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“Ariella, why don’t you come out and have something to eat?” Tyler insists while entering our mother’s study room, arms crossed across his chest. I’ve been in here for the last two weeks looking through all of my mother’s old books trying to find something that will help me either find this wizard or cure a vampire. So far I’ve come up with absolutely nothing. 

I groan and throw another useless book down onto the ground. It hits the floor with a loud bang. “I’m busy,” I grunt.

“Ariella, you’re not going to find anything in here. I already told you that. I’ve been through all of these books tons of times. I grew up reading this junk. These books are useless for what you’re looking for. Look, I have an idea,” he suggests, while approaching me, hands raised as if he’s walking towards a wild animal.

“What?” I wonder exasperatedly. I’m ready to hear anything that could be of any help but I’m just so exhausted.

“I was thinking, why don’t we talk to Marco? He’s met this all powerful wizard guy so maybe he’ll have some answers,” Tyler urges and grabs my arm, pulling me up off of my chair against my will.

“You want to get killed?” I ask him. Does he have a death wish? I have enough experience with Marco to know that he’s a psychopath and we’re only human now which only makes this more dangerous.

“He’s human too now, Ariella, what’s he going to do? I’ll bring a gun if that makes you feel better,” Tyler insists, crossing the room in three huge strides. He begins picking up books off of the floor and placing them back on his mother’s shelves. Many of the books in here are ancient and falling apart. They belonged to the Tario. I can tell that Tyler really values these books by the way he very gently handles them. I’ve been tossing them around like junk and suddenly I feel bad. I wasn’t thinking about how breakable the books were. I just wanted information out of them.

I think about Tyler’s idea. Is it a good idea? No. Is it a bad idea? No.

“What if he’s a vampire?” I throw out there. He very well could’ve had himself turned after he became human, it only makes sense and it’s something we should think about before doing this. It’s something we should at least keep in mind any way.

“Then we’ll bring Kendra and Jacob along too. He won’t be anything against us, four,” Tyler continues while examining a book with a broken spine. He grabs some tape off of the desk and begins stretching it across the cover. I feel guilty for wrecking it.

“How are we going to find Marco? He could be anywhere,” I point out and begin helping him put books back onto my mother’s shelves. I’ve made such a mess. Books are scattered everywhere. My head hurts from all of the words I’ve read. Marco could literally be in Germany or Thailand or Iceland or anywhere.

“Well, that’s the thing, Kendra had a favor someone owed her and she rang it in. The guy who owed her a favor is a tracker, which is basically a shifter bounty hunter. The guy found Marco in Oregon, of all places. He didn’t say anything about him being a vampire,” Tyler murmurs with a shrug. He looks to me hopefully and I’m not sure what to say. This is the best lead I’ve had so far.

“Alright, deal, but we better bring at least one of the shifters,” I suggest. “Just in case. I don’t want to take any chances,” I agree with a smile. It’s the first I’ve smiled in what seems like a lifetime.

A smile lights up his face upon seeing my happiness and he rushes from the room, probably to inform everyone of our plan. I finish picking up books before following him down stairs to the living room, where I find him talking to Kendra in an excited whisper. Everyone is staring at me except Baylon who is tuned into the computer with her back to me.

“What?” I ask self-consciously. “Is something on my face?”

“You’re alive,” Jacob laughs mockingly. “I thought you’d died up there.” A smirk invades his features and tries to hide it.

I glare at him.

I approach Baylon and rip the earphones from her ears. She looks surprised when she sees me hovering over her.

“Ariella?” she asks with a smile. “You’ve decided to come out of your cave?”

My cave? What? I must have a look of confusion splashed upon my face because she giggles and then explains that that’s what they’ve all been calling the study. Gee, thanks.

She stands from her chair and wraps me in a warm hug. “Did you find something? Why are you down here? I’m so glad to see you out and about.”

“No, Tyler had an awesome idea so I took him up on it,” I tell her happily and hug her back.

She releases me and switches the computer off.

“What were you doing on there?” I ask her curiously and nod to the computer.

