

[image: ]





[image: ]





The Bloody Vendetta

Copyright 2024 © Neko Craft

All information, techniques, ideas and concepts contained within this publication are of the nature of general comment only and are not in any way recommended as individual advice. The intent is to offer a variety of information to provide a wider range of choices now and in the future, recognizing that we all have widely diverse circumstances and viewpoints. Should any reader choose to make use of the information contained herein, this is their decision, and the contributors (and their companies), authors and publishers do not assume any responsibilities whatsoever under any condition or circumstances. It is recommended that the reader obtain their own independent advice.

First Edition 2024

ISBN: 

All rights reserved in all media. No part of this book may be used, copied, reproduced, presented, stored, communicated or transmitted in any form by any means without prior written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

The moral right of Neko Craft as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

Published by Happy Self Publishing
www.happyselfpublishing.com
writetous@happyselfpublishing.com

[image: ]





Table of Contents




	
	
Prologue




	
I.

	Moonlight and Aconite




	
II.

	Alpha’s Embrace




	
III.

	Pack Dynamics




	
IV.

	Cloaked Meetings




	
V.

	The Enigma of Vampirism




	
VI.

	The Price of Forbidden Passion




	
VII.

	Paths of Resolute Hearts




	
VIII.

	The Lord’s Call to Arms




	
IX.

	Hard Lesson Learned




	
X.

	Ripples of Conflict




	
XI.

	Under Compulsion’s Thrall




	
XII.

	Unexpected Confrontation




	
XIII.

	Clash of Wills




	
XIV.

	Clash of Titans




	
XV.

	The Crystal’s Call




	
XVI.

	The King’s Challenge




	
XVII.

	Loyalty or Freedom




	
XVIII.

	Ascension to the Night




	
XIX.

	The Pendant’s Discovery




	
XX.

	Embracing the Siblings




	
XXI.

	A Night to Remember




	
XXII.

	Duel of Celebration




	
XXIII.

	Mission Beneath the Shadows

Acknowledgments

Thanks You










Prologue

In the realm of Asteria, where the skies are painted with hues of azure and amethyst, and the earth sings with the whispers of ancient magic, a story unfolds that will captivate the hearts of all who dare to listen.

In the heart of this enchanted land, where emerald forests stand tall and mighty citadels reach for the heavens, two souls find themselves bound by destiny’s unyielding grip. Elias Moongale, a warlock born of shadows and secrets, and Leena Shadowalker, a mysterious figure cloaked in the veils of time, are inexorably drawn together, their paths converging in ways they could never have foreseen.

As they journey across Asteria’s vast expanse, guided by the whispers of the wind and the ancient wisdom of the land itself, they uncover secrets long forgotten and truths that defy the very fabric of reality. But amidst the wonders and dangers that lie ahead, they will discover that the greatest magic of all resides within the bonds of friendship and the power of love.

Yet, lurking in the shadows of Asteria, dark forces gather, their malevolent intentions threatening to plunge the realm into eternal darkness. Elias and Leena must navigate treacherous paths and face unimaginable challenges, for the fate of Asteria hangs in the balance, and only they possess the key to its salvation.

Blinded by the prejudices of the past, they must rise above the divisions that threaten to tear their world apart, for only by uniting their strengths can they hope to overcome the looming darkness and usher in a new era of peace and prosperity.

So, dear reader, prepare yourself for an epic adventure that will take you to the very heart of Asteria, where magic and mystery await at every turn. The tale of Elias Moongale and Leena Shadowalker beckons, promising a journey that will leave an indelible mark on the soul and ignite the imagination with its boundless wonders.
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Moonlight and Aconite

Elias and Leena tread down the dirt road, the echoes of their footsteps mingling with the rustling leaves and distant hoots of owls. The moon hangs low in the night sky, casting an ethereal glow upon the landscape. Elias can’t shake the feeling of uncertainty, a yearning glance thrown over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of his grandfather and Alicia’s parents following. Leena, perceptive as ever, locks eyes with him, a silent understanding passing between them.

Leena’s voice is gentle, a whisper amid the weight of their situation. “As much as we might wish otherwise, Elias, they’re not coming. They’ve chosen to stay behind, allowing us to forge ahead.”

Elias turns to confront the harsh reality he’s been avoiding. The gravity of their companions’ decision presses down on him, a heavy burden to bear.

“I understand, Leena,” he admits with a sigh. “But that doesn’t mean I have to agree with it.”

Leena meets his gaze, a mixture of empathy and resignation in her eyes. “And do you think I do?”

Caught off guard, Elias stumbles over his words. “No, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Leena’s laughter, soft and comforting, fills the tense air, easing the tension in Elias’s troubled mind.

“I know, Elias,” she reassures him with a smile. “I simply enjoy teasing you. But worrying about things beyond our control won’t help us. Let’s focus on moving forward together.”

They walk another mile, the road beneath their feet shifting from dirt to gravel. The landscape gradually transforms, and Elias senses a change in the air. As they approach the edge of a mist-shrouded forest, Elias halts. The looming trees stand as sentinels in the darkness, their silhouettes creating a haunting tapestry against the night sky.

