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From the Author
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Wolf Young (Wolfie to his friends) was the first alpha I wrote about when I dove into werewolf novels ten years ago. He’s certainly not your average pack leader. Despite the oddball name and the fact he thinks more like a wolf than like a man, he quickly became my number one reader-favorite character. I have a soft spot in my heart for him too.

Even after Wolfie’s trilogy was complete, he popped back up time after time. Randomly, he’d drop by and demand I write a short story, despite the fact I was working on an entirely different project. Inevitably, I obliged.

The stories in this anthology are the result of those demands, and they’re meant to be read after you’ve enjoyed the related novels. Because while Scapegoat, Beastly, and Bloodling Song stand alone very well, the rest will make much more sense if you download Shiftless (free on all retailers) and work your way through the Wolf Rampant Trilogy, the Alpha Underground Trilogy, and the Wolf Legacy Quartet before coming back to this book.

Oh, and Wolfie would be horrified to discover that he’s a ten-year-old fictional character, not a teenager or twenty-something or fifty-three-year-old alpha. Which is why I’m writing this author’s note before inviting him to help dream up introductions for the rest of the stories. Please don’t spill the beans!

—Aimee (aka Scribe)
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Wolf Rampant
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Paradigm Shift
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Scribe: Paradigm Shift is based very loosely on an inspiring trip I took with a group of Ohio University students in the fall of 2019. However, there is more fiction here than fact.

Scribe: For example, I merged two caves together and completely swapped out the cast of characters. Our group had two leaders who sandwiched the rest of us quite ably between them—no one was ever in danger of being left behind in terrifying darkness. OSU students caved alongside us with no apparent rivalry. Lights didn’t wink out at inappropriate moments.

Scribe: There were no werewolves or vampires with us in the caves.

Wolfie: Blah, blah, blah. Moving on.

***
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Chapter 1

TWO WEEKS AFTER STAKING out a territory for my brand new pack, I ran into vampires.

Okay, so I didn’t precisely run into them. But I smelled them. Like leathery-winged death combined with basement spiders. The aroma resembled nothing I’d experienced in all of my fifteen years of life.

My milk brother begged to differ. “Vampires don’t exist, Wolfie.”

I raised one eyebrow. “Don’t you think vampires say the exact same thing about us?”

Chase wasn’t convinced. So I left him in charge of the pack, shivered down onto four paws, then scouted the relevant terrain.

Where I’d first smelled vampires, two-leggers now gathered along the edge of the forest. Bonfires. Laughter. Then groups disappearing into a hole in the ground.

The rocky opening they slid through reeked so strongly of death that the hair on my ruff refused to flatten for hours after I sniffed along its edges. Whatever danger had invaded my fledgling territory was lurking inside.

Unfortunately, the entrance was also gated quite effectively. Wolf teeth gained no traction on the thick metal barrier. Locks were located around a bend too acute for bolt-cutters to access.

The proximity of a two-legger encampment ruled out noisier methods of disassembly. Or so Chase informed me when I laid out my plan.

“Seriously, Wolfie? Don’t you think maybe you should deal with the dissatisfaction within our pack instead of blowing things up?”

Shrugging, I accepted his analysis of the inappropriateness of dynamite. I’d spent my childhood lupine, so my understanding of proper two-legger behavior was often skewed.

On the other hand, the only problem facing our young pack at the present moment was a rash of in-fighting. Bickering, really. As alpha, I could simply command the complainers to shut up and they would.

It was good to be top wolf.

Vampires on our flank were far more pressing than werewolf crowd control. So I twirled the keys I’d stolen from the kitchen around one finger while heading for the pack’s only vehicle. “I’ll go in with the next group of two-leggers.” It was the perfect solution.

My milk brother, unfortunately, was intent upon being a killjoy. He body-blocked my attempt to slip into the driver’s seat then snatched the keys out of my hand.

“This is human business, Wolfie. Irrelevant. Leave it.”

I cocked my head. “Are you telling me to let sleeping dogs lie?”

