
  
    [image: Cold Blood]
  


  
    
      COLD BLOOD

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        DIRTY BLOOD

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        HEATHER HILDENBRAND

      

    

  


  
    
      Cold Blood

      Dirty Blood Series Book 2

      © 2011 Heather Hildenbrand

      

      All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written consent of the publisher. 

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are a product of the authors’ imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, either living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

      

      This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the authors.

      

      Jacket Design by Malice & Mayhem Book Covers

      Edge Design & Character Art by Samaiya

      Hard Case Cover Design by We Got You Covered Book Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Heather Hildenbrand

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe this. You punched her in the face? Twice?!” My mother’s voice rose to a shriek.

      “Um.” There wasn’t anything I could say to make this one go down easier, so I stayed wisely silent and stared down at my hands propped on the faux marble of the island countertop. We were facing off in the kitchen. Two days had passed since … well, since I’d almost died. And Mom, too.

      Grandma was rummaging around upstairs, probably rearranging my mother’s furniture in the guest room. Again. Which I knew added to my mother’s stress level and left me taking the heat.

      In the aftermath of that day, I'd forgotten all about the incident at school. Only now did I realize how little the office had told my mother during that initial phone call before she’d gone and tried to sacrifice herself to Leo, my evil uncle.

      I’d somehow dodged it again when she’d called to withdraw me from my high school, giving them the address at Wood Point to send my transcripts. Whichever clueless old lady she’d talked to at reception hadn’t even mentioned the suspension. But then today, she’d received the letter, and the explanation it contained from Principal Sellers that cleared it all up. In detail.

      My mother blew out a breath and a stray piece of hair flew off her forehead and then back down again. I think she would’ve paced, but then she wouldn’t have been able to hold the icy glare she was using on me. I shifted my weight, wondering if it would be a mistake to make a break for the stairs. Probably.

      My mother waved the letter from Principal Sellers in my face, as if I might not remember whatever it said happened.

      “I can’t believe this,” she repeated. “Suspended. For fighting. This goes on your permanent record, you know. Colleges will see it. If you make it that far. And at this rate, you might not. We’re lucky Grandma secured your spot at Wood Point already.”

      Wood Point. Yeah, lucky. I hung onto my silence, but it was getting harder. I wanted to say that if I’d known it would get me out of boarding school, I’d happily punch Cindy Adams all over again. I had a feeling that was not something I should say out loud.

      The oven timer dinged, signaling the self-cleaning was done. My mother broke her gaze and glanced at the appliance like it was calling to her. “We’ll talk about this later."

      I scurried out before she’d finished pulling on her yellow cleaning gloves.

      I thought about going back to my room to hide out, while my mother worked her frustrations out on the oven, but it was depressing in there. All of my clothes were packed and ready to go for the trip to Wood Point tomorrow. So were most of my books, bedding, and anything else remotely important to me. Everything except Wes.

      I hovered outside my room, leaning against the wall, and trying to ignore the dull pang that arose from thinking his name. He’d been by every day, under the watchful and disapproving eyes of my mother. He was slow to convince that I really was recovering. At least, that’s why he claimed to be checking on me. He hadn’t said much about anything else, including us, or school, or how we were supposed to be ‘us’ with me at school. I was afraid to ask because I wasn’t sure what his answer would be.

      I was still hung up on the whole magnetic pull between us. The more time that passed, the more it bothered me. What if that was the only reason I was attracted to him? Or him, to me? What if we only wanted to be together because of some strange chemical reaction in our blood? It was hard to believe, because just thinking about him made me ache and yearn in ways I’d never thought possible. But, I couldn’t shake the doubts and wondering…

      And then there was his completely annoying over protectiveness that fell somewhere between macho extreme and unnecessary. I was trying to be understanding and let it go. I was the first to jump on the protective bandwagon when it came to someone I loved, but every time he made a decision about what was best for me, without actually consulting me, it grated.

      “There you are.” Grandma poked her head out of the guest room next to mine. She glanced behind me, probably making sure my mother hadn’t followed me up. When she saw I was alone, her gaze darted back to me and she relaxed. “Come in here, will you?”

      I pushed off from the wall and followed her through her open door. Sure enough, the furniture was set up totally different than before. The bed was pushed against the far right wall, instead of centered between the windows, and the dresser was pushed up against the window, so that the mirror and frame blocked the view outside.

      “Love what you’ve done with the place,” I said, crossing to a blue cushioned chair, next to the narrow bookshelf she was using to block the opposite window.

      “Your mother is naïve and careless." She took a seat on the edge of her bed, looking so normal in her elastic waist jeans and ‘Number One Grandma’ sweatshirt. But I could still picture her back in the warehouse, cutting a path of dead Werewolves with the speed of someone a third her age. I no longer let her unassuming air fool me. “She forgets we’re fighting a war and need to operate accordingly. This house is a painted target after what happened with Leo, and she leaves it wide open. Like ‘Come and get me.'”

      She clucked her tongue and pulled open her nightstand drawer. I waited; I knew better than to get in the middle of anything to do with her and my mother. She reached in and pulled out a thick, leather-bound volume and held it out to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked. I took the book, staring at the cover. The symbols on the front looked familiar, and I remembered where I’d seen it. The book Fee had let me borrow. The one that had eventually led to my mother discovering what I knew. But this one looked a little different, and it felt older, more used somehow. “The Draven?”

      “Our Draven. The one you had was borrowed. I gave it back to Fee. This one is yours. And the rest of the family's. Traditionally, it should go to your mother next, but I don’t think she’ll accept it. Besides, what with school and all, I think you should have it.”

      “Thanks, Grandma.” I paged through it and eyed the familiar drawings depicting battles and weapons. “I already read a lot of this, though.”

      She shook her head. “Turn to the back.”

      I flipped to somewhere near the end. The last few pages, which should’ve been blank, had some sort of chart drawn in with handwritten names on each connecting line. All of it was interconnected with lines joining certain branches together. I spotted Grandma’s name on the last page, along with my grandfather and the dates of his life span underneath. My name was somewhere near the bottom, underneath my mother and father.

      “It’s our family tree,” I said.

      “Hunters take pride in their lineage and knowing where they came from. So should you. You come from the best Hunter stock there is. You’ll learn all about it at Wood Point. Lineage is very important there.” She shifted her attention back to me. “Now, tell me about this girl you punched.”

      I made a face and let the book fall closed. “It was a bad idea. I didn’t mean to, but that girl’s been pushing my buttons for way too long. She went too far, and I realized how much stronger than her I was and…” I broke off, my shoulders slumping when I saw that Grandma was frowning at me. “Yeah, I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “I expected more, Tara.”

      “I know.”

      “No, I mean, literally, I expected her to have provoked you, thrown the first punch, something. I didn’t think you’d attack an innocent human without provocation.”

      “It’s been a long time coming. And I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known I’d hurt her that bad,” I said, which was a total lie. I’d been hoping to damage Cindy at the time; I just hated disappointing Grandma. It was worse than my mother being angry, because Grandma had a way of piling on the guilt through disappointment. I sighed.

      “You have a responsibility to protect those weaker than you, not use your strength against them,” Grandma said. “You need to remember that.”

      “I know. I guess I…lost control.”

