








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: images]



 



Also by Nancy Holder
and Debbie Viguié

Wicked
Witch & Curse

Wicked 2
Legacy & Spellbound

Resurrection


[image: images]


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people,
or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: images]
SIMON PULSE

An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

First Simon Pulse hardcover edition September 2010

Copyright © 2010 by Nancy Holder and Debbie Viguié

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON PULSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact
Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau
at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Mike Rosamilia

The text of this book was set in Goudy Old Style.

Manufactured in the United States of America

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Holder, Nancy.

Crusade / by Nancy Holder and Debbie Viguié — 1st Simon Pulse hardcover ed.

p. cm.

Summary: An international team of six teenaged vampire hunters, trained in Salamanca, Spain, goes to New Orleans seeking to rescue team member Jenn’s younger sister as the vampires escalate their efforts to take over the Earth.

ISBN 978-1-4169-9802-0

[1. Vampires—Fiction. 2. Guerrilla warfare—Fiction. 3. Supernatural—Fiction.
4. Sisters—Fiction. 5. Horror stories.] I. Viguié, Debbie. II. Title.

PZ7.H70326Cru 2010 [Fic]—dc22 2010009094

ISBN 978-1-4169-9808-2 (eBook)




To my daughter, Belle Holder. I would fight
a million vampires for you, my darling girl.
And I would beat them all.

— N. H.

To my father, Richard Reynolds, who continually
teaches me that there are things in this world
worth fighting for.

—D. V.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I’m so grateful to everyone who has joined us on this crusade. A novel is a huge undertaking, and a new series is an even bigger one. Thank you to the legions who helped us on the journey, most especially our fantastic agent, Howard Morhaim, and our truly wonderful editor, Annette Pollert, as well as our Simon & Schuster family, including Bethany Buck, Mara Anastas, Paul Crichton, Taryn Rosada, Bess Braswell, Venessa Williams, Sammy Yuen, Mike Rosamilia, Katherine Devendorf, Karen Sherman, and Stacey Sakal. Gracias to Lawrence Schimel, who helped with the Spanish; any errors are ours. My deepest thanks and love to Debbie, my comrade in arms, my coauthor, and my dearest friend. My gratitude to Debbie’s husband, Dr. Scott Viguié, who kept us both sane. Thanks also to Katie Menick, and to Kate McKean, also included in our literary representation. Thanks to my family, and to Richard Dean Anderson for starring in my favorite show. And besitos to my homegirls—Pam Escobedo, Amy Schricker, and Beth Hogan.

—N. H.

So many people have joined us in bringing Crusade to the world, and their tireless efforts have ensured that this story was all it could be. I would especially like to thank Howard Morhaim, a great agent, and Annette Pollert, a wonderful editor, for their enthusiasm and support. Thank you to Nancy, the best collaborator anyone could ever wish for. Thank you as well to Belle Holder for her energy and encouragement. I would also like to thank my husband, Scott, my mother, Barbara, and my friends Calliope, Juliette, and Ann. I would fight vampires with you any day!

—D. V.




BOOK ONE
HADES

On a dark night,

kindled in love with yearnings~

oh, happy chance!

I went forth without being observed,

my house being now at rest.

—St. John of the Cross,

sixteenth-century mystic of Salamanca




CHAPTER ONE

For thousands of years the Cursed Ones hid in the shadows, fooling mankind into thinking they didn’t exist. Then one day they just . . . stopped. Skeptics turned into believers one fateful dawn. And no one was ever safe again.

No one knows why they made themselves known. Why they chose a Valentine’s Day in the early twenty-first century to reveal their presence. Some say it had something to do with the end of the world. Others that they simply grew tired of hiding.

I was twelve when Solomon, the leader of the vampires, first appeared on TV and lied through his fangs to all of us. Thirteen when the war broke out. Fifteen when the United States declared a truce . . . when, in reality, we surrendered, and the nightmare really began.

Even after that, many of us couldn’t bring ourselves to actually say the word “vampire.” It was as if once we admitted it, then we’d have to believe in extraterrestrials or government conspiracies, too. Or in witches and werewolves . . . in anything and everything that could destroy us. Because we could be destroyed. We lost something so precious—our faith that eventually everything would be all right. Because it wasn’t all right . . . and few believed it ever would be again.

So among those of us who swore not to abandon all hope, vampires came to be called the Cursed Ones. We learned that it was the name given to them long ago by those few groups who knew of their existence yet never shared the knowledge. But the vampires weren’t the cursed ones—we were. They had seduced us with their hypnotic smiles and talk of peaceful coexistence and immortality even as they had mounted a war against us. Then they sought to turn us into their slaves, and drink from rivers of our blood.

