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I

“C’mon, Mase! Where’s that killer instinct?”

Calum Aristarchos bounced lightly on the balls of his feet, the tip of his fencing saber tracing tiny, taunting spirals in the air.

“En garde …”

Mason Starling’s gaze narrowed behind the wire mesh of her cage mask, and she sank lower into her stance, thigh muscles searing with fatigue. She shook her head sharply to clear her mind as the sweat dripped, blinding, into her eyes. Concentrate …

The blade in her hand wavered, dipping as if in uncertainty.

She retreated a half step....

And Calum Aristarchos made his move. Feet crossing over each other in a blur, he ran at her and thrust for her heart, his left arm flung back, spine arching like a dancer’s, only slightly overextending himself....

Mason dropped into a deep, leg-punishing lunge, scooped her blade back up and—

“A hit!”

“No!”

Toby Fortier—fencing coach drill sergeant, and not someone to argue that kind of point with—snorted and marked the practice score sheet. “She tagged you good, Aristarchos. Which also means she wins, again. Whining about it just makes you look like a girl.” He glanced up at Mason as she pulled off her headgear and grinned. “A girl who can’t fight like Mason.”

Calum took off his own mask and flipped his practice foil around in the air, catching it by the blade, just under the guard. He sauntered back over to where Mason stood, his green eyes flashing and a wry smile bending his mouth up at one corner. Mason noticed that his face still glowed with the remnants of a deep summer tan. Part of what made him look like a magazine model.

“Okay,” Calum said, nudging her with his elbow. “I guess you found that killer instinct.”

“Sure,” she agreed. “Or you just got cocky. That lunge left you wide-open.”

“Not for everybody, Mase.” He winked and plucked the sword out of Mason’s hand. “Just for you.”

Mason felt her heart flutter for an instant. “Does that mean you’re gonna help me prepare for the Nationals qualifiers?”

“You bet.” Cal wrapped one arm loosely around Mason’s waist and whispered in her ear, “I always back a winner.”

Mason’s cheeks grew warm as she blushed fiercely. Then she felt another kind of heat—like a laser beam focused on the back of her head—and she glanced over her shoulder to find Heather Palmerston staring at her from across the gym. The tall blonde turned away when Mason’s eyes met hers, and she slapped her fencing glove into the palm of one hand, the sound of the leather cracking like a whip. Mason was reasonably certain that Heather had only taken up fencing to stay close to Cal, even though the two of them had recently broken up.

Heather was an indifferent fighter—not bad, just not committed—and she really didn’t seem to enjoy it all that much. Unlike Mason, for whom fencing wasn’t a pursuit so much as a passion. She was shooting for a spot on the national team. And after that? Maybe even the Olympics. Heather … not so much. Even less so after she and Cal had broken up. Mason wondered why Heather hadn’t dropped out of the fencing club then, but for Heather, everything was about appearances. And quitting would have made it look like she’d lost something. The thing she did seem to enjoy about it, though, was the way all the guys looked at her as she walked by dressed in her tight fencing whites.

Like Rory Starling, the younger of Mason’s two older brothers, who was gawking at Heather that very moment. As she sashayed past where he was working out, punching the heavy bag in the far corner of the gym, Rory’s jaw went so slack he was almost drooling. Mason rolled her eyes.

“She’d be a decent fighter if she gave a damn,” Toby rumbled from right beside her. Mason hadn’t realized he was standing there. “Couldn’t hold a candle to you, of course, but she’d certainly hold her own.” He grunted and ran a hand over his face, smoothing his finely trimmed goatee.

“D’you want her on the competition’s team?” Mason asked. She’d meant the question to be a neutral one, but that wasn’t how it came out sounding. Across the gym, Heather said something that made Calum laugh … and Mason felt an envious twinge in her chest.

Toby looked down at her and shook his head. “No, Mason,” he said. “And you know your spot on the team is locked up.”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“I know. Just understand that it’s not something you have to worry about. Not if you keep fighting the way you have been.” Toby’s gaze drifted back to where Heather stood shaking out her wheat-gold hair from its ponytail. It fell across her shoulders like spun honey. Lookswise, she was the exact opposite of Mason, with her black hair, winter-pale skin, and blue eyes. “Anyway,” Toby was saying, “Palmerston’s too high maintenance. I just hate wasted potential, that’s all.”

Mason nodded silently as Toby wandered over to where a couple of boys from the wrestling club were seeing just how hard they could peg each other in the head with a volleyball. Mason fished her aluminum water bottle out of her gear bag and took a long swallow to quench her thirst brought on by the long practice. She was tired, but not exhausted, and that was a good sign. Cal was a tough opponent—the toughest, in fact. He was still better than her, in spite of what Toby had said, and Mason was inwardly thrilled that not only had she been able to hold her own against him, but he’d actually seemed to appreciate it. She liked the idea of being appreciated by Calum Aristarchos. A lot.

