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The wise learn many things from their enemies.

MY NAME’S ATLANTA SKOLAR, and I’m a huntress. No, not the vampire-slaying type, or like the ever-brooding Winchester brothers from Supernatural. I live a relatively normal life—during the day at least. I go to school, have friends, and try my best to survive Uncle James’ horrendous cooking.

However, the nights in the city of Calen are not always calm. There’s a thin veil between our world and the world of monsters, the good and the bad. I'm one of the few who stands between the two. With the help of my uncle, who’s taken me in since my parents’ deaths, I spend the nights making sure the balance is maintained and that each side keeps to their respective places.

At least, that was until something rattled the cages and everything hit the fan. There’s a new evil in town, an evil that’s been here before, and it may be responsible for my parents’ deaths. An evil that isn’t satisfied with the balance. It'll do all it can to make sure darkness falls over Calen and the rest of the world once again.

Scary? That ain’t the half of it.

It’s particularly interested in me. 

Why? No idea. 

But it’s my job as a huntress to make sure the evil is stopped, no matter what.
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Louis sprinted through the darkness. 

His feet echoed against the alleyway walls, droplets of water splattering up as he dashed through puddles that had remained since the rain from the night before. A strong wind blew against him and hit at the flaps of his coat, forcing an unwanted resistance to his run. His breath escaped in gasps of white vapor.

He ventured a look behind him, and his eyes widened as he saw how close his pursuer was. Louis quickened his pace, pushing himself harder. His legs burned in protest as he jumped over garbage cans and kicked through cardboard boxes. 

He needed to get out into the open, and quickly.

Claws scratched at his back, and he felt the deep sting of fresh gouges against the fabric of his shirt. The pain only pushed him harder, and despite the ever-nearing mouth of the alleyway Louis knew he wouldn’t make it out alive. He threw caution to the wind, drawing on the little bit of strength he had left, and made for the nearest wall. He jumped, his feet skidding slightly against the wet asphalt, and flung forward. As soon as he was on the wall he raced upwards on his hands and feet, scaling the building with ease.

His pursuer gave chase.

Louis could feel the dampness from last night’s downpour on the cold bricks, but that wasn’t what caused him to shiver. He could hear the grunting of his pursuer behind him; growling pants as the man, who’d been chasing him for the past half hour, relentlessly followed. Louis weighed his options quickly, his mind racing with possible solutions, but his fear made it impossible for him to grasp onto a single strand of logic. All he had was his fight or flight instincts, and right now they were telling him to run faster.

Once on the roof, Louis swiftly landed on his feet and continued forward, dashing across the building. There was no escape, and he couldn’t risk jumping off towards the street. It had taken his race generations to maintain their secrecy, and he wasn’t about to ruin that. He could only hope that his pursuer would eventually tire and allow Louis to outrun him.

Louis dashed for the far end of the rooftop, and his eyes made a quick calculation of the distance between this one and the neighboring building. He could scale it easily, he knew that, but the real question was what then? He could almost feel the hot breath of his pursuer on the back of his neck, and despite everything Louis had tried it seemed like only he was tiring.

He frowned, bared his fangs, and pushed harder just as the skies above him burst in a clash of thunder and bright flashes of lightning. He reached the end of the roof, pushed against the surface, and took off. He felt the wind blow against him, the first drops of rain falling like slow motion, and the sharp clasp of a claw around his ankle.

Pulled back forcefully, he was tossed to the side like a rag doll. His head hit the roof and he could almost hear the bone cracking, his vision bursting into flashes of colors as he stumbled and rolled. But if there was one thing Louis Lesoleil was known for it was his speed, and he instantly pushed himself onto his feet.

The hand which had grabbed him wrapped around his neck and pressed hard, breaking Louis’ retreat and forcing him to gasp. The tension was strong, squeezing and blocking his airway, and Louis lashed out wildly as the hand lifted him up off his feet easily.

“This is the end of the line, Louis,” a voice hissed behind him, and Louis growled as the hand brought him down quickly and slammed him into the roof.

Louis cried out as the bones in his nose cracked and blood spurted out in bursts of dark red. He turned over slowly, his vision blurry, the cloaked man standing over him a menacing presence. The clouds floodgates had opened completely, and the rain fell in torrents around them. From underneath the cloak’s hood, twin eyes burned a bright red, and a mouth opened to rows of fanged teeth.

The figure’s entire face seemed to shift in and out focus. Louis could hardly believe what he was gazing at. “Impossible!” Louis coughed. “You can’t be here! None of you can! We closed the door!”

The hooded figure’s mouth widened in a terrible grin. “Times have changed,” came a voice akin to nails scratching across a blackboard. “The shift in power begins now!”

Louis sat up slowly. Just as he was about to reply, he gasped as the hooded figure’s hand burst through his chest and the clawed hand wrapped around his heart. He instinctively grabbed the arm buried inside him and tried to pull it away, his eyes locked onto the burning flames staring back at him.

The hooded figure snickered and squeezed as Louis’ cries echoed in the night.
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Atlanta sat up in bed with a start.

She fought to control her breathing, her head turning from side to side as her blurry vision still played parts of the nightmare. For a split second, she could still feel the walls closing in around her; the claustrophobia smothering her, dark fumes from a fire filling her nose with the wretched stench of burning bodies. 

And in it all, eyes. Red eyes. Staring at her.

You’re okay. You’re okay.