      Grandma didn’t answer. When I looked up, she was studying me with a more serious expression than I’d seen her wear in a long time. It made me feel even worse.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Go ahead and lecture me.”

      “I’m not going to lecture you. You already know it was wrong and that you need to work on keeping a hold of your temper. You’re just new and haven’t had time to learn. If anything, I blame your mother.”

      “Blame me for what?” My mother stood in the doorway, yellow-gloved hands on her hips. “Everything’s my fault, right?”

      Crap. I really didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire when this one blew up.

      Before Grandma could answer, my mother looked at me and said, “Angela and Sam are here to say goodbye. They’re downstairs waiting for you.”

      “Thanks.” I got up and hurried out, ducking past my mother and heading for the stairs.

      Angela and Sam were in the den. The room had been put back together since Leo’s intrusion, minus several pieces of furniture that were too broken to salvage. The couch was saved, along with the coffee table. A spare TV from the garage had been set up on a bookshelf and a brand new marbled glass globe covered the light fixture on the ceiling. Other than that, the room was pretty empty. It was the room that had seen the most destruction from Leo’s goons. Grandma said it was because the den was the first room I would’ve seen when I came home that day, and Leo knew that. He’d trashed the house even after my mother had agreed to go with him, all to get a reaction out of me and send me running after him. It had worked.

      Sam was watching E! News and twirling a lock of silky hair between her fingers. Angela flipped through one of my mother’s gardening magazines. They both looked up when I came in.

      “Hey, stranger,” Sam said, raising the remote to click the TV off.

      “You should leave it on.” I sent a pointed look at the ceiling where muffled voices could be heard rising with each comment. “It’ll drown out the static.” I sank onto the couch, next to Angela. She gave me a sorrowful look.

      “How are you?” she asked. “I mean, really?”

      “Miserable,” I admitted. Though they only knew half of it, or maybe less than half. As far as they knew, I’d punched Cindy, my mother flipped out, and now I was being shipped off to boarding school. That, in itself, was enough to make a girl miserable, so I figured it was fine to admit.

      “Yeah, I’d be miserable, too. But I mean, at least its co-ed,” Sam said. Angela shot Sam a look. “What? I’m trying to help her look at the bright side.”

      “She’s with Wes, remember?” Angela whispered. They also both knew that my mother was not a fan of Wes.

      “A girl can window shop,” Sam hissed back.

      Angela turned to me, rolling her eyes. “You have to email us every day, okay? And call whenever you can. They will let you call, right?”

      “I don’t really know. I’ll call as much as I can.”

      “Oh, and we’re supposed to give you this.” Angela reached into her pocket and handed me a folded up piece of notebook paper, flattened out from all the handling. “It’s from George. You can read it later."

      “Oh, no way, she reads it now. I’ve got to hear this.” Sam shifted like she was getting comfortable and waited expectantly.

      I unfolded the paper and silently scanned the words. Oh geez. I looked up. Sam – and even Angela – was still waiting. Sam had the ghost of a grin on her lips. Judging by her smile, there was a good chance she already knew what it said. Making me read it out loud was icing on the cake. I cleared my throat and read the words in a low voice. Words about Romeo bleeding and love that lasts forever, always.

      When I was done–and completely red faced–I lowered the paper and looked at the girls.

      “Wow. That was…” Angela began.

      “Hot,” Sam finished. “Who knew the boy had it in him? Do you think he got it off the internet?”

      “No, he didn’t get it off the internet,” Angela argued.

      Sam shrugged. “He could’ve. We should google it.”

      "You guys? It's Bon Jovi." I folded the letter and shoved it into my jeans pocket. "It was our song. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’m leaving, remember?”

      “And you have Wes,” Angela put in.

      “Who is way hotter than George,” Sam added.

      I grinned; I couldn’t help it. “I’m going to miss you guys.”

      Sam and I threw our arms around Angela and brought it in for a group hug that had us giggling until the doorbell rang. All three of us eyed each other with raised brows.

      “Five bucks on George,” Sam said.

      I arrived at the door at the same time as my mother. She stepped in front of me and eyed the peephole before pulling it open. She frowned, which didn’t give away all that much since she'd been doing a lot of that lately, but then she stepped back, and I saw who it was.

      “Hey,” Wes said. His eyes locked on to mine.

      “Hey,” I answered, staring back.

      “Dinner’s in an hour.” My mother held onto her frown, but she wandered back towards the kitchen, leaving us alone.

      Sam and Angela slipped past me, knowing smiles pasted on their faces.

      “We’d better get going,” said Angela.

      She stepped forward and hugged me tightly. When she pulled away, Sam threw an arm around my neck and squeezed. “Yum,” she whispered.

      “Call us when you get settled in,” Angela reminded me.

      Sam turned and winked. “Don’t do anything I would.”

      I rolled my eyes and waved goodbye. When they were gone, Wes stepped inside and shoved his hands into his jean pockets. He looked wound up, rolling back and forth from his heels to his toes.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Can we take a walk?” he asked, glancing towards the kitchen–and the sound of a spray bottle at work.

      “Um, how about the backyard?” A knot of anxiety pinched my gut.

      He nodded, and I led him through the sunroom and out the sliding door. The sun was bright and cheery; hinting at warmer days to come but with enough of a chill in the air to remind you it was still technically winter.

      The branches were still bare, dead leaves covering the ground. It had rained during the night and the smell of wet grass and mud covered everything, permeating every breath until you could taste spring trying to emerge. Somewhere deep in the trees, a single bird called intermittently. It all felt entirely too lonely.

      I wrapped my sweatshirt around myself and crossed my arms. We walked to the edge of the yard and stepped into the covered gazebo, sitting on the small bench that faced the woods.

      The silence ran on, and I felt my stomach tighten. Was this him being reluctant to say goodbye, or was it something more?

      “How’s Jack?” I finally asked.

      “He’s better, I guess. Still in bed, though. Fee won’t let him up and he’s going a little crazy.” A ghost of a smile appeared and then faded again. “You can hear them picking at each other in every room of the house. I was glad for the chance to get away.”

      “At least you can go home at night,” I said.

      He shook his head. “I’ve moved some stuff over. I’m going to stay with them for a while. With Jack out of commission and Miles still out there, I don’t want to leave Fee.”

      “That makes sense.” I tried to read into his responses and figure out what he wasn’t saying. He seemed tense, fidgeting with his pants, and shoes, and whatever else was close. “Wes. What’s wrong?”

      Wes’ eyes flickered to mine and away again, never really settling on any particular spot. A nervous pang went through my gut. “Wes?”

      “Jack pulled me aside yesterday. He said he knows he can’t handle things himself with The Cause.” He paused. “He wants me to step up, help run things.” He finally looked up and met my eyes. “He wants me to lead.”

      I blinked back at him, relieved to hear what was behind his mood and glad it wasn’t something… well, bad. Or maybe it was, for him at least. He didn't exactly look thrilled. “But what’s so bad about that?”

      Without a word, he grabbed my wrist and pulled me off the bench, half dragging me into the woods. He ducked behind a massive oak and pulled me behind it with him, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in my hair. My surprise at his sudden affection eased, and I pressed closer and let him hold me.

      Until this moment, he’d been so careful with me, as if I’d break from any physical contact rougher than hand holding or lips grazing. This was so much better.

      When he pulled away, his expression was halfway between pained and hungry. “I was going to come with you,” he said.