Trying not to glance over to see if he was still chatting with Heather, Mason stuffed her water bottle back in her bag and gathered up the rest of her gear. As she did so, she became aware of a subtle shift in the quality of the light streaming in through the high, arched windows. Mason peered up through the construction scaffolding that had been erected all along the south wall of the hall that housed Gosforth Academy’s new athletic center, startled to see that the previously clear blue vault of the sky had descended like a dark, heavy blanket, blotting out the sun.

Through the windows, Mason saw thick, bruise-black clouds boiling over one another, moving with a swiftness that was almost frightening. She glanced at her watch. It was only early evening—just before dinner—but it suddenly seemed much, much later. The light outside dimmed to an ominous purplish wash.

If the sky was going to open up, Mason thought, at least it wasn’t anywhere near as far to get back to her dorm as it had been when the fencing club had had to use the Columbia University gym. That was a good six blocks away. Now she just had to run the length of Gosforth’s quad in order to get home. It was one of the perks of the new facility. The building used to be the academy headmaster’s residence, but the old gothic structure had recently been gutted and redesigned, turning it into a multipurpose center to be used by the gymnastics club and for dance classes and wrestling and—most importantly, as far as Mason was concerned—the fencing team. The sprung wooden floors had been installed only the week before, and the whole place smelled of lumber, varnish, and paint.

It was a gorgeous facility, with state-of-the-art equipment wrapped in the antique charm of the building’s gothic architecture. There was even a little raised stage at one end for dance recitals and presentations, and the old stone walls had been left exposed along one side. Midway down the long north wall, double doors set into a high glass partition led to a soaring vestibule. It was an oddly extravagant feature for an athletics facility, but it was triple-glazed safety glass and probably could have withstood even a hard-flung basketball. It was there to showcase the high stone arch that had once housed a plain leaded-pane window, which Mason’s father, as a benefactor to the school, had ordered replaced with a magnificent stained-glass masterpiece. Even on the dullest day the window caught the sun and shattered it into a million shards of rainbow-brilliant light, casting it across the dark wood-paneled foyer of the new gym, where glass cases stood displaying an abundance of sports championship trophies.

Mason smiled as she stared up at the stained glass. She was proud of her father and his commitment to the school, but sometimes she wished he would choose slightly less ostentatious ways to commit.

Outside, she saw that the shadows cast by the branches of the old oak tree in the school’s quad had begun to wave wildly in the gathering storm. The tree was enormous—it had been planted when the school’s original buildings had been constructed in the late 1700s on Manhattan’s Upper West Side—and the gusting wind sent showers of leaves, twigs, and acorns clattering against the window and the old slate roof. The overhead fluorescents hanging from the hall’s exposed beams flickered and dimmed. When they returned to their normal brightness, the gymnasium seemed to have taken on a slightly sepulchral air.

“Whoa,” Mason heard Calum say.

She turned to see him gazing up at the gathering storm, his eyes wide and forest green in the uncertain light that filtered down through the tall windows.

“Hey, Toby?” he called. “Maybe we’d better head back to the dorms—that looks like some pretty serious weather rolling in.”

“Sure,” Toby agreed. “We’ve done enough work today. And it’ll save you from getting your ass handed to you again by your partner.” His mouth quirked upward, and he slapped the folder with the scoring sheets inside closed. Then he picked up his travel mug—his constant companion; the guy was a total caffeine junkie—and turned, bawling to the other student athletes to pack it in. He barked at the fencing club members to hand in their gear to Mason so that she and Cal could check the weapons for loose hilts and burrs and then return them to their proper places in the storage cabinets.

“Hey, Mouse, catch,” Rory said as he tossed an extra practice foil carelessly at her, and Mason had to dodge or risk getting the tip through one eye.

Damn, he’s annoying, Mason thought. She hated it when he called her Mouse. He knew it, too.

Heather, of course, just strolled right past Mason and handed her foil directly to Calum. They were still cordial, but since their breakup Cal had been pretty clear in his intentions to keep it that way—cordial. Not that Mason had made a point of noticing that or anything....

“C’mon, Mase,” Cal said, smiling at her.

He handed Heather’s foil to Mason, shrugged out of his fencing jacket, and threw it over onto the pile of his own gear. Underneath, he wore only a thin T-shirt with the school logo stenciled on the back. “We should hurry to beat the storm or we’re gonna get drenched on the way back to the Res,” he said to Mason over his shoulder.

Calum in a wet T-shirt wasn’t such a bad idea as far as she was concerned, but he had a point. She hurried toward the storage cabinet at the far end of the gym, but it became suddenly apparent that they weren’t beating anything. Through the windows, she saw a blaze of lightning fork across the sky with a sizzling, ear-shattering crack that made her jump.

Is it a bad sign when you can actually hear lightning? she wondered. But she didn’t really have time to ponder the physics of it because the sound was drowned out almost immediately by a cannon-roar boom of thunder so loud it felt as though it had come from inside her head. The air in the hall quivered with the shock wave, and the new gym floor felt as though it had actually heaved upward. Mason yelped and ran for the cabinet. Outside, the rain started to fall in fat, splattering drops and the wind moaned loudly.

Mason juggled her armload of whip-thin aluminum blades, trying to open the metal door without actually having to stop and put anything down. She was surprised when Heather appeared at her elbow and pulled the door open for her.