She gasped and forced her breathing to slow, fighting desperately for control. The walls around her slowly moved back to their regular places, and the shrill sound of her alarm clock made her jump. She pressed a hand against her chest, as if willing the thumping there to slow down, and winced at the pain her fast-beating heart was causing. She sniffed, inhaled and exhaled slowly, and shook her head as she tried to rid her nostrils of the smell of burning.

It’s not a dream. Something’s actually burning.

Atlanta quickly slammed her hand against the alarm and scurried out bed, her sweat-soaked blanket tossed to one side as her feet touched the cold wooden floor of her bedroom. She quickly glanced at her window quickly, taking in the orange beams of light escaping through her curtains, and pulled her t-shirt on.

Out her room and on the second-floor landing, the smell of burning grew stronger now. “Hello?” she called out, descending the stairs by twos and bracing herself against the possibility of a fire. “Uncle James!”

“In here!” came the almost childlike reply from the kitchen, the hoarse voice of her uncle mixed with curses and chuckles as pans clanged against each other.

Atlanta raced across the hallway and into the kitchen, her nose wrinkling as the source of the smell made itself visible. Her uncle stood at the far end of the kitchen, racing back and forth between the sink and stove as black smoke rose from one of the pans there. She watched him grab the pan, and cringed when he hollered in pain. 

She hurried towards the stove, grabbing one of the mitts off the kitchen table, and with a quick flick of her hand turned the stove off and launched the pan into the sink. She turned the faucet on and stepped back as the water hissed against the scalding pan and whatever it was her uncle was trying to cook in it.

“So much for breakfast.” Uncle James chuckled, shaking his singed hand. “That was supposed to be French toast.”

“One day you’re going to burn the house down!” Atlanta sighed, grabbing her uncle’s hand and inspecting the burns. When she was satisfied that it wasn’t serious, she sighed heavily and shook her head at him. “Didn’t we say you’d leaving the cooking to me?”

Uncle James laughed, his burly figure shaking with merriment and his shoulders bouncing up and down. “I couldn’t help myself,” he said with a grin. “One day you’re going to realize I’m not as bad as you think.”

Atlanta smiled despite herself. “One day?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Just make sure we’re out in the open when that happens. I kinda like this house.”

James Skolar clapped her on the shoulder with his burnt hand and immediately winced, breaking from a chuckle to a moan. He set himself down on one of the kitchen chairs and rifled through the pages of a cookbook he’d left open there, then closed it and tossed it into the garbage.

Atlanta watched in amusement, quickly tying her bright blonde hair into a ponytail with the elastic hairband she had around her wrist at all times. “I didn’t hear you come in last night,” she said, opening a cupboard and pulling out the cereal. Breakfast of champions, she thought to herself.

“Actually, I just got in,” James replied, stifling a sudden yawn.

Atlanta set two bowls on the table and pushed the milk towards her uncle, only now noticing he was still wearing his jeans and shirt. “How was the funeral?”

“Depressing,” James replied, nodding as he took the box of cereal from her and filled his bowl. “Dark. And dangerous.”

Atlanta nodded as she poured herself a bowl and sat down. The news of Louis Lesoleil’s murder travelled quickly, and even though she’d wanted to go to the funeral as well her uncle had advised against it. Besides, the last time she had been to the Fortress, it hadn’t ended in the best of ways.

“Marcus is obviously devastated,” James broke through her thoughts. “The Vamps are out for blood, that’s for sure.”

“Do they know who did it?” she asked, stuffing the first spoonful of cereal into her mouth and glancing up at the clock on the wall. She didn’t want to be late for school.

“Claws, scratches, fist through the heart,” James sighed. “All points to the Pack.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Atlanta said, frowning. “There’s been peace between the two families for centuries. Why break that now?”

James shook his head and shrugged, pushing his untouched breakfast to the side. “There’s going to be a meeting tonight,” he said, slowly pushing himself out of his chair. “You get to school and worry about your tests. Leave the families to me.” He ruffled her hair and walked out of the kitchen.

She absently finished her cereal and made her way back up to her bedroom. Her mind raced with flashes of her nightmare, a mix of fire and screams lingering in the back of her head like a bad headache. She could hear her uncle snoring from his own bedroom, the usual sign that he was more than exhausted, and she chuckled to herself.

Ever since her parents’ death, Uncle James was all the family she had. She didn’t know anything else, and she owed him so much. She could only imagine what it had been like for him, being handed the responsibility of a two-year-old girl, expected to raise her in a world that was far from kind. Personally, she thought he had done a great job so far...despite the frequent burnt dinners.

She sorted through her clothes, picking out the most comfortable ensemble she could find, and quickly got dressed. Barefoot, she dashed about her room, packing her bag and making sure she hadn’t left any of her due assignments behind. Her cellphone rang just as she was leaving her bedroom, and Skylar’s name flashed on the screen.

“Two minutes,” Atlanta said upon answering, dropping to her knees and pulling a chest out from under her bed.

“I never get how you wake up at dawn every morning,” Skylar chastised, “and still manage to keep me waiting.”

Atlanta sighed and opened the chest. “I said two minutes, Skylar,” she said, gazing at the various weapons inside before opting for a black-hilted knife with golden symbols etched into it. It had been her first weapon, a present from her Uncle James on her twelfth birthday when he had turned her world upside down. She remembered hating him for it back then, but now she had a completely different respect for the man. She could only imagine how difficult it must have been for him.

“Fine,” Skylar sighed in frustration, “but if I miss watching Ryan Toller walk down the hallway this morning, I’m going to hate you forever.”

