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This book is entirely fictional. Any characters or events are purely figments of the author’s imagination. The cities of St. Augustine and Jacksonville aren’t fictional and are in northern Florida. Many of the businesses and locations mentioned in the book can be found there. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted or redistributed either in its entirety or in part without the author’s express written consent.
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The blitz of light blasted through the darkness and traveled over Mandy’s bed, moving at the speed of light. Her blue eyes popped open and shifted towards the window. Climbing out of bed, she shuffled to the window and smoothed back the curtains. The light, now gone, left a feeling of unease nagging at her guts.

The air surrounding her suddenly grew muggy and dense trees and brush sprouted around her. Spinning in circles she couldn’t see through the thick vegetation yet she knew she hadn’t left her room. Confused more than scared, she reached out where her window had stood only seconds earlier. Now she felt damp air.

A faint sound like water rushing against the ground caught her attention, then the form of a woman. Her hair hung in long brown waves around her oval face. She wore a light blue slip dress. Her red lips mouthed something that Mandy couldn’t determine, then the woman faded.

“Wait, don’t go!” Mandy said as she lunged for the woman. Her face planting against the window as the muggy air and woods vanished.

Discombobulated, she stood for several seconds attempting to determine what had happened. Then a whisper in her ear said, “St. Augustine.”

Mandy brought her hand to her ear then twisted her head. The room was void of life except for herself standing disoriented in a long purple T-shirt and sports underwear.

Who was St. Augustine and why do I need to know him or about him? What just happened? She stumbled backwards, falling atop her bed, and stared at the fan blades whirring above her head. Unable to sleep, she grabbed her phone from the white bedside dresser and yanked it off its charger. She plugged St. Augustine into the search engine and several links popped up; all indicating a city not a person.

She clicked on images and glanced through them. A coastal city in Florida. The oldest in the U.S. and surrounded by dense vegetation. Was I there for a moment?

She tossed her phone onto the bed beside her, her heart thumping steadily in her chest. The pictures played across her mind and a small voice echoed inside her head: follow the light.
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Two Days Later...

Mandy coasted her bicycle around the corner of her street. The large aspen tree marking her childhood home now in sight. Its broad shade and leaves always brought her comfort. She peddled up her driveway and toward the back fence and applied the brakes. Slipping off the seat of the bicycle, she opened the gate and walked the bike behind the fence, resting it against the house. This was her usual routine. As a star volleyball player she spent hours practicing after school, but today had been a meet so it was later than usual. Black clouds loomed in the evening sky, making it much darker than it should be, and the air was cool. Mandy shifted her blue eyes upwards and the first rain drop hit her face and ran down her cheek.

She enjoyed the steady rain falling on her as she walked toward the back door, a denim school bag hoisted over her right shoulder. Her heart stopped when she noticed the sliding glass door wide open. Her mother left it unlocked for her, but never open. The aroma of dinner hit her nostrils but turned her stomach as it smelled burned. She halted, her heart thumping inside her chest. Something was wrong, it was more than the door. A feeling crept into her guts and clung to her bones. Mandy wasn’t the bravest of souls, but she wasn’t a coward either. Sucking in a deep breath and scanning the yard and house she walked towards the open door.

A gust of wind blew from behind, pushing her dark hair over her face. She pulled off one of her many colorful wristbands and wrapped it around her shoulder length dark hair creating a messy ponytail with several chunks of her dark hair askew. Many thoughts fluttered through her brain as she moved closer to the back door. A few nights previous she’d awoken to large blasts of white light that lit up the sky like a fireworks display, only it wasn’t a holiday, and then the whisper and voice in her head – St. Augustine and follow the light – she’d been uneasy since.

When she’d asked her mother, upstairs neighbor Joel, and friends, no one had noticed it but her. How is that possible? It was possible and she’d seen it. Mandy believed in the otherworldly and almost everything odd and supernatural. Her mother laughed it off saying, ‘It was probably testing in the desert. You know they’re always doing strange things out there.’