I’m nearly eighteen now, and I have learned something about myself I might never have known, if I’d been able to live an ordinary life.

But there is nothing ordinary about my life.

Nothing.

Including me.

—from the diary of Jenn Leitner,
discovered in the ashes

THE VILLAGE OF CUEVAS, SPAIN
TEAM SALAMANCA: JENN AND ANTONIO,
SKYE AND HOLGAR, AND ERIKO AND JAMIE

Barely sunset, and death exploded all around Jenn Leitner.

It was a trap, she thought.

The sky crackled with flames; oily smoke choked the air and burned her lungs. Jenn struggled not to cough, fearing that the sound would expose her. On her elbows and knees, her dark auburn hair loose and falling into her eyes, she crawled from beneath the red-tiled roof of the medieval church as it collapsed in a crash of orange sparks. Fragments of tile, stone, and burning wood ricocheted toward the blood-colored moon, plummeting back down to the earth like bombs. She dug in her elbows and pushed forward with the toes of her boots, grunting as a large, fiery chunk of wood landed on her back with a sizzle. She fought to stay silent as the pain seared through her. Biting her lip hard, she tasted coppery blood as she rolled to extinguish the flames.

Next to her, Antonio de la Cruz hissed a warning. The scent of her blood would fill the night air, attracting the vampires they’d been sent to hunt—but who were hunting them instead. When Jenn was little, her grandmother had told her that sharks could smell a drop of blood in the water half a mile away. She hadn’t gone in the ocean since. Cursed Ones could smell blood more than a mile away. With sharks you could choose to stay out of the water. With Cursed Ones it was different. You couldn’t leave the planet. You were trapped.

Like we are now.

Antonio studied her with his deep-set Spanish eyes. Jenn gave her head a shake to let him know she was all right; she could keep going. She had no time to search through her jacket for the garlic-infused salve that would block the odor of her blood. She prayed that the stench of the burning buildings—and burning bodies—would cloak the scent long enough to allow them to escape.

Past the church grounds the oak trees were on fire, acorns popping, leaves igniting like tattered tissue paper. Smoke filled the inky night sky, smothering the faint glow of the moon, but the hellish light from the fires illuminated Jenn’s and Antonio’s every move. Combine that with her bleeding lip, and they were two very easy targets for the savage monsters bent on massacring the village.

Antonio stopped suddenly and held up a warning hand. She watched him closely. Wisps of his wild dark hair escaped from his knitted cap; his full eyebrows were raised slightly, and his jaw was clenched. Like her he was dressed all in black—black sweater, black cargo pants, black knee protectors, and black leather boots—and now coated with ash. She could see the glint of the small ruby-studded cross that he wore in his left ear. A gift, he had said, when she’d asked about it. His face had darkened when he’d answered her, and she knew there was more to that story. So much of Antonio was a mystery to her, as intriguing as the sharp planes and hollows of his face.

He was focused, listening. All Jenn could hear were the flames and the terrorized, outraged cries of the villagers from the surrounding houses and office buildings. Her world became Antonio’s face and Antonio’s hand, blotched with soot, and she tensed her muscles so she’d be ready to move again when his hand dropped. She wished she could stop shaking. Wished she would stop bleeding and hurting. Wished someone else could do the rescuing, instead of them.

But somewhere in the darkness the Cursed Ones were watching. She imagined them staring at her, and could almost hear their cruel laughter dancing in the acrid air.

Three vampires and six hunters stalked one another through the steamy inferno. If the other hunters are still alive. If they escaped the burning church.

Don’t think about that now. Don’t think at all. Wait. Watch.

Cuevas, a small Spanish town a couple of hours from their home, had been terrorized by a group of vampires for weeks, and their mayor had begged for help. Jenn was one of a group of trained vampire hunters called the Salamancans, graduates of the Academia Sagrado Corazón Contra los Malditos—Sacred Heart Academy Against the Cursed Ones—at the centuries-old University of Salamanca. Father Juan, their master, had sent them to Cuevas to rid it of the Cursed Ones.

Instead the vampires were hunting the hunters, as if they had known they were coming, as if they had lured them there. Jenn wondered how they’d known. Father Juan always sent the team out covertly. Was there a spy at the university? Had someone in Cuevas betrayed them?

Or is the Hunter’s Manual right about all vampires?

