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PROLOGUE

Departure

“I’M DONE,” ALEX CHANCE growled as he stood facing the huge desk in the small office of Jonathan Cardwell, Director of the Domestic Security Agency Task Force he’d been part of for more than a decade. 

Cardwell was seated behind the desk as Alex stood in front of him with his arms folded over his chest and said calmly, “It’s over.”

Alex, tall and massive, well over six feet tall with shaggy dark blond hair and steel gray eyes narrowed with the intensity of his mood, glared at Cardwell, a couple of inches shorter with short, light brown hair and cold hazel eyes that bore into Alex’s eyes with a complete lack of expression on his narrow face.

“What do you mean?” Cardwell asked after a few tense seconds, his voice terse and low. “There’s still work to be done.”

Alex shook his head slowly, his jaw set firmly, and said, “Not for me. Davros has been destroyed. There is no Master. They don’t have a leader and they’re disorganized. It’s all just mopping up the leftovers now. Besides, I’m tired, physically and mentally. I need a break.”

“But we need you, Alex,” he said, his voice still cold and even. “You’re the team leader. They’ll follow you anywhere and they work better when you’re in charge.”

Alex shrugged, “Bonacci or Deninger can handle it. They’re good people and better soldiers. They have the background for it. The others will listen to them.”

Cardwell shook his head, “It’s not the same. They can’t do what you can.”

Alex leaned slightly forward and said, “You don’t need what I can do anymore. It’s all over. I just want to get out of here.”

Cardwell frowned, stared at him for a few seconds, and said, “All right. On one condition.”

“What’s that?” Alex asked and stood up straight.

Cardwell sat back and said, “I want to be able to find you if something should change, if we’re wrong about any of this.”

Alex opened his mouth to speak, but Cardwell continued, “I know Davros is down and the power of the Master is gone, but we really don’t know that much about all of this. It’s a small possibility, but it’s still there. We still don’t know anything about their powers. I know the rest of the team is more than capable and they know how to take them down properly, but those abilities of yours have given us the edge. They’re the only reason we got to Davros and took him out. So, if something changes, I want to be able to find you.”

Alex nodded, “Okay. I guess I can live with that. I’ll keep the GPS tracker active on my phone. I’ll make sure Merina knows all about it and keeps it active on this end.”

“Good enough,” Cardwell nodded. “But where are you going?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugged and took a step back. “Maybe south.”

“Back to Pine Ridge?” 

“I doubt it,” Alex said and shrugged again. “There’s nothing there for me now. But I will keep looking for vampires no matter where I go. That should help a little.”

“Yeah,” Cardwell said and stood up, extending his right hand. “It will and I hope you’re able to find what you’re looking for.”

Alex shook his hand and said, “I’m not really looking for anything, just a little rest. I need a break, time to process everything that’s happened and try to figure out what’s next.”

Cardwell smirked, “You’ve been talking to Bonnie again, haven’t you?”

Alex nodded slowly. Dr. Bonnie Stowers was the team’s therapist and understood what their mission could do to a person. 

“Yeah,” he said rather softly. “But that’s why she’s here.”

“True,” Cardwell said and sat down. “But I didn’t expect her to counsel you to leave us.”

Alex took a step back, “She didn’t do that. She did say I need to take a break, get my mind together, and figure out what to do with my life with the primary mission being over. I’ll be available, but I don’t know if I want to come back to all of this full-time.”

“I understand,” Cardwell nodded. “Just be careful.”

Alex turned and looked over his shoulder, “I’ll do my best.”

Cardwell let out a low sigh and sat down as Alex turned and walked out of the office. Cardwell steepled his hands together beneath his chin with his elbows on the arms of his chair and stared at the door for several moments after Alex vanished from sight. 