Elias squints, taking in the sight of the towering cedar trees, their immense stature casting shadows over the forest floor, while the robust oak trees stand proud and majestic beside them, their lofty peaks stretching skyward in a breathtaking display of nature’s grandeur. The mist clings to the forest like a spectral veil, weaving through the branches and concealing secrets within. The air is thick with an otherworldly presence, and the forest seems to pulsate with an energy both ancient and mysterious. The duo stand at the forest’s edge, awestruck by the dark expanse before them. Leena’s eyes sparkle with a mix of excitement and determination. Elias, despite his lingering concerns, can’t deny the allure of the unknown.

Leena’s voice is a hushed murmur, barely audible above the rustle of leaves. “This is the Dark Oak Grove, Elias.”

The mist curls around their ankles as they step into the forest, the cedar and oak trees enveloping them in a canopy of darkness. The air becomes cooler, and the soft glow of the moon struggles to penetrate the thick foliage. Every step echoes with a mysterious resonance, and the forest seems to welcome them into its enigmatic embrace. As Elias and Leena delve deeper, the shadows whisper tales of forgotten magic and ancient spirits. The forest floor, covered in a carpet of fallen leaves, crunches beneath their boots. The scent of moss and earth permeates the air, adding to the sensory symphony of their journey. With each passing moment, the Dark Oak Grove unfolds its secrets. Elias and Leena, rogue Soul Assailants, embrace the darkness, stepping into a world where moonlight and shadows dance in harmony. The moonlit path ahead beckons, promising a journey filled with challenges, discoveries, and the unraveling of their destinies.

Elias’s inquiry hangs in the air, laden with curiosity. “What exactly is this forest?”

Leena’s reply dripped with mystery. “It’s more than just a forest, Elias. It’s a grove.”

Elias surveys the towering trees encircling them, a hint of skepticism creeping into his tone. “I can see that, Leena. But what makes it so special?”

Leena’s smile holds a touch of enigma as she elaborates. “To be exact, this is the Dark Oak Grove. It’s a grove ensconced within a natural fortress of trees.”

Elias, now captivated by the unfolding mystery, observes their surroundings with heightened interest. Wisps of mist cling to the ancient forest like ethereal tendrils, veiling the towering oaks in a spectral shroud. The atmosphere thickens, pregnant with the weight of centuries-old secrets, as if the very air bears the whispers of bygone ages.

Refusing to let Leena’s revelation pass unchallenged, Elias injects a hint of sarcasm into his inquiry. “And where, pray tell, did you stumble upon this enchanted grove?”

Leena’s eyes sparkle with a knowing glint, her response tinged with a touch of condescension. “Well, if you bothered to do your research and cracked open a book, you’d already know. The Dark Oak Grove has witnessed numerous supernatural phenomena. However, one historical event overshadows the rest, lending this place its notoriety.”

Elias, now hanging on her every word, can’t resist delving deeper. “What event are you referring to?”

Leena pauses, allowing the weight of her revelation to settle in the misty air. “It was a conflict between two ancient species of the Dark World.”

Elias leans in, his curiosity reaching its peak. “Truly? Which two species were involved?”

Leena’s response, shrouded in mystery, only intensifies Elias’s desire for more knowledge.

Leena’s frustration seeps into her tone. “I wish I knew, Elias. The books were frustratingly silent on the matter.”

She interrupts herself with a self-directed reprimand. “Never mind, Elias. I did try asking my parents about it once.”

Elias, intrigued and growing impatient, prods Leena for further information. “What did they say?”

Leena, her memories tinged with a sense of intrigue, begins to recount the encounter. “At first, they seemed taken aback that I even knew about it. But then they swiftly changed the subject, asking if I had finished my morning training.”

Elias, his mind racing with possibilities, analyzes the situation. “So, either they brushed off your question, or it was a topic they were forbidden to discuss. Regardless, we’re here now, and there’s only one way to uncover the truth.”

Leena, sensing Elias’s determination, releases a heavy, stressful sigh. “Yes, it was like they were dancing around the issue, per usual.

Leena, feeling frustration bubbling beneath the surface, speaks with a hint of bitterness. “Since my parents were useless, it seems there’s only one way to find out the truth.”

Elias, catching the tone in her voice, offers a reassuring nod. “Agreed. Let’s venture forth and find the answers ourselves.”

As they linger at the edge of the Dark Oak Grove, a charged silence envelopes them, pregnant with the promise of hidden truths.

Elias, a mix of excitement and apprehension swirling within him, seeks clarification. “But where exactly is this grove you speak of?”

Leena gestures toward the heart of the mist-shrouded forest. “Deeper in.”

As Elias and Leena press onward, the mist thickens, obscuring the path ahead. Leena’s hand brushes against the rough bark of a tree, her fingers tracing claw marks etched into the wood.

“Elias, we need to proceed with caution from here,” Leena cautions, her voice tinged with concern.

Elias furrows his brows. “What do you think made those marks?”

Leena’s response is solemn. “As you said, Elias. There’s only one way to find out.”

The duo press forward, the atmosphere thickening with an aura of uncertainty. Elias dubbs the surroundings “the never-ending woods,” a name that seems to echo the endless mysteries that lie within. Elias, eyes scanning the misty expanse, notices peculiarities in the environment. The trees stand like ancient guardians, their trunks adorned with claw marks that speak of unseen dangers.

Glancing from left to right, Elias observes the mist thickening only within the confines of the forest. Leena continues walking ahead, her senses alert to the mystique surrounding them. Suddenly, a subtle sound catches Elias’s attention, prompting him to act swiftly.