“Thanks,” Mason gasped, struggling to untangle herself from the forest of swords.

“Hold still,” Heather said. “You’re gonna stab one of us.” Together, the two girls struggled to disengage the weapons and stow them on the rack on the cabinet wall.

“Be careful with that épée!” Mason warned. “You’re gonna snap the tip!”

“Yeah, yeah. Let go, Starling. I’ve got it.”

By the time they got everything stowed, the sky had turned to shades of deepest midnight and lightning lashed the underbellies of black clouds. The lights flickered again, and Mason felt the breath stop in her throat for an instant.

“Jeezus.” Cal snorted. “Who ordered the apocalypse?”

As if on cue, another magnesium-bright flash of lightning blazed, and the lights in the hall flickered and died. The entire gymnasium went suddenly, completely, dark. Mason sucked in a sharp breath, and her heart started to rabbit in her chest. She quickly grabbed her gear bag and hurried toward the door.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said.

She thrust through the double glass doors into the foyer and leaned on the main door’s push bar—and nothing happened. She shoved it again, harder, but the heavy carved-wood door remained shut.

“What’s wrong?” Heather asked from behind her.

“It’s jammed or something,” Mason said, and tried again.

“Let me try.” Calum nudged her over to one side. He used both hands to push against the bar. He kicked the door’s brass footplate and tried shouldering it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Hang on, Cal,” Toby called. They could hear him walking across the gym floor toward them. His worn, heavy combat boots made a steady thump-thump in the darkness. His bulky form suddenly loomed up in front of them, and he jiggled the door bar and pushed sharply on it a couple of times. Then he stepped toward an alcove at the side of the door. “Hunh,” he grunted. “Weird.”

“What’s going on?” Rory asked, showing up with his gym bag slung over one shoulder.

“I think the power outage screwed up these new electronic locks,” Toby answered. “The control panel’s dead.”

“Shouldn’t there be a backup system or something?” Calum asked.

“Yeah.” Toby punched at the panel and jiggled the door bar again. “But there should also be emergency lighting, and I don’t see that it’s come on, either. Could be that they just haven’t got the bugs worked out yet....”

Outside, it sounded like the world was coming apart. Mason could hear the old Gosforth oak creaking in protest at the punishing winds.

“I’m gonna go check out the fire exit door,” Toby said. “Sit tight until I get back. Don’t wander—there’s still construction equipment lying stacked near the walls and I don’t want any of you accidentally kicking a circ saw and amputating a toe.”

Even in that pitch dark, it didn’t take the fencing master long to travel from one end of the gym to the other and back again. And Mason knew, just from the sounds of his measured tread, that they weren’t leaving anytime soon.

“We might as well make ourselves comfortable until the juice comes back on,” Toby said, confirming her suspicions, and Mason heard him swishing around the dregs of whatever was left in his travel mug. “Fire door’s sealed tight, too.”

“That’s not supposed to happen, is it?”

“No, Mason. It isn’t.” Toby sighed heavily. “And damned if I’m not out of coffee. That’s not supposed to happen, either.”

Look, Mason told herself sternly, it’s not as if you’re in a small space or anything … you’re not trapped. There’s plenty of room.

She could feel the airiness of the vaulting hall all around her, even if she couldn’t actually make out the ceiling, but it wasn’t that. It was more just the thought of being locked in with absolutely no avenue of escape that bothered her. That, and the darkness. It was so complete. So absolute. Shouldn’t there have at least been some light spill from surrounding buildings or the street? The school was in the middle of freaking Manhattan, for crying out loud....

“Toby,” Mason said quietly.

He didn’t seem to hear her. Probably because her throat was so dry her voice had barely come out as a whisper.

“Toby.” She tried again.

“What’s wrong, Mason?”

What was wrong? She was going to lose it any second—that’s what was wrong. She was going to blow a mental gasket right in front of the hottest guy in school and his ice-queen ex and her stupid selfish brother and by the time first period rolled around tomorrow, everyone at the Gosforth Academy would know she was a claustrophobic freak. “Toby? I …”

“What is it?” he asked again. “Mason, we’re stuck here until the power comes back on, so we might as well all just relax.”

“I can’t.”

“Aw, hell,” Rory muttered. “Here we go.”

“Shut up, Ror,” Mason said tightly.

“Mason, what do you mean?” Toby asked.

“I mean … I … I’m not exactly good with confined spaces.” Mason could hear the panicky rasp in her voice. “I’m not good with being locked in.” She knew that Toby had shifted forward, and that he was probably peering at her, trying to make out if she was kidding or not. Or if she was, in fact, on the verge of losing it. But she couldn’t see his face. Zero ambient light filtered in through the windows. It was starting to feel like being trapped down a well or sealed in a coffin.

“How not good?” Toby asked quietly.

“Sweating-barfing-screaming-uncontrollably-psychotic-episode not good.”

Toby blinked at her. “When?”

“Soon …”

“Well, that’s just marvelous,” Heather said in tones laced with disgust. “You puke on me and I’m punching you in the face, Starling.”