Punning aside, I wasn’t willing to drop the matter. And Chase wasn’t willing to let me drive into danger solo.

Or to drive at all, actually. Just because of that one time I’d turned wolf while toodling down the highway....

Still, I accepted my demotion to the passenger seat with equanimity. Let Chase figure out how to achieve a location I’d landmarked via boulders and pine trees rather than road intersections and mileage signs.

“Seriously, though,” Chase said as we neared our destination. “Our pack is two weeks old. You’re not even an official member of the Council. Perhaps we should get our feet under us before we dive into trouble head first.”

“Turn here.” I grabbed the wheel when he didn’t respond quickly enough, swerving so tight the right fender barely missed clipping a mailbox. The metal rectangle was doctored with three bat silhouettes. How could Chase not see the signs of vampire activity staring him in the face?

Rather than assessing the evidence in front of us, my milk brother tried to slide his hand under mine on the steering wheel. “Then I’ll come with you. You’re only fifteen.”

As if the two years between us was an eternity.

“A hundred and five in wolf time,” I countered. And because I wasn’t particularly sure I knew what I was doing guiding our pack, I overcompensated. Puffed myself up until alpha electricity filled the vehicle.

Chase shrank back, leaving me to guide our car down the gravel driveway. See, this whole ban-from-driving business was an overreaction. I was an excellent navigator, even when reaching across the center console. I was....

“Oh shit.”

Our car crunched into the side of a passenger van. Shiny, pristine...except for the car-shaped dent in the side, that is.

I released the wheel. Hopped out. “Thanks for the ride. I’ll see you later.”

“Wolfie....” Chase’s eyes were puppy-dog worried. For a moment, I wavered.

But if vampires were more than urban legend, I wasn’t risking my milk brother around them. So I pulled the alpha card and made my words into an order.

“Chase, go home.”

His lips pursed and his scent turned bitter. But he was unable to fight against the compulsion.

Unwillingly, he went.



Chapter 2

I FOUND THE VAMPIRE groupies huddled around a lantern in the open field below the parking area. Their only facilities were a tarp-covered toilet and a nearby creek.

This particular pack hadn’t been present yesterday, but the air already reeked with distinctive two-legger aromas. Bubblegum. That was a female, sharp as a tack and always at the center of attention. Mildewed book pages. A male, bordering on dominant yet oddly silent. Road dust, strawberries, human hair products. The scents of the others ran together into a muddled stew.

I itched to shiver down onto four paws and scout the surrounding landscape. But that was the whole point of having Chase drive me here rather than simply running across the mountain lupine. I didn’t want to attract vampire attention until I was ready to fight.

Which meant it was time to blend. Time to act like an ordinary two-legger....

“Oh!” Strawberry startled, stepping backwards as I materialized one inch behind her.

Okay, so maybe coming upon a strange pack in the darkness wasn’t the wisest move.

Unlike her friend, Bubblegum stared into my eyes the way my pack mates were leery of doing. Cocked her head. Demanded: “Is this your dog?”

“Dog?” For a split second, I thought she meant me. Well, the other me. The wolf who’d slipped up to the edge of this campsite one day earlier, fleeing only when the scents grew too overpowering and strange.

Then I saw the actual dog behind her. His ears pricked, assessing me. I let my gaze slide sideways, ceding the territory. The canine returned to his game of licking hamburger grease off sudsy plates.

“No, you can’t eat that!”

“He’ll get sick.”

“Grab his collar!”

There were a dozen of these two-leggers. No, not a dozen. Eleven.

Eleven young humans with no death scent about them. They hadn’t been in the hole yet. Hadn’t been turned into vampires.

Instead, they ran around like puppies with their eyes closed. The dog was only playing with them, yet they grew increasingly frantic. They had no idea how to work together, sandwich the dog, prevent the sudsy catastrophe of canine diarrhea.

I needed an in and I’d found it. So quietly that no one but the dog and I could hear, I growled. Predictably, he froze, providing time for me to grab his ruff.