      I pulled back. “To school? Really?”

      He nodded. “But now, with everything happening with Jack, I can’t. I have to stay.” He didn’t give me a chance to answer, instead pressing his lips to mine in short, hungry kisses that left me dizzy and breathless. The pull between us sprang to life, and my body ached to be closer, a part of him.

      "You can come visit me," I said, between kisses.

      His lips slowed and stilled against mine, and then he pulled away. His eyes were sad. "No, I can't. At least not for a while. Jack wants me to take over immediately. I'm moving in to help until he's up and around, and then I have to start travelling. He needs to introduce me to all of the allies we have left, so they'll trust me enough to work with me when he hands the reigns over. It's a full time job. I'm sorry."

      "I understand," I said. And suddenly I did. Vera’s vision sprang to mind – a picture of Wes and me leading The Cause–and I wondered if this was the first step towards making it true. I shook that off, not wanting to make this bigger than it already was. I focused on the fact that Wes had wanted to come in the first place. His reluctance at talking to me wasn’t about not wanting to be with me, or worrying about the long distance part of our relationship; it was about his responsibility to The Cause. That made me feel better. "It’s okay,” I assured him. “I'll be home for the summer. We'll see each other in a few months."

      "I know," he whispered, still gazing at me with a mournful expression.

      "So what's the problem? You don't want to take over?"

      "It's not that. I...." He stepped away and began to pace in front of me. "I don't know. My father was in charge, and look what it got him. An early grave. It's not like I care about my own life, but–" He broke off and looked up at me. "What if something happens to you, up at that school? And I wasn't there to stop it, because I put business before you? My father put business before family, and it got him and my mother killed. I won't let that happen." He walked over to me, running his hand through my hair.

      "Wes, you are not your father. And nothing is going to happen to me." I slipped my hands inside his jacket, running my palms over his chest. I wanted to comfort him, but I didn't know what to say. I thought of Vera's vision again, wondering if he even realized what his taking over meant.

      He leaned over, pressing his lips to my forehead, then my temple, then my cheek; I held on to him as his lips trailed along my jaw and then found my mouth. “You have to promise to be careful,” he whispered, between kisses. “Stay on school property. Don’t go anywhere alone.”

      All I could do was mumble a noise that resembled, “Okay.”

      He finally pulled away, on a long, almost painful exhale and cupped my face in his hands. “I’m going to find Miles and end him. And then you’re going to come home to me, okay?”

      I smiled crookedly, too caught up in the moment to mind his protective demands. “And if my mom still hates you?”

      His lips curved. “I have three months until summer break to wear her down with my charm. Piece of cake.”

      My laughter was interrupted by my mother’s shrill voice cutting across the yard. “Tara, time’s up. Get inside!”

      “Coming!” I stayed wedged between the tree and Wes, waiting for him to move and let me free.

      “Don’t forget about me up there,” he whispered.

      “Never,” I whispered back, already missing him.
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      “Elizabeth, let’s get a move on,” Grandma called from the open doorway.

      The sky was beginning to lighten from black to gray–the sun hadn’t yet made its appearance – and in the dim light of morning, the black Hummer parked at the curb looked more like an army tank. A very shiny army tank.

      “Coming,” my mother called, hauling the last of the bags from my room and maneuvering carefully down the stairs under their weight. She’d made it clear she wasn’t excited about taking the Hummer, but I suspected she dreaded the ride home alone with Grandma.

      I stood, bleary eyed on the porch, with my duffel bag slung over my shoulder, a pillow in one hand and a travel coffee mug in the other. I was as ready as I would ever be, especially at five thirty in the morning.

      “We've gotta roll if we want to make it out of town before rush hour,” Grandma said.

      My mother glared at Grandma as she shuffled past her with the bags, arms straining under the weight. “We’d already be on our way if you’d help carry something.”

      Grandma held up her quilted purse that was the size of a small suitcase. “I have this, don’t I? It’s got snacks for the car.”

      My mother muttered something under her breath that she’d once told me a lady should never say and heaved the last bag into the back of the Hummer with a thunk.

      Grandma closed and locked the front door, and I slid into the cold backseat of the car/truck/weapon of mass destruction. It had a leathery new car smell that I didn’t remember from the first time I’d ridden in it; then again, I’d been barely conscious and clinging to life, so a smell going unnoticed was to be expected.

      Grandma and my mother climbed into the front seats, and I do mean climbed. Grandma had to use the metal bar hanging below her open door, like a step ladder, and then another above her head to pull herself up. The massive front seat seemed to swallow her. My mother didn’t notice the extra step or the pull-bar, so she gripped the corners of the seat and climbed in like a toddler. I muffled a laugh, and she glared at me.

      At the turn of the key the engine roared to life, and Grandma eased us out of the neighborhood. I turned back once before we rounded the corner at the stop sign and watched my house disappear from view. I couldn’t help but feel a certain finality to it all, like home would never feel the same again.

      Grandma and my mother were quiet on the drive out of Frederick Falls, and I forced myself to sleep. The only other choice would’ve been to stare out the window and watch everything that was familiar fade away, until nothing was recognizable.
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      I awoke to the tires bumping over the lip of the asphalt; Grandma was pulling into a Burger King. We were off the highway, though there wasn't much to see. A lonely looking Burger King sat beside an Exxon. Both were surrounded by trees in all directions. The only interruption was the two lane road we had turned off of. State route something-or-other.

      Grandma parked the Hummer beside a faded blue Camry and cut the engine. She glanced back and smiled when she saw that I was awake.

      "Pit stop," Grandma said. "You gotta go?"

      I shook my head, still a little dazed from the nap, and rubbed my eyes. "No, I'm good. What time is it?"

      "Around seven. You want coffee?"

      I nodded. "Please." The reality hit me that I was closer to Wood Point than home, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep now.

      My mom hopped out and turned back to me. "I'll bring you a coffee and a breakfast sandwich," she said.

      "Back in a flash," Grandma called.

      Their doors slammed shut at the same time, and I watched them disappear into the building. When they were gone, I reached over and rummaged inside my backpack for my cell phone. I was hoping my mother wouldn't notice it was gone until it was too late to get it back from me, like after she’d left me at school. She must’ve known by now that I’d swiped it back since she tried confiscating it, but she hadn’t said anything yet.

      I powered it on and waited for the screen to light up with any new calls. A new text flashed first, and I clicked it open, hoping it was Wes. I still wanted to find something to say to make him feel better, but it was from George.

      Did u get my note? I'll miss u. Call me.

      Crap. I'd almost forgotten about the song lyrics he'd sent through Angela. It was a sweet gesture, but I wasn't sure what to say to him. “Thanks” didn't seem like enough. He'd be expecting more than that. I just didn't have more than that to say right now. I missed his friendship, but I didn't really know how to get that back when he was still so focused on a relationship. I closed the text. I'd figure something out later.

      The screen beeped with a new voice mail. I punched the call button and listened. The voice that reached my ears was not at all the one I'd been expecting. I froze.