They didn’t live in Area 51 and her mother’s body language—the shift in her eyes, tapping of her fingers, and tilt of her head—told Mandy her mother wasn’t being straight. No, there was something she knew but wasn’t talking about. The feeling the light was meant for her hadn’t left. She’d even had vivid dreams about bloodsucking beasts every night since. Their pointed fangs dripping crimson while their dark eyes called out to her, passing on a subliminal message: you’re ours. Her body shuddered at the thought, yet she couldn’t shake it. Was it aliens? Were they at her house? Did they abduct her mother?

She stood in front of the open doorway with one foot resting inside on the tile floor. Her eyes focused inside the room and her ears strained to listen. A faint choking sound forced her into action. Forgetting the aliens, bloodsuckers, and her fear, she dropped the denim bag off her shoulder and ran towards the sound. Careening around the corner to the kitchen, not watching where she was going, she slipped on the floor. As her body fell, her eyes widened as she saw her legs splayed before her in a scarlet puddle.

At first, confusion clouded her mind as it sorted through the red splotches across her pants. After a few seconds and more choking noises it clicked and her eyes shifted towards the weak sounds. Her mother lay only a few feet from her in a pool of blood, choking as she attempted to catch her breath.

“Mom!” she cried as she crawled across the floor toward her. Her mind completely focused on her mother, the idea of an intruder and possible danger didn’t even register.

“Man... dy,” she gurgled.

Mandy grabbed her mother’s hand and wished with her entire soul for her to be whole. “What... what happened?”

“No t-i-m-e. Go... the drawer,” she swallowed hard, “beneath our picture.” More gurgling. “Ta-ke it out, turn... it... over,” she spluttered with every ounce of her being and her eyes closed.

“Mom!” Mandy shook her gently and rested her head upon her mother’s chest. Her tears fell in a heavy stream. “You can’t die. You can’t die,” she chanted. Lifting her head, she placed her hands over her mother and concentrated. An overwhelming surge of power rushed through her body.

Her mother’s eyes opened and her torso shot upright. “Mandy, do it now. Leave me!”

Mandy bolted skyward, flabbergasted at her mother’s second wind then sobbed, “I can’t. I love you.”

A large hand touched Mandy’s shoulder as her mother slumped back onto the floor and a deep voice she knew well said, “You have to, but not alone. I’ll stay with you.”

Mandy turned her head and looked at Joel. She hadn’t heard him come into the house and he wasn’t wet. It gave her a shock, then his warm brown eyes, filled with shards of gold, rested on hers. His dark hair combed back with the usual unruly lock above his left ear, otherwise not a hair out of place. He moved his hand from her shoulder and grasped her right hand. He lifted her up and, as if in an out of body experience, she walked with him to the drawer.

“Open it. Go ahead,” he said, reassuring her as if her face belied her insecurity and confusion.

She choked back her sobs and peeked at her mother lying on the floor. Slowly she opened it. Pens, a stapler, a hole punch, phone book, and a small notepad – the one they used to message each other – lay inside it. She grabbed the notepad and stuffed it into her back pocket then flipped the drawer upside down.

There was an envelope labeled Mandy taped to the bottom. She peeled it off and held it to her chest.

“We need to go now,” Joel said, his voice firm.

There was a part of Mandy, somewhere deep inside, that knew this day would happen. And the unusual display of lights a few nights previous was a call for her. Not only was it odd but it stirred something inside her. Sniffling, she rushed towards her mother who was now lying still, her hazel eyes glazed. They looked like fall grass, mostly green with specks of brown. “I love you,” she whispered as she kissed her mother for the last time.

Lifting her head, she glanced at her mother’s face – her left cheek against the floor—and spotted something she hadn’t seen earlier – two puncture holes in her carotid artery.
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Joel took Mandy’s vacant hand as she stuffed the envelope into the front pocket of her jeans. “It’s time.”