Elias’s voice is a barely audible whisper as he urges Leena to halt. With a sense of urgency gleaming in his eyes, he gently guides her behind a nearby bush, his movements swift yet cautious. The air around them grows eerily still, and the unseen threats lurking within the mist feel palpably closer.

Leena’s voice, tinged with concern, breaks the silence. “Elias?”

Elias silences her with a gesture; his finger pressed to his lips in a universal signal for quiet. With a subtle motion of his hands, he points forward with two fingers, signaling for Leena to remain vigilant.

In the hushed stillness of the mist-laden grove, Leena and Elias follow Elias’s gesture, their senses heightened. Emerging from behind the trees, a wounded female appears—a striking figure with wild, curly brown hair, dark skin, ripped jeans with the left pant leg cut above the knee, and a one-strap halter top. She moves with desperation, as if fleeing from an unseen adversary, before collapsing to the ground in exhaustion and pain. Cuts and blood adorn her battered body, telling a tale of a harrowing escape.

Elias moves forward instinctively to offer assistance, but Leena pulls him back, her eyes fixed on the trees from which the wounded female emerges. Their moment of concern intensifies as three humans, armed with weapons, approach the fallen woman.

“We need to be more wary of the situation,” she advises, a blend of caution and determination evident in her tone. However, Elias, engrossed in the unfolding scene, remains oblivious to her advice. Leena’s frustration simmers beneath the surface as she sighs in exasperation.

“Soul Assailants,” Leena begins cautiously. “This may be tricky, Elias. It’s probably best if we steer clear of any Soul Assailants until we leave the forest so that…”

Elias’s attention remains elsewhere, prompting another sigh of frustration from Leena.

When Elias finally notices her exasperated expression, he inquires, “What’s wrong?”

Leena, resigned but determined, gestures toward the trees from which the woman had emerged. As Elias follows her gaze, his attention is drawn to the three figures approaching, armed and purposeful.

“Proceed, Elias,” Leena urges.

Confusion flickers across Elias’s features. “Proceed with what?”

Leena’s gaze holds a mixture of comprehension and resolve. “It’s written all over your face, Elias. I know you want to play the hero…or should I say, Mister Save-a-Broad. “

Elias counters with a hint of defense. “Damsel in distress, maybe, but ‘broad’ seems a bit outdated, Leena. I just thought she had an air of sophistication, that’s all.”

Leena responds with a roll of her eyes. “Damsel? I suppose ripped jeans are the height of sophistication these days. Just know, Elias, getting involved may complicate things for us.”

Elias chuckles wryly. “Am I really that predictable?”

Leena’s smile holds a touch of knowing amusement. “You can’t resist playing the hero for a damsel in distress, Elias. Let’s get this over with.”

In a swift and coordinated movement, Elias and Leena dash toward the unsuspecting Soul Assailants, catching them off guard. Leena’s agility and Elias’s strength combined seamlessly as they disarm the first two assailants, knocking their swords to the ground. With a swift motion, Elias and Leena deliver precise blows to the back of their necks, rendering them unconscious in an instant.

The third Soul Assailant, undeterred, rushes forward with a shiv aimed at the fallen female. Suddenly, the clouds above darken, and crimson lightning crackles across the sky. The electrifying bolt strikes the assailant, sending him sprawling backward, incapacitated by the powerful force. The fallen assailant turns his head to gaze at Elias and Leena, who now stand protectively in front of the injured girl.

The assailant’s accusation ring out sharply, breaking the tense silence. “You must be the traitors that the Pontiff warned us of!”

Leena, surprised by the mention of the Pontiff, seeks clarification.

“The Pontiff!? The leader of the Soul Assailants issued a retrieval warrant himself?” she questions.

The assailant affirms grimly, “Yes. The warrant is to bring back Elias Moongale and Leena Shadowalker, dead or alive.”

Elias, bristling with indignation, swiftly refutes the accusation. “I don’t recall betraying anyone when my loyalty was to my family and friends. It was the Soul Assailants who betrayed us and our faith.”

Leena, quick to react, strides up to Elias and delivers a swift jab atop his head.

Elias, taken aback, exclaimed, “What was that for?!”

“You almost hit her, Elias,” Leena retorts firmly.

“But the point is that I didn’t. Come on, Leena! You have to admit I am getting better with this magic thing,” Elias protests.

“That doesn’t excuse nearly roasting an innocent,” Leena counters, her tone firm.

Crouching down beside the female, Leena inquires, “Who are you?”

The girl, looking up at them with a mixture of pain and confusion, responds, “Who are you?”

“Huh?” Elias exclaims in confusion.

“Do you not know who you are?” the girl asks, her voice trembling.

“My name is Leena, and this is the idiot, Elias,” Leena introduces, with a hint of exasperation.

The girl’s voice quivers with uncertainty as she poses her question. “What are you? Soul Assailants? Warlocks? I can’t tell.”

The girl’s inquiry hangs in the misty air, leaving Elias and Leena momentarily silent. Before they can respond, the girl collapses, unconscious, onto the forest floor. Elias swiftly cradles her head in his lap while Leena, with practiced efficiency, begins to assess her condition. Checking her breathing and pulse, Leena notices that the cuts on the girl’s body have traces of purple residue.