“Not a problem,” Mason said through her teeth. Her fists were tight, sweat-slick knots of bone and muscle, and she couldn’t seem to make her fingers unclench. “I’m not really gonna care what you do to me if it gets to that point—”

Suddenly there was a loud thump against the heavy double doors—as though something heavy had run into them at high speed—and even Toby jumped at the sound. In the silence that followed, Mason could hear her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

Then the howling started. Eerie and keening and somehow … inhuman.

“What the hell is that?” Heather said sharply. Even in the darkness Mason knew the other girl was staring accusingly at her, as if it might somehow be her fault. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“C’mon, Heather,” Calum said. He also seemed to sense the accusation in her tone. “Mason has nothing to do with it. And it probably is a joke. Some jerk-ass freshmen are probably running around in this stupid storm, pretending they’re ninjas. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Cal’s right,” Toby said. “And anyway, nobody’s getting in here anytime soon—ninjas or not. Just like we’re not getting out. Sorry, Mase.”

There was another loud thump on the roof, followed by a frenzy of hammer blows at the front door and the sounds of shrieking.

In the darkness, Calum stalked over to the door and hammered back, shouting, “Knock it off, you losers! We’re stuck in here! Go make yourselves useful and get a freaking crowbar!”

The noise stopped. They all listened for what must have been several minutes, but all they could hear were the sounds of the storm. And Mason, panting for breath. In the darkness, even with her eyes squeezed shut, all she could see was red. The back of her fencing jacket was soaked with cold sweat and her stomach was churning. Mason was pretty sure that what they’d heard had not been pranking students. But she was also starting to think that she’d be perfectly willing to take her chances outside in the storm rather than spend another five minutes locked in with no escape.

Restlessly she retreated back into the gym and made her way carefully across the too-dark space toward the scaffolding under the tall windows set high in the wall. Originally they had been the second-story windows. The lower ones had been bricked over and, once the gym was finished, the long wall would hold athletic apparatus like a ballet barre and rigging for hanging indoor archery targets and practice fencing dummies. But for now, there was just the painter’s scaffolding, and Mason reached out a hand and grasped one of the metal bars. She had to do something to keep herself occupied or she was truly going to lose it.

“Mase?” Calum called. “What are you doing?”

“I just want to check on something.” She put a foot on a crossbar and pulled herself up to the first level.

“Mason,” Toby said in a warning voice. “I’d rather not have to tell your father you broke your neck playing monkey bars in a blackout. Please consider the fact that he would probably feel obliged to break mine just to make it even.”

“I’m being careful,” Mason said as she pulled herself up to the next platform, the one that would let her look out of the window. Mason edged over to the closest window and peered out into the storm. She could see the rain falling torrentially and could make out the dark shapes of some of the closest Columbia buildings, dark against a dark sky. But there were no lights. Anywhere. No emergency lights, no streetlights … nothing even powered by backup generators, it seemed. Mason swallowed against the constricting lump of fear in her throat. This just wasn’t normal. She glanced back down at where the others huddled in the darkness.

“Looks like there’s a power outage everywhere,” she said.

She thought she might have heard the distant wail of a police siren over the noise of the storm, and she turned to look back out the window. Suddenly Mason screamed in terror and threw herself instinctively backward. She shrieked as her foot slipped off the platform edge and she fell, only saving herself from plummeting fifteen feet to the floor of the gym by catching one of the scaffold struts with the crook of one elbow. She hung in midair, thrashing and kicking her feet while Toby and the boys shouted her name and reached for her. They managed to grab Mason’s legs and take her weight, and she let go of the scaffold bar. Once her feet touched the ground, Cal wrapped her in a fierce, totally unexpected embrace.

“Don’t scare me like that!” he said as he held her close.

“I’m okay—”

Suddenly Rory shoved Calum aside. He grabbed Mason by her shoulders and shook her. “What the hell is the matter with you?” he screamed in her face. “You coulda killed yourself!”

Mason shrugged angrily out of her brother’s punishing grip as Toby dragged him back a few steps.

“Back off, Rory,” the fencing master said as calmly as he could. “Mason, what happened?”

“I …” Now that she was safely on her feet, the horrible image flooded back into her mind. “I saw something. Out in the storm. It was hideous—a face—all eyes and teeth and it was screaming....”

“Bullshit,” Rory scoffed. “First you freak out and now you’re making things up. You’re always making stupid shit up—”

“Toby said back off, Rory.” Calum stepped in front of him and put a hand on his chest. “You can’t talk to Mason like that.”

“Screw you! She’s my sister and I’ll talk to her however I damn well want!”

“Stow it, both of you!” Toby finally shouted.

In the silence that followed, a sudden frenzy of sound came from overhead, like scrabbling animal claws and earsplitting keening, somewhere high up on the roof. Mason flinched and looked up, even though she couldn’t see anything in the darkness. The unearthly howling floated over the rattle of the rain.

Toby pushed the two boys out of the way and stood peering down at Mason. He took her by the shoulders and made her look at him.

“Mason … are you sure?” he asked. “It wasn’t just the trees moving in the wind? You saw somebody out there?”

