killed her.

The wolf looked at her. She looked at him. And neither moved.

Then someone shouted. "Jasmine!"

The moment shattered and the wolf came toward her.

She raised her weapon while he raised his claws. And once again, beneath the moon, vampire and werewolf stood face-to-face. Enemies by birth. Enemies by law. Enemies by every lesson they had ever been taught. And neither yet knew that the other had begun asking the same forbidden question. ‘What if we were wrong about each other?’ 

Nor did they realize that before the war was over, that question would cost them everything.
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Chapter Two
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THE FIRST ARROW STRUCK the tree beside Jasmine's head.  She heard it before it landed and didn’t flinch. The second came from the opposite direction and she caught the shaft in midair.

A murmur passed through the vampire soldiers behind her.

Jasmine snapped the arrow in half. "Shields up."

The command had barely left her mouth when the forest erupted and wolves came out of the darkness from three directions.

The vampire soldiers surged forward to meet them.

Steel flashed, claws tore through armor, and growls and shouted commands merged into one terrible sound beneath the trees.

Jasmine moved toward the center of the fighting. She had learned long ago that hesitation was more dangerous than fear. Her body moved before she had time to think.

A wolf lunged and she ducked.

His claws sliced through the air where her throat had been.

Jasmine drove her shoulder into his chest and sent him crashing against a tree. Another came from behind and she spun. Her blade stopped an inch from his chest.

The wolf stumbled backward.

Jasmine kicked him away rather than strike. 

"Get out of here," she ordered.

The wolf stared at her in confusion.

Then one of the vampire soldiers drove forward, forcing him into the trees.

Jasmine turned and saw him.

Eugene stood on the other side of the clearing.

Everything around them seemed to disappear.

The battle continued, but Jasmine heard none of it.

She knew those eyes. She had seen them at the border. She had seen them in the forest. She had seen them during countless brief clashes between patrols... And every time, they found each other.

Eugene recognized her at exactly the same moment. His expression changed just slightly, but she noticed.

He knew her.

Neither moved.

Then a vampire charged Eugene from the side. Eugene caught him by the arm and shoved him away.

Jasmine almost smiled. Instead, she raised her sword.

Eugene's claws extended and they moved toward each other.

Their first clash was brutal. 

Jasmine swung high as Eugene blocked with his forearm. The impact sent a shock through both of them.

He struck and she twisted aside. His claws grazed her shoulder and pain flashed through her. She struck at his ribs and he caught her wrist. For one second they were almost motionless. 

His hand wrapped around her wrist while her sword pressed against his side. Either could kill the other yet neither did.

Jasmine pulled free as Eugene stepped backward.

"What are you doing?" he growled.

Jasmine stared at him. "Fighting."

"You don't fight like you're trying to kill me," he complained.

Neither of them spoke and she attacked again. This time Eugene met her blow for blow. Their movements were faster than either had ever fought before.

He was stronger but she was quicker.

He anticipated her attacks and she read his movements.

They had fought often enough to learn each other's habits without realizing it. When Eugene shifted his weight, Jasmine knew which direction he would strike. When Jasmine lowered her left shoulder, Eugene knew she was about to dodge.

It should have made the fight easier. Instead, it made it strangely intimate. They understood each other better than anyone else on the battlefield.

Jasmine swung and Eugene blocked.

He lunged and she dodged.

His claws stopped beside her throat and her sword stopped against his chest.

Again.

Always the same.

Always that final moment.

Always hesitation.

Eugene stared down at her. "You could have killed me."

"So could you," she snapped back.

"Why didn't you?" he asked.

Jasmine's heart beat faster. "Why didn't you?"

A wolf shouted Eugene's name and he stepped away.

Jasmine lowered her weapon and for a moment, neither seemed willing to turn back toward the battle.

The spell broke when a vampire soldier charged Eugene.

Jasmine reacted without thinking. "Behind you!"

Eugene turned in time to block the soldier's attack.

The vampire stumbled.

Eugene could have killed him. Instead, he shoved him away.

Jasmine noticed.

So did Eugene.

Neither said anything.

***
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ON THE NORTHERN RIDGE, Commander Marcus watched the battle through a spyglass.

The vampire formation had held and the wolves were being pushed back toward the forest.

"Keep the center moving," Marcus ordered.