He didn’t know what to do next, but he would try to figure it out.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Long, Late Walk


[image: ]




Walking along the wide, five-lane street that connected the old and almost completely abandoned downtown district of Pine Ridge, Mississippi and the interstate creating the western border of the town was nothing new for Dana Richland. She’d walked the three-mile length, in both directions, twice a day and nearly every day for more than three years. She was accustomed to the trek, but it was growing more and more difficult with each passing day. Her body was no longer in the same shape it had been when she’d started the job at Harrison’s Steak House almost a decade earlier. She’d been in her twenties then and had been physically fit. In ten years, the job had taken its toll and the long daily walk had only made it worse. With her older model car out of commission and being unable to afford repairs, the new motor it needed, or even a down payment on a newer vehicle from the most disreputable car dealer in town, she had no choice other than walking to and from the restaurant every day she was scheduled to work.

She walked slowly, her feet dragging and her shoulder slumped, but it wasn’t only the exhaustion after a shift that had lasted more than twelve hours. It was the fatigue from years of the same routine and the depression that had settled into her soul. The accumulated grease left her long, dark blond hair matted and lank, almost plastered to her skull. Releasing it from the ponytail required by the restaurant hadn’t helped ease the weight of it, but it did give her a faint sense of freedom. The uniform of a white blouse and black, knee-length skirt with black pantyhose felt like the chains of bondage, dragging her down and slowing her progress away from the prison of work. Her shoes, orthopedic shoes intended to ease the pain in her feet, legs, and lower back were old and falling apart, no longer doing their job. She needed to replace them, but the cost was prohibitive considering her meager budget. Her feet, legs, and back did ache and each step brought sharp pains through her heels, but she just accepted it as another part of her life and journey with not even a wince as it added just one more level of pain. 

Dana Richland was thirty-four years old and felt her life was nothing more than a routine that had to be followed, a cycle of torment she would never be able to escape. It preyed on her mind, an almost fugue state of reflection locked onto her perceived failures. The cycle repeated itself each night as she trudged along the cracked and broken sidewalk along the south side of Michigan Avenue, named for the state and not the prominent street in Chicago. 

First, though, she ran through her plan for the night. She was filthy after hours of rushing back and forth between the dining area of the restaurant and the kitchen, her hair and clothing coated with grease that didn’t add much physical weight left an emotional burden that felt like the weight of the world. Once she reached her home, one side of a small duplex in an area close to the decrepit downtown district, she would strip off the greasy clothing, knowing from that the grease had soaked through to her underwear, and toss it all in the washing machine. She would then find something to eat and sit down in front of the TV until the wash cycle had finished. The house’s water heater was rather small and couldn’t accommodate both the washing machine and the shower at the same time. She would remain undressed, certain the windows were securely covered, then shower once the wash cycle was complete and the hot water reserve replenished. After the shower, sitting in front of the TV wearing only a worn-out old bathrobe, she would wait until the dryer had finished its cycle. It never completely dried her clothes on the first run and she would start the second before going to bed.

She tried to focus only on what needed to be done that night, but her mind drifted, as it always did, to the past and all the mistakes she’d made, bringing her from a bright, hopeful, and confident teenager to a depressed, defeatist woman that saw no future other than constant pain, permanent exhaustion, and being a lonely old spinster. 

Her life had fallen apart not long after she’d graduated from Pine Ridge High School. She’d had great plans for her life, beginning with college and a degree in Finance. She’d seen herself as the CEO of a major corporation living in a major city, possibly on the West Coast, but it hadn’t happened. First, her high school boyfriend, Alex Chance, had made some decisions that altered her life as well. Instead of joining her in college, first at the local community college, he’d enlisted in the Navy intent on becoming a SEAL. He’d gone through some physical changes during their last year of school that neither of them had been able to understand. He’d grown incredibly strong, much stronger than the daily workouts he'd gone through as a football player would’ve provided. His senses had grown sharper. He could almost see in the dark and could hear detailed conversations from more than a hundred yards away. He didn’t sleep much, no more than three hours at a time, and felt just as energized as if he’d slept more than eight hours each night. He didn’t understand the changes and he’d finally admitted to her just before he left that he’d received some advice from one of their teachers, Dr. Patrick Brewer, the one History teacher who wasn’t also a coach. Dr. Brewer had done his best after Alex left to try and explain his departure, but he never gave her any real information, just saying that Alex needed to find himself and figure out what to do with his left. The military, particularly the service he’d chosen, would give him the opportunity to find out just how far he could go and what he needed to do with his life.