Atlanta hung up with a smile. She reached for a sheath, wrapped it around her forearm, and slid the knife into place. Grabbing her coat, she made sure the long sleeves of her shirt concealed the weapon, and raced downstairs.

If Louis Lesoleil’s murder was going to cause ripples, then Calen High was going to be very interesting today.
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Calen was a city that had very little to offer.

Much like any other metropolis, it wasn’t known for its charm or hospitality. The people weren’t welcoming, and it was commonplace to find yourself in the middle of a brawl that broke out for absolutely no reason. Traffic sucked; public transportation sucked, too. It was a loud and dark city; its skyscrapers towering over the ghettos a stark reminder that, even here, the rich got richer and the poor grew poorer.

Still, for many it was home, and Atlanta couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Despite being raised in the suburbs the city was still hers, and she had long since decided that she would live and die here. Besides, although Calen was not known for being the center of anything, it was definitely the heart and soul of her world. The underworld. The world between the cracks that very few people ventured into and ever came back from in one piece.

Sitting in the passenger seat beside Skylar, her blonde friend chatting about random things Atlanta had quickly learned to filter, she gazed out the window at the passing houses. One of the calmer neighborhoods of Calen’s suburbs, Witch Hills, appeared to be a little more upscale and detached from the hustle and bustle of downtown. The ubiquitous gothic architecture throughout the city seemed a little Gotham-Batman style, but was still a signature trait of Calen and everything it stood for.

She remembered the first time Uncle James had told her the truth about the city. She could still feel the sting of tears in her eyes as he filled her in on the details of what actually made Calen breathe. Vampires, Werewolves, Wizards, and Witches. The whole gamut of monsters and ghouls that lurked in the darkest of corners; just out sight, yet there. The city may not have been a tourist trap, but it was the home to more than just wealthy businessmen and struggling youth.

“Are you even listening to me?”

Atlanta turned and looked at the frown on Skylar’s face, the other girl’s eyes snapping back and forth between Atlanta and the road. 

Atlanta gave her a quick smile and nodded. Skylar could be a monster herself when she felt she was being ignored.

“Really?” Skylar clicked her tongue. “What was the last thing I said?”

“That you weren’t going to take no for an answer,” Atlanta replied immediately.

Skylar gazed at her for a moment before returning her attention to the road and sighing heavily. “Sometimes I wonder where you go when you drift off like that.”

“Nowhere in particular,” she said, looking back out the window. The drive to school consisted of Skylar doing all the talking and Atlanta listening, a ritual that helped clear her mind and ease into the world of regular people. They were only ten minutes away from school, and today wasn’t one of those days Atlanta wanted to change that.

Her mind was still playing images from her nightmare. For the past week, it had been the same. She stood trapped in a room, the world around her burning and the walls crumbling around her. In the distance, between the smoke and flames, red eyes stared at her and a manic laugh seemed to echo in the crackling of the fire. And every morning she would wake up sweaty, with a feeling of impending death that had grown suffocating.

Adding to the bad dream, Louis’ murder didn’t rest easy on her mind. She knew the man well, her closest ally in the circle of the Fortress, one of the very few Vamps who didn’t automatically want to rip her to shreds the moment he saw her. Centuries old but looking not a day over eighteen, it was sometimes hard to believe Louis had been one of the most important leaders in the vampire family. His murder was definitely a blow to the Vamps in general.

And obviously to Marcus. The leader of the family was not one to anger. It was absurd that someone would be as bold as to kill the man’s only living relative—well, as living as a vampire could be.

“Girl, you’re throwing me off my game.” Skylar shook her head as she pulled into the high school parking lot. Finding herself a comfortable slot near the east end, she jerked the car to a halt.

Atlanta shot her a glare and both girls laughed. They got out, backpacks slung over their shoulders, and subconsciously Atlanta brushed her hand against the concealed knife. She hoped she wouldn’t need it today, but there was no telling what the response would be from the Vamps. Marcus wouldn’t risk disturbing the peace, especially after all this time, but some of the younger, more volatile vampires were dangerously unpredictable.

Atlanta kept close to Skylar, eyeing the other students filing towards the majestic school. The massive structure had been standing since the nineteenth century, built as a castle for an unknown king who never lasted. Its massive walls, gothic towers, and lines of frozen gargoyles were certainly enough to make anyone stop and stare, or believe in mythical creatures.

Atlanta knew the truth. The Druids had built it, once housing hundreds of the magical men and women and their extensive knowledge. It had always been the center of the darker world of Calen, where peace between the warring families had finally been cemented and laws were established to maintain it. It was where the Hand had been forged to maintain that peace, Druids-turned-warriors insistent on making sure each family kept to its word, and every monster respected the laws.

It was a symbol of unity, but to the rest of the world it was just a massive educational center where bullies still stuffed heads into toilet seats, the lonely sought affection from the cheerleaders and jocks, and standardized testing ruled students’ lives. It angered Atlanta sometimes, but she’d learned to accept what was necessary to make sure the balance between both worlds was maintained.

“Hurry up,” Skylar urged, grabbing Atlanta by the arm and pulling her along. “I don’t want to miss Ryan!”

Atlanta smiled as they half-jogged towards the building, pushing through half-sleeping students trudging up the massive steps like zombies, and entered the school’s large lobby. All around them, the sounds of chatter and laughter mixed with the metallic opening and slamming of lockers, and Atlanta let her friend guide her deeper into the school. 

She waved at a couple of her friends, but there was no stopping Skylar as she dragged her to their lockers.