“Something. Eyes … and teeth,” Mason said again. She clenched her hands together when she realized she was shaking. In the darkness, she could just see Toby glance hesitantly back over his shoulder, toward the window. He thought it was her claustrophobia talking. “There was a face out there, Toby. I’m not crazy.”

“Maybe we should break a window or something,” Calum suggested. “Get the hell out of here—”

“No.” Toby shook his head. “Nobody is breaking any windows.”

Which was exactly when the tree in the quad came crashing down.


II

As if in mockery of Toby’s proclamation, Gosforth’s ancient oak smashed through the heart of Gunnar Starling’s shining contribution to the brand-new gym—the new rainbow-glass window. The crowning branches of the venerable old tree looked like a hundred reaching arms, all ending in grasping, black-taloned hands. Sharp, glinting shards of colored glass flew through the air, and Toby and the students screamed with one voice, scattering for the far corners of the gym’s long hall.

The tree’s huge branches tore a gaping hole in the front of the athletic center, scattering leaves and heavy, splintered limbs … and a screaming horde of nightmares came pouring through.

Mason was the first to see them—dusky-skinned monstrosities, only vaguely human shaped, with slack, rubbery flesh. “Toby!” she shrieked in a warning. The creatures were the same as the one she’d seen outside the window, only there had to be a dozen of them at least, struggling to free themselves from the tangle of the fallen tree. Lightning flashed, illuminating the gym clear as day through the jagged opening in the roof, and the rain poured down in a chill deluge. Mason scrambled behind a stack of lumber in the far corner and watched as the apparitions untangled themselves from the oak.

Did those things bring the tree down? she wondered frantically, remembering the enraged screaming and the pounding at the door. What are they? What do they want?

The shadowy things wrenched at the branches, disentangling themselves and heaving aside debris with inhuman strength. They moved in a disconcertingly staccato fashion—arms and legs bending at odd, sharp angles—but they were fast. Bluish-purple skin, like drowned-corpse skin, stretched from bony frames, and lank hair hung from their scalps, tied back in long, ragged braids and rattails. The creatures looked like something out of a big-budget Hollywood horror movie—zombies with eyes that glowed with a sickly, milky-white light. Open mouths displayed ivory teeth bared in grimaces of madness and rage. Bloodlust.

This isn’t happening.

This was the psychotic episode Mason had warned Toby of earlier.

This is it. Her mind was broken....

Then, for a moment—a frozen instant in the chaos—Mason saw what she thought, at first, was an angel. A winged figure appeared in the darkness, outlined in coruscating, iridescent light, an ethereally beautiful woman with long silvery hair and blazing eyes. She hovered in the air, high above the gymnasium floor, limned with eldritch fire, and pointed some kind of spear or staff at something Mason could only half make out in the storm: a pale tangle of lean-muscled limbs, splayed among the tree’s grasping branches....

The dark, horrible creatures writhed and skreeled and drew back, scattering. But just as suddenly as the star-bright apparition had appeared, she was gone—taking the light with her—and the monsters regrouped and advanced again. And Mason saw that they had weapons, dark iron blades with battered, battle-worn edges and wicked sharp points.

Toby shouted, waving his arms to draw their attention, and one of the things sprang at him. He snatched up a spare piece of scaffolding pipe and wielded it like a broadsword, smashing one of the creatures in the side of the head, and there was a sickening sound of breaking open an overripe pumpkin.

The creatures howled in outrage and advanced on the fencing master. Until one of them swung its head in her direction … and Mason suddenly found herself locked in the beam of its baleful gaze. The creature’s lips peeled back from its teeth in a horrible grin, and it barked out what sounded like some kind of command to the others. The things abandoned Toby and started to move toward Mason in a loose circle.

She backed farther into the corner, almost whimpering in terror.

Suddenly a full-throated roar of rage cut through the din of the storm. As wide as Mason’s eyes were already, they got even wider. The pale shape she had seen earlier in the tangle of the oak wasn’t another monster. It was a man—a young man—rising from the wreckage in between her and the shambling, gray-skinned apparitions … and he was stark naked.

As naked as the shining blade he held in his fist.

He thrust out his free hand at Mason, warning her to stay back, and then turned and lifted his blade to defend as the creatures attacked again. Mason didn’t move. She couldn’t. Even in the depths of blind panic, she couldn’t help but watch in amazement as the strange young man turned and ran straight for one of the gray-skinned apparitions, sword held high over his head. He brought the blade down in a vicious arc and severed the arm of one of the creatures as if he were no more than chopping wood for a fire. Black, stinking blood erupted in a geyser from the terrible wound, painting an arc of darkness on the gymnasium wall. Another slash of the blade, and the horrible thing’s head toppled from its shoulders.

Heather screamed, and Toby and Cal suddenly sprang to life, closing ranks behind the young man so that the monstrous attackers couldn’t flank him. Cal, Mason saw, had a death grip on a two-by-four, and Toby hewed about with the length of pipe, striking blows—mostly glancing ones—and keeping the creatures at a distance.

But they just kept coming.