Of course, Alex had never returned to Pine Ridge. He’d kept in touch for a few months, but he’d stopped writing and calling once he’d completely basic training and had been accepted into the SEAL program. There hadn’t even been a break-up message. He’d just vanished and her life had completely fallen apart. It had been the beginning of her depression which led to her leaving college and never returning to finish her degree. She’d started working, part-time at first, but had moved to full-time positions once her parents retired and moved to Florida, leaving her on her own. She refused to leave Pine Ridge should Alex return to look for her. She wanted to be where he would be able to find her.

She’d finally settled into the job at Harrison’s Steakhouse and remained there, moving up the ranks to finally reach the position of head waitress. It was more money, but it demanded a lot more time. It also meant she was responsible for covering shifts when others didn’t show up, which happened frequently. 

The only bright spot in her life was the continued friendship with her high school best friend, Tiffany Gardner. She’d also remained in Pine Ridge and continued her relationship with Ben Mills, the guy she’d started dating their senior year. He was a couple of years older and had already been working full-time at an auto body shop making good money, but neither of them had been ready to settle down. Now in their thirties, Dana often wondered why Ben hadn’t pulled the trigger and asked Tiffany to marry him. They were living together and she assumed it was all they wanted, a relationship without getting the government involved.

Over the years, Tiffany had tried setting her up with a few guys she’d met as secretary to the town’s mayor. They had been mostly businessmen, contractors, or assistants and she’d gone out with a few of them, but none of them had felt right for her. After more than two years, she’d finally told Tiffany she wasn’t interested and was still waiting for Alex to return. Tiffany hadn’t liked the idea and thought it was holding her back, but she let Dana live her life. 

She’d resigned herself to remaining single, until a few months earlier when she’d met a man who intrigued her. His name was Gerrit Jaeger, a German businessman intending to open a factory in Pine Ridge. They’d met when he visited the restaurant late one night when a majority of the day’s traffic had subsided. He’d struck up a conversation with her and she’d been enthralled. They’d gone out a couple of times on her days off, also late at night due to his daily schedule in getting the details of his new business lined up, and she’d reached the point where she felt almost ready to enter a serious relationship, pushing thoughts of Alex and his return aside.

She’d hoped Gerrit would’ve visited her at the restaurant that night, but he hadn’t and her hopes of not being forced to walk home were shattered. She walked slowly, tiredly, and kept her arms folded across her chest. She hadn’t expected such a drastic change in temperature once the sun had gone down. She’d been without a cell phone for a couple of weeks, a prepaid phone that had run out of minutes and unable to purchase more until her next paycheck, and she had no internet access at home other than through a cell phone data plan. She felt like a relic, being one of the few people she knew of who still had a landline phone. She’d also been unable to pay her cable bill for the previous few months and didn’t have access to any source of news or weather. With the sudden change in the weather, she’d gone to work without a jacket and she shivered a bit as she walked.

She wanted to walk more quickly, to generate some body heat, but her tired and aching legs with her level of exhaustion just wouldn’t allow it. Her feet practically dragged the sidewalk and she stumbled a few times, her eyelids sagging as she fought to remain awake. Even the act of walking and moving forward wasn’t enough to keep her fully awake. Finally, after more than an hour, she reached a darkened corner two blocks from the beginning of the downtown district, the lone streetlight above the intersection having long since burned out, and turned right, struggling as she climbed the shallow hill toward her home on the corner at the far end of the block, and on the opposite side.

Almost halfway along the block, as the hill reached its acme, she crossed the pitted asphalt and reached the top of the hill, just a couple of yards from the edge of the property she called home. There was a light in the front window of the house’s left side, the half occupied by an immigrant family, but that meant little. She’d never spoken to them and had no idea about their habits. Dana paid no attention to that side of the house and focused on her own. Thankfully, she’d left the porch light on to give her a point of focus in the darkness. She walked toward the door as she fumbled in the large pocket of her skirt for her housekey attached to a small wallet-type leather pouch that also held her driver’s license, more for identification than driving, and the little bit of cash she had, in case the restaurant manager wanted to be a jerk and not allow her to eat at least one meal from the kitchen. 