Dish-soap danger averted, I peered around to meet eleven wide-eyed gazes. “I missed the bus,” I told them. “I hope it’s not too late to join the group.”

***
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THEY WERE COLLEGE KIDS. Ordinary as the cornfields they hailed from. Their shoulders were slenderer than mine—what came of growing up human. No wonder they didn’t notice that I was too young to be part of their pack.

Or maybe my scant two-legger years were overlooked because of the enemy clan that arrived only moments after I did. “The OSU,” Road Dust sneered. Unlike Mildewed Book, this young male was vocal and influential. “They’d better camp on the other side of the toilet.”

I had no idea what the OSU was, but I could smell territorial battles from ten paces. We let the other group settle in and build a bonfire. Then we headed toward them as a pack.

Walking behind Strawberry, I waited for the fur to fly as we neared our enemies. But there was no fur, flying or otherwise. Just students from two rival universities, sauntering around each other like pack princesses trolling for mates at the annual solstice gathering.

Then I heard something more interesting than football scores and hotness levels of professors. “...Sacrificial cave.”

My ears perked up. Literally. I slammed both palms against my head, glad my hair was longer than my milk mother preferred and able to cover the pointy protrusions beginning to push their way out of a human cranium.

I wanted so badly to turn lupine. But in the movies, werewolves and vampires were deadly enemies. I couldn’t risk alerting the fanged to our presence, not so close to my newly formed pack.

So I ground my teeth together, forcing fang points to recede back into human molars. I wriggled my ears until they miniaturized. And by the time I got myself under control, the conversation had moved on to meal-hall disgust.

I’d caught stray words here and there, though, during my struggle. “Touched.” “Disease.” And, most ominously: “Dead.”

So the vampires were here. It wasn’t just my imagination.

I angled closer, hoping for more information. But Mildewed Book was ready to shut the party down.

“I’m turning in.”

Over the last hour, I’d come to realize that this slightly older two-legger was my group’s official pack leader despite his mild manner. The distinction was subtle. A matter of where gazes slid to whenever someone was uncertain of their next move. The way everyone agreed with his opinion the few times he bothered to speak.

Now, though, ten sets of eyes averted. Mildewed Book had laid down a command veiled as a suggestion and his pack was being recalcitrantly slow to obey.

See, Chase. This is why I use compulsions.

I expected Mildewed Book to harden his voice and follow up with an ultimatum. But he just shrugged and produced more suggestions. “You’ll regret any hangovers in the morning. If you’re not up by eight, I’m shaking tents.”

This time, a chorus of agreement followed him out of the circle of firelight. Meanwhile, I slipped away in the opposite direction.

If Mildewed Book thought his clan was safe with the OSU, then I did also. It was time to check on my own pack then prepare for tomorrow’s hunt.



Chapter 3

WHEN WE FIRST FLED my father’s territory, the clan compound we scraped together felt safe and warm—home in a way nothing ever had before. Then the weather chilled. That was the only explanation I could come up with for why pack mates no longer lingered in our shared dining room.

Or maybe they were chased away by the unpalatable combo of burnt breakfast plus endless bickering. I’ll admit the charred toast was my own fault—our appliances had minds of their own. Still, my milk mother only singed eggs when she was seriously angry. Tiny particles of charred yolk lingered in the air and left me sneezing uncontrollably.

No wonder I fled without eating. I wasn’t quite fast enough, though, to thoroughly escape my responsibilities. Chase caught me one minute after I’d shivered down into lupine form.

“Wolfie. You’re weaving shadows.” He thrust both hands deeper into his pockets, eyes firmly focused on the ground. “You’re doing fine as an alpha. Better when you’re here, though, than when you’re out hunting vampires.”

I wasn’t doing fine, though. The woman who’d raised me had sighed over my attempts at alpha-dom this morning while forgetting how to time the perfect sunny-side up. Her disappointment chased me over the mountain so quickly I didn’t even bother shifting back to human form first so I could argue with Chase.