      "Tara, darling. I heard the good news. You survived, Jack survived; we all survived. Oh wait, not all of us. Dear old Dad didn't make it. Pity. I guess the burden of world domination falls to me. Or should I say, to us. I'm sure by now there are search parties out looking for me. Wes, Cord, Derek, Jack. Maybe not Jack. No matter. They won't find me. But don't worry; you and I aren't finished yet. We’re connected in a way that no one else can touch. And I'll find you, when I'm ready. I have a project to complete first, but I’ll see you soon. Ciao."

      I sat there, still as a statue, until the recorded voice had asked me three times whether I wanted to save or delete the message. I hit the button to end the call and let the phone fall to my lap. I stared blankly out the windshield, trying to decide whether I was actually even surprised by Miles' call. Not really. I guess I'd known he would contact me when he found out his shot had missed the mark. The thing that bothered me was the way he spoke. He sounded so much like Leo; smooth charm with a layer of psycho and a dash of sarcasm.

      I shuddered. Movement outside caught my eye, and I looked up. Grandma held the door for my mother, who had a drink tray in one hand and a bag of greasy breakfast sandwiches in the other. Grandma let go of the door and took the bag from my mother before they started towards the car. If I wasn't freaking out, I might've been able to appreciate the fact that they were being nice to each other.

      Instead, I punched the power button on my phone and shoved it back into my backpack just as they reached the car. In that split second, I decided not to tell my mom. I didn’t even have time to second guess it before she opened her car door and hauled herself inside.

      "Sausage biscuit?" she asked, handing a wrapped sandwich over her shoulder.

      I mumbled a “thanks” and took it as Grandma settled in the driver's seat and passed me a paper coffee cup. Steam rose through the tiny hole in the lid. I set the food aside and wrapped both hands around it, enjoying the emanating warmth. Grandma turned the key and the Hummer roared to life. In no time, we were back on the highway.

      I ate my sandwich, or what little of it I could manage to get down. The voice mail had pretty much killed my appetite. All I could think about was Leo, and how truly crazy he’d been. Not only because he was willing to kill his own flesh and blood, but he'd made sure to instill the same kind of narcissistic hate in his own son. I still didn't understand why, completely, but I was pretty sure I knew who had answers.

      "Mom, can I ask you something?"

      "Sure," she answered, without turning. "What's up?"

      "I was thinking about Leo. I mean, what happened to make him hate us so much?"

      My mother sighed, and Grandma glanced over at her, like she was wondering if my mother was even going to answer.

      A minute passed.

      “Mom?”

      “Tara, can we talk about this some other time?”

      “You said that last time.” Even though she couldn't see me, I crossed my arms over my chest, defiantly. She wouldn't put me off again. “When you told me about being related to him, and I asked why that would make him want to kill me, you said, 'There's a lot you don't understand and I can't take the time to explain it all right now', remember?”

      My mother’s shoulders rose and fell like she was sighing again, but no sound came out. “You're right. I did.”

      “And you also said you'd stop treating me like I'm helpless,” I pointed out. Saying the words made me grit my teeth. If she'd really meant them, she wouldn't be about to drop me off at a boarding school in the middle of nowhere.

      “You're right,” she said, “I did say that.” She paused for so long I wondered if she was ignoring me. Finally, she glanced over at Grandma and spoke. "I met Leo through your father. There was enough of an age gap that Leo was already living on his own by then, but I'd gone over for dinner one night and he was there, too. He was charming and outgoing and made people laugh, though I could see there was something else lurking underneath, even then.

      “Your father was trying to talk him into joining the Cause but Leo wouldn’t commit. He and I spent a lot of time together, just the two of us, while your father was gone on missions. Looking back, I think Leo never intended to join us. He only wanted to spend time with me. I–” she broke off and then continued after a beat. “I never realized what was happening…"

      Her voice drifted off, leaving a tense silence. Grandma said nothing. We both waited to hear the rest; I wondered how much of this Grandma had even heard.

      "He came to me one night. Your father was away, and I was alone. He brought flowers and dinner, and I let him because we were friends, and I was naïve. I thought I might be able to use it to convince him to join The Cause. He kissed me, or tried to, and I pushed him away. Then he brought out a ring. Said he would never love anyone else, ever, so I had to say yes. Of course, I didn't. I loved your father, and I told him that.

      “I don't think I've ever seen eyes that hard in my entire life. It was as if all the light went out of them in that instant. Then he left. By the time your father got back, Leo had disappeared."

      My heart ached, though I wasn't sure for whom. My mother had lost a friend, my father his brother, and Leo his mind – all in one night. "Where did he go?"

      "I don't know. By the time he came back a few years later, your father and I were married and you were on the way. He came to the front door and stood there, staring at my belly. Then he turned on his heel and walked away. I never saw him after that but I heard rumors. I think seeing me like that sent him over the edge. I never imagined–” She broke off and pressed her fingers over her lips, staring out the window while winter-dead trees rushed by in a blur.

      Grandma sent me a look in the rearview mirror.

      “After that, Leo started campaigning against the Cause,” my mother went on. “Gathering Werewolves to his side to fight against us.  When you were born, I got a card from him. I thought it was a 'Congratulations' card, like the others, but it wasn't. It said: I'm sorry for your loss. I didn't really know what it meant until the attack happened. That’s when I knew he'd kill you. That's why I ran."

      "Wow, Mom. I'm sorry," I said.

      "No, I'm sorry." She shook her head. "He did all of this because I rejected him."

      I wanted to say something to make her feel better, because it’s not like any of it was her fault, but I had absolutely no idea what to say. Something about her explanation confused me. Leo’s comments had all been about me being a dirty blood, but if he’d done it all because my mother had rejected him, then why did he care about me being a product of both races?

      My Grandma spoke up, throwing fiery glances at my mother. "Elizabeth, he was a grown man. None of this is your fault, so let's not even go down that road. You have nothin' to apologize for. Leo was plain nuts, and that's that."

      My mom blinked and then nodded. "Thanks, Mom," she said.

      I smiled. I loved my Grandma.
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      It wasn't long before Grandma steered the Hummer off the highway, onto what the sign referred to as Rural Route 3. Thick woods bordered both sides of the two lane road. Through the bare branches, I could just barely make out the purple haze of mountains in the distance. When Grandma slowed and turned onto a newly paved drive that was blocked by wrought iron gates, my stomach clenched.

      Grandma pulled to a stop in front of the gates, and I stared. It was like something out of an old movie. The gates were made of thick, black iron and swirled and curled together in intricate designs. Each one was attached to an iron fence, at least ten feet tall, that disappeared to my right and left into the trees that bordered the property on each side. Beyond the gate, the asphalt driveway disappeared around a hill of perfectly manicured grass that was somehow lush and green despite the season.

      Grandma rolled down her window.

      “Hello,” she called.

      I searched for some sort of intercom, but I didn't see anything and no one answered her. A mechanical buzzing sounded, and I saw a tiny black camera mounted to the side of the gate. Grandma waited while it whirred and swiveled, and then the gate swung open on silent hinges. When the opening was wide enough for the Hummer to pass through, Grandma eased us forward. I stared out the window, feeling suddenly edgy and nervous. We were finally here.

      The driveway wound through grassy hills bordered by rows of perfectly groomed trees. It looked like the setting to a country club or golf course, not a hidden boarding school for supernaturals. Then again, how many hidden boarding schools had I actually been to?

      “Looks the same,” my mother murmured to her window.

      “You went here?” I asked.