“Here he comes,” Skylar chirped.

Atlanta turned to where her friend was looking. Ryan Toller was probably the most eminent student in Calen High. Quarterback of the Calen Wizards, ripped to perfection, and with a head of thick black hair above deep green eyes, he had all the high school students of the city drooling over him. Every morning Skylar had them watch him stroll down the hallway towards his first class as he flashed smiles that made most girls swoon, high-fived teammates, and generally acted like a celebrity walking down the red carpet. Atlanta often joked that all he needed were flashing lights and cameras. It never made Skylar laugh.

Ryan walked past them, giving Skylar a wink and a small smile, his eyes briefly meeting Atlanta’s before turning away. It was all Atlanta needed to see the uneasiness there, and before she could turn back to her locker and ready herself for her first class Ryan stopped. He turned around and walked up to her, easily a foot taller than her, and looked at her seriously.

“I’m sorry about Louis,” Ryan said, his voice low.

Atlanta nodded quickly, trying her best not to appear uncomfortable. She could feel Skylar’s eyes boring into her.

“If there’s anything—”

“Not now,” Atlanta cut him off.

Ryan looked at her for a beat, then nodded and continued on his way, easing back into his confident, celebrity-like stride.

Skylar stepped in close, her face flushed and eyes wide. “What was that about? He knows you?”

“His father knows my uncle,” Atlanta said dismissively and opened her locker.

“Who’s Louis?”

“No one,” Atlanta lied. “It doesn’t matter.” She hated lying to Skylar, and a part of her fumed that Ryan had approached her like that in public. There were rules to these things, and breaking them brought unnecessary attention and caused unwanted problems. She could already feel the myriad in questions in Skylar’s mind, questions she would be forced to answer one way or the other because her friend never let go of anything, and her mind raced with possible answers that would sound logical.

Besides, there was no way Atlanta could explain that Ryan Toller was the eldest son of the Werewolf family and heir to the Pack.
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James Skolar could feel the heaviness in the air around him.

He sat poignantly at the elongated table smack in the center of the Dome. On either side of the table, each occupying their own seat and flanked by the best of their guards, sat the heads of the Vampire and Werewolf families. James could feel the tension in the air, the visible restraint each man fought to maintain in the face of the recent tragedy. He wrapped his hands around the staff lying softly on his lap, his fingers tracing the symbols etched into the wood, and prayed things would not escalate.

Over the past few decades, the Dome had become neutral ground where the two families could meet and discuss the most important issues at hand. Usually, these meetings were quite civil. Vampires and werewolves setting their differences aside as they focused on one problem or the other. Ever since the Insurgence almost a century before, the families knew that their combined strength was all that assured their continued existence in this world.

“I will not be as bold as to blame your family for this atrocity,” Marcus spoke up suddenly, his voice echoing off the stone walls and filling every crevice of the Dome.

James glanced up in surprise. He’d always admired the man’s power and authority, as well as the poised dignity with which he carried himself. Alive since the fall of Rome, Marcus was among the very few vampires who had crossed the ocean and settled successfully in the New World. James remembered the history well—how Marcus had survived the mass hunt against his kind, the last remaining vampire of the original Circle that had made the long voyage west. 

When it came to this side of the ocean there was no denying who was in charge, and Marcus’ power oozed out of him like a heavy veil.

“I appreciate your faith, Marcus,” came the reply from the other end of the table. “I assure you, we are not to blame for something as cowardly as this.”

James looked over to his old friend. What Colin Toller lacked in century-old wisdom, he made up for in brute strength and size. Ever since they’d been in high school together, the head of the Calen Pack had always looked like he could lift an entire bus in one hand while breaking a man in half with the other. His pack was the most loyal of the four Packs, and his authority over Calen and its surrounding area—a dominion his ancestors had ruled for centuries—was unprecedented. Although their lives had taken them in different directions, neither man forgot how important their bond was.

“There is, however, the matter of retribution,” Marcus said softly, his voice seeping from between his lips in a soothing, yet dangerous, tone. “Something like this cannot go unpunished.”

Colin nodded, his eyes fixated on the other man. “We’re doing everything we can to make sure we find who did this.”

A smile formed on Marcus’ lips, a terrible smile that lacked any kind of joviality. “I believe that won’t be enough, Colin,” he said. “There are those in my family who have been greatly affected by this transgression. Those who long for justice, and are not afraid to seek it for themselves.”

James’ head snapped towards the vampire, and he instantly felt the heavy surge of rage escaping from Colin.

“I’m confident that your authority over all is supreme,” Colin remarked between clenched teeth. “I cannot believe anyone would step out of line without your blessing.”

Marcus leaned back in his seat and eyed Colin with amusement. Before, it had been easy to prompt an outburst from Colin. A few words here, a gesture there, and the hot-blooded Werewolf would instantly burst into rage. Now, though, Colin seemed to be a lot more in control, no doubt a trait his father had beat into him well before handing over power. In the past twenty years alone, Marcus was never disappointed with how much Colin continued to surprise him.

“That’s true,” Marcus replied. “But for how long? You can only keep a fire controlled for so long before it burns out of control.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Colin responded, smiling, trying his best to control his anger. “But, then again, I haven’t been around as long as you have. I’d like to think one learns much over the years, and you, Marcus, have had centuries to learn.”

“Do not presume to understand me, pup,” Marcus hissed.

“Do not threaten me again, fangs,” Colin spat back.