My milk brother let me go, but it was harder to outrun uncertainty. If this valley really did host a coven of vampires, wouldn’t they have sucked last night’s college students dry already? Strawberry and Road Dust were such innocents. Soft, sweet, tasty....

I shook my head as I reached the pile of clothes I’d left behind the previous evening. Maybe I should have stepped up to the plate and cooked an edible breakfast despite the confusing emotions spiraling through the pack’s dining room.

I could smell an unburned breakfast now, though. Down in the field where tents spread out in that strange human aversion to pack togetherness. Students crawled out from beneath tent flies, drawing back together as if they’d belatedly remembered that there was strength in numbers.

It hadn’t been necessary for Mildewed Book to shake any tents after all. Instead, the air was full of the heady scent of anticipation. Voices chattered at the speed of summer katydids as I sniffed out my frustratingly constraining clothes, damp from being stashed in the forest overnight.

“Are you ready?” That was Bubblegum, speaking to a crowd of hovering females.

“Of course we’re ready.” Strawberry’s eyes flashed, but her scent was timid.

The vampires would make short work of such juicy morsels. It was my job as alpha to protect the innocents, a task far more important than soothing hurt feelings and scrubbing charcoal out of pots.

So I slipped into jeans, donned a t-shirt and pulled on a fleece above it. Hesitated a moment, then reluctantly laced up the ultimate in torture devices—closed-toed shoes.

***
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LAST NIGHT’S CANINE visitor had abandoned us in favor of the OSU, leaving me to cadge from the group I now understood to be Ohio University. As a result, I had no cover to sidetrack watchers from the fact I’d stepped away from trees rather than crawling out of a sleeping bag. Yet no one noticed when I infiltrated their loosely gathered pack.

Of course no one noticed. Their alpha was finally taking command of the situation.

“Finish breakfast,” he told his companions, speaking softly yet managing to capture everyone’s attention anyway. “Then grab knee pads and a helmet. We’re almost ready to rock.”

As the group scurried to obey him, I sniffed at the packets of dry oats laid out on a folding table. Ugh. Even soaked in boiling water, the grain would be nearly as inedible as charred egg yolks.

Good thing I didn’t depend on grocery stores. I stooped and snatched one of the season’s final grasshoppers out of the lawn instead.

“Make sure your light works,” Mildewed Book continued. “It’s a good idea to pack extra batteries. We should have one spare set of gear in case yours doesn’t fit.”

No one noticed when I nabbed that designated extra. No one but me flinched when I strapped clunky constraints to my shins and head.

On the other hand, my knees complained when I attempted to bend them and my chin felt twice as heavy as it had a moment earlier. I stifled a growl. All of this just to go down into a hole in the ground?

Unlike me, the humans didn’t appear hindered. Instead, they trooped along the road, chattering and laughing. Last night, there’d been mention of death and sacrifices, but these two-leggers were now remarkably sanguine about their fates.

Or, no, that wasn’t true. Their mouths smiled, but their scents grew sharp with worry. Like newly shifted youngsters about to embark on their first hunt with older pack mates.

I followed the fear bite to its epicenter. There, two female heads bent close together.

“Do you think there’ll be spiders?” This was Bubblegum.

Strawberry answered. “Don’t even say it. I can’t....”

Bubblegum laughed while Strawberry shivered. And yet, my nose promised the laugher was the more terrified of the two.

Two-leggers were such complicated beasts. I frowned. Tried to think up human words for the sure knowledge that there was no harm in saving your first hunt until you were ready. To let these young females understand there was no reason to sacrifice themselves to the vampires at all.

But we’d reached our destination, leathery-death scent swirling around us. Mildewed Book slid his arm into a gap in the metal gate. A lock clicked. The heavy bar slid sideways.

Cool air wafted upwards, full of scents both strange and tantalizing. There were vampires down there and other things also. Damp, salty, subtly sweet.

What passed for a ruff while I was human prickled upright.

“Are we ready?” Mildewed Book asked his pack mates.

The resultant roar of excitement was worthy of wolves.