      Grandma nodded. “Everyone in your family has gone to Wood Point. It’s the best Hunter school in the country.”

      She sounded so proud that I clamped down my complaints and we rode on in silence.

      Grandma rounded another curve, and the school came into view. It was... massive. And rigidly beautiful. The walls were a smooth, cream-colored stone that rose higher and higher, interrupted by wide balconies that opened up from third and fourth floor doorways. Long, narrow windows all displayed white curtains which clashed sharply with the dark trim that matched the wrought iron of the gates. Large columns on either side of the entrance ran all the way to the roof, ending in what looked like small turrets. It struck me as a cross between a military school and Buckingham Palace.

      Grandma made the turn into the parking lot, and I caught a glimpse of another building behind this one. It was the same chalky stone without the fancy details. Grandma pulled in, double parking so the Hummer had room to spare on either side, should someone take the chance of parking next to us. Not likely.

      "Looks like they got that foundational issue taken care of," Grandma said, looking critically at the far corner of the building. “I wasn’t sure if Vernon would be able to deal with the contractor after that screw-up with the permits.”

      My mother muttered a response that made it sound like she knew what Grandma was referring to but didn’t really care enough to respond. I, on the other hand, had no idea. Before I could even ask her about it, she cut the engine and turned back to me.

      “You ready?" Her eyes were soft and understanding.

      I was tempted to stick my chin out and say, “No, I most certainly am not ready” and let Grandma take me in her arms and hug me like I was five again, but my mother was looking at me, too, and the softness wasn't nearly as evident in her gaze. I sighed.

      "Yeah, let's go," I said. I grabbed my backpack and we piled out. I blinked, adjusting to the brightness of the sun after sitting behind tinted windows all morning.

      I gazed up at the building in front of me, charmed despite my reservations. Up close, I could see the stone was dotted with pale green ivy that twisted and turned its way up the walls. The ivy looked faded and reckless in its half-dead state, and I wondered what it would look like in spring, when everything was bright and alive.

      “Tara, come on,” my mother called.

      I shifted my gaze from the view above and rounded the hood of the Hummer, hurrying to catch up, and collided with someone. I steadied myself and stepped back.

      "Sorry," a male voice muttered.

      I opened my mouth to brush it off as my fault and stopped, my eyes locked onto his. The dark hair and tanned skin might have been hard to place, but the striking green eyes were not. This was the boy I'd seen at Leo's warehouse, the one who'd saved me.

      He stared back at me without speaking, his expression one of disdain.

      "Tara?" Grandma's voice came from somewhere behind him.

      Again, I opened my mouth to say something, but he gave a curt nod and stepped around me, disappearing around the corner of the building. I stared after him, wondering what had caused him to look at me like that. Surely, he’d recognized me.

      When he was gone, I joined Grandma and my mother; neither of which commented on the boy I’d seen. Then again, he’d darted away so quickly they probably hadn’t recognized him from that far away.

      As Grandma reached for the door, it swung open and a short, stocky man stepped out, holding it ajar with his backside. He smiled expectantly at Grandma–an action that pushed his round glasses further up his nose–and crinkled his eyes so his irises disappeared behind tiny slits.

      "Edie, it's good to see you," he said, holding his hand out towards her.

      "Vernon." Grandma took his hand and then leaned in to kiss the man's cheek. His already flushed cheeks flamed a little brighter from her attention, and his eyes flicked to my mother.

      "Hello, Elizabeth," he said shyly.

      My mother smiled back at him, a gesture that was more genuine than I'd expected. "Vern, how are you?" She, too, leaned down and kissed his cheeks before passing through the doors.

      Vernon reddened again and then looked back at me. "Miss Godfrey. I’m Headmaster Whitfield. Welcome." He waved me inside with a polite gesture.

      "Thanks," I mumbled. Headmaster? Was this place above using the word “principal?”

      I heard the door close behind me, and the robust headmaster stepped around me, heading for Grandma.

      "You made good time," he said as they took up the lead and drifted towards a side hallway.

      Grandma responded with something about traffic and the Hummer being a smoother ride than you’d think. I tuned it out and stared at the lobby. The walls next to me were covered with long tapestries colored to look like foreign flags and interspersed with large oil paintings of some alumni or another from decades past. Bronzed plaques hung underneath the paintings, giving names and dates. Again, I was struck by how little this felt like a normal school; College, maybe. More like the UN, though.

      And what was that boy doing here? Did he go to school here? Grandma would know, since she'd brought him with her that day as part of her team, but I couldn't ask her now. She was still locked in conversation with my new principal. Sorry, Headmaster.

      "Tara." I turned at the sound of my mother's voice. She’d paused at the edge of a hallway where Grandma and Headmaster had disappeared. Her foot tapped a harsh beat against the gleaming floor.

      "Coming," I said.

      The hallway we turned down felt much more like a school office. Flyers for various protocols and procedures were stuck to the walls or hung on bulletin boards. I passed a few doors, mostly open, and was greeted with polite smiles from secretary-looking women who looked up at me over the rim of their reading glasses before going back to the click-click of their computer keyboards.

      At the end of the hall, I followed my mother into an office and found Grandma already sitting in a leather chair across from Headmaster, who sat behind the biggest desk I'd ever seen. Despite his roundness, he looked tiny behind that desk; or maybe his chair was too low to the ground. I couldn't decide. He and Grandma were still talking and laughing, but grew quiet when my mother shut the door behind me with a click. Grandma gestured for me to join her.

      I sat in the chair next to her, while my mother lowered herself onto the sofa that lined the wall behind us. There were more framed portraits in here, with more names I'd never heard of, and a dark green tapestry covered the wall behind Vernon's desk with some sort of seal on it that depicted an eagle with a sword in its beak.

      "Tara, this is Headmaster Whitfield. He runs Wood Point Academy," Grandma said, calling me back to the moment.

      My eyes flicked from hers to his and I managed a polite smile. "Nice to meet you," I said.

      Headmaster Whitfield, on the other hand, was grinning widely at the mention of his proper title and responsibility. His chest puffed out as he spoke. "And you, Tara.  It's a privilege to have a Godfrey at our school again. We're very excited to have you. Do you have any questions for me?" I shook my head and he went on. "I know, due to your, er, circumstances this is a bit rushed. There isn't much time to do anything but jump in. Then again, from what your Grandma tells me, you're making up for lost time in your combat capabilities with raw talent. Still, we need to get you caught up. I've arranged for a tutor to help with that. If you work hard, you should have no trouble catching up in time to graduate next year."

      "Sounds great," I said, wondering if he could hear the absolute lack of energy in my words. If he did, he ignored it.

      "Here is your schedule." He handed me a sheet of paper. "We used your previous school's records to determine placement in English and Math. The rest is pretty standard here, but if you have any questions or concerns, don't hesitate to voice them. We want this transition to be as seamless as possible. Oh, and there's a map of the property, and I've marked your room number and building so you can find it later."

      Headmaster Whitfield handed me everything across the desk and glanced at Grandma, looking very much like a schoolboy seeking his teacher’s approval. She rewarded him with a smile and a nod that I took to mean she was satisfied. Headmaster Whitfield beamed.