A lieutenant beside him nodded. "Lieutenant Eaton is in the middle of it."

Marcus watched Jasmine's figure move through the trees. "Good."

"She hasn't taken a serious injury," the lieutenant informed him.

"Then she'll survive," he said.

Neither commander noticed the strange pattern in the center of the battlefield.

Neither noticed that Jasmine and Eugene had crossed paths three times.

And neither noticed that each encounter ended the same way.

A pause. A look. And a choice not to kill.

From the wolf ridge, Pack Captain Roran watched Eugene fight.

"He's holding them," one of the warriors reported.

Roran nodded. "Good."

"Should we send another group?" the warrior asked.

"No." He watched Eugene disappear between the trees. "Let him finish it."

Neither commander knew that finishing it was precisely what Eugene was trying not to do.

***
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JASMINE FOUND EUGENE again near the border marker. The fighting had moved farther north. 

The air smelled of blood and wet earth.

She was breathing hard and had a cut stretched across her cheek.

Eugene had blood running down one side of his face.

They stared at each other.

"You keep doing that," Jasmine said.

He tilted his head. "Doing what?"

"Letting me live," she said.

A faint smile touched his mouth. "You keep doing the same thing."

Jasmine tightened her grip on her sword. "You should be trying harder."

"So should you," he countered.

They stood several feet apart and for a moment, neither looked like a soldier.

He looked tired - not physically but something deeper.

Jasmine knew the feeling. She had felt it herself after every battle. It was the exhaustion of doing something simply because everyone before you had done it.

Eugene's gaze moved toward the border. "How long have you been fighting?"

"Since I was seventeen," she replied.

He slowly nodded. "Same."

"Do you ever wonder?" she asked.

He looked at her. "Wonder what?"

Jasmine glanced toward the bodies scattered across the battlefield. "Why we keep doing this."

The question hung between them.

Eugene looked away as he muttered, "All the time."

Jasmine's breath caught. She had expected denial along with an insult or a threat. Certainly not honesty. Before she could answer, a voice thundered through the trees. "Lieutenant Eaton!"

Jasmine turned to see that Captain Marcus was approaching with several soldiers.

Eugene glanced toward the forest. A wolf commander was shouting his name in the distance. 

They had seconds.

Eugene looked back at her. "We should go."

Jasmine knew that he was right but she didn't move.

Neither did he.

Finally, Eugene stepped backward. "This isn't over."

Jasmine frowned. "What isn't?"

His eyes held hers. "This."

Then he disappeared into the trees.

Jasmine watched him go.

Marcus reached her moments later. "Are you injured?"

She shook her head. "Nothing serious."

Marcus glanced toward the forest. "Did you see the wolf who was fighting you?"

Jasmine's pulse jumped. "Which one?"

"The large one," he said.

She forced herself to shrug. "He got away."

Marcus nodded. "Good."

Jasmine looked back toward the trees. He had gotten away again and she had let him.

Again.

***
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the border, Eugene returned to the wolf formation.

Roran looked at him. "Why didn't you finish the vampire lieutenant?"

Eugene wiped blood from his face. "I was distracted."

Roran studied him and then he laughed. "Next time, don't be."

Eugene nodded. "Next time."

But as he walked away, one thought followed him. He could still feel Jasmine's wrist beneath his hand and he could still see the moment when his claws had rested beside her throat.  For the first time, Eugene wondered whether the reason he couldn't kill her had nothing to do with mercy. Perhaps he simply didn't want to.

Across the border, Jasmine was thinking the exact same thing.
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Chapter Three
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THE WAR BEGAN JUST as the sun began to set.

Jasmine knew it was coming before the first horn sounded. The border had been strangely quiet for three days. Too quiet.

No scouts had been seen, no wolves had tested the eastern defenses, and no vampire patrols had been attacked. The silence had made everyone nervous.

Then, just before dawn, the mountains shook and a horn blared from the western watchtower. Then another. Then six more answered it.

Jasmine was already awake. She ran from the barracks, fastening the straps of her armor as she moved. 

"What happened?" she demanded.

A soldier sprinted toward her. "Wolves."

"How many?" she asked.

"We don't know," he replied.

That answer was enough.

Jasmine looked toward the mountains where hundreds of black shapes were moving through the mist.