Elias wrinkles his nose in distaste. “What’s that smell?”

Leena, both intrigued and concerned, reaches out to touch the residue, bringing it up to her nose for a closer inspection.

“This is Aconite,” she declares, shaking her head.

“In layman’s terms?” Elias prompts.

Leena’s expression turns grave as she clarifies, “Aconite is a poisonous plant, but it’s not typically lethal. The fact that it’s present in the wounds suggests a deliberate attempt to harm her, but the severity of the injuries seems excessive.”

Elias furrows his brow. “But why would they want to hurt her?”

Leena’s tone turns serious as she explains, “Genus Aconitum, also known as Aconite or, in layman’s terms, wolfsbane. It’s lethal to those infected with the lycanthrope disease, and if it enters their bloodstream, it can cause serious damage if not treated immediately. Her heart is beating irregularly due to the neurotoxins spreading in her body, and she is breaking out into a fever.”

Elias, concerned, asks, “Where can we treat her?”

“Right here,” Leena responds calmly.

“Say what?” Elias is taken aback.

“You forget my family specializes in assassination, Elias,” Leena reminds him.

Elias’s face contorts with realization. “What does assassination have to do with…” Suddenly, understanding dawns on him. “Your family specializes in poisons.”

Leena nods. “Took you long enough.”

She reaches for her storage belt to retrieve what she needs, but Elias puts his hand on her shoulder to stop her from moving. Leena’s gaze shifts to the dark woods, where bold silver eyes glow as the moonlight hits them.

Leena’s voice is quiet but filled with certainty. “Just as I thought…”

“What?” Elias questions, his tone tinged with confusion.

Then, from the shadows, a creature covered in fur emerges, its fangs gleaming in the dim light as it advances toward them.

Leena’s voice is grim as she confirmes Elias’s worst fears. “Lycanthropes…”

The lycanthrope, with fur the color of midnight, stands tall on powerful hind legs. Its eyes, a vivid silver that gleamed in the moonlight, hold a primal intelligence. The air thickens with tension as the creature’s feral gaze shifts between Elias, Leena, and the injured girl.

Elias’s voice is tense with apprehension. “Lycanthropes? What do they want?”

Leena’s response is barely above a whisper. “Blood. They are drawn to Aconite. It’s like a scent that drives them into a frenzy.”

Elias tightens his grip on his weapon, his eyes fixed on the advancing lycanthrope. Leena, undeterred, presses on with her explanation.

“We need to treat her before they get any closer,” she urges, her voice resolute despite the danger looming before them.

As Leena resumes reaching for her supplies, Elias scans the surroundings, noting the rustling of leaves and the ominous growls that echo through the darkened grove. The moon cast dapples shadows on the forest floor as the lycanthropes circle, their eyes glinting in the darkness like predatory stars.

The injured girl, unconscious and vulnerable, lies at the center of the unfolding drama—a pawn in a game between assassins and creatures of the night. The mist clings to the trees like a shroud, adding an ethereal layer to the scene.

Leena remains focused on her task, her attention consumed by the urgent need to treat the injured girl. “Elias, keep an eye out for any other surprises. We don’t have much time.”

Elias nods in solemn agreement, his senses on high alert as they navigate the delicate balance between healing and survival. The fate of the injured girl hangs precariously in the balance amidst the mystical tapestry of the Dark Oak Grove.

While Elias scans their surroundings, he can’t help but voice his observation. “Wolves? They’re huge!”

Leena’s response is swift and firm. “No.”

As Elias observes the massive wolves, one of them breaks from the pack, standing on two feet with an unnatural grace. Its fur, as dark as the shadows surrounding the grove, bristles as it approaches the injured female. The moonlight catches the gleam in its eyes, revealing an intelligence that transcends mere animal instinct.

Leena’s voice cuts through the tense silence. “Werewolves.”
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Alpha’s Embrace

Leena and Elias stand up slowly, a realization dawning as they find themselves surrounded. Elias, instinctively drawing his sword, feels Leena’s hand firmly grabbing his wrist. Her earnest expression urges him to reconsider, and he reluctantly sheathes his weapon.

Leena’s voice slices through the tension like a blade. “Wait!” she exclaims, putting both hands out in a gesture to halt their advance. “We were trying to help her. She has wolfsbane in her system. She was attacked by the three Soul Assailants over there, and we stopped them.”

The wolves, growling and creeping toward them, intensify the already tense atmosphere. Elias, skeptical of their chances, can’t shake the feeling of impending doom.

“Like they’ll believe two Soul Assailants standing over her. We’re so screwed,” he mutters under his breath.

Meanwhile, the Lycan, standing on two legs, lets out a resounding howl, signaling the charge of the wolves on all fours.

But just as the situation seems ready to spiral out of control, a commanding voice pierces through the chaos.

“Stand down!”

The wolves halt in their tracks. Leena turns to see the injured girl, barely standing and struggling to stay upright. Rushing to her side, Leena lays her down and retrieves an ointment from her storage belt.

Leena’s instruction cuts through the air with urgency. “Hold her down, Elias,” she directs, her gaze steady on the injured girl. “This will be a little painful.”

The girl, her voice strained with discomfort, urges them to proceed. “Get it over with. Just know if something goes wrong, they all will eat you alive.”