      I skimmed the schedule, trying to figure out what the names of the classes meant. I recognized English, and Algebra II, and American History, but the rest were foreign to me. There were classes like ‘Hunter History’ and 'Defensive Maneuvers 2'. Those actually sounded interesting. Then my eyes caught on a class called 'Lineage', and I remembered what Grandma had said about Hunters family lines being a source of pride here. So, I had to study genealogy? I’d rather do math.

      "Oh, honey, I'm so excited for you," Grandma said. I looked up and saw that she was smiling at me, her face shining with pride.

      "Thanks, Grandma." I held up my schedule. “Everything looks really, uh, interesting.”

      Headmaster Whitfield cleared his throat. "Well, I think you belong in Defensive Maneuvers 2 right now."

      "Right, we should let you get settled," Grandma said. She turned to Headmaster. "Oh, Vernon, her bags are still in the truck."

      He waved his hands. "I'll have a student aide take them to her room for her. She can get right to class and unpack later."

      "Thank you.” Grandma rose, and I followed her lead.

      From the back of the room, my mother did the same and held the door open for us again. Grandma put her arm around me and guided me out.

      "Let us know if you need anything, okay? And we'll visit in a few weeks." She pulled me into a hug before I could respond, which was good because words caught in my throat. A few weeks? I was stuck here for a few weeks before they’d be back to check on me?

      I blinked the tears back, not wanting to show how upset I was. It wasn’t like I’d never been away from home. I’d done summer camps before and this wasn’t much different, but it felt so foreign…and final. There was all this unspoken pressure for me to live up to a family legacy that I didn’t even know existed until now.

      Grandma stepped back, holding me at arm's length for a long look before finally letting me go. My mother stepped up and reached out for me. Behind her tight frown, her eyes were sad and, as usual, worried.

      "You be careful, okay? Stay on school grounds. Don't leave at all," she said, into my ear.

      "Oh, don't worry, Elizabeth. Students aren't allowed to leave school grounds at all," Headmaster Whitfield said.

      My mother gave me a look that said “never stopped her before” and shook her head. Then they were walking away, down the long hall towards the lobby. At the end, they waved once, and then they were gone. I stared after them, feeling empty.

      The sound of Headmaster’s voice made me jump. I’d almost forgotten I wasn’t alone.

      "If you'll wait in the lobby, your tutor will be along in a few minutes to show you to your class," said Headmaster Whitfield.

      I nodded, and he disappeared back into his office.

      I made my way back to the lobby and wandered along the wall, pretending to study the portraits I'd seen earlier. A few kids came and went; most of them didn't even bother to hide the fact that they were staring at me. I assumed they were trying to figure out who the new kid was, until I heard one of them whisper, "That's her," as they passed by.

      “What a freak,” said the other one. Both of them looked at me like I was day old seafood.

      I watched them walk away, feeling confused more than offended. I did a quick outfit check. I knew I didn’t look runway ready in my jeans and hoodie, but I hadn’t had time to change after the trip. And now, with my bags being sent to my room, I guess I wouldn’t. I ran a hand through my hair and used the tie on my wrist to pull it up into a quick ponytail. Maybe that would help.

      A couple more students passed through the lobby, and I got funny looks again, but they weren’t close enough for me to hear what they were saying. I was getting paranoid. I wandered towards the wall where the polished plaques of dead alumni hung and used the reflective glass as a mirror. I pulled a lip gloss out of my backpack and slid some over my lips.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me. I turned and found myself face to face with the same green eyed boy from the parking lot – and the warehouse.

      "I know you," I blurted, finally managing words this time. He looked back at me with lifted brows. "I mean, I saw you. In the warehouse. You saved me. Thanks." My words were rushed partly because I was afraid he was going to bolt again and partly because my nerves were starting to get to me.

      He shrugged like he wanted to be done with it, and when he spoke, his words were fast and clipped. "No biggie. I'm Alex.”

      “I’m Tara.”

      “You ready to go?"

      "Go?" I blinked at him. "You're my tutor?"

      "Apparently. Is that a problem?"

      "Well, I mean, you're a kid. I guess I expected a teacher or something."

      A hint of a smile appeared, but it was rough at the edges and sarcastic, like his words. "We'll make do." He gestured to the schedule I held. "Is that your class list?"

      I nodded and handed it over. He skimmed it and handed it back.

      "Defensive Maneuvers Two, huh? They must think you're capable enough. Hopefully they're right and training will be easier than I thought." He headed for the doors without waiting to see if I was following, or noticing that I was now glaring. "Coming?"

      I rolled my eyes and followed him out.
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      Alex led me around the side of the building where he'd disappeared earlier. As soon as we turned, several more buildings became visible. Apparently, the main building was so enormous it hid the rest of the campus from view. The buildings behind it were set up across from each other, two on each side, forming a large square, with a grassy courtyard in the middle.

      Each one was made of the same stone material, worn smooth and half hidden by layers of moss and climbing vines that made them seem to spring up from the ground like a part of the forest; especially since that’s what closed us in on all sides. Despite the season, there was green in every direction. A fair amount of them were fir and pine trees so the ground was littered with needles and small twigs but it was packed tight from years of foot traffic (or an expensive landscape company), creating a narrow path that led straight into the center of the square. There was even a small garden with a fountain in the center of the courtyard, lined with decorative trees and marble benches. I breathed in the crisp smell of bark and dirt and stared. It looked like the secret woodland home of garden fairies.

      All around us, kids were milling around; some standing in small groups to whisper to each other, some sitting in pairs hovering over their open books, or horsing around in the courtyard. I resisted the urge to stare, to look for differences between these kids and the kids at my school back home. I knew there shouldn’t be, but I’d never actually seen this many Hunters up close, especially my own age. A part of me was excited by it.

      Someone laughed, though the sound was soft, somewhere closer to bells tinkling, and I looked up to locate the source. It was a girl my age, with flowing blond hair that reached past her shoulder blades standing with her back to me, near a bench in the center of the courtyard. Even though I couldn’t see her eyes, I knew they’d be a perfect blue. I knew it in the way you just know when you’ve seen the most popular kid in school.

      A group of girls stood in a circle around her. One of them broke eye contact with her long enough to glance over and spot me walking by. Then the girl, a skinny brunette with lashes that seemed to hold an entire bottle of mascara on them, turned back and said something to the blond, too low for me to hear. She began to turn, flipping her hair over her shoulder as her neck swiveled. Our eyes met and held for only a second before I glanced away. I immediately cursed myself for being the one to look away first. That is not how you were supposed to overcome “new kid syndrome”.

      A couple of snickers went up, and out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of her smirking at me with a curled lip and a manicured hand on her hip before she turned back to the group and her jaw began moving again. Something about the way she smirked made me think of Cindy Adams, and I felt my hands close into fists automatically. My tension must’ve shown because I felt Alex glance over at me, one eyebrow raised. I forced a smile, eased my hands open, and willed myself to relax.

      As if the rest of the student body was taking their cue from the blond, more heads began to turn in my direction. When they did, it was like a domino effect. One alerted another, who alerted another, and another. Soon, everyone was pointing at me and whispering. None of them looked outright hateful, but none of them looked particularly friendly either. It was the same expression I’d seen from those first two kids, in the lobby. The ones who’d called me a freak. I was beginning to realize there was something going on here; something bigger than rumpled clothes and smudged makeup. It was starting to get to me.