“Applying for jobs and colleges,” she admits excitedly. “Kendra and Tyler used some of their business connections to get me a fake transcript and ID and stuff. I’m going to be a doctor, Ariella! I’m going to school!” she freaks out and begins doing some sort of awkward happy dance. I’ve never seen anyone so excited to go to school in my life.

“That’s great!” I try to match her excitement, but I can’t, so I settle with giving her a genuine smile.

I glance back over to Jacob who is engrossed in a newspaper and enjoying a plate of greasy bacon. My mouth begins watering as I realize how hungry I am. I mosey on over to him and snatch the piece he’s about to stick into his mouth. 

He scowls at me and I laugh.

“What was that for?” he demands and throws his newspaper into my gut.

I giggle and pick it up before throwing it back at him. “I’m hungry.”

“No kidding, you’ve hardly eaten anything in two weeks. You look pale,” Jacob mutters under his breath, eyeing me up. 

“Okay, here’s the deal, Ariella, we’re leaving in twenty minutes so get your shit in a bag and let’s go,” Tyler interrupts Jacob and I’s exchange with instruction. He motions to his already packed bag in the corner of the room sitting against a wall.

“Where are you going?” Baylon and Jacob ask in unison. 

“Oregon. We found Marco. We’re going to go see what we can get out of him,” Tyler informs them with a slight shrug, sounding bored. Kendra hands him what looks to be a tuna sandwich and he takes it and bites into it hastily. Kendra raises her upper lip in disgust and I can’t help but laugh. Boys are so gross.

“I’m coming,” Jacob says automatically and jumps up off of the couch.

Tyler shrugs as if he doesn’t care or maybe as if he expected this much. Baylon looks between all of us as if we’re crazy. 

“You guys finally have a chance to stay out of trouble and do something normal for once in your lives and this is what you do with that freedom?” she demands sounding angry. “You go after crazies?!” When nobody says anything, she sighs. “Fine, count me in, but why are we going to visit him of all people? Why can’t we go on a vacation? Maybe go on a road trip and go sightseeing or something?”

“To find the cure for vampirism,” I answer as if it’s obvious. 

She rolls her eyes. “It’s not worth it, Ariella. Even if you can find that wizard guy, you heard Kendra, you’ll owe him something in return for this cure if it even exists.”

This time it’s my turn to shrug. “I have to do this, Baylon. Put yourself in my shoes.”

No one seems to have the energy to argue with me as we’ve had this same conversation about how dumb I am for wanting to find this wizard a million times. Each one of them took their turn coming up to my mother’s study over the last couple of weeks to try and convince me to come down and give it up. None of them were successful. Well, except Tyler, I suppose.

“Ariella, we have a lot to catch you up on, but we’ll have to tell you everything in the car. While you’ve been up in your cave, we’ve been discussing things,” Baylon tells me with a strange look on her face. I wonder what she is talking about. The tone of her voice makes me weary.

“Yeah, what Baylon said,” Jacob agrees, almost sounding nervous. 
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Chapter 2
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Once we’re all jammed into Jacob’s new truck, which I didn’t even know he bought, Baylon begins explaining everything that I’ve missed while I’ve been locked away in my mom’s study. First she tells me how Jacob is leaving to go find a pack once things settle down. This scares me and shocks me. When I question what she means, Kendra explains that shifters, as they call themselves, usually live in packs. She lists the reasons why, but I’m too shocked by the fact that Jacob will be leaving that I don’t even hear her. Can he pick a worse time to leave? By that, I mean, could he pick a worse time to leave me? While this is explained to me, Jacob watches my expression through the rearview mirror while driving. He looks almost nervous to see how I will react. 

I don’t have time to comment much on this because then immediately Baylon switches subject and explains to me that she will be leaving in five weeks for the summer semester of her new school, because she wants to get started right away. She’s been accepted to many post-secondary institutions last minute and I can’t help but wonder if Makro or Jacob had something to do with her last-minute acceptances.