Elias, attempting to lighten the mood, remarks dryly, “Well, that’s motivating.”

As Elias secures the injured girl, Leena sets to work with precision, applying the ointment to her wounds. The air crackles with tension as the wolves watch intently, their eyes gleaming with a mixture of curiosity and caution.

Leena leans in close to Elias, her voice barely above a whisper. “Keep an eye on them. We don’t want any surprises.”

Elias nods, his focus shifting between the injured girl and the surrounding wolves. The mist, now illuminated by the ethereal glow of the moon, wraps the scene in an otherworldly embrace, heightening the drama unfolding before them.

The girl’s voice, weakened by pain, breaks the silence. “What’s happening?”

Leena offers reassurance. “We’re helping you. Just endure a bit longer.”

The tension in the air escalates as Leena continues her treatment.

With a swift motion, Leena cuts her own wrist, drawing forth a poison from her blood.

Elias, watching in disbelief, voices his concern. “Won’t that kill her? You have like eighty-eight poisons in your blood,” he exclaims.

Leena shakes her head, her movements precise. “No. Using soul energy, I can isolate the specific poison I want.”

“So you are going to poison her? Great… We are so dead,” Elias mutters, his worry evident.

Leena remains composed. “No. If we use the poison of the Jade Phosphorus Roc, it will neutralize the poison.”

She applies the poison to her two fingers, and then begins to cover the girl’s cuts with the ointment. The injured girl’s eyes turn silver, and she unleashes a terrifying howl. Elias struggles to hold her down as her wounds begin to disappear.

“What are you doing to her?” Elias demands, his voice filled with concern.

“It’s a bonding ointment my mother taught me,” Leena explains calmly. “Once applied, it will pull all of the wolfsbane to it and dissolve it.”

The girl, now calming down, looks up at Leena gratefully. “Thank you,” she says softly.

Leena smiles warmly. “Anytime.”

“Now I will be able to heal a lot faster,” the girl adds, her tone hopeful.

“Regeneration?” Elias interjects, his curiosity piqued.

The girl nods. “Yes.”

Leena furrows her brow. “I thought werewolves had fast regeneration?”

The atmosphere shifts as the girl’s silver eyes reflect a newfound strength.

“We do; however, it is another side effect of the wolfsbane,” the girl explains. “It impairs our regenerative abilities and weakens us. It also didn’t help that those Soul Assailants who attacked me were using silver weapons laced with the wolfsbane.”

Elias frowns in confusion. “Why do the weapons being silver matter?”

The girl’s words hang heavy in the air, prompting Elias to inquire, “Why what?”

“Why help me?” the girl clarifies.

Elias pauses, considering her question. “Why not? You’re a werewolf, and we are human. It’s our job to help those in need.”

The girl shakes her head, her silver eyes piercing. “Stop right there. You’re not humans; you’re Soul Assailants. There is a difference. All Soul Assailants have done is care about themselves and try to force their ways on us who reside in the dark world.”

Elias’s response is measured. “Not all of us.”

Suddenly, another voice interjects. “Wait, you reek of dark magic, but there is a human scent as well. What are you?” The newcomer eyes Elias and Leena with suspicion.

Elias exchanges a glance with Leena before answering, “Well, to be precise, neither of us is what you think.”

Confusion clouds her expression. “What do you mean?”

Leena steps forward, her voice steady. “We have been branded rogue Soul Assailants.”

Elias explains their situation earnestly. “We don’t believe in what our people stand for and refuse to kill those we care about just because they ordered it. So, we were chased from our home. This is Leena, my best friend, and I am Elias.”

“My apologies. I am Natalie, the second-in-command of our pack.” She nods with understanding.

Elias’s curiosity is piqued. “Pack?”

Leena steps in to clarify. “It is a group of wolves who live together and hunt together. Our pack is our family.”

Natalie extends an invitation. “Come with us. I will show you.”

As the wolves begin to growl, Natalie reassures them. “It’s okay; I will handle it. They saved my life; she won’t say anything.”

Elias, taken aback, asks, “You understand them? Who is ‘she’?”

Natalie explains patiently, “When wolves are part of a pack, they can speak telepathically together. How else did you expect wolves to talk? But only if they are within the same pack, and ‘she’ is the leader of our pack.”

Elias finds himself at a loss for words as Natalie’s words sink in.

“Please tell me you didn’t think we just snarl, bark, and howl at each other,” Natalie remarks with a mix of amusement and exasperation.

Elias, realizing his misstep, relents. “Fine, I won’t tell you then.”

Natalie shakes her head, a hint of amusement in her eyes. “You’re something else. I will try not to be insulted. All right, let’s go.”

The wolves escort them back through the woods, maintaining a cautious distance to prevent any potential escape. Eventually, they arrive at a cave.

Leena’s curiosity bubbles over. “Is this your den?”

Natalie nods. “Yes, this is our den.”

Elias, still grappling with the concept, askes, “Den?”

Natalie clarifies with a smile, “In other words, our home.”

They follow Natalie into the cave, the path illuminated by torches casting dancing shadows on the walls. As they venture deeper, they enter what resembles a giant living room filled with lounging wolves and people gathered around tables.

The wolves growl when they catch sight of Leena and Elias.

Natalie raises her voice above the rumble. “Stand down, all of you. They saved my life. This is Elias and Leena.”