Marcus stood suddenly and slammed his fists onto the stone table, the sound of his onslaught booming through the Dome. His guards immediately bared their fangs, and on the other end of the table the wolves began to shift.

“Gentlemen!” James shouted, bringing out his staff and slamming its tip on the floor. The symbols etched across it burst into bright orange colors, and both leaders instantly gazed at him in a mix of anger and fear. It took them a while, but eventually both men sat back in their seats.

“We’re here to discuss solutions,” James said, the orange light dying out, “not share insults.”

Marcus scoffed, waving his hand dismissively in the air, signaling to his guard to stand down. “Typical,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?” James asked, frowning.

“Are you trying to tell me there is no bias here?” Marcus raised an eyebrow.

“This is a meeting on neutral ground, for a fair judgment of the situation,” James seethed. “Believe me, if I thought the Pack was to blame, I’d be handling this very differently.”

“Please, Druid, do not insult my intelligence,” Marcus sighed. “There has always been a soft spot for the wolves amongst your kind.”

“There has always been justice,” James corrected. “And understanding.”

“A debt to be returned for freeing them,” Marcus spat, and from the corner of his eye James could see the muscles in Colin’s body tense.

“From your shackles,” James retorted. “But let’s not forget that the Druids were the last line of defense against the Insurgence, when the Demons tore through your ranks and you only had us to save you.”

“Yes,” Marcus frowned, “you never fail to remind me.”

“Because you seem to constantly forget,” James hissed. “I will always have the utmost respect for you and your kind, Marcus, despite the past. We put our differences behind us long ago, when it was clear that fighting amongst ourselves opened the paths for others to tear at our throats. We’ve been maintaining the peace for so long, and now someone’s trying to disturb that. We’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Colin grunted. “I agree.”

“Of course you do,” Marcus said, sitting up straight. “Louis was murdered by a wolf. There is no denying it.”

“None of the other packs would dare overstep,” Colin replied, his mood still dampened by the tension in the air.

“Well, someone obviously did,” Marcus spat. “We will search for whoever is responsible, and I expect the same from your family.”

Marcus stood, abruptly ending the meeting without waiting for a reply. “And you, Druid,” he said, turning to James. “My advice would be to tread carefully. The Druids are gone, the Hand is gone. All that remains of the past are you and that child. If someone is trying to upset the balance, I assure you that the two of you are high on their target list.”

“We can handle ourselves,” James assured the man.

“So could Louis,” Marcus said, “and we all know how that played out. If someone was capable of killing Louis Lesoleil, then an old Druid and his niece won’t be much of a challenge.”

James opened his mouth to reply, then thought better of it and closed it again. He watched as the vampire led his escorts out of the Dome. James stood slowly, and turned to face his friend.

“He’s right, you know,” Colin said, his eyes set forward and staring at the door through which Marcus had left.

“Was it one of yours?” James asked immediately, hoping to catch the man off-guard.

Colin’s eyes snapped to him, and James could see the anger reflected in them over the accusation. “Of course not.”

“Another pack?”

Colin shook his head angrily. “If it was, then they’ll have me to deal with.” Colin stood, his towering figure shaking with contained rage. “This will not be ignored, I promise you.”

James nodded. “Good. I have to bring Atlanta up to speed. She needs to be ready.”

“I’ll send you a pair of guards,” Colin said. “Just to make sure.”

James scoffed and waved away the suggestion. “Atlanta will be fine. She works better alone.”

Colin gazed at his friend for a beat, then nodded and stuck out his hand. “Good luck, my friend.”

James shook it then watched the Pack leave.
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​​Chapter 5
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“Take it easy, Atlanta,” Ryan Toller sighed. “I was just voicing my condolences. It’s not such a big deal!”

They were standing behind the bleachers of Calen High’s football field, Ryan in uniform and ready for practice. Atlanta stood in front of him, arms crossed over her chest. 

It had taken her forever to shake off Skylar, and a bloomin’ lot of effort to avoid her incessant questioning. Atlanta had spent most of the day on full alert, going through classes on cruise control while her senses were fixated on picking up any anomaly. If her uncle was right, and people were suspecting the Pack to be behind Louis’ murder, then there was no telling who would come after Ryan.

It didn’t help, of course, that most of her classes were shared with the heir to the Calen Pack, and that he wouldn’t stop staring at her throughout the entire day. It made oblivious Skylar even more curious, which only added to the burdens of the day.

“We’re trying to keep a low profile, Ryan,” Atlanta scolded. “We’ve been doing it forever. What’s the matter with you?”

Ryan frowned. “I understand playing the jock, and acting like a teenage heartthrob and all, but it doesn’t mean I’m a douche.” 

“Well, try to be more like one!” Atlanta threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “There’s an image to be kept. You know this better than any of us.”

Ryan angrily pointed a finger at her. “Don’t tell me what to do,” he hissed. “Everybody does. Go play football, Ryan. Smile at the shallow blondes, Ryan. Date the airhead who heads the cheerleaders, Ryan.” 

Atlanta smiled despite herself, and it only made him angrier. 

“Dammit, Atlanta, I’m sick of this!”

“Fine,” Atlanta replied. “Let the energy inside you bottle up until you’re shifting in the middle of cafeteria and slashing away at the other students.”

A shrill whistle sounded from behind them, and Ryan looked away from Atlanta for a brief second before returning his attention to her. “Practice is starting...I gotta go.” He brushed past her, shaking his head.

Atlanta grabbed him by the arm and stopped him. “We’ve got a few months left. Then we’re home-free.”