***
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THE CAVE WE ENTERED was a revelation. Well, not at first. As I slid feet-first through a six-inch-high crack, all I saw was rocks and dirt above me. I hoped Bubblegum—next in line to pass through—wouldn’t notice the skittery and long-legged creature clinging to a crevice above my head.

Then the cavern opened out around us. Despite extra space, the pack of students clung together in a tight cluster, awaiting their alpha. Heads turned, making lights dance across walls and ceiling. The jerkiness of their motions suggested these two-leggers were uncomfortable in the dark.

For my part, eyes adjusted slowly to reveal the cave’s inaccessibility. A jumble of boulders blocked off two-thirds of its width while a steep slope warned us away from one region’s darkness. Stalagmites rose on every side like a monster child’s drizzled sandcastle towers turned into prison bars.

Meanwhile, the vampiric odor of death and wings bit sharp and hard, leading away into the darkness. I skirted the first student, wishing I could turn lupine and clamber over the massive boulders that made movement so difficult. Two-legged, my shoes caught in every crevice, threatening to turn an ankle. But I needed to suck it up and deal with my foot-torture devices until I was out of sight of humans. I needed to....

“Turn on your light.”

Bubblegum reached around me as I tried to slide past her. Her hand flicked a switch at the front of my helmet. The glare of my lamp forced me to blink back lupine vision and push human senses to the fore instead.

What would a two-legger say? Oh, right....

“Thank you.”

I managed the words just as Mildewed Book skittered down the slope toward us. His presence calmed his pack mates instantly. His question perked up the last member of our pack.

“Will you take up the rear and make sure we don’t lose anyone?”

I didn’t have to turn around to see who he was speaking to. The scent of pleasure rolled off Road Dust. His value was being acknowledged. He was being given a duty he believed he deserved.

“I’m game.”

Then Mildewed Book was pressing past me even as Bubblegum responded to my gratitude. “No problem.” She grinned, hand moving toward me at head height. “Teamwork, right?”

“Teamwork,” I replied, grabbing her fingers in a raised handclasp then releasing them just as quickly when her scent mutated into puzzlement.

That wasn’t the reaction she’d been looking for.

Chase would have known the proper rejoinder. In contrast, I was left flat-footed, caught in the flow of abruptly moving students. All I could do was follow as Mildewed Book led us down a slick slope where clay smacked wetly each time a foot rose and fell against it.

In the rear, Road Dust watched our backs...and blocked my escape route. Then, further behind, a clang of metal. Voices human ears likely wouldn’t have picked up on.

“They beat us inside.”

“Never mind. We’ll reach the belfry before they do.”

We were being flanked by the OSU.



Chapter 4

THEY APPEARED ON OUR heels in a cloud of noxious bug spray. Someone wasn’t keen on creepy crawlies. Their alpha, unlike ours, was abrupt.

“Excuse us.”

He barreled through our line like a deer pressing against a snowbank. Struggling, sliding, but intent upon his goal nonetheless.

So our path wasn’t the only one feasible for humans. Clambering up a six-foot rock face, members of the rival pack proved that two legs boasted some superior physical abilities over four legs. Atop the rock face, they moved twice as quickly as we did below.

I wasn’t the only one who resented their rapid ascent cutting through our slogging progress. Road Dust wove between two passing OSUers, holding the line open to help Strawberry through.

“Come on,” he called back to me and Bubblegum. But he didn’t wait easily. Instead, his eyes slid sideways fearfully. His body was already facing the safety of his pack mates.

Meanwhile, Bubblegum wasn’t moving. Her scent was acrid. Unlike Road Dust, I wasn’t about to leave her behind.

So I shook my head. “We’ll catch up,” I promised. Then I cocked my head, tracing the path of the female’s headlamp to see what had her so transfixed.

Bubblegum’s eyes were wide. Her breath panting. Was it a vampire already? Was it...?

I forced myself to stare into darkness until lupine vision reasserted itself. Then I turned back to follow Bubblegum’s line of sight.

Not a vampire. Simply a daddy-long-legs.