She pulled the key from the pocket, the only key she had or needed, and prepared it for the lock. Pausing at the door, before inserting the key into the lock, she frowned and looked over her shoulder. A sudden feeling washed over her, like she was being watched. As she did, a lean figure stepped from behind the massive oak tree at the corner of the small tract of land and his bright blond hair was visible in the darkness and the tiny bit of available moonlight.

“Gerrit,” she said tiredly and tried to smile, a weak smile at best. “What are you doing here?”

He shrugged, his dark clothing barely moving, and said, “I’ve been waiting for you, Dana. I think it’s time for you to serve your purpose.”

She frowned and faced him, “What are you talking about? What purpose?”

He continued moving closer, seeming to almost glide across the sparse lawn, and said, “I must confess that I approached you for a reason. You see, I feigned interest in you to draw you closer and hopefully, you will provide what I really need.”

She felt almost heartbroken. She’d been counting on him to continue being the great guy he’d been since she’d met him. The addition to her depression was tinged with a bit of fear, the fear of not knowing what he wanted from her.

“What is it?” she asked, her voice weak and trembling. “What do you want?”

He moved smoothly out of the darkness into the pale yellow glare coming from the porch light and stopped a few feet in front of her, his sharp, angular face pale and magnificent in the dim light. His pale blue eyes seemed almost luminescent, as if there was a natural light behind them. His thin lips, frequently spread into a warm and inviting smile, were drawn tight, a faint line crossing his pale skin and his long hair, a pale blond so light it almost seemed white, fell around his shoulders looking like cornsilk. 

“I want you to bring your boyfriend back to this town,” he said evenly, almost coldly. “I need him here to complete my mission and you’re the only one that can make it happen.”

“Alex?” she frowned. “Is that who you’re talking about? I haven’t heard from him in over fifteen years and I have no idea where he is.”

Gerrit smiled, a wicked smile, and said, “But he will know. He’ll know that you’re in danger and he will come back here.”

She frowned and shook her head slowly, “What do you mean? How am I in danger?”

He took a step forward and said, “I am the danger, Dana. This is going to hurt, but it won’t last long. I do care for you, but this must be done and I do apologize.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked, her voice shaking with fear.

She wanted to turn and run into the house, but the door remained locked and she knew she would be unable to open it quickly with her trembling hands and get inside before he could reach her. She just didn’t understand what he meant about her being able to bring Alex back to Pine Ridge. 

“You see,” he said and continued toward her, his voice smooth and even. “I need his presence to give me the power I need to complete my plan and he must be here, in this town, for it to be done properly. You are the only one that can bring him back. I need just one thing from you for that to happen. I need you to begin the process of becoming one of us.”

“One of who?”

He didn’t say anything, just took a large step forward and opened his mouth, impossibly wide, enough for her to see the brief glint of pale moonlight on the long, curving fangs that quickly extended from behind his perfect teeth. 

He was on her in an instant and she didn’t have time to scream until those fangs penetrated the flesh of her throat.
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CHAPTER TWO

Tribal Issues
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She rose naked from the large pond, moving slowly toward the shore where her aide and attendant Eldon Blake stood with a large towel in his hands while the three members of the tribal council stood to her left and watched almost reverently, all dressed in soft, tan, leather trousers and tunic, each of them holding a long pole with a burning torch atop it to provide a modicum of light in the clearing between the pond and the dense trees separating them from the tribal village less than a half mile away. To her right stood two others, one almost her equal and the other an outsider who had been welcomed into the tribe to represent a smaller faction with a similar purpose.

Danette Granger, the Chief Elder of the tribe, was fairly tall with long, jet-black hair that hung wetly along her back to brush against the tops of her firm, muscular buttocks, the result of years, practically uncounted years, of physical activity. Her body remained firm as well, with full breasts and lightly flaring hips, solid and muscular arms, and legs. Her narrow face, with thin lips and wide, dark eyes, showed no fear and no embarrassment as she stepped onto the shore and Eldon, his black hair short and neatly trimmed, stepped forward, moved behind her, and wrapped the towel around her though she didn’t appear to notice the sharp chill in the night air.