“No, we’re not,” Ryan said. “We’re always going to be hiding in the shadows, Atlanta.”

“It’s for our own survival.”

“Tell that to Louis,” came the reply. They stared into each other’s eyes for a beat before Ryan lowered his gaze. “I really am sorry about him. I kinda liked that blood-sucking idiot.”

Atlanta let go of his arm and watched him trot around the side of the bleachers and back to the field. She followed him slowly, rubbing her hidden knife aimlessly as she walked up the side of the bleachers and sat down to watch the practice. Skylar would be here any minute, a ritual she forced Atlanta to share with her every Monday and Wednesday. 

This time, however, Atlanta wanted to attend the Calen Wizards’ practice.

Her mind went back to that fateful day when she turned twelve, when her uncle sat her down and handed her the carefully wrapped box that encased the knife she now carried. She remembered the confusion when she saw the weapon, the thought that maybe it had belonged to her parents and her uncle had decided to give it to her.

If only it had only been that. Atlanta sat down heavily on the top bleacher and ran her fingers through her hair. Her uncle’s words still rang in her ears, the look on his face forever etched in her mind as he tried to explain the truth behind what was really lurking in the shadows of Calen. He had told her all about the families, the Lesoleils and the Tollers, the Fortress and the Calen Pack, the world that was hiding between the cracks and the threat of failing to maintain the balance. She remembered the tales of the Circle, the enslavement of the wolves, the role of the Druids and the Hand and, of course, the Insurgence.

She had cried for three days straight afterwards, her mind filled with monsters and nightmares, her world shattered, the reality she had come to know as absolute only a mirage. Uncle James had been patient, but after a week of self-pity and sorrow he had taken her down to the basement, the one part of the house that had always been forbidden to her, and had shown her everything.

The Skolars were the last of the Druids and, like it or not, accept it or not, this was her life. Her fate.

“Your father wouldn’t have wanted this for you,” her uncle had said. “The Druids have always been a brotherhood, the women fortunately left out the dangers and burdens that come with the title.”

But you don’t have that luxury, Atlanta thought, mouthing her uncle’s words.

From then on, the basement became her home. Day and night, she trained under her uncle’s relentless eye. She witnessed a completely different side to the man who had taught her how to ride a bike and had sat on the sidelines with countless mothers watching their daughters practice ballet. Through her middle school years he’d become a drill sergeant, and she’d been pushed to the very limits of her physical capabilities.

It was only when she reached high school that her Uncle James returned, the soft features and the hearty chuckles. It was also the first day he took her to the Dome and introduced her to the families. She remembered how shocked she’d been to see Ryan Toller there, the boyish look that usually plastered his face replaced by a stoic seriousness unbefitting of him. It had also been the first time she met Louis Lesoleil.

“Louis,” Atlanta whispered to herself, instinctively drawing up an image of the vampire from her mind and feeling a hard stab in her chest. Smiles and shining eyes, Louis had been the closest thing to a brother she had ever known. Ever since hearing about his death she had tried to play it cool, to mask her feelings as best she could. She didn’t want her uncle to worry about her, and she definitely didn’t want more questions from Skylar.

Now, alone on the bleachers, she let her tears flow. Her emotions ran wild inside her, and her body shivered despite the heat. For the first time since it happened, she let Louis’ death really sink in. From deep inside her she felt something burn, a new feeling she’d never experienced before, but welcomed it anyway. 

It coursed through her veins like a bonfire, and within seconds threatened to overwhelm her completely. She didn’t fight it, though, allowing a sharp gasp to escape her as she hunched over and began to cry.

“Atlanta!”

Atlanta’s head shot up, her body suddenly stiffening with alertness at the sudden cry of her name. She looked over the field to where Ryan was waving at her and pointing. She followed his gesture, and at the far end of the field saw what he was pointing at.

There were three. Humans, she knew instantly, but from their gait and determined march towards Ryan she also knew they were being compelled. They carried their weapons menacingly, and Atlanta didn’t need to wonder if the knife one of them was holding was silver or not. 

She knew exactly what they were doing here.

The vampires were striking back.

Atlanta stood quickly and skipped down the bleachers, watching as two of Ryan’s teammates confronted the intruders. Atlanta knew what the result of that would be, and winced when the fight broke out. She sprinted towards Ryan, her eyes flitting back and forth between him and the men. Ryan stood in his place, watching and waiting, his chest rising and falling as he breathed. She called out to him but he didn’t hear her, and she silently prayed that the burst of adrenaline coursing through him didn’t force him to shift.

Cries of pain sounded from the fight taking place to her right, and she resisted the urge to help. She knew that a compelled human would be next to impossible to handle, especially since they were blind to anything but their mission. It was like fighting against a brick wall that would only be stopped if knocked unconscious—or worse, killed. 

And Calen High was not one of the places Atlanta wanted to be dropping bodies in.

Her eyes scanned the huddle of flying fists and grunts, a screech of pain escaping from the midst of it all. The compelled were armed, and the high school football players had little chance of holding them back without throwing some serious weight behind their fists. Her eyes met one of the intruder’s, and she hesitated for a second when she saw a bright flash of red.

I’ve never seen that happen before.

‘Red eyes’ broke free from the huddle, noticed where Atlanta was running to, and immediately sprinted in her direction. He was incredibly fat, and for the briefest of moments Atlanta felt doubt creep into her. There was something different here, something off, and if she didn’t figure it out in the next second or so she’d be fighting blindly against something she didn’t understand.