      I kept my face carefully blank and my eyes averted, making it a point to notice the scenery above their heads, instead of their faces. I stared purposefully at the bright green ivy that covered the front of the building we approached. It wasn’t entirely difficult to be distracted by it. The shade of green was mesmerizing. It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen ivy before, or woods, but the colors here were so vibrant; brighter than the woods at home.

      Somewhere nearby whispered voices drifted over.

      “She’s the one I was telling you about. The wolf chic,” whispered a girl’s voice.

      “No way. Eww,” was the response. “Why did they let Kane’s crew help her anyway?”

      “I don’t know. She’s not one of us.”

      Beside me, I felt Alex stiffen and then relax again. He said nothing but he picked up the pace and we hurried on. We’d almost made it to the doors of the building when I heard it.

      “Hey, look. That’s the dirty blood.”

      This time, I was sure Alex noticed–in the way that people try to politely ignore an uncomfortable situation. He kept his eyes forward and his expression neutral, but again, he picked up the pace. When we reached the doors, Alex stepped over and opened one, holding it wide for me to pass through. When we were both inside and the door had clicked shut behind us, I sighed. Alex made no move to continue. He stood, staring at me with a curious look on his face.

      “What?” I asked bracing myself because I wasn’t really sure I wanted to know what. Crossing the courtyard had been a combination of being the raggedy new kid in a school full of rich kids, and doing the walk of shame after prom and being caught by your mother. Horrible.

      “Nothing,” he said after a pause. “C’mon.”

      We started walking again, bypassing a grand staircase wide enough for an eighteen wheeler to come down – sideways, down a long narrow hallway to our left. The scent of bleach and floor wax mixed with the smell that was inherent to any learning institution. The halls were empty, thank goodness, but every few steps I passed a flyer advertising some student club or event. I saw one for a “Fight Club”–yes that’s what it was called–and stopped to read it.

      Three spots available in the junior class Fight Club. Tryouts held every Monday and Wednesday after last bell. Not responsible for injuries sustained. Medical team on standby. Come on out if you think you’ve got what it takes.

      There was more about waiving liability for possible injuries and I probably would’ve kept reading, but Alex waited with arms crossed over his chest and a scowl at the end of the hall. I hurried to catch up and we took a right down another hallway.

      "Why is everyone staring at me?" I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      I looked at him with narrowed eyes. “You know what I mean. I know you heard some of the comments being made outside.”

      The muscles in his jaw tightened. “Most of the kids here have been together since they were kids. Same school, same social circles. You know how it is. Not everyone is so quick to adjust to a new face.”

      I shook my head, not willing to accept such an easy answer. “No, it’s more than that. I heard what they were saying about me. They know that I’m – you know, mixed or whatever. And they have a problem with that.”

      “Of course they do,” he snapped. “Do you think any of us want a Werewolf–even a half-ass one–at our school? Learning our moves? Fighting with us?”

      I hadn’t been prepared for that; I had no idea what to say. I blinked up at him, mortified by the tears I could feel forming, and looked away while I tried to get myself together. Underneath the urge to cry, I was mad. So I clung to that and grit my teeth before glaring back at him.

      “I see,” I said. “Well thanks for the heads up. In the meantime I’ll need a new tutor. One who isn’t a bigoted asshole.”

      Alex exhaled, and some of the fire went out of his eyes, leaving them pale and apologetic. “Look, I’m sorry.” His shoulders relaxed and he was running a hand over his buzzed hair like he didn’t know what to do next. “I didn’t mean to – I don’t feel that way. I’ve known your Grandma for a long time. She was good to me and I intend to return the favor, so I’ll tutor you, and I’m sorry for what I said. The truth is the warehouse fight still has me wound up. That’s what the kids are still talking about and none of them have all the right details, which is probably why you’ve been labeled the enemy. Give it a few days and it’ll pass.”

      I purposely held back from answering for a few seconds. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him. I wanted to; but the look he’d given me when he’d talked about having a Werewolf in their midst – something told me he’d meant it. Even if he was trying not to. Finally, I nodded. “Okay, fine. Apology accepted.”

      Alex looked relieved, and we started walking again. I thought about the warehouse fight. It made sense something like that would’ve been passed through the halls of a Hunter school, especially since Grandma’s rescue team apparently went to school here. I’d have to ask her about that. Between that, and how well she seemed to know Headmaster Whitfield, it seemed Grandma was more involved–or at least connected–than I knew.

      “Here we are,” said Alex, swinging to a stop outside the last door on the left.

      Through the small window, I caught a glimpse of desks filled with students. Posters with various fighting stances hung on the walls.

      “So here’s how this is going to work,” he said, pulling my attention back. “I’ll meet you after last bell to show you the way to where we’ll train.” He glanced down at my jeans and hoodie. “You might want to change into more suitable clothes.”

      I looked down at myself and then back at him. “More suitable how? We’re just studying?”

      “No, we’re training,” he said. He raised an eyebrow at my blank look. “Combat? Fighting?”

      “Oh. I didn’t know. They said tutor and I thought… my bags are being sent to my room for me. I didn’t have time to change.”

      “No biggie, today will be a light day. Starting tomorrow, though, you’ll want to be comfortable.”

      Something about the way he'd said light day made me defensive; like he expected me to suck or something.

      The door opened and a petite red head appeared. “Mr. Channing. What can I do for you?” she asked Alex, and I realized she was the teacher.

      “Professor Flaherty, this is Tara Godfrey.”

      The woman turned to me and smiled. “Miss Godfrey, it’s nice to meet you.” I took the hand she offered and shook it, trying to figure out where I’d seen her before. She wore black pants that molded to her and had a mass of red hair secured in a haphazard bun high on her head.

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I said. “Do I know you?”

      “We’ve never been introduced. I know your grandmother. You might have seen me at the warehouse incident a few days back.”

      “Oh, right.” I remembered the tiny red head, but I hadn’t been close enough to make out facial features – and I’d assumed based on her size that she was a student.

      Professor Flaherty looked at Alex. “It was nice of you to show our new student to her class. I’ll take it from here.”

      “I’ll see you at three,” he said, nodding to me as he retreated down the hall.

      Professor Flaherty turned to me with a knowing look. “Not what you expected for a combat teacher am I right?”

      For a second I thought she was talking about Alex and I didn’t know what to say, but then I realized she was gesturing to herself. “Oh, no, I guess not,” I admitted.

      She smiled wider, which lit her face and hair, making it all seem to glow. It helped soften the sharp glint that she wore in her eyes. “Then again, if we’re being honest, you’re not what I pictured either, for the daughter of a legend.”

      I opened my mouth to ask her what she’d meant, but a movement behind her cut me off. An object was sailing through the air, heading straight for the back of Professor Flaherty’s head. I opened my mouth to yell a warning but there wasn’t time.

      Professor Flaherty twisted and her hand shot out, grabbing the object out of the air just before it made impact against her skull. She held it up and frowned. It was a rock the size of my fist. Her smile disappeared, replaced by a scowl that intimidated me far more than any other teacher I’d ever had, and turned back to the rest of the class.

      “Who did this?” she snapped.

      “Sorry Professor Flaherty. I was aiming for Justin,” called a male voice from a few rows back. I caught a glimpse of a jock-looking guy with messy brown hair, smiling apologetically.

      “Your aim is atrocious, Levi,” Professor Flaherty responded.