Thirdly, it is explained that Tyler and Kendra will also be leaving. They’ve decided to move to New York City to run the Makro Corporation. Apparently NYC is where the Makro Corporation headquarters sit. I didn’t realize that the two of them were so high up in the corporation. The way my mother explained it was that Tyler worked for the corporation, not that he ran it. I soon discover that the corporation was something that our mother began herself years ago when things began becoming out of hand and the supernaturals were slipping up and making a mess. Since my mother owned the corporation, it was in her will that it would be passed on to Tyler if anything might happen to her.

I’m happy for everyone, but where does this leave me? I want to cry. Things really can’t get any worse. Okay, they totally could. I pray for everyone’s safety. Tyler offers to continue paying the bills for our mom’s house, but I tell him he may as well cut them. Her house never felt like home to me anyway and I would feel wrong staying there alone. 

I wonder if I should go back to Taverd. It was a nice town. I think about Denver. I loved Denver, but I don’t know if I could go back now after all that happened with Mindy and also with the fire. Too many of my friends and classmates died there and I’m too scared to face the real damage that was done that night. How many were lost in the fire? How many people that I knew? 

What am I going to do? Where am I going to go? Should I go to school like Baylon is? I don’t have a clue what I would take. I would have to graduate high school first and foremost. Truthfully, I never expected to not have my father at my side to help me make these kinds of tough decisions.

“Look, Ariella, I can stay with you for a while if it’s what you need,” Jacob offers but I see the sacrifice behind his offer. He will be giving something up if he stays. This pack thing is big and I can’t take that away from him. I know he’s confused and even a little scared. I’ve been there. He needs to learn about what he is so he can find out who he is. He can’t afford to lose himself. Especially not now.

“Yeah, or you can come live with us in the city. If you want, we can even give you a job. I mean you don’t have to go out and kill anything or clean up any bodies. You can just work in the office and do paperwork,” Tyler suggests with a shrug. I would feel really bad following him and his girlfriend to New York and invading their space as much as I know he really wouldn’t mind. “We’ve hardly gotten the chance to get to know each other any ways. I think it would be fun.”

“Or you can come with me and take some courses at school,” Baylon throws in. Great, they all pity me. They all feel bad, because they all have lives to go off to and I have nothing.

“Thanks, but no thanks, guys. I’m an adult. I’ll figure something out,” I tell them with fake confidence. Seriously, what am I going to do?

We pull out of Savanna, Georgia and begin heading towards Oregon. This is going to be one heck of a long drive. I wonder how far it is exactly. I know it’s basically across the entire country. Why can’t we just fly there like normal people? 

“So, Ariella, what are you going to do?” Jacob asks me, sounding pained that he can’t stay with me. I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking that dad would kill him if he found out that he was leaving me alone in the world to fend for myself, but I don’t blame him. He can’t follow me around forever. I am an adult now, unfortunately. He can’t babysit me until the day I die. Maybe this will be good for me. Maybe it’ll give me a chance to gather my thoughts and decide what I want to do with the rest of my life.

I ponder his question, trying to come up with an acceptable answer so he doesn’t worry about me even more. “I think I might go back to Taverd,” I admit. It’s not exactly a lie, I really am thinking about it. I miss Blake and even Natalie. It’s an option anyway. 

Although on the negative side of returning to Taverd, I know that the place will remind me terribly of Daymon. It will wreak of him. Everything in that small town will remind me of all the time I spent with him in Taverd while my father and Jacob were trying to pull together an army to attack Marco. I know that I definitely can’t go back to the same house if I do decide to go back to Taverd, it will bring back far too many memories. 

I’m still not sure what I’m going to do after I cure Daymon. If I cure him. I really doubt that I will be able to remain in love with the man who killed my father and my best friend and tons of other innocent people. Even if it wasn’t really him, can I hold the same hands which gripped the weapon that ended my dad’s life? I don’t think so. 