Don’t think.

Late that afternoon Jenn, Antonio, and the other hunters had parked in the woods and silently made their way to the church, where they waited, meditating or praying, and preparing for the battle ahead. The vampires appeared with the flat shadows of dusk, and in the literal blink of an eye—they moved faster than most people could see—they set fire to the stone ruins of the castillo, the brick-and-mortar shops of the nearby plaza, and the glass and steel of a handful of modern office buildings. Flower boxes lining the plaza, which had brimmed with pink and white geraniums, crackled like sparklers; windows shattered; car horns blared like Klaxons; and everywhere, everywhere, fires roared.

In their short two months’ hunting together as a team, the Salamancans had fought greater numbers—once there had been as many as eleven—but those Cursed Ones had been newly converted. The younger the bloodsucker, the easier to defeat, as they would not have fully adapted to their new abilities . . . or their weaknesses.

Against older vampires, like the three lurking in the darkness, you could only hope they hadn’t yet run up against a hunter. That they would have grown so used to slaughtering the helpless that they would underestimate those who knew how to fight back.

But the Cuevas C.O.’s had struck first, which meant they knew what the six hunters were capable of. By the time Jenn and the other Salamancans had smelled smoke, there had only been time to rouse Antonio from his meditations in the chapel behind the altar and crawl outside.

Now they were exposed and vulnerable. And—

Jenn blinked. Antonio was no longer beside her. Panic wrapped around her heart, and she froze, unsure of what to do. Directly in front of her an oak tree shuddered inside its thick coat of fire, and a huge limb snapped off, cascading into the dirt with a fwom.

He left me here, she thought. Oh, God.

Breathe, she reminded herself, but as she inhaled, smoke filled her lungs, and she pressed her hand over her mouth. Her balance gave way, and she collapsed onto the dirt. Jenn grunted back a hacking cough. The welt on her back burned like a bull’s-eye; she was a prime target. And alone.

Where are you, Antonio? she silently demanded. How could you leave me?

Tears welled. Jenn gave her head a hard shake. She had to hustle. If she didn’t move, she would die a horrible death. She had seen vampires kill people. But he wouldn’t let that happen to her. Would he?

Don’t think. Just move.

Jenn’s fingernails dug into the dirt as she lifted herself up. Commando-style she worked her way forward, scrambling to the left when another large oak branch cracked and fell toward her like a flaming spear. She had to get away from the collapsing buildings and the falling trees before she could think about going on the offensive.

There was a whisper of sound, a shushshushshush, and Jenn rolled farther to her left just as a vampire landed on his back beside her. His pale blue eyes were opened wide in a death mask, and his breath reeked of rotting blood. She thought he groaned a word, maybe a name.

Then all at once the vampire collapsed into dust and was scattered by the hot winds. One down, she thought, covering her mouth and nose to avoid inhaling any of the vampire’s remains. The first time Jenn had seen that happen, she’d been unable to speak for over an hour. Now she couldn’t help the triumphant smile that spread across her face.

Jenn struggled to her feet; Antonio stood a breath away, his eyes blazing, the stake that had killed the vampire still clenched in his hand. He towered over her, six feet to her five-five. As she reached out to touch his arm, a blood-curdling scream ripped through the night air, and she took off in its direction, expecting Antonio to do the same.

Instead his body hurtled past her, landing in a pile of burning branches and leaves.

“Antonio!” she screamed, then wheeled around in a fighter’s stance, facing off against the vampire who had tossed him through the air like one might toss loose change onto a counter. The Cursed One was tall and bulky, grinning so that his fangs gleamed in the firelight. His face was covered in blood. Her stomach lurched, and she tried not to think about how many of the villagers were already dead.

Jenn swiftly grabbed a stake from the quiver on her belt, gripping it in her right hand, and ripped open a Velcro pocket with her left to retrieve a cross. She desperately wanted to look back at Antonio. She dared not.

The vampire sneered at her and snarled in a thick Leonese-Spanish accent, “Pobrecita, I can hear the frightened beating of your heart. Just like the rabbit in the trap.”

He slashed her across the cheek with his talonlike nails before leaping back in a dizzying blur. Jenn felt the blood running hot and sticky down her cheek before she felt the sting.

Jenn circled him warily. I’m a hunter, she reminded herself, but the hand around her stake was shaking badly. Surely he could see it. If he attacked, there was a good chance she wouldn’t be quick enough. The specialized training she had received at the academy had taught her how to anticipate a vampire’s moves even when she couldn’t see them. They moved so fast, the Cursed Ones. Father Juan said that they moved faster than man could sin. He said they could kill you and you would never know it had happened, but if you had been a brave and just person, the angels would tell you all about it, in song.