      She stepped further into the room, motioning for me to join her, and set the rock on her desk, the incident already forgotten. I stared, trying to understand how almost getting your skull bashed in was no big deal.

      “Class, this is Tara Godfrey,” Professor Flaherty said, placing a small hand on my shoulder. “She’s new here, and I expect every single one of you to treat her like you would anyone else.”

      Quiet snickers and mumbled words followed as I shuffled to my seat. A foot shot out a few rows in, and I barely missed face-planting in the aisle as I stumbled and slid into the empty desk. I got another round of snickers and laughter. If Professor Flaherty noticed, she didn’t comment. I glared at the kids around me until they looked away.

      Up front, Professor Flaherty gathered papers and files while she talked. “We’ll be working outside today, so go ahead and assemble on the lawn. I’ll meet you out there in a couple of minutes.”

      Smiles appeared and a couple of whoops went up around the room as kids jumped up and began filing out a side door. I took a step in that direction, but Professor Flaherty’s voice stopped me. She was bent over her desk, rummaging through its drawers as if she’d lost something.

      “Tara, hang on, and I’ll walk with you,” she said without looking up.

      “Oh, I’ll walk her, Professor Flaherty.” A boy hung back in the doorway, a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes. He wore old jeans – not ratty, but worn and comfortable, and a shirt that said something about the 17th annual science fair scrawled on it. His backpack was filled to overflowing and looked like it weighed more than he did.

      “Mr. Sandefur,” Professor Flaherty said, barely glancing over before going back to her search. "That’s fine. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I followed the boy out but kept my distance, unsure why he was being so nice after the way the rest of the kids had acted.

      “Hey, I’m Logan,” he said, extending his hand.

      I shook it, still skeptical. “Tara.”

      “I know. The battle grounds are this way,” he said, setting off on a narrow path that led into the trees.

      I hesitated.

      He stopped and walked back over to me. “If I’m lying, you could probably take me in a fight,” he said. “I’m just saying, if that makes you feel better.”

      I considered that. “Okay, let’s go.”

      He smiled, and a tiny dimple appeared in his cheek above his lip. I smiled back, an automatic gesture, and let Logan lead the way down the narrow path. I was half tempted to turn and look for Professor Flaherty behind us, just to be sure, but I didn’t. I’d made the decision to trust someone on the basis of a dimple, and I couldn’t turn back now.

      The air was cooler in the cover of the trees. I was glad I still had my hoodie and pulled it tighter across my abdomen and zipped it up. I glanced up at the thick green canopy of leaves – mostly pine needles –and branches that dimmed the sunlight. The contrast of the rich green against the brown bark was mesmerizing. I breathed in deeply, and the scent of dirt and moss filled my head. It made me think of Wes and the goodbye we’d had in the trees behind my house.

      Wanting to push the image away, I turned my attention back to the path in front of me and saw that the trees were breaking up ahead. Logan stepped off the path and pushed his way through light bushes, into a clearing. I stepped through behind him and saw that he hadn’t deceived me after all. The rest of the class was all assembled, broken into little groups and talking and laughing.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Don’t mention it. Sucks being the new kid,” said Logan.

      “How do you know?”

      “I was it last year. Not fun. I had to buy new underwear five times. Eventually I just carried it in my backpack so they couldn’t get to it.”

      I looked at him with wide eyes, unable to bring myself to ask why he’d needed new underwear. Maybe I didn’t want to know.

      Behind us, Professor Flaherty appeared with an armload of files and notebooks. She dropped it all onto the ground with a thud and picked up the stopwatch lying on the top of the pile.

      “All right, everyone. Find your sparring partners,” she called.

      The cliques broke up and everyone lined up, pairing up in a way that let me know they’d done this before. Logan moved away and went to stand in front of a boy with skinny jeans and a purple tee shirt with a picture of black piano keys trailing diagonally across the fabric. He looked bored, but Logan shot me a dimpled grin and crouched into a ready position. I stood back near the edge of the clearing, waiting to see what would happen next. Professor Flaherty came up beside me.

      “Tara, I understand you’ve never had any proper combat or self-defense training, so for today, I will allow you to observe. By Monday I expect you to be ready to join the class.” She turned to face the rest of the class without waiting for an answer. “Jeremy, you can call it today."

      A blond boy with big arms stepped forward and then turned to face the rest of his classmates. Geez, was everyone here pretty? Professor Flaherty waited until Jeremy was in place and then called out, “Warm ups. Begin.”

      I started to argue and tell her that I didn’t need to watch; that despite my lack of training, I could handle myself just fine. That I’d had proper training, because Jack was a better fighter than half the people here, probably. Then I saw the rest of the class begin to move, and I realized how petty and dumb I would’ve sounded.

      Instead of ripping into each other in mock combat, they stood facing front and in perfect harmony began moving their bodies. Jeremy called out various poses or positions and everyone responded by throwing their bodies that way. It looked like a combination of kung-fu and power yoga. I’d never seen anything like it. I clamped my mouth closed and watched.

      “Forward thrust,” called Jeremy.

      In response, the entire class’ right fists shot out. Only, it wasn’t a normal punch. It looked graceful and powerful. Even their legs moved in sync as one came forward to balance the other, their knees bending in exactly the same place.

      “Back block,” Jeremy called.

      Everyone’s hands thrust backward, bent at the elbows, accompanied by a collective grunt at the force put into the move. All I could do was stare, in fascination and dread. There was no way I’d be able to learn this crap in three days. They looked like the karate kid army.

      When the warm ups were over – and I knew they were because all movement ceased, and Jeremy stepped back in a stiff military march – Professor Flaherty addressed the class.

      “It looks good, guys. We’re going to use the rest of the class for one-on-one practice. I want you to find a way to use as many of the warm ups as you can, in your defensive moves. Give each other breaks as needed and go easy. I do not want any more strained backs, like last week.” A few chuckles went around but they faded quickly as everyone readied themselves. “Begin.”

      It was a blur of blocked punches and deflected kicks. No one wasted time in pretending to attack each other, and from where I stood, no one held back, either. There were grunts and hard breaths, evidence of the fact that full force was given to every attempted attack. I glanced over at Logan and his music-loving partner. Whatever expression of boredom the kid had worn before was gone, replaced by grim concentration as he managed to duck and block Logan’s attack. From what I could tell, blocking was about all he had time for; Logan was a blur of hands and feet.

      A hand pressed lightly on my arm, and I looked up. Professor Flaherty was watching me, a glint in her green eyes. “A lot to take in. Then again, from what I saw, you’ll pick it up in no time.”

      “You mean at the warehouse? Thanks, but this is something different. This is more… controlled,” I finally said, still watching the fights.

      “Control is learned over time, with practice. You seem to have the talent you need to get there.”

      “Maybe.” I looked back at her. “Not like you, though. You were amazing. I couldn’t believe how fast you moved.”

      She smiled. “It was refreshing to be able to get out there and practice what I preach. Good exercise. You weren’t so bad yourself.”

      “I don’t know. Alex had to save my butt in there. If he hadn’t…”

      “Everyone needs a wingman once in a while. You’re lucky to have Alex as a trainer. He’s one of the best at this school.”

      “Is that why he got stuck training me?”

      She smiled, but her eyes were hard and no longer on me. “Being the best has its price.”
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