As the name suggested, the spidery creature had appendages so long they masked the fact the arachnid was really quite tiny. I could see that this would barely be a morsel, let alone a full-on meal addition. Bubblegum apparently noted none of that.

Instead, her breath sped up. “It’s humongous. And there are more of them.”

She was right. Dozens of daddy-long-legs clung to the rock face beside us. Here where the tiniest bit of light seeped in through the cave entrance, they congregated in the dampness. Each spread its second set of legs like feelers....

I leaned closer, fascinated. Perhaps there were enough here to bother snacking on after all. And they must be eating something. Would that something also possess a long-craved crunch?

But the flow of Bubblegum’s breath rushed past my cheek far too quick for comfort. She wasn’t intrigued. She was terrified. I’d need to wait on tasting this newfound snack.

An alpha understood how to give a pack mate something to focus on beyond her horror. “Look at me.”

Unfortunately, alpha compulsion had no effect on humans. The OSU continued to stream between us and our departing party as Bubblegum engaged in her private meltdown.

“I don’t like spiders.” Her voice rose an entire octave between the start and end of the sentence. “I really, really don’t like them.” The refrain was quickly turning into a child’s chant.

For half a second, I considered leading her back out of there. The cave opening was barely a minute up the slope behind us. She’d be separated from daddy-long-legs in seconds. Her fear would melt away in the morning sun.

Then metal clicked on metal. The gate had been locked behind us.

The OSU’s rear guard slid down the path to pass without acknowledgment. I wasn’t about to ask a rival for assistance. So I cleared my throat. Tried to think like a spider-phobic human.

“I’ll watch your back and tell you if a spider crawls on it.”

The wave of OSU students had ended. Our own group’s lights were dim in the distance.

Bubblegum’s breath was still too fast. But at least she answered. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

She swallowed. Inhaled deeply. Nodded.

I left the spidery snacks behind regretfully.

Together, we paced forward into the dark.

***
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THE BUG-SPRAY SCENT, unfortunately, covered up all hint of vampire as we advanced further. There was no way to tell where the fanged ones denned.

So I led Bubblegum deeper, figuring I’d drop her with her pack then go exploring. To that end, I boosted her over rocks and steadied her through mud slicks as rapidly as possible. Soon, I was rewarded by a cluster of lights in the near distance.

Mildewed Book must have counted heads and stopped to wait for us. Because as we approached, the rest of the group was cooling its heels.

“This next part is a squeeze,” Mildewed Book explained the moment our headlamps’ glow and theirs collided. “Start with your right shoulder down then rotate onto your back as you curve around and up through it.”

I peered past him into the darkness. The hole was damp. Rocky. Now I really craved four paws.

Instead of shifting, I waited in my confining shoes and itchy helmet as each student traversed the obstacle. Road Dust should have taken up the rear, but he stepped in front of me and Bubblegum at the last minute.

“May I?”

I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. “Be my guest.”

I could have sent Bubblegum through next then slipped away to begin the hunt I’d signed on for. And yet...the tunnel stank of human sweat and vampires. The tang of leathery death was stronger before me than behind.

“Can you...check for spiders?” Bubblegum’s voice was quiet.

I dropped to my knees and crawled inside.

The scent pulled me along faster than the human before me traveled. My hand settled around something rigid and warm.

“That’s my foot,” Road Dust said, shaking me off him.

He dislodged my grasp, but he didn’t continue forward. And even though I’d been fast, he should have been further along by now. What exactly was the holdup?

“Problem?” I asked.

“Shut it,” he growled.

To a dominant, his tone was like sandpaper on eyeballs. But I forced myself to gulp back my answering growl before it crawled like a daddy-long-legs all the way up my throat.

After all, Road Dust—although older than me—was a mere puppy. He’d accepted a role on this hunt then immediately scurried off to rejoin the pack rather than performing his duty. His snarl was less aggression than it was fear.