She looked to Ryan. His eyes were turning yellow and his teeth elongating. It pushed away all her doubts and reservations. He was beginning to shift, and she needed to stop it before he transformed. 

She turned sharply, changing her direction, and made straight for her attacker. The large man raced towards her with his knife held high above his head. The snarl on his face was enough to let Atlanta know that whatever thread of sanity had once been there was now gone.

She met him halfway between the huddle and Ryan. With a quick flick of her hand, she unsheathed her knife just as he brought his down in a wide arc, aiming for her neck. She blocked the blow, quickly pushing her weight against the man’s arm and twisting around him. Without breaking stride she swung the handle of her own knife down hard against the base of his skull, forcing a grunt of pain from him, and quickly sheathed her weapon again.

The man crumpled in a heap at her feet, unconscious and now harmless. She jumped over him and raced towards Ryan.

“Ryan! Stop!” she hissed, and although he was watching the huddle of his teammates trying to fight the other two intruders his eyes darted for a second to look at her. “Ryan, you have to stop! Now!”

He let out a growl, a deep rumbling that seemed to echo in Atlanta’s head, and she grabbed both his arms just as he was about to move to his friends’ aid.

“You do this,” Atlanta whispered quickly, “and you ruin everything.”

“I can’t stand here and do nothing,” Ryan barked, his voice a deep baritone mixed with the grinding of teeth. His hazel-yellow eyes oozed fury.

“Yes, you can,” Atlanta pressed, refusing to let go of his arms. “You have to.”

Ryan stiffened, but stopped resisting her. “I’ll have the fangs of the vampire who did this.”

“We both will.” She tried to calm him down more. “Right now, though, you need to ease off.”

Ryan shook his head in fury and clenched his fists. Atlanta held him tight, ready to knock him down as well if he tried to do anything other than what she was ordering him to. She didn’t know how the Calen Pack would react to her knocking their prince unconscious, but she hoped they might understand given the circumstances

Ryan loosened up slowly, his muscles relaxing and his fists unclenching. The yellow in his eyes faded and his fangs retracted. He sighed as his body shuddered against her grip.

“Skolar!”

Atlanta turned. The Calen Wizards coach marched up to her while nursing a nasty blow to his cheek. Behind him, the team had subdued the other two men, some taking turns at kicking them in frustration while others tried to make sure things didn’t get more out of hand. One team member was being carried away, his arm bleeding profusely.

The coach stopped and looked down at the man Atlanta had knocked down, then up at her with a sly grin. “You know, it might be a good idea if you tried out for the girls’ Kung Fu team,” he said, moving his jaw from side to side as he winced in pain.

“Nah, Coach,” one of the other team members yelled from behind him. “With skills like that, she should be on the boys’ football team.”

A few howled in approval, while Atlanta felt like crawling under a rock.

So much for keeping a low profile.
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As she sat on her bed, her earphones over her head with the music on mute, Atlanta closed her eyes and listened to her uncle downstairs. He was far from happy; the news of what had happened at Calen High had spread like wildfire through both worlds. Needless to say, her uncle was not impressed like the football players had been.

She glanced at her phone, tapped on the Whatsapp icon, and checked if Skylar had responded to her text. Still nothing. She couldn’t blame her friend. Atlanta knew she wouldn’t be able to keep so many secrets from her best friend for too long without something like this eventually happening. She just wished she could explain things to Skylar, rather than give her some excuse that wouldn’t have made sense to a toddler let alone someone as suspicious as her best friend.

Nothing’s ever easy, is it? She sighed and tossed her phone to the side, bumping her head against the wall behind her as she tried to make heads or tails out of what had happened. She’d seen a lot during her time as a Hand, but never had she come across eyes that flashed red like that. It was something entirely new, although a part of her felt there was also something vaguely familiar about it. 

Where have I seen eyes like that before?

Her uncle’s heavy footsteps on the stairs brought her back, and she watched the door patiently as the knob turned and her uncle stuck his head in. She forced a smile for him but he didn’t return it, instead walking into her room and crossing his arms. It was a stance she’d adopted from him, but it looked far more menacing on him.

“What were you thinking?” he asked, eyeing her seriously.

Atlanta sighed and took off her headphones. “What else was I supposed to do? Ryan was going to shift, and that would’ve been a heck of a lot worse.”

“How about running?” James asked. “It’s what normal teenagers do. Normal female teenagers don’t knock down a man with a knife and expect no one to notice.”

“The team took down the other two,” Atlanta argued.

“The team is a dozen football players high on testosterone looking for a fight,” James snapped, clearly exasperated. “And it took all of them to take down two.”

Atlanta lowered her eyes and grinned.

“It wasn’t meant as a joke,” James scolded. “On any other night, I would’ve given you a high five and a pat on the back, told you that you did a great job out there making sure the monsters stayed in the damn shadows.” She looked up at him and could see the worry mixed with anger in his eyes. “This, however, was reckless. Why in the world did you take the knife with you in the first place?”

“Louis,” Atlanta replied, the name enough explanation.

James lowered his arms, and shook his head as he rubbed his temple. “I understand how difficult 

this is—” 

“Do you?” Atlanta shot back, fighting the tears welling in her eyes.

“Yes,” her uncle said, gazing at her. “I do.”

“Then stop lecturing me about all this when I know you would’ve done the exact same thing!” Atlanta refused to back down or defend herself. “Ryan was either going to shift or be killed, most likely the former.” She glared at her uncle, angry at the world and beyond confused by it. “Besides,” she added lamely, “I didn’t kill anyone.”