“The police, someone murdered my...” her voice drifted off and tears exploded from her eyes as Joel dragged her towards the door.

He said nothing as he grabbed the knob and twisted. Mandy bumped into his back when he froze in the doorway. She felt his heart beating quickly inside his chest and his body radiated heat. She took a step back and looked on the other side of the door. A pair of khaki slacks and dark brown shoes were moving towards them. Something was wrong, very wrong.

“There’s no time. They’re here,” he said in an unusually husky voice, slamming the door.

As the words left his mouth, cracking sounds ricocheted in the house. She peered through the room but saw nothing until she planted her eyes on Joel. His body distorted as claws formed where his nails had previously been. His appendages grew brown fur with silver tips and each bone in his spine cracked in his back as he dropped to all fours. A ripped pile of his clothes lay beneath him.

Awe-stricken, Mandy watched his transformation that took only seconds. Her jaw dropped as he turned to face her. His snout moved as his mouth opened.

“Get on my back!”

Mandy stared at him, blinking, unable to believe what she’d witnessed.

“Now Mandy, we have to go!”

It sounded like Joel, but the words dropped from the mouth of an animal. His fur was dark brown with silver on his underbelly and tips. Words shouldn’t be coming from an animal's mouth and not in Joel’s voice. It was a surreal moment and glimpse of her life to come. The synapses in her brain snapped into place and imminent danger and her dead mother became a reality. The talking wolf, however, was still surreal.  “How the... you’re a...”

“Wolf,” he said, finishing her words. “We don’t have time. I’ll explain later.” He nudged her belly hard with his snout, enough that she dropped on top of him as something heavy hit the front door. It sounded like the man in the khakis was hitting it with a battering ram. The walls of the house shook and pictures dropped off the walls.

Mandy’s head hit his rump and she grabbed him around the middle with her legs flailing to the side. She struggled to bring them to his sides as he ran through the house, her head buried in fur. He stopped short of the back door and growled. Mandy lifted her head and turned to the side. In front of him was the large man with sharp teeth dressed in khaki pants. He looked like one of the bloodsucking monsters from her dreams.

Joel crushed his jaws together as he bit at the man, getting a firm grasp of his slacks as he ripped them, exposing the man’s leg and a gaping bite wound from Joel’s sharp teeth.

“You gnarly beast, give me the girl!” the large man demanded.

Mandy folded her fingers together and held on tight. She wasn’t allowing the man in the khakis, probably the same one who killed her mother, to get hold of her.

Joel took a few steps backward into the house and the man placed his foot over the threshold. Joel growled, backed up, and got a running start as he leapt through the living room window.

Mandy howled and tucked her head as the majority of the glass broke, shards dropping over her back and crashing to the ground. At that moment, she was glad she rode him backwards. He jumped and dodged obstacles she couldn’t see as she squeezed her eyes shut and buried her face in his fur and kept it there, her arms tucked tightly around his mid-section.

Loud blasts echoed through her ears. Her own curiosity forced her to look up. What she saw made her eyes widen. A group of several men and women surrounded her house. Her eyes enlarged more as a small tornado swirled towards the living room of her home. It moved from the fingertips of a young woman, developing and growing in a black cloud as it left her hands.

Mandy's eyes fixed on the woman. Her dark hair blowing behind her as the wind from the tornado pushed it and her backwards. She held her ground as the funnel cloud grew larger. Suddenly, a blast of white light caught the woman and she blew apart from the inside out as if she was made of porcelain and a bomb had blown up inside her. Mandy gasped, watching the scene in disbelief.

She'd never doubted the supernatural existed, but hadn't witnessed it first hand, and certainly didn't understand how she and her mother fit into the craziness. They lived a really normal existence in suburban Flagstaff, Arizona. Her mother worked as a crossing guard and Mandy did everyday teenage stuff; star volleyball player, mostly As and Bs in school except the AP Literature class she’d decided to take where she was struggling just to make a C. But nothing out the usual. She was an average teen whose main stress in life was passing the driving test in two weeks so she could get her license.