“Really? Alright, sounds like a plan. I think that’s excellent idea. Dad left you some money, Ariella. I have all the information ready to go for you. He left half of his money to me and half to you. I would like to give you my half as I already have enough money myself from dominating the stock markets with a little help from D back in the day. You need it more than I do. It’s a lot of money, but I know you’ll take good care of it,” Jacob tells me, sounding happy that I at least have some sort of a plan for my future. He hands me a credit card from the driver’s seat. I reach forward and grab it. “The rest of the information is in an envelope back at your mother’s house. This card will do for now until we get back to Savanna and you can decide how you want to work everything. I’ve spent the last few days figuring things out. There’s a lot of money in that account, sister, so use it wisely. Don’t get into any drugs or anything please.”

I scoff at the drug comment. Like I’m the sort of person to get into drugs. “I don’t know what to say,” I sputter. 

Everyone laughs. 

“How much is a lot?” I ask, wondering how much he could possibly mean. My father wasn’t very flashy with his money, so growing up, I always assumed that we didn’t have much. It wasn’t until I realized that we had a second house, that I discovered we were far better off than I thought.

“A lot. When your best friend is a warlock who can guess what stocks are going to skyrocket with close to perfect accuracy, you’re pretty golden. You’ll see what I mean when you check the balance yourself,” Jacob explains. “I doubt it’s much compared to what Tyler here has inherited though.” Jacob chuckles and glances from me to Tyler in the rearview mirror, giving him a smirk.

“Actually, a third of it is Ariella’s,” Tyler says as if Jacob’s reminded him. “I would suggest you invest in some stuff...or a lot of stuff...otherwise you’re not going to know what to do with all your money...”

So I’m basically loaded? I’ve heard what money can do to people and I almost wonder if I really want any of this money. I have no problem getting a job and making my own money, after all what else am I going to do with all of my time?

“Keep it for your corporation,” I encourage him and slip the credit card Jacob handed me into my pocket. “That’s my investment. I’m investing in Makro.”

“Are you sure?” he asks, sounding dumbfounded but very thankful.

“Yeah, by the sounds of it, I don’t need it anyways with dad’s money,” I tell him. I would really rather not have more money than I know what to do with. We’re all mortal now. Okay, not all of us, but how much money does a person need? You only have so long to spend the money after all.

“Baylon also gets a third. Anessa isn’t around so instead of it being split into quarters, it will be split into thirds,” Tyler continues and tucks a pamphlet he was reading about vacation spots in the U.S.A into the pocket in the back of the passenger seat.

I quickly glance to Baylon in the passenger seat to see how she’s handling the mention of her sister, but she seems to be fine. How do these people do this? How do they handle death and loss so well?

“The Tario never dealt with money so I have nothing at all. It will pay for my school and much more,” Baylon chimes in happily. “It’s nice to know that I won’t be living on the streets,” she jokes. “I was planning on getting a part-time job while in school and taking out a loan. I guess I won’t have to. That’s a relief. I only wish I got to meet our mother myself.”

I’m not sure what to say to her, because I hardly knew our mother either.
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Finally, after hours of driving, I hear snoring and look over to see Tyler passed out on Kendra’s shoulder like a little kid. I reach for her cell phone, which is on her lap, and snap a few pictures to her delight. Jacob snickers in the front seat and Baylon whines that we’re being mean.

“So tell me more about yourself,” I suggest to Kendra who looks startled by my speaking to her. She seems like a very quiet person. Maybe even shy.

She tells me that she was born in Mississippi. I learn that she’s 24, which isn’t much older than Tyler and I. I also learn that she was turned, not born, which essentially means she was bitten like Jacob was and not born a shifter. She tells me how she had to leave her family including her little, four-year-old sister Amanda after she was turned. She explains that she was bitten when she was seventeen while out on a run in the park behind her house. She’d thought it was a stray dog that bit her and it hardly broke the skin so she didn’t think much of it or worry about any side effects.

She became very ill the next day and after she was completely turned and the illness went away, she didn’t know what she was for weeks until she shifted out of anger and nearly killed her sister while babysitting her. Apparently most women who are turned, shift uncontrollably after becoming sick and going through the change but she didn’t. It took weeks before she shifted for the first time. She called an ambulance for her sister after she shifted back and found her sister mauled in her bed. Then she ran away from home before her parents could find her and find out what she was. 