Eldon stepped aside once the towel was wrapped around her, covering her from shoulders to mid-thigh, and reached for the neatly folded white robe resting on a small blanket a few feet away. 

Danette waved him off with her left hand and took two steps forward then lowered herself to the ground, sitting with her legs crossed the folds of the towel draped across her upper legs. Placing her hands on her knees, the towel slipping away from her upper body a bit, she looked around at the others, her expression stony and unreadable.

Three members of the council stood stoically and watched her, waiting for her to address them. Two men flanked the single, shorter woman. The taller of the two men, Levi Gaston, stood on her right, his short, light brown hair seeming to almost glow in the firelight. On her right stood Carlos Montoya with long, perfectly straight, black hair falling halfway down his back. Melanie Parkman, her light brown hair, a shade lighter than Levi’s, was even longer than that of both Carlos and Danette and framed her lean, narrow face with wide, bright hazel eyes.

Facing them, positioned just as far from Danette’s position, stood the man known only as KJ, the tribal Shaman, his shoulder-length brown hair framing his narrow face to highlight his bright, green eyes. To his right stood Katrina Bentley, an outsider from a group recently allied to the Tribe. She was tall, taller than either of the other two women, with long, dark brown hair, neatly styled, and wide, dark hazel eyes set in an angular face.

“The situation has reached the point where we must decide on our stance,” Danette said after a few seconds. “The treaty is in danger of being broken and our duty is clear should this become truth. We must oppose them before they reveal both their existence and ours to the world. That is the pact.”

She scowled and continued, “The traitor is among them. He will continue to serve the unholy forces unless we intervene. KJ has seen the future and the traitor will be instrumental in allowing their plan to proceed.”

“This plan,” Levi said, frowning, and took a small step forward. “What does it entail?”

Danette focused her gaze on him and said, “The new Masters, the Virate, have taken the Book of Aranos and have begun following his plan for conquest. This must not be allowed to happen.”

“What can we do?” Melanie asked, her gaze now intense with her strong jaw set firmly.

“Gather his pack,” Danette replied. “Bring them to the council hall with his former betrothed. She will lead them to find him and they will return him to our land.”

As they nodded, Danette stood up and let the towel fall to the ground behind her, fully exposed, and only Levi stared at her naked body.

With a glance at the robe resting on the blanket, she looked over her shoulder at Eldon and said, “Bring my clothing. I must prepare myself fully.”

He nodded his understanding as she turned and began walking slowly toward the trees. Once she walked past the light of the small fires, Eldon scooped up the damp towel, robe, and blanket then followed her into the forest. The three members of the council followed with KJ and Katrina behind them. 

They followed her in a single line along a narrow, winding path, a game trail, with only the light of the three torches. A few moments later, points of light began to appear through the dense trees. Eldon, the last in line, was also the last to see the end of the path as it opened onto a huge clearing filled with a variety of makeshift buildings, the homes constructed by the members of the tribe, those that had settled on tribal property at the base of an unnamed mountain in northern Colorado. The air was chilly, but not yet as cold as it would be, and Eldon marveled again at Danette’s ability to withstand the cold. Even in the depths of winter, she would dress like anyone else would during the summer. In the chill of middle October, weeks before the temperature would drop below freezing and snow covered the land, Danette walked brazenly through the forest and into the village without showing any sign that the cold bothered her.

As they reached the edge of the village, the wide clearing typically used for meetings of the entire tribe, Danette turned around and focused on Eldon as she said, “I believe the robe will be appropriate now.”

“Of course,” Eldon said and hurried forward, tucking the blanket and towel under his left arm as he shook the robe out and prepared it for her to put on. 

She turned again and held her arms out slightly as Eldon, eyes wide with the stress of the situation, rushed forward and held it in perfect position to slip into it. Once it was in place, he backed away quickly as she pulled it tightly around her and fastened it with a small leather strap at the waist.