Her stomach tightened.

This wasn't a border skirmish. This was an army.

"Sound the alarm," she barked.

The bells began to ring and vampire soldiers poured from the fortress. Archers rushed to the walls, weapons were distributed, and commanders shouted orders.

The entire border came alive.

Jasmine climbed the eastern rampart and looked across the valley. The wolves were coming. And for the first time in years, there were too many to count.

***
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ON THE OPPOSITE SIDE of the valley, Eugene stood at the head of the Northern Security Group and stared toward the vampire fortifications.

The order had come to mobilize the pack and advance on the eastern border.

No explanation had been given - no negotiation, no warning... Just an order.

Eugene had obeyed.

He always obeyed.

But as he looked at the fortress ahead, something felt wrong.

There were too many wolves. Too many soldiers.

This wasn't a raid. It was an invasion.

Roran rode up beside him. "Your group takes the eastern wall."

Eugene looked toward him. "Why are we attacking?"

Roran frowned. "Because they're there."

Eugene quickly looked away to hide his disapproval.

Across the valley, movement flashed along the vampire wall. For one brief moment, he imagined that he could pick Jasmine out among the soldiers. He wondered if she would be there.

Then he saw her.

Even from this distance, he recognized the way that she stood - straight-backed, still, and watching.

His chest tightened.

Roran gave the order. "Move."

The wolves charged.

***
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THE VALLEY BECAME A slaughterhouse. Vampire arrows darkened the sky while wolves crashed against the defensive wall. Stone shattered and metal screamed.

Jasmine fought in the center of the eastern gate. Her unit moved with her. She struck down one wolf and then another.

She shouted orders over the chaos. "Left flank! Hold the gate! Don't let them through!"

A wolf leaped over the barricade and Jasmine spun and drove him backward. She was fighting efficiently and precisely, but inside, something felt terribly wrong.

She had fought battles before but this felt different. There were too many soldiers and too much blood.

And no one seemed to know why they were fighting amidst the abundance of desperation.  

A vampire soldier beside her was struck down and Jasmine dragged him behind the barricade. "Stay there."

He coughed. "What about the wolves?"

She looked back toward the battlefield. "Keep them away from the gate."

The soldier nodded.

Jasmine returned to the fight.

Then she saw him... 

Eugene was moving through the battlefield with a group of wolves behind him. Their eyes met across the chaos. For one second, Jasmine forgot the war.

Eugene stopped too.

Someone screamed, a sword clanged against stone, and a wolf howled. Yet neither moved.

Then Eugene began walking toward her.

Jasmine's pulse quickened. She knew what was coming as she stepped forward.

They met in the middle of the battlefield.

Neither spoke.

They attacked.

Jasmine's sword caught Eugene across the shoulder and he roared.

His claws tore through the side of her armor and pain exploded through her ribs.

She staggered.

Eugene grabbed her but released her as soon as she drove her knee into his stomach.

She swung.

He ducked.

His claws struck her side again and she cried out. Blood soaked through her uniform.

Eugene froze as he stared at the wound. Something resembling concern flashed across his face. "You’re hurt."

Jasmine glared at the blood running down his arm and said, "So are you."

He looked at it as though he'd only just noticed. "You should leave."

Jasmine almost laughed. "You're telling me to run?"

He nodded, "Yes."

"Why?" she incredulously asked.

His eyes met hers. "You know why."

The answer struck harder than his claws. Jasmine's grip tightened around her sword and she attacked.

Eugene blocked her attack and then struck.

She dodged.

They fought harder than ever. But even now, neither truly fought to kill.

Jasmine had opportunities, as did Eugene.

Each time, something stopped them - a hesitation, a second thought, a refusal neither understood.

Then Eugene caught her wrist and Jasmine's sword fell. He twisted her arm behind her. She drove her elbow backward and caught his jaw. 

He staggered and Jasmine grabbed his shoulder.

Eugene pushed her away as they crashed against a boulder.

She raised her hand and he raised his claws.

They were both bleeding, both exhausted, and both seconds away from death.

Then the mountain screamed.

The sound was unlike anything Jasmine had ever heard.

A deep, unnatural roar came from beneath the earth as the ground buckled.

Every soldier in the valley stopped.

Jasmine stopped fighting long enough to look toward the mountain and ask with a demanding tone, "What was that?"