In the darkness, it was almost impossible to keep track of the things. Mason heard Rory cry out and Heather was screaming in terror. Toby shot a glance at the stranger, who nodded tersely at him and snarled, “Go!”

The fencing master whacked one of the shambling creatures out of his way and charged over to Rory and Heather, over by the heavy bag that Rory had earlier been halfheartedly trying out his sparring skills on. Mason noticed, with the kind of detachment that was probably brought on by shock, that Rory was rather impressively holding his own against one of the monsters. He’d picked up an aerobics stacking step and was using it alternately like a shield to fend the thing off or to slam the creature repeatedly over the head with the hard plastic.

Mason felt useless just standing there. She looked around and saw a length of two-by-four stacked with the construction materials. She lunged for it. But the second she did, one of the monsters darted forward and made a grab for her arm. Lightning arced—flash after blinding flash, waves of white light rolling over each other like pounding surf—and Mason saw everything play out as if in a series of overexposed photographs.

The stranger and Cal leaped to tackle the creature that was on her heels.

Cal got to it first, bodychecking the thing away from her.

The blond guy shoved her behind him, snarling, “Stay back!”

Mason landed on her shoulder against the stacked lumber, fear and rage sparking behind her eyes. She sprang back up to her feet and charged forward again, determined to enter the fray, but she froze when she heard Calum shout a warning. She saw him pointing at the ceiling as one of the creatures dropped from the rafters, straight toward her. If she’d still been standing there, it probably would have broken her spine. But instead, another sharp shove sent her sprawling, and the blond guy took her place. The creature hammered him to his knees, and Mason heard the whuff! of air as all the breath was driven from the young man’s lungs and she saw his head smash into the floor. The sword flew spinning from his grasp, and he sprawled, dazed, in the middle of the gymnasium.

The creature threw back its head in a howl of glee, ropy arms thrown wide in a triumphant gesture that left its flank wide-open.

Diving for the dropped weapon, Mason scooped it up and ran forward, the blade held out in front of her like a lance. She was screaming in terror and, distracted, the creature rounded on her with vicious speed—only to drive itself accidentally onto the point of the blond warrior’s sword in Mason’s hand. The blade was so sharp it slid deep into the creature’s flesh, and the thing writhed and screamed on the point of the blade, reaching to tear at Mason’s face and hands even as it died. The screams stuck in Mason’s throat as she saw the stranger rise up behind the thing to grab its malformed head with both hands. A sharp twist, a snapping sound, and the thing slumped to the floor, dead weight, sliding off the end of the blade in her hand.

Mason heard Cal’s scream again—only this time, it wasn’t a warning.

She heard Heather cry out, “Cal!” and Mason turned to see him caught in the gnarl-fingered grip of one of the creatures about five feet from where she stood. Mason dropped into a ready stance, looking for an opening, but the monstrous thing had Cal by the throat. Its sickly white moon-glow eyes locked with hers, and it grinned hideously, cruelly.

It hissed at her through jagged teeth—a single word that echoed in her mind. She didn’t understand it. Couldn’t hear it properly over the raging storm. But it somehow still terrified her to her very core.

The sword in her hand wavered.

She stood there, frozen, as the creature’s ropy arm rose and then slashed down through the air, its talons tearing through Cal’s flesh. His face and chest suddenly bloomed crimson as Mason watched, horrified.

Cal’s howl of pain blotted out the sound of the phantom word locking up her brain and freed her muscles to move once again. The creature looked as though it was moving in for the kill on Cal, but before it could sink teeth or claws or blade into him, Mason reared back with the sword and charged forward again, yelling incomprehensibly as she swung hard at the exposed flank of the monster. She felt a fierce moment of savage elation as the edge of the blade bit deep into the horrid thing’s withered flesh. The creature hissed wetly in pain and scrambled back into the darkness as another of its kind advanced from behind Mason. The momentum of her first blow carried Mason around, and she struck out wildly again—a glancing blow this time, but enough to make her assailant skitter back into the ink-black shadows beneath the fallen oak tree.

“Sword!” the stranger shouted, having regained his feet. Without thinking, Mason tossed it to him. He caught the heavy blade one-handed and swung it up and over his head. Then he proceeded to give the terrified fencing students and their teacher a master class in swordplay.

Mason grabbed for Cal’s arm and struggled to haul him out of harm’s way.

“Run for the cellar storage!” Toby croaked, appearing at Mason’s side out of the darkness.

“You mean … underground?” Mason’s stomach lurched.

“Now, Mason,” Toby barked. “While he’s got those things occupied!”

Following at Toby’s heels, Rory didn’t have to be told twice. Still clutching his gym bag like it was some sort of security blanket, he sprinted across the gym. Mason and Heather ran after him, and Toby followed, half dragging Cal, who was doubled over in pain. Rory grasped a metal ring recessed into the gymnasium floor in front of the stage and heaved open the trapdoor, which led down to what used to be an old cellar but now served as storage for stacking chairs and old gym equipment. As the others ran past her and descended into the darkness, Mason hesitated, her claustrophobia threatening to overwhelm her fear of their attackers. She glanced back at where the young man stood poised to defend against the next surge. She could barely see him in the gloom, but she knew when he’d turned his head and was looking directly at her. She knew in that moment that his eyes were ice blue.