Natalie’s senses sharpen as she sniffs the air, her attention drawn to a side door. A foot steps out, and instantly, the room is suffused with a chilling aura of hostility and menace. From the shadows, a woman’s voice cuts through the tense atmosphere, commanding and authoritative.

“Who are these strangers?” the woman demands, her voice laced with suspicion.

Natalie doesn’t hesitate to respond. “They are on our side.”

The woman’s demeanor remains stern. “You know I don’t allow strangers here.”

As she steps out of the shadows, revealing herself to be fair-skinned with curly black hair, Elias’s gaze travels over her ripped pants and tank top, noticing the jean jacket layered over it.

Natalie intervenes, speaking up on their behalf. “Kassandra, it was my idea. I am indebted to them.”

Kassandra sighs, her hand briefly covering her face before she lets it drop to her side, dispelling the aura of hostility that has filled the room. “My name is Kassandra Guerra. I suppose you may stay under the current circumstances. However, you need to bathe as soon as possible.”

Elias, taken aback, protests, “What?!”

Leena chimes in, a hint of indignation in her voice. “We don’t smell!”

Kassandra’s gaze hardens, and she directs her attention to Elias. “You! You reek of soul essence and dark magic.”

Elias bristles with offense, but before he can respond, Kassandra bursts into laughter. However, her amusement is short-lived as her focus shifts to Leena, her eyes widening in astonishment.

“Whoa!” Kassandra exclaims, staring in awe.

Confusion clouds Leena’s expression. “What? Is something there? Is something on my face?”

In a sudden and shocking move, Kassandra disappears and reappears in front of Leena, grabbing her breast with both hands. “Your rack is huge! I can’t believe it!” she exclaims in disbelief.

Before anyone can react, a fist comes from the right, striking Kassandra in the face and sending her crashing into the wall. As Kassandra looks up, she finds Leena holding her breast, and to her left, Natalie appears furious.

Kassandra whispers under her breath, rubbing her cheek, “You didn’t have to hit me so hard.”

Natalie fixes her with a stern gaze. “What was that? Are you going to keep dishonoring the pack?”

“No, Natalie, I promise,” Kassandra responds quickly, her tone contrite.

Meanwhile, Elias can’t help but ask, “Hey, Natalie, who is this lady to you?” He watches as Kassandra gets up, still nursing her cheek.

Natalie sighs, a mixture of affection and exasperation evident in her expression. “This is Kassandra. She’s like my older sister, but she’s also our perverted pack leader.”
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Pack Dynamics

As Elias and Natalie enter the main corridor, the flickering light of torches casts dancing shadows on the rough-hewn stone walls. The air is thick with the scent of burning wood and roasted meat, filling the atmosphere with an enticing aroma.

Following the sound of the howl, they venture into another chamber; a central firepit crackles with flames, casting a warm glow across the room. Elias’s gaze drifts to the right, where humans stand by a traditional long table. At their feet, wolves gnaw on meat and bones, their primal instincts on full display.

Kassandra sits at the table between Leena and Natalie, still rubbing her cheek with a slight pout. Her voice carries a hint of petulance as she addresses Natalie. “I really don’t see why you hit me, Natalie. You know how I am with a beautiful set of melons. Besides, have you seen how she dresses? She was practically asking me to touch them.”

Natalie’s response is firm, her eyes flashing with authority. “Act like a pack leader, Kassandra. Call them that again and there will be no dinner for you.”

Kassandra relents, resting her chin on her hand with a playful pout. “Okay, Natalie. I will stop.”

“Kassandra, I have a question,” Elias addresses her, his tone earnest.

Kassandra’s serious gaze meets Elias’s. “Yes, Elias?”

“I noticed as I walked in that there were those of you eating at the table. However, I noticed there are wolves eating off the ground. Is there a reason?” Elias inquires.

Kassandra’s expression softens slightly as she considers his question. “Are you asking if there is a difference between us?”

“Yes,” Elias confirms.

Kassandra takes a moment before responding, her tone measured. “Do you know of the transformation process we undergo?”

Elias shakes his head. “No.”

“When a werewolf transforms, every bone in their body breaks to take its new form,” Kassandra explains. “There are those wolves on all fours who remain in that form for a reason. Some are simply free-spirited and give up on their human form. However, the vast majority simply don’t want to go through the constant pain of transforming and are content as wolves.”

Leena interjects softly, her voice tinged with sadness. “That’s so sad.”

Kassandra shakes her head gently. “No need to pity them. They are wolves and made their choice. They are happy, and we don’t judge them for the choices they made.”

Elias takes a moment to gather his thoughts before speaking. “Can they stand on two feet as well?”

Natalie’s gaze softens as she prepares to answer. “No, they cannot. That would require another transformation, and most can’t endure it. When one is scratched or bitten as a human, they are immediately cursed with the lycanthrope gene. But this curse lies dormant until a full moon graces the sky. Then, under the moon’s silvery glow, a haunting transformation begins. Every bone in their body shatters and reshapes into the formidable form of a wolf. We are much larger than ordinary wolves, our bodies a testament to the agonizing curse that courses through our veins.

“But with time and strength,” Natalie continues, her words tinged with reverence, “we can master this transformation, bending it to our will. Some of us learn to resist the pull of the moon, retaining our human form even under its watchful gaze. Yet, our power waxes and wanes with the phases of the moon. And as we grow stronger, we can attempt the ultimate feat: forcing our bodies to defy nature itself.