Joel's speed picked up and her home soon became a barely visible dot through the trees. The ground beneath them swished by so fast it became a blur of green and brown. She buried her face in his fur. Sets of other footsteps ran in sync with Joel's, but she didn't lift her head to see what they were.
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Joel's pace slowed and he jogged to a stop. “It's safe to get off now,” he said, his breath even. She expected him to be breathless after his marathon run with her on his back, but he wasn't. It puzzled her, but no more than anything else that had happened in the past hour or so.

Adrenaline from the near-death experience rushed through her veins. She lifted her head and chest. Two other wolves sat on their haunches behind him. She uncurled her fingers clinging to his body and lifted herself up, then reluctantly got off his back. They were surrounded by several other wolves. One carried a duffle bag in its mouth.

Once she’d stood, Joel changed back into a man. His snout shrunk, all his body fur curled back into his body, and only the dark, jumbled waves and kinky curl was left on his head. His claws shortened into fingernails as his paws became hands and feet.

Her eyes grew as she watched, unable to synthesize what was happening and seeing him naked in front of her. She'd had boyfriends, but nothing serious. She gulped, eying his beautiful, muscled body, then turned her head as she felt her cheeks redden. He's gorgeous, she thought. How have I never noticed before? Because she’d never seen him in the nude before.

The Duffle Bag Wolf dropped the bag at Joel's feet and he opened it, pulling out a pair of jeans that fit snug around his cute round butt and pulled a blue T-shirt over his head.

“We'll stay here for the night,” said a gorgeous female white wolf. There wasn’t a touch of any other color on her body. She looked like snow.

Joel nodded. “We'll complete the journey tomorrow at daybreak,” he confirmed as if he was in charge.

All the wolves nodded in unison, like they had an unspoken language and passed words through their minds instead of their mouths. With everything she’d seen in the past couple hours she didn’t doubt it and chuckled out loud as she thought it. Every wolf eye shifted towards her. She stopped giggling and followed up with a crooked smile but said nothing.

Joel picked up the bag and took Mandy's hand as they headed across the street to a motel. It wasn’t anything special, a couple long, one-story buildings with white stucco. A few large flowering cacti that sat in dark orange planters on either side of the front door and a small water garden with a frog spouting a drizzle of water from his mouth was on the other side of the large U driveway.

Mandy stayed silent, lost in her thoughts. It all made sense even though it made no sense. Her dream wasn't a dream at all, but a vision of sorts. The light, blasted through the night, was her call to action. But what was happening? She was a normal sixteen-year-old girl, who believed in the strange and the weird and now it found her in spades.

Joel paid for the room and they gave him a plastic keycard. They pushed through the glass door and it jingled as they walked outside into the chilly, dry desert air and followed the sidewalk. A large greenish pool with a dirty white fence surrounding it and a few tattered loungers separated the buildings.

Inside, the tiny room wasn’t an improvement, she noted, scanning her surroundings. It had one full-size bed decorated with a blue and black checked bedspread. The curtain hanging over the only window in the room matched. A plush chair with a couple small holes stood in front of the window at an angle, with a small wooden table between it and a wooden chair. The air smelled heavily of vanilla air freshener.

She staggered to the bed and sat, expecting it to be saggy. Instead, it was firm and solid. In a partial lucent daze she asked, “What just happened?”

He sighed. “We knew this day might happen.”

She echoed his sigh. Should she yell at him, cry, or fess up to all the emotions and strange thoughts in her head. Joel saved her, he’d been a part of her life as long as she could remember, so she fessed up and pushed any angry thoughts deep inside her. “What’s weird is so have I. I can't explain it, but I've always felt like half of a whole and since my vision I've felt a strong pull to do something, but I don't know what." She paused. Anger rose inside her as she realized both Joel and her mother knew something and lied to her.