“I mean I didn’t know I was a shifter exactly. I didn’t know that I’d turned into a wolf. I just knew that I’d hurt Amanda and I knew something wasn’t right,” Kendra explains sadly. “We black out while we’re in wolf form and don’t remember anything from that time. Amanda must have been so scared.”

Kendra’s parents have been part of the Makro Corporation since before she was born so Kendra was raised with the knowledge that supernatural creatures exist. Since turning sixteen, she too had been part of this company. She didn’t know shifters existed per say, but she wasn’t surprised to learn that they were. 

“I ran and ended up in Savanna where some other shifters found me and told me what I was. I stayed with them and joined their pack. Once I could control myself, I joined the Makro team in Savanna under a new name.”

From all of this is, the thing that stuns me the most is the fact that Kendra’s parents let her go out and fight vampires at sixteen years old. How crazy is that? Were they stupid? 

I wonder how big the Makro Corporation is. What if her parents somehow find her while on the job in a few years and see that she hasn’t aged a day? That would be awkward. 

“If you just called an ambulance and took off, aren’t your parents looking for you everywhere? Isn’t your picture on milk cartons and news channels?” I ask her, confused. How can she hide in plain sight without being spotted?

She tells me that those who are a part of Makro are sometimes tracked home from work and killed, taken, or turned by vampires. She thinks that her parents probably just assumed that a vampire attacked her and her younger sister that day. Makro used its power to keep the story out of the public eye as news of vampire attacks is something they don’t need reaching the news. Any evidence of anything supernatural is destroyed by Makro nearly immediately. This corporation gets more and more interesting as time goes on and I decide that I’ll have to have an in-depth conversation about it with Tyler someday.

“The Makro team in Savanna is relatively small and consists of only a handful of people, so I don’t worry about being seen by someone I might know from Mississippi. Once we move to NYC though, it’ll be tougher because NYC is the headquarters for Makro. Every year there is a mandatory Makro seminar there. Every member of Makro young and old from all over the planet flies in for it. Also, my bosses from Mississippi go to conferences in NYC at certain points throughout the year. There’s no doubt that I’ll eventually run into someone I know. Probably within the first few months I’m in NYC actually. My parents were big into Makro. It was their life. So you can imagine that I met a lot of people within Makro growing up. A lot of people from all over the country know me. As soon as I go to NYC someone is bound to notice me eventually.”

“Why are you going there then?” I ask her confused.

She shrugs. “Your mom, being Tario, could change her appearance. Over the years, she made herself look like she was aging and made it look like she handed the company to new hands every so often. She’s gone now and Tyler has inherited the company. He doesn’t have the means your mother did to just pop on over to NYC at any given moment when he’s needed, so he has to relocate there. I want to help him with Makro. It’s going to be a big job. It’s going to be very tough. Your mom did a lot for Makro, Tyler isn’t going to be able to do nearly as much all on his own. He’s going to have to hire people to work by his side. People he trusts. I’m qualified for the job and I’d do anything to help keep this world and my little sister safe,” Kendra clarifies in a light tone. “If I get noticed, I’ll just say that I ran away. It’s only been seven years and some people don’t physically change much in seven years, especially between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four. I’ll dye my hair a different color and it’ll all work out. It won’t work forever, but we’ll deal with that when the time comes.”

How long can someone go without aging before someone notices? A few years? A decade? I don’t have a clue. I mean I knew my father from the day I was born and I never noticed that he wasn’t aging. I noticed he aged very well and he looked young for his age but not that he was not aging at all. Maybe that’s why he never liked to keep pictures around the house, he thought someone would notice.

“How long has Tyler been with Makro?” I ask Kendra.

She runs her fingers through her hair lightly and pulls her locks up into a high ponytail. “Since he was fourteen. On his first day, after he was introduced as a new member at the Savanna headquarters, we all thought he was going to be dead in the first week, but he surprised us. Usually Makro won’t take anyone under sixteen. At least they won’t put them out in the field. They’ll train them, but they will not put them out on their own. We were completely taken back when we saw that he could outfight some of the people who had been there for decades. From then on, Tyler’s fighting skills only got drastically better. I knew something was peculiar about him. I knew he wasn’t a shifter, but I don’t know. I had this weird feeling that he was more than human, if you know what I mean. I didn’t see him much from the time I met him, until he turned seventeen. I just heard about him and all his success. He was basically like a Makro celebrity. It was shortly after he turned seventeen, that we got paired together for a job in Maui and that’s also when we began pining for each other,” she tells me with a small smile at her lips as she remembers this. “He’s always been such a gentleman.” 