“The most formidable among us,” Natalie concludes, her tone tinged with awe, “can shatter the shackles of their wolf form, breaking bones and reshaping their bodies to stand tall on hind legs. It is a transformation of sheer power, a testament to the boundless strength that lies within us.”

“Do you hunt humans?” Elias asks.

Kassandra, her brows furrows in insult, responds sharply, “Why would we do something as mundane as that?”

Elias, puzzled, persists. “I don’t understand.”

Kassandra’s tone softens, though a hint of indignation lingers. “There are other packs in the world who hunt for sport or to bolster their numbers. However, we are not like them. We are content with our pack size and value each member dearly. That said, if a lost soul finds their way to our doorstep, it is my duty to offer them refuge and a sense of belonging.”

Elias, trying to grasp the distinction, inquires further, “What sets you apart from them, then?”

Kassandra’s gaze turns solemn as she replies, “When we are united as a pack, there is no difference. I am the pack leader, and they are my family. We protect and support one another through thick and thin.”

Elias, catching onto something, can’t contain an eerie giggle.

Kassandra, her expression a mix of irritation and amusement, retorts, “What was with that irritating laugh?”

Elias, undeterred, grins mischievously. “I have a proposition that you may like, but it is going to cost you.”

Kassandra, incredulous, chuckles. “You, giving me an ultimatum? I have to hear this.”

Elias smirks and raises his thumb in Leena’s direction. “Anytime you feel like groping my partner here, it’s going to cost you a meal.”

Silence falls over the room as the wolves stare in disbelief. Suddenly, Elias finds himself sprawled on the ground, a sharp sting resonating from his cheek.

Leena, her tone a mix of exasperation and affection, sighs. “What am I going to do with you?”

Kassandra, unfazed, grins devilishly. “Sounds like a meal, I mean deal, to me! You’re on, Elias!”

Leena’s voice rises in protest. “Kassandra!”

But Kassandra, seizing the opportunity for a bargain, shrugs nonchalantly. “What? It’s a deal I can’t resist.”

Natalie, her voice low and menacing, leans in behind Kassandra. “Do you want to repeat that, Kassandra?”

Caught off guard, Kassandra quickly changes the subject, swallowing hard. “So, uh, what brings you here?”

As they gather around the firepit, Elias takes the opportunity to recount the harrowing events that led them to seek refuge in the cave. The flickering flames cast dancing shadows on the cave walls, adding a dramatic backdrop to Elias’s tale.

Kassandra listens intently, her expression shifting from curiosity to empathy while Elias details the hardships they faced. The crackling of the fire seems to echo the turmoil of their past, enveloping them in a cocoon of warmth amidst the darkness of uncertainty.

Kassandra nods solemnly when Elias finishes his story, her eyes reflecting the flickering flames as she absorbs the weight of their ordeal.

“I see now. That is pretty rough. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like,” Kassandra offers.

Leena expresses her gratitude, her voice soft against the backdrop of crackling flames.

“Thank you,” Leena responds.

Kassandra’s gaze softens, a gentle smile playing on her lips.

“Anything for you, Leena. You are also welcome to come lie with me. I can guarantee you will be warm tonight,” she assures.

Natalie, ever practical, interjects with a touch of humor.

“Anyway, you can sleep in the spare room as long as you don’t mind fleas,” Natalie jokes.

Elias and Leena exchange disturbed glances, their expressions mirroring their disbelief at Natalie’s unexpected remark.

Natalie’s playful tone fills the air, a hint of mischief lacing her words.

“I’m kidding. Wow, you two can’t take a joke, huh?” she quips.

Elias, caught off guard by Natalie’s jest, responds with a mixture of surprise and amusement.

“I didn’t know you were capable of joking…” he remarks.

Laughter erupts from the group as Natalie’s jest is met with amusement. However, Natalie’s attempt at humor seems to backfire as Elias’s response elicits more laughter.

“Hey, that’s not funny,” Natalie protests, her tone laced with mock offense.

Elias, sensing the need to diffuse the situation, rises from his seat and bows before the group, his gesture one of sincerity.

“I wanted to apologize,” Elias begins.

Natalie, intrigued by Elias’s sudden change in demeanor, inquires further.

“For what?” she asks.

Elias’s response is earnest, his words sincere as he addresses the group with humility.

“You all aren’t what I thought you were,” Elias admits.

Kassandra, ever perceptive, seeks clarification, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“What is that? Beasts? Barbarians? Savages?” she queries.

Kassandra’s words hang in the air, prompting Elias to reconsider his initial impressions.

“We aren’t as bad as most packs out there,” Kassandra reassures. “Besides, Natalie would kill us if we acted that way.”

Elias, reflecting on Kassandra’s words, nods in agreement.

“I get the feeling you are right,” Elias concedes, his tone acknowledging the wisdom in Kassandra’s words.

Kassandra’s voice, laced with wisdom, cuts through the air like a beacon of understanding.

“Your thoughts are expected, though,” she remarks. “What people don’t understand can turn to fear or hate due to their own ignorance.”

Elias, struck by the familiarity of Kassandra’s words, nods in agreement.

“Someone I know said something similar to me,” he admits.