“Go!” He urged her on.

“I can’t,” Mason whispered, her gaze locking with his.

His sword arm dropped to his side and he stood there, still as a statue, sculpted by the white-gold flashes of lightning. The sudden calm at the eye of a maelstrom.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “You can.”

She glanced back at the hole in the floor. “I can’t....”

“You’ll be all right. I promise.”

She looked back at him. Somehow Mason had heard his voice over the cacophony of the storm, and she felt, very suddenly, like she stood in an empty house with all the windows open. A comforting, imaginary breeze told her that there were escape routes. Ways out. Freedom. Peace and protection …

“Go,” he said again.

She nodded and spun on her heel, ducking down into the storage cellar. Toby reached up behind her and pulled the trapdoor shut. A fraction of a second later, something heavy slammed onto it, and they heard howling. The stranger had bought them time to make it safely down into the storeroom. And now he was out there defending them.

She turned her back to the door and tried to block out the sound of the fighting. The darkness was suffocating. Mason heard one of the others scrabbling around and suddenly the screen of Rory’s cell phone lit up. He held it above his head, the thin blue glow pushing feebly against the blackness of the storage space. Huddled behind a rack of shelves, Heather was wild-eyed and panting like a scared animal. Mason had never seen Heather Palmerston afraid of anything. Then again, she doubted Heather had ever watched a man behead someone. Something. Then again, neither had Mason.

Toby jammed his scaffold pipe diagonally through the ring handles on the door, effectively barricading them in. The sounds of fighting continued above them for several long minutes, and then stopped abruptly. They waited, but the only things they heard were the wind and the rain that poured straight down in through the gym’s roof. Toby wordlessly held out his hand for the cell phone. Rory handed it over, and Toby felt around on one of the shelves and found a flashlight. He clicked the switch and a pale beam of light rendered the details of the cellar in stark black and ash gray and turned their faces ghastly white.

For a moment, everyone just stood around. Then a heavy knock on the door overhead made them all jump.

“Let me in,” came a gruff voice.

“No way, man!” Rory exclaimed.

Toby hesitated.

“Let him in, Toby!” Mason said. “He just saved us!”

The fencing master stood there, torn.

“Toby?” Heather looked at him.

“Aw, hell …”

Toby wrenched the pipe out of the door’s ring handles as Rory shook his head in disgust. The stranger heaved the door open and climbed down, pulling the door shut behind him. At the bottom, he leaned heavily on the stair ladder for support, breathing harshly. In the beam from Toby’s flashlight, all of the contours of his body stood out in sharp relief. He looked like a Michelangelo sculpture, Mason thought.

“Bar the door,” he said.

“Do it,” Toby barked at Rory, handing him the metal pipe. “And somebody else find Beowulf here some pants.”

“It’s Fennrys Wolf,” the young man rasped. “And yeah … pants would be nice.”


III

Nobody moved.

Mason turned her head from side to side and saw that both Heather and Rory sported identical deer-in-headlights facial expressions. Heather’s chest was rising and falling in rapid, gaspy breaths that whistled raggedly in the darkness. Rory didn’t look like he was breathing at all. The blood had drained from his face, leaving his complexion ghostly in the light of Toby’s flashlight.

“Oh, come on …” Mason shook her head sharply and pointed to his gear bag where it lay on the ground beside him. “Rory—do you have any extra gym clothes in there?” she asked.

“What? Oh, uh, yeah. I guess …” He kicked the bag over to her and went to bar the door, moving as if in a daze.

She knelt down and rooted through the bag, pulling out a pair of sweats and a hoodie. She took them and walked over to where the stranger stood, keeping her gaze focused somewhere over his left shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his mouth quirk upward in the shadow of a grin.

“Here,” she said, handing them over.

“Thanks.”

Mason nodded and turned away, walking swiftly back to stand just behind Toby as the guy put his sword down long enough to pull on the sweats and shrug into the shirt—both of which were too small for him and only served to emphasize his physique even more.

“Are those things gone?” Toby asked.

“Most of ’em are dead,” the stranger grunted. “The rest are gone. For now.” Once he was dressed, the stranger turned to face them, the sword hilt once again clutched tightly in his fist. “Where am I?” His voice was a low, husky growl. “Who are you people?”

“This is a school,” Toby answered, shifting his bulk so that he stood in front of Mason and the others. “They’re students.”

“A … school. Where? What realm?”

“Realm? What are you talking about?” Rory asked, looking at the young man with extreme suspicion. “You on foreign exchange or something?”

“From a country where they don’t wear pants?” Heather murmured, recovering a small measure of her usual self-possessed snark.

“Maybe he means borough,” Mason suggested, ignoring Heather’s comment. She turned to the stranger. “This is Manhattan. Uh … New York City? You know?”

A fleeting expression of recognition flashed across his angular features. “New … I remember …” Then it vanished. “Something.”

“Hey.” Rory crossed his arms over his chest as if he’d decided that enough was enough and it was time for him to play tough guy. Mason hated it when he got like that. “What the hell kind of name is Fennrys Wolf?”