Eugene stared upward as he breathlessly said, "I don't know."

A flash of blue-white light erupted from somewhere beneath the ridge.

Then came the explosion.

The blast tore through the valley.

Jasmine was thrown backward and Eugene disappeared beneath a cloud of dust.

The fortress wall cracked as the mountainside shifted and boulders began rolling down the slope.

"RUN!" someone bellowed.

The command didn't matter because the earth was already moving.

Jasmine tried to stand and an intense pain shot through her leg that caused her to collapse. Above her, a massive section of rock broke loose from the mountain. She looked around to see soldiers running in every direction.

Some made it.

Others didn't.

Jasmine tried to crawl as a shadow fell across her. She looked up to see Eugene.

He was coming toward her.

"Move!" he shouted.

"I can't," she complained.

He reached her and said with a slightly more gentle tone, "Your leg?"

"It’s broken," she admitted.

Another explosion echoed through the mountain and the ground split between them.

Eugene grabbed her arm. "Hold on!"

Jasmine's fingers closed around his as the mountainside collapsed.

***
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THE ROAR BECAME DEAFENING as stone slammed into the ground.

Jasmine felt herself falling and held onto Eugene. Then something struck her head hard enough for her world to turn black.

***
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EUGENE WOKE FOR ONLY a few seconds. He couldn't breathe. Not only was something  heavy pressing against his chest but dust filled his lungs.

He tried to move and his hand found something.

Jasmine.

He pulled her closer. “Hey”

When he got no response, he gently shook her.

He’d battled her enough to have found out her name, so he used it. "Jasmine!"

Still nothing.

Vampires didn’t kill that easily, but he couldn't see to determine her condition. To add to this, he couldn't hear anything except the ringing in his ears.

He tried to move the stone that was above him but it wouldn't budge. He pushed harder and pain tore through his injured shoulder. He rested his head against the rock. For the first time in his life, Eugene felt real fear. 

He reached toward Jasmine’s face and his fingers found her cheek. As vampires go, it was warm which meant that she was alive.

He exhaled. "Thank the moon."

Jasmine stirred, opened her eyes, and looked at him. "What happened?"

"The mountain," he groaned as he shifted his weight in an attempt to get more comfortable.

She tried to sit up but pain stopped her.

She gasped.

Eugene caught her. "Don't move."

Grateful for night vision, she stared into the darkness. "Where are we?"

"I don't know," he replied.

Jasmine looked around. The space was barely large enough for both of them and they were surrounded by stone of all shapes and sizes. There was no light and no apparent way out.

She tried to move her injured leg. "How bad it is?"

Eugene carefully felt along the bones carefully. “Your leg is broken.”

"What about you?" she asked with genuine concern.

"My shoulder is seriously messed up," he offered.

Jasmine closed her eyes. For several seconds, neither spoke. Then she opened them again  and they stared at each other.

The battle was gone, their armies were gone, their commanders were gone, and their weapons were buried beneath tons of stone.

The vampire and the werewolf were alone - trapped beneath the mountain.

Jasmine's hand slowly moved toward her sword and Eugene noticed and his claws emerged. For one heartbeat, they were enemies again.

Then Jasmine looked at the darkness around them. She lowered her hand and Eugene's claws disappeared.

Neither attacked.

Neither had the strength.

Outside, the mountain continued to settle. Stone cracked somewhere in the darkness and dust drifted from the ceiling.

Jasmine leaned her head against the rock. "We're going to die."

Eugene looked at her. "Maybe."

She gave him a bitter smile. "You're supposed to tell me everything will be fine."

"I've wouldn’t lie to you," he grumbled. 

Jasmine studied him. "That's not entirely true."

He frowned. "What?"

"The first time we fought you lied," she pointed out.

"What did I lie about?" he asked with confusion.

"You told me you were trying to kill me," she replied.

Eugene stared at her. Then, despite everything, he laughed a  quiet, exhausted laugh.

Jasmine found herself smiling.

Neither understood why and neither understood what the next few days would bring. They only knew one thing.

For the first time since they had met in battle, there were no armies between them - no border to patrol, no commanders giving orders, and no rules to obey.

There was only darkness and each other.

Above them, the war continued and beneath the mountain, something entirely different was beginning.
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