I’m not brave.

She took a deep breath and turned her head slightly to the side. Her best bet at tracking him was not to look directly at him. Movement was most effectively caught out of the corner of one’s eyes. She had learned that at the academy, and it had saved her before. Maybe it would again.

But maybe not.

The vampire stayed visible, stalling, but more likely toying with her before he made his kill. Some vampires were matadors, drawing out the death dance like a ritual. For others the hunt was a means to an end—fresh human blood, pumped by a still-beating heart.

Movement in the shadows caught her eyes. Jenn fought not to react as one of the other hunters—the Hunter, Eriko Sakamoto—crept toward the vampire, her tiny frame belying her superior strength. Dressed in night hues like Jenn and Antonio, she wore a turtleneck, leather pants, and thick-soled boots that Velcroed halfway up her calves. Her short, gelled hair made her look like a tribal warrior. Fresh streaks of soot were smeared on her high, golden cheekbones.

The sound of the fires masked any noise from her approach. Eriko caught Jenn’s eye, and Jenn began to edge to the right, placing the vampire between them.

“Hunters . . . jóvenes . . . you’re nothing special after all,” the Cursed One snarled.

“We’re special enough to turn you to dust,” Jenn growled, trying to hold the vampire’s attention. She focused on his fangs instead of his eyes, so as not to be mesmerized by him. That was one of the first rules of survival—to resist the Cursed Ones’ hypnotic gaze, designed to put their prey in thrall. “You’d better say your prayers. You’re about to die.”

The vampire scoffed, weaving closer, seemingly unaware that a hunter advanced behind him with her stake poised. The smell of Jenn’s blood cloaked the subtler scent of unharmed human flesh.

“Prayer is for mortals,” he said, “who must beg some deity to save them. And as we know, those prayers always go unanswered.”

“Always?” Jenn asked, feeling the blood oozing down her cheek. The vampire stared at it as if he hadn’t drunk in centuries.

“Always,” he replied.

Eriko kept her distance, and Jenn had a terrible thought: She’s using me as bait. Jenn began to back away, and the vampire made a show of taking a step toward her. Her hands were slick with sweat—from the heat, from her fear—and her grip on the stake began to slip. She worked her fingers around it. The vampire snickered.

Jenn took another step backward, her boot crunching down on something. Her stomach lurched as sparks flew upward. What if it was Antonio?

She couldn’t stop herself from glancing down. It was only a branch. The vampire launched himself at her with a hiss.

“No!” Jenn shrieked, falling backward.

The vampire landed on top of her, his eyes filled with bloodlust. His fangs were long and curved; she flailed, forgetting all her training, every maneuver that could save her. His breath stank of fresh blood, and she heard herself whimper.

Antonio.

Then, suddenly, the Cursed One was gone. Jenn pulled herself into a crouch, aware that she’d lost her cross. Eriko had yanked the vampire to his feet and was on his back, legs wrapped around his waist. He batted at her as she laced her fingers underneath his chin, forcing back his head. He hissed and grabbed her ankles, trying to peel her off him.

“Jenn, stake him,” Eriko shouted. “Now!”

Jenn blinked. She took two steps forward, and then she stopped for a fraction of an instant. Just stopped.

She could no longer see Eriko or the vampire. They were moving too fast for her to track. She lunged forward, stabbing at the air. There was no contact. She caught flashes, blurs, but not enough to give her a target. Through her exhaustion Jenn kept swinging, as her mind raced. If Eriko died, it would be on Jenn’s head.

Then she saw them. The vampire had been forced to his knees, and Eriko stood behind him, her hands still laced beneath his chin. Jenn ran to stake him as Eriko flashed her a fierce smile and twisted off his head. His headless body held its shape; Eriko threw the head into the advancing flames. It was something Jenn could never have done; she didn’t have Eriko’s superhuman strength.

“At least someone’s prayers were answered,” Eriko said, panting, as the body disintegrated. She trotted toward a crumbling stone wall to their left, which marked the north end of the church’s cemetery. “Let’s keep moving.”

Jenn looked back to where she had last seen Antonio, but he wasn’t there. Another surge of panic washed over her as she raced toward the spot. He was simply gone. He wouldn’t have just abandoned them, though; he couldn’t have left.