So I tilted my neck as best I could to call encouragement to Bubblegum as she wriggled around the bend behind me. “No spiders, I promise.” In the process, I let the calmness of my voice flow forward also. Gave Road Dust the time he needed to figure out the backwards bend.

Then I shot through the opening he’d left like a wolf on a mission. Clawed my way into the half-light of another chamber similar yet different from the first.

This one soared upward like a church’s bell tower. Barely wide enough for all of us to stand in, but tall and elegant. Sandcastle towers dripped down the walls like wedding-cake frosting. In the center of the ceiling, a dome arched upward. I itched to raise my snout and hear myself sing.

Instead, I watched until Bubblegum emerged behind me. That was all of us. I flared my nostrils. Now I could let myself hunt vampires.

The question was, where did they den?

Something.... Something....

Yes. Above and to the right of us.

I angled my neck so the lamp affixed to my helmet pierced the appropriate darkness. Only it didn’t pierce the darkness. The darkness continued deep into an aerial tunnel.

Way up above was another cavern leading to the scent of death and wing leather. “But how do I get up there?” I muttered under my breath.

I’d kept my voice low, but Mildewed Book answered me anyway. “I’m surprised you could see that. It’s the belfry. There’s an access, but to get there we’d have to travel through an even tighter squeeze....”

He surveyed our pack. The deeper we’d gone, the fewer creepy crawlies had been evident. Past the spider zone, Bubblegum’s shoulders had straightened. Road Dust was the one I worried more about now.

But young males never willingly betray their lack of confidence. Nods made the rounds of the students as Mildewed Book questioned each with raised eyebrows. Bubblegum jerked her chin up and down decisively. Road Dust pursed his lips then shrugged a nonchalant agreement of his own.

So we were going. Up to the vampires. Up to the belfry.

I sidled through the resting students to ensure I’d be near the end of the line, preparing my escape.



Chapter 5

WE CLIMBED FOR MERE minutes, or perhaps for an eternity. Time lost all meaning in the darkness. Squeeze after squeeze. Pits skirted. Strawberry guided each of us down a descent. Road Dust kept the rear line moving. Mildewed Book talked us through scaling rocky cliffs.

“Right foot here.” He patted a crack. “Left foot higher. Use your hand to stabilize as you hoist your right leg up.”

Our pack drew in closer as we learned each others’ strengths and weaknesses. Tips were relayed backwards, encouragement pushed forward. Lupine senses promised we were nearing our destination when the scent of bug spray once again overwhelmed the vampiric aroma I traced.

“Coming through!”

The cave was a maze of interconnected passages. Mildewed Book must have judged us capable of the long, slow route. The OSU had gone in hard and fast.

Which is to say, they were returning while we were still approaching. No wonder, as they neared, I caught the scent I’d sought.

Earthy. Lifeless. Like wings shredded and moldering.

At least one of these students had interacted with the undead.

I stepped into the passage between my pack and theirs, growling. Bug spray overwhelmed olfactory details. From this distance, I couldn’t tell which of the two-leggers had fang marks on their necks. Couldn’t tell which one was a danger to my temporary pack....

“Cool it.” Mildewed Book’s hand was on my shoulder before I could begin the search I intended. He tried to tug me backward, but he lacked both my muscles and my bulk.

“It’s just a football rivalry, brah.” Road Dust, for once, was obeying his alpha. He joined Mildewed Book without the latter having to request assistance. His eyes slewed sideways as the OSU approached.

Then the rest of our pack was arrayed between me and the newly turned vampires. Two-leggers who’d balked at spiders. Two-leggers who’d shrieked when dropping three feet onto easy footing. Two-leggers who’d banged their heads on low ceilings so repeatedly they’d given their helmets dents.

All stepped into danger to prevent what they thought was an out-of-control pack mate from losing his head.

“Hey, Wolfie, look at me.” This was Bubblegum, mimicking the words I’d thrown at her earlier. “It’s okay. I’ll guard your back. I promise.”

By the time I’d mustered the calm to smile and pretend I was unfazed by the OSU’s passage, the newly turned vampires had slipped past us and traveled out of sight.
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