“Now,” she said and faced the group again. “Eldon, find the members of the pack and bring them here, Carmen as well. She will resist, but she must lead this mission.”

“Of course,” Eldon nodded and scurried away into the village.

Once he was gone, Danette looked to KJ and said, “Tell me more about the things you’ve seen.”

The rather thin man stepped forward with a nod and said, “Moonshadow remains with the vampire. She still controls him, the one who claims a life debt. It will take a great deal to remove such control. They are currently in a small town in Mississippi, a place called Pine Ridge, and the vampires around her, the Virate claiming to have received the power of the Master divided amongst them, are planning something that will alter the course of history. It will also break the treaty and, as tribal law has stated, it will be considered an act of war between the vampires and the tribe.”

Danette nodded, “We have fought the vampires before, but only to a standstill. We have not increased our numbers since replacing those we lost. The vampires, however, have created many more of them. Davros understood the pact and respected it. If he has been destroyed and his power has passed to these new vampires, it’s impossible to know what they will do, but I suspect they will not honor the treaty.”

KJ nodded slowly, “That’s the impression I get from the visions. They’re searching for an ancient power they believe will give them greater strength and greater control over the entirety of the vampire population.”

“That cannot be allowed to happen,” Danette almost growled. “But we need to be careful with our approach. First, the pack will do their best to restore Moonshadow to his true heritage. Once that has been dealt with, whether they succeed or not, they will do their best to oppose the vampires and their plan.”

“We need to mobilize,” Levi Gaston said, almost scowling. “Get the word out to every faction. We must begin preparing to deal with this situation. We must attack first.”

Danette glared at him and said tersely, “We’ll adhere to the wording of the treaty. We will not attack them and we will not reveal our presence until they’ve made the first move. The tribe will not be at fault when this war begins.”

“Of course,” Melanie Parkman agreed with a nod. “We must not be the instigators of the conflict, but I do believe it’s coming, and pretty soon. I agree with Levi that we need to be ready, but we don’t have the level of control the vampires do. We can’t control all the individuals or the leadership of the factions. I think we should alert them to the possibility and have them prepare for it but with strict orders not to act until the word is given.”

Danette nodded, “That’s my intention. We spread the word and we prepare.”

She then focused on Katrina and said, “I know our two peoples are different and we have yet to finalize a formal agreement, but we will definitely need to combine our forces to take on the vampires. Our separate numbers will not be enough.”

Katrina nodded, “I agree. I was sent here to work with you for that very reason. We’ve noticed certain trends in the vampire community and we have heard of these supposed Masters, the Virate. If you’re sending your pack to retrieve one of your own from their grasp, I’d like to travel with them and learn what I can so I can report to my people. We’re prepared to go to war with the vampires and working with the Tribe has been discussed. Once I see these three that claim to be the Masters, I’ll take it to my people and we will join you.”

“Good,” Danette nodded. “It seems only right for the Changers to all work together.”

“They have arrived,” Carlos Montoya said, nodding toward the cluster of buildings behind Danette as a group of six led by Eldon walked into the clearing.

Danette turned around and watched as the six, four women and two men, strode slowly into the clearing and spread out into a line with the women to her right and the men to the left. Eldon walked quickly back to the others and stood just behind Danette.

She looked them over for a moment then stepped forward, moving to the left, and stood in front of the first man. She looked him over carefully, sniffing lightly to commit his scent to memory, and looked him in the eye. He was tall, six feet tall, with a broad chest and massive arms. His thick, chestnut brown hair was a mess but seemed perfect for his almost blocky face and for his natural complexion that appeared to be constantly tanned. His name was Greyeagle, though Danette suspected it was an adopted name due to his bit of Native American Heritage.

She looked him over carefully then moved to the next man. He was a bit shorter, bald, with a thick beard and bright blue eyes in a soft face. He was Scott Cambridge, one of the last to be turned more than fifty years earlier, and had a similar build to Greyeagle. 