Kassandra’s curiosity is piqued, prompting her to inquire further.

“Really? That person is truly wise. Who was it, if I may ask?” she questions.

Elias’s demeanor shifts, his gaze falling to the ground in sadness.

“My grandfather,” he reveals quietly.

Before Elias can dwell further on his thoughts, a man approaches them, his presence commanding attention.

“Can you fight, boy?” the man asks abruptly, his tone brusque.

Elias, taken aback by the sudden question, looks up at the man with a mixture of confusion and intrigue.

“I’m a Soul Assailant. What do you mean?” Elias responds, his voice tinged with curiosity.

The man’s gaze bears into Elias with intensity, repeating his question with unwavering resolve.

“Will you fight?” he demands.

Elias, considering the proposition, glances around at his companions for guidance. Kassandra’s nod of acceptance and Leena’s resigned shrug seem to convey their tacit approval.

“Sure, why not?” Elias replies with a hint of apprehension in his voice.

With that, Elias and the man step away from the dinner table.

Elias glances at Enrique, his expression a mix of anticipation and uncertainty.

“Ready when you are,” Elias prompts, his voice steady despite the nerves fluttering in his chest.

Enrique, meeting Elias’s gaze with a steely determination, introduces himself with a sense of authority.

“The name is Enrique. I am the left hand of the pack leader,” he declares, his tone commanding respect.

Elias, taken aback by the unfamiliar title, furrows his brow in confusion.

“Left hand?” Elias echoes, his gaze drifting to his own hand as if searching for answers.

Kassandra, ever the insightful leader, steps in to provide clarification.

“Enrique is my left hand, and Natalie is my right hand,” Kassandra explains, her tone tinged with amusement at Elias’s bewilderment.

“Um,” Elias murmurs, still trying to grasp the significance of Enrique’s role.

Leena, seizing the opportunity to educate Elias, explains the symbolic meaning behind the titles with patience.

“Wow… He really is dumb, huh?” Kassandra interjects, unable to resist a teasing remark.

Leena ignores Kassandra’s jest and continues her explanation; her voice imbued with a sense of historical significance.

“Elias, this goes back to older times when there were kings and queens,” Leena begins, her words measured and deliberate. “The right hand is the person who stands in the light and assists at all times. However, the left hand is the one who lives in the shadows and does whatever has to be done to protect their leader no matter the risk.”

Elias’s eyes widened in understanding as Leena’s explanation resonates with him.

“Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” Elias asks, a hint of exasperation creeping into his voice.

The room falls into a hushed silence, the occupants exchanging knowing glances and subtle nods of agreement, silently acknowledging Elias’s ignorance of the complexities of their world.

Enrique’s voice slices through the tension like a blade, his question hanging in the air with an electrifying intensity.

“Are you ready?” Enrique challenges, his stance poised for action.

Elias meets Enrique’s gaze head-on, his own resolve unwavering despite the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

“Whenever you are,” Elias replies coolly, his movements fluid and controlled.

With a sudden burst of speed, Enrique surges forward, his fist aiming for Elias’s jaw. Elias’s reflexes kick into overdrive as he sidesteps the attack with graceful agility, evading Enrique’s grasp with practiced ease. Like a dancer in combat, Elias pivots around Enrique, his movements calculated and precise.

Seizing an opportune moment, Elias uses Enrique’s own momentum against him, leveraging his weight to throw him off balance. Enrique stumbles backward, his form crashing to the ground with a resounding thud.

But Enrique is not so easily deterred. Rising to his feet with fierce determination, he launches a swift kick aimed at Elias’s head. Elias meets the blow head-on, his muscles tensing with raw power while he counters Enrique’s strength with his own.

As the exchange intensifies, Elias and Enrique engage in a flurry of strikes and counterattacks, their movements a blur of speed and precision. Each blow reverberates through the cavernous space, echoing the clash of wills between the two combatants.

With a guttural roar, Enrique surges forward once more, his transformation beginning to ripple through his body like a wave of primal fury. His muscles bulge and contort, the transformation a testament to his unwavering resolve.

Leena watches with a mixture of fascination and concern, her eyes tracing the intricate dance of combat unfolding before her.

“It looks so painful,” Leena remarks, her voice tinged with empathy.

Kassandra nods in agreement, her gaze fixed on the unfolding spectacle.

“He is used to it,” Kassandra explains, her tone tinged with a hint of admiration. “For someone like a new recruit, of course, it would seem that way. But for those who are experienced, we build up a high pain tolerance. Though it still hurts like hell.”

Natalie’s voice cuts through the tension like a blade, her command ringing out with authority.

“Stop this match,” Natalie begins, her words poised to intervene.

But Leena’s swift action halts Natalie’s protest before it can fully materialize. With a gentle yet firm grip, Leena grasps Natalie’s hand, her touch a silent plea for restraint.

“Please don’t,” Leena implores, her voice soft but determined.

Natalie hesitates, her gaze flickering between Leena and the unfolding spectacle before them.

“But Elias,” Natalie protests, her concern evident in her tone.

Leena’s expression softens, a knowing smile playing at the corners of her lips.

“Elias is enjoying this just as much as I am,” Leena reassures, her confidence unwavering. “Besides, I have never seen a werewolf fight.”

Natalie’s apprehension lingers, her
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