James stared at her for a moment longer, and then finally nodded. “What did you see? What’s got you so riled up?”

Atlanta sat up straight. “It was like they were compelled,” she explained, using her hands as she talked. “At first I thought it had to be that.”

“At first?”

Atlanta frowned, and tried to find a better way to explain what she’d seen. “They knew what they were doing. Except, the compelled are usually just following orders blindly. These were different...they were thinking. The one I knocked down? When he saw me, he immediately came for me. Like he knew me, or at least knew what I was, and immediately ditched Ryan for me. Compelled never do that.”

James nodded in agreement, frowning. “Marcus assures me he’s gone through the entire Fortress. This wasn’t a compulsion.”

“Could there be vampires outside the family?”

James shrugged. “On the other side of the ocean, maybe. But it’s hard to believe Marcus wouldn’t know about new vampires in our own backyard.”

“There’s something else.” Atlanta swallowed, suddenly nervous again. “Their eyes...”

“What about them?”

“They flashed red.” Atlanta shuddered, remembering it clearly. “It’s almost as if they were glowing.”

The older man stiffened suddenly, his mouth open and his eyes wide. His mouth closed, then opened, then closed again. Finally, he whispered, “Are you sure?”

She nodded. She’d never seen the blood rush out of her uncle’s face that fast before. “Positive. Why? Do you know what they were?”

James didn’t answer, his eyes shifting as he seemed to stare off into space. She could almost feel his mind working, the gears inside turning at hyper-speed as he processed the new information she had given him. The glowing eyes obviously meant something, and her uncle had the missing information that had been plaguing her for the past few hours.

“Uncle James?”

James raised his eyebrows in response, but didn’t look at her.

“Uncle James!”

“Yes!” James snapped out his stupor.

“What are they?” 

James licked his lips and swallowed. “Get dressed,” he ordered, his face darkening as he turned to leave. “We need to get to the Dome.”

“I’m already dressed.”

James stopped and looked over his shoulder. “No, you’re not. Get in your gear.”

* * *
[image: ]


THE SUIT WAS DEEP CRIMSON. When worn it clung to Atlanta like a second layer of skin, but the material itself was stronger than Kevlar. The first time she laid eyes upon it, she had hated it immediately. The color, the plainness of it, and the fact that wearing it meant a needless accentuation of her curves that she was utterly uncomfortable with.

She fought long and hard against even trying it on, but her uncle had assured her that, without it, all the action she would ever see would be on TV. When she’d finally given in, she was surprised at how comfortable it really was, how much freedom of movement it allowed her and, after a multitude of training sessions with her uncle, how much protection it truly had to offer. There was also the added benefit of endless sheaths for all her weapons, including the Druid staff on her back.

Nevertheless, she made sure not to pass by any mirrors while wearing it. The fabric rose from her boots, all around her body, to where the gloves clasped on with Velcro, and finally around her neck.

“That’s so the vampires don’t get to you,” her uncle had said with a smile.

The Druids get cloaks and hoods, she had thought, and I have to look like a freak circus stripper.

After years of donning the suit, though, she’d grown to appreciate just how important it was. She’d seen little battle outside the basement where her uncle trained her until she bled and hurt all over. Yet, the few times she had been forced to fight, the suit had definitely played a part in her survival. She could only imagine the bones that would have been broken in the places where only bruises lingered after one fight or the other.

“Ready?’ James asked as she slid the last of her weapons into its respective sheath.

Atlanta nodded.

She followed her uncle into the basement, both ignoring the light switch as they made their way across the training ground. Atlanta knew every inch of the basement by heart, had been forced to train on multiple occasions with a blindfold on, and easily sidestepped the racks of weapons and punching bags that decorated the room.

With the lights on, one wouldn’t imagine that a space this large could exist under the Skolar house. The ten acres of land surrounding the house had been in her family for generations, and at one point had housed a mansion that had unfortunately been burned down during the Insurgence. All that remained were the passageways under the surface that branched out to various parts of the city. Of course, Calen had almost doubled in size in the past thirty years alone, but without the full force of the Druids the tunnels never caught up.

Still, Atlanta was satisfied with the current expansiveness of the network. The passages still led to the most important parts of the city, and from there it was never far to where she wanted to be. Besides, it wasn’t like she was wearing her crimson suit all the time. Her uncle’s sedan was still more than enough to get her where she wanted to go on regular nights.

She followed her uncle to the far side of the basement, where he pushed his hand against a loose stone in the wall. A loud click echoed, and the makeshift shelf of books slid open on its hinges and opened into a staircase that descended into the tunnels below. They made their way down, and as they entered a small vestibule fluorescent lights flickered on. Two Ducatis stood side by side in the center of the vestibule, waiting for their riders.

“Are you going to tell me what’s gotten you so worked up?” Atlanta asked, looking over at her uncle as he slid his own staff across his back and tossed her helmet to her.

“Nothing,” he muttered.

Atlanta paused, raising an eyebrow at him as he tightened his cloak around his own suit, a black replica of her own. “I thought we were past keeping secrets from each other.”

“Believe me,” her uncle replied with a weak smile, “there are some secrets you’ll wish you never knew.”

“You aren’t helping.”

“Just get on your bike,” James gestured. “The sooner we get to the Dome, the sooner I can put my worries at ease.”

Atlanta pulled her helmet on and straddled her bike, turning the key and letting the engine roar. “What’s
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