The first of the women was the tallest, Holly Varden, a statuesque blonde with thick, loose curls that flowed halfway down her back and seemed to cascade over her shoulders. In human society, Danette could’ve seen her as a model with her height of six feet and a perfect hourglass body, a seductive body with a face to match.

The woman beside her, half a foot shorter, with long, perfectly straight, red hair and dark green eyes was Renee Bailey, a slim and quiet woman, but one that could be deadly in the right circumstances. Danette had seen her in action a few times and knew she was one not to be trifled with. 

Beside her was Nora Burman, a bit taller, much leaner, and with dark brown hair falling to just below her shoulders framing her narrow face of sharp angles with thin lips and wide eyes almost the same shade as her hair with an intensity and a bit of crazy shining behind them. 

The final one was the woman Danette was most concerned with. Carmen Pauling, fairly tall with a fantastic figure and shoulder-length hair so blonde it was almost white with a soft, almost round face with bright brown eyes and full lips, a touch of ego in the set of her jaw.

“Carmen,” Danette said. “It’s time for you to reclaim the past.”

Carmen nodded, her jaw relaxing as she sensed the touch of anger in Danette’s heart, “What can I do?”

“Moonshadow,” she replied. “You are still his betrothed, despite what he has done. I need you to use that connection to bring him back to us, to break his connection with the vampires.”

Carmen frowned, “He left me. He made his choice and decided to serve them. From what I gather, he’s bonded to one of them and that’s a different situation.”

Danette nodded slowly, “You are the only one that can make any difference and, at this time, it’s essential to our future. The war between vampires and lycanthropes is brewing and will undoubtedly begin soon. If Moonshadow, as part of this tribe, is seen as collaborating with the vampires, it will diminish our ability to lead the factions spread out across the nation. I’ll lose my position s Chief Elder. This council of Elders will be disbanded. If we’re going to take the lead in opposing the vampires and retain the ability to coordinate the lycanthropes, including the Feline families. You must find him and bring him back into the fold at all costs.”

Carmen nodded slowly, “I’ll do my best.”

“Good,” Danette said a bit more loudly and took a step back, looking across the line. “You will all accompany Carmen. Moonshadow is the true alpha of this pack and must return to his position.”

She focused on Scott and said, “You’ve done an admirable job of taking over the position of leadership, but Moonshadow must resume the role. For now, Carmen will lead you. She will be able to find Moonshadow as his betrothed more easily.”

Scott nodded once, “It will be as you say. We will follow her lead.”

Danette nodded, almost smiling, and gestured to her left, “You will also be accompanied by Katrina, representing the Felines. She is to be included in every aspect of your search, which will also include learning as much as you can about the vampires, these alleged new Masters, and their plans.”

“Of course,” Scott said and nodded again. “We’re ready to start immediately.”

“Wait until morning,” she said. “Rest tonight and be fully prepared. Eldon will make the necessary arrangements.”

“Where are we going?” Holly asked, frowning lightly as she looked at Danette.

KJ stepped forward and said, “You’ll be traveling to Mississippi. I have received a vision of Moonshadow in a small town called Pine Ridge.”

Holly nodded and relaxed her expression as Danette said, “Now, go and prepare. I’ll have all the details you need to be prepared for you by the time you depart.”
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CHAPTER THREE

After The Attack
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Detective Neil Shafer stood at the corner beside his plain black, department issued, Ford Taurus with his hands stuffed into the pockets of the lightweight black jacket he wore over black jeans and dark blue t-shirt, what he’d first grabbed when he’d received the call from Chief Walt Baker about a vicious attack in the rough neighborhood adjacent to the downtown district of the town. He’d been reluctant to enter that area at night, just as the patrolmen refused to stop in that six square block area once the sun fell below the horizon. The flashing blue lights of the squad car and red lights of the ambulance parked along the broken sidewalk in front of the duplex were a bit painful as he watched the two EMTs, Jim Williams, and Erin Smith, do their best to work on the body of the woman lying on the sparse lawn in front of the house. The Medical Examiner, Mitchell Roth, had been called in only to find that the victim was still breathing. He remained, standing close to the ambulance in his ubiquitous black clothing and smoking a cigarette as he watched the scene unfold. 