Fourteen seems so young to me, when I was fourteen I was playing video games and crushing on boys with Mindy in her basement, eating popcorn. I mean, yeah, I could fight, but I wasn’t part of some secret society of supernatural exterminators. That just seems absurd. 

A few minutes of silence pass again as I digest everything that Kendra has shared with me. 

“So about shifters, you guys live in packs? Why?” I question. It’s an obvious question. She’s apparently pushed Jacob into thinking that he needs to find one.

“Like I said, I live with three other girls. We’re more of a modern pack than most. Most packs steer clear of the city and live out in the woods somewhere which is more natural. I will miss them terribly when I move to New York City, but I know that I will find a new pack,” she explains with sadness in her voice. “They’ve come to be like family to me.” I notice that she hasn’t really answered my question. 

“What about Tyler? I thought you were living together?” I ask confused.

She looks to me as if I’m missing something, but then says, “Yes, we will be. He will also be in search of a pack. He’s going to become like me, Ariella.”

My eyes widen the slightest bit with shock. Tyler, a shifter? You can’t be serious.

“Ariella, shifters aren’t monsters as much as folklore puts us out to be. We don’t have raging bloodlust like vampires or uncontrollable power like the witches did. Tyler will be fine. He will still be Tyler. Just as Jacob is still Jacob and I am still me,” she tries to soothe me. She looks at me as if she’s wondering if she should’ve said anything at all. 

We just got out of all this supernatural junk, why do they all want to get back into it? It’s dangerous and it has caused nothing but trouble. Then again, I guess they have known about the supernatural their entire lives and they probably don’t know anything else. They probably don’t know how to be human. It’s probably easier for them to choose the supernatural world than the human world as insane as that seems to me.

“Look, Ariella, Tyler can’t just sit around while he knows there’s vampires killing people. If he’s human, he has a much higher chance of getting killed by some vampire. You should want this for him,” she tries to convince me with a friendly smile. I know she’s right and I truthfully really like Kendra. She’s good for Tyler and I know she knows what’s best for him.

“Yeah, Ariella, I have to agree. Tyler is better off as a shifter. Think about all the vampires he’s killed in his lifetime and how many people he’s pissed off by killing their friends or family. Any one of them could snap his neck in an instant now that he’s human. He needs this, especially if he’s intending on remaining with Makro,” Baylon chimes in and looks to me apologetically.

I sigh. Yes, they’re right.

“So what are the advantages of having a pack, again?” I ask slowly, hoping that my question is actually answered this time.

Jacob speaks up, sounding awkward, “Protection and instinct mostly. Every part of us tells us to find a pack.”

“It’s like having a family,” Kendra adds. “Without one, you’re alone.”

Gee, thanks. Am I not Jacob’s family? A pang of pain radiates through my chest and we descend into silence.

Jacob interrupts the silence by laying on the horn when a deer jumps across the road. He swerves a little in order to avoid it and I see Baylon grip the arm rests of the passenger seat. She screams out in fright.

“I think I just saw my life flash before my eyes,” she breathes a little dramatically, waving her hand like a fan in front of her face. I’m really not sure how that is going to help.

I laugh a little. “Welcome to being human, Baylon. Are you going to run off and get yourself turned into a wolf as well?” I ask sarcastically.

She giggles and seems to calm down again. “I’m not so sure. We’ll see,” she answers truthfully. Her answer surprises me. She was so excited to be human and go to school and whatever else. What happened? “I feel very...weak as a human,” she continues. “I don’t like it. I thought it would be different.”

What did she expect being human would be like? You go from being a being as powerful as the Tario, to being a human and of course you’re going to feel weak. Maybe it will just
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