“I don’t know. And it’s the Fennrys Wolf, actually. I think—”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Rory asked. “Who are you, really?”

The young man looked back and forth between them and said quietly, “I was hoping you could tell me.”

There was something so naked in his expression, Mason thought. And then she started to actually blush at the memory of what he’d looked like just a few moments ago. Okay, not naked … more like raw—uh, no. That wasn’t helping either. She winced inwardly. How about … vulnerable?

Yes. That was exactly it.

Whoever this guy was, in spite of his sheer brute strength and fighting skills, there was an almost fragile quality to him. As if he was barely holding it together. Mason frowned, staring at the handsome blond enigma, and wondered where in the world he’d come from.

Suddenly a sound caught Mason’s attention—a low groan, coming from the corner where Calum had gone from leaning against the wall to slumped in a heap on the floor, semiconscious. Heather ran over and knelt beside him, and Mason heard her gasp.

“Guys,” she said. “Guys … he doesn’t look so good. I mean … he’s—oh, shit. Shit. Cal?” She shook his shoulder, but there was no response. “Toby?” Heather looked up, and there was a shine of tears in her eyes.

Toby pushed Rory and the stranger aside and went to go look at Cal for himself. “Aw, damn …” Mason heard him mutter.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?” Aside from the obvious …

“His skin is getting streaky around the wounds and he’s burning up,” Toby said, sounding really worried. “It looks like he might have some kind of sepsis developing.”

“Sepsis?”

“Blood poisoning,” the Fennrys Wolf said.

“And it’s spreading fast, from the looks of it,” Toby muttered. “Too fast. That shouldn’t be possible. Those … things out there must have been venomous.”

Mason and Heather exchanged a stricken glance.

“Do something!” Heather exclaimed. “Help him! Where’s the first-aid kit?”

Toby huffed in frustration and stood. “It’s in the gym office. Out there.” He glanced at the door. “And Band-Aids and iodine aren’t going to do a lot of good for him if he goes into septic shock.”

The stranger’s brow creased in a deep frown. He stepped forward, as if he meant to push past Toby—who put out an arm, barring his way. Wordlessly, Toby eyed the sword in the young man’s fist.

The Fennrys Wolf looked down at the weapon, then he spun the blade expertly in his palm and handed it over, hilt first—to Mason, who was too surprised to do anything but take it. His mouth ticked upward again in that half grin. Mason got the feeling that he didn’t ever actually smile.

“I think I should take a look at your boy there,” he said to Toby.

Toby stared at him for a moment, then took a step to the side. The strange young man kneeled down beside Cal and carefully pulled the torn edges of his T-shirt away from his shoulder wound. Mason saw Heather turn away, a sickened expression on her gorgeous face. There were three ragged parallel slashes across Cal’s pectoral muscle that seeped blood but looked—hopefully—like they weren’t too deep. The worrying thing, though, was the spidery network of angry dark lines that had begun to spread outward, creeping just under the surface of Cal’s skin on both his face and chest.

The Fennrys Wolf sat back on his haunches and, for a moment, looked lost. Confusion chased through his gaze, but he shook his head sharply and his nostrils flared. His eyes fell closed, and one hand reached up and his long fingers closed around an iron medallion that hung from a leather cord around his neck. It was the only thing he’d been wearing. Mason watched as he began to murmur under his breath, his other hand hovering over Cal’s prone form.

“Toby,” Rory said behind her in a low voice, “what are you doing? Why are you letting that guy anywhere near Cal?”

“If he’d wanted to harm any of us, he could have just left us out there, Rory,” Toby answered quietly. “With those things. As it stands right now, I don’t have any way to help Calum. Maybe he does.”

The strange young man hunched over Cal. “I could use a little light,” he said.

Mason took the flashlight from Toby and held it out. The Fennrys Wolf reached back and positioned her arm so he could see better but, whatever it was he was doing, it was blocked from Mason’s line of sight. All she knew was that he was concentrating very hard, muttering just under his breath. She couldn’t quite make out the words, but Mason had the feeling that, even if she could have, she still wouldn’t have been able to understand them.

Slowly, like an invisible ground mist seeping up out of the floor, Mason felt the air of the storeroom begin to change character. As if it was becoming electrically charged. Her feet and then her legs began to tingle slightly, like a current was running through the floor. Mason’s stomach tightened, and she could hear the beating of her heart.

And then she thought she could hear Cal’s …

Then the Fennrys Wolf’s …

What is this guy, like some kind of shaman or something? Mason wondered. That was ridiculous. But then so was the idea that they’d been attacked by monsters. I do not believe in supernatural creatures, Mason said to herself firmly. There has to be a rational explanation for all of this. There is no boogeyman.

Finally, after several long, anxious minutes, the stranger’s shoulders slumped, and he sat back against an equipment rack. The lines of his face were drawn with exhaustion, and the long columns of muscle down the sides of his neck stood out like cords. Mason could see the pulse beating just below his jaw, but she couldn’t hear his heart now. The sound had faded, along with the feeling of electricity in the
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