The two officers that had first responded, Hal Martino and Raquel Jackson, stood by their cruiser and watched the scene as well. Neil needed to talk with them and get their report on the situation before beginning his part of the operation, but he needed the reports from the EMTs and the ME first. 

Neil was a tall man, just an inch over six feet, with a lean build, short, neatly styled light brown hair, and a sharp-featured face bearing an old scar from his days as a patrolman across his left cheek. It had happened so long ago, so early in his career, that he rarely thought about the jagged line of pale scar tissue until someone mentioned it.

A small crowd had gathered across the street, behind where Neil stood, but he paid them little attention after seeing there were only eight of them. If it had happened during the day, there would’ve been many more, people wanting to see the latest act of violence in the neighborhood. He did recognize a couple of them, two men who definitely weren’t residents of that area, and he wondered what they were doing there. One was Ryan Sullivan, the fairly tall, pudgy, red-haired guy who worked for the local newspaper, but Neil knew the guy wasn’t yet a reporter. He’d been with the paper for years and hadn’t moved past being a proofreader and typesetter. That told Neil the guy either wasn’t competent or had done something to stunt his professional growth. Either way, the guy was there with a small notebook in hand and was taking notes. The other was Dr. Patrick Brewer, an older man who remained in his position as a high school history teacher even though he’d been in the position for nearly thirty years. Neil didn’t understand why someone would remain in the job after so long, especially considering the conditions prevalent in modern schools and the potential for disaster, but it wasn’t his call and he’d let the man live his own life.

After several minutes, once the EMTs transferred the victim to a gurney, Mitchell tossed his cigarette to the ground, crushed it with the toe of his dark brown shoes, and started toward Neil, shaking his head. His car was parked just ahead of Neil’s, pointed toward the highway that ran through the town and bordered the downtown business district, or what remained of it.

“I don’t know why I was called,” Mitchell said as he walked past shaking his head. “I expected a body, one that wasn’t breathing. Waste of my time.”

Neil shrugged, “That’s the way this town works.”

“You got that right,” Mitchell said and kept walking. “I’m going home. See you later.”

Neil nodded and looked toward the ambulance as the EMTs carefully rolled the gurney across the rough lawn toward the open doors at the back of the vehicle. Beyond the ambulance, the two officers slowly moved away from their vehicle, their gazes focused on the gurney, and Neil knew it was time to begin the process.

Drawing in a deep breath, he walked away from his car and focused his cold hazel gaze on the two officers. He knew them both rather well, though he typically worked the day shift and they were relegated to the overnight shift, the only two on duty, and it was rare for them to have something like the situation at hand.

Hal Martino was a fairly tall, somewhat muscular man who had been the owner of an HVAC company in New Orleans until roughly ten years earlier. His business had been bought out by a major company and he’d been forced out. Not wanting to remain in the area looking for work, he’d relocated to Pine Ridge and found his way onto the police force almost by accident. He’d been in the right place at the right time and he’d so far proven himself to be a competent officer. His partner, Raquel Jackson, was a fairly short, beautiful woman with long, dark blond hair and light hazel eyes that seemed completely out of place as a police officer and the dark blue uniform just didn’t seem appropriate for her. She remained rather aloof and he knew nothing about her reason for joining the force. He wasn’t going to ask and just settled his curiosity with the knowledge of her ability as an officer, equal to Hal, and that made them the perfect pair for the night shift.

“What’s the situation?” Neil asked as he approached them, foregoing the niceties. It was too late at night for that.

Hal looked at him, faced him, and nodded slowly, looking down at the notes he’d taken in his small, leatherbound notebook, “The woman that lives here, Dana Richland, was attacked a little over an hour ago by an undisclosed assailant.”

“Who called it in?” Neil asked.

Raquel nodded, placed her hands on her hips above the wide gun belt she wore, and said, “It was the neighbors, the Suarez family. The wife, Esmerelda, looked outside before calling. She claimed to only see the victim. No one else was around. She said she looked around, but the area was clear.”
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