She pushed it down again. “My vision. You knew when I told you. Why weren't you straight with me?”

His eyes shot to the ground. “It wasn't time.”

“Time! Time for what?!” No longer hiding her anger. She knew she was displacing it and didn't have a clue what was happening but she wanted answers and the chance to vent the fury rising inside her.

He shifted on his feet. “There's... it's complicated.”

The air between them silent as Mandy seethed and Joel stood stock still, his hands in his pockets.

“And you, you're, you're... a werewolf,” she spat out, then calmed. A beautiful werewolf who just saved her life. It didn't so much surprise her as she needed processing time and answers.

“You have the envelope?” he asked, ignoring her outburst.

He always had a way of defusing her wrath. She admitted it was probably because he was downright gorgeous and sensible, always sensible and after today she had a new appreciation for Joel as a man, not Joel her neighbor.

“What?” She furrowed her brows, momentarily confused.

“From your mother.”

She nodded then dug the wrinkled envelope out of her pants. Straightening it out, she peeled back the sealed flap. Inside was a letter. She read it out loud.

“Honey,

These aren’t the words I ever wanted to tell you, but I always knew it was your destiny. You are possibly the single most important person on this planet and it was mine and Joel’s job to keep you safe. Your life is about to change drastically and you’ll question everything you ever knew. Promise me you will stay by Joel’s side.

Love Mom”

Mandy blinked several times as she stared t the letter in her hand, tears welling in the corners of her eyes as she absorbed her mother’s words. “What is she talking about, Joel?” she asked, her eyes staring blankly at the floor while her anger subsided and sadness filled its place. She fought back her tears.

“Everything she said is true.”

She’d known Joel for as long as she could remember and he’d always lived in the apartment above them. The house had a downstairs and an upstairs but were two separate homes, like a duplex. She turned her eyes toward Joel and peered at him beneath her messy bangs, several chunks of hair sticking up and out of her messy ponytail.

He reached out and grabbed her hands, giving them a squeeze. With an attempted smile she squeezed back, but her body was weak from the overwhelming sadness and emptiness she felt knowing her mother was gone.

“Joel.”

“Yeah, Man,” he answered in his deep yet gentle voice.

He always called her Man instead of Mandy. She considered her words before speaking. He was the closest thing she had to a sibling, yet something was amiss. “How did you know?”

“About your mother?” he asked in a timid voice. The one he used when playing stupid like when he wouldn’t tell her where her mother hid the Christmas presents.

“Yeah, how did you know?”

He licked his lips, his hand still firmly grasping hers. “I didn’t, not exactly. It was more a gut feeling.”

She forced her head back and blew out a breath of air. She was tired and mentally exhausted, yet curious about their excursion, her mother's strange letter, and what the heck Joel was talking about. “Don't be cryptic, please give me a straight answer. What is all this about?”

He blinked, then released a breath as he let go of her hands and sat on the bed next to her. “I'm a werewolf and we protect each other. Normally, we don't get involved in business that isn't ours, unless,” he paused for a second, “it relates to protecting one of ours.”

Mandy stared at him, her eyes cold. She didn't want riddles but answers and she wasn’t a werewolf—at least, she didn’t think so.

He shifted his eyes from her cold stare. “Your mother wasn't really your mother, she's mine. Our jobs were to protect you. Your parents showed up on hallowed werewolf grounds. My mother, Selenia, found them and allowed them in, with permission of course. I don’t know everything, she would never tell me, but I do know your parents were witches and your birth was something special, something the werewolves felt an obligation to protect at all costs. You are the one is all Selenia told me. Afterwards, we knew they'd come for you eventually and so we hid you in Arizona.”

Overwhelmed, she wrapped her hands over her cheeks. “Exactly what are you saying?”
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