“Antonio!” Jenn screamed. “Wait, Eriko. Antonio!”

“Sí,” he called. “Sí, Jenn.”

Antonio pushed through the burning brush a few yards away, wisps of smoke curling from his charred clothes as he batted at them. His hands were blackened and peeling.

She ran to him and then stood hesitantly in front of him, frightened and ashamed of her doubts. “Are you okay?” she asked.

He nodded grimly. “I will be.”

She began to shake. “I was worried. I thought . . .” She trailed off. It didn’t matter what she had thought. All that mattered was that he was alive and there.

“You didn’t think I would leave you?” Antonio questioned, his gaze intense as he reached out to cup her cheek with his hand. “I was coming to help you and Eriko.” Then his soft expression flickered, and she saw his despair. He hid it well . . . though not well enough, at least for someone so focused on him as she was. The shadow in his eyes spoke of something he had refused to share with her—his deepest wound.

His darkest secret.

Tears stung her eyes. Jenn loved Antonio, and she wanted to trust him. But trust was something she’d left behind two years ago when she’d crossed the threshold of the university. She’d had to learn not to trust her eyes, her mind, or even her heart. Every time she forgot that, she nearly got herself killed.

“Ay, no,” Antonio whispered, gazing at her. “I would never leave you.”

Antonio stroked her cheek with his thumb, and she closed her eyes, leaning into the touch. Calloused, velvet. When his lips brushed hers, she returned the kiss with a sob. She threw her arms around his neck and clung to him. His lips were soft and yielding against hers, and the taste of him mixed with the faint metallic flavor of the blood in her mouth.

Leaning against Antonio, she whimpered, wanting more. Then, suddenly, he was gone.

Jenn opened her eyes and saw Antonio hunched over a few feet away, eyes glowing and fangs protruding. Eriko strode up beside Jenn, a thick stake clasped in her hand. One throw and she could kill him.

“Estoy bien,” Antonio growled deep in his throat. He wiped something dark off of his lips and onto his black cargo pants.

Her blood.

“Eriko, I’m all right,” he said in English.

His deep voice always made Jenn shiver, but with fear or desire she was never quite sure. Sometimes when they were kissing she would forget, just for a moment, all that kept them apart.

Antonio was a vampire.

She forced herself to take a good look: the gleaming teeth, the hungry, feral look that had crept into his eyes, the way the muscles in his face contorted as he tried to overcome his bloodlust. He didn’t like her to see it, but she needed to. She needed to remember so that she could protect herself—and him.

Some vampires claimed to be able to control their cravings, but Antonio de la Cruz was the only one she had ever met who could actually manage it. Years of meditation, study, and prayer had given him the strength he needed. Or so he claimed.

But deep inside Jenn knew that every moment they spent together was eroding that strength. One day he wouldn’t pull away, and then she would have to kill him. If she could. Or one of the other hunters would. Like Eriko. Or Jamie—

“Good,” Eriko said. “One down.” But she didn’t lower the stake. Muscular and petite, Eriko was a couple of years younger and a couple of inches shorter than Jenn. When they had graduated from the academy two months before, Eriko had been chosen from their class to receive the sacred elixir that bequeathed astounding speed and strength. The elixir was so difficult to make, there was only enough for one Hunter, capital H. Their leader.

“Antonio killed one too,” Jenn said.

Eriko raised a brow and glanced at Antonio, who nodded. His face was returning to normal. “There were only three, right? We’re nearly done.”

“Three’s what we were told,” Jenn said, relaxing only slightly. She pulled out her garlic salve and quickly applied it to her cheek and lip.

Eriko sighed and pressed the fingertips of her free hand against the spiky stubble of her hair. “The villagers might have miscounted. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened.”

Jenn swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Eriko,” she said. “I didn’t back you up.”

Eriko shrugged. “You don’t have the power I do, Jenn. You did fine.”

But Jenn knew she hadn’t. She had panicked. She’d been more worried about Antonio than anyone else, including herself.

Eriko looked past her to Antonio. “Antonio, on the other hand . . .”

“He was burned,” Jenn said, angry and defensive at the implication. “Look at his hands.”

“Bloody hell, that was all arseways,” a familiar voice fumed. Jenn turned as two figures approached. One was tall, with a nearly shaved head and heavy tattoos on his arms and neck, which made him look like a demon in the firelight. The turtleneck he had been wearing was gone, and only an undershirt remained. That was Jamie O’Leary.

For once the girl at his side didn’t disagree. From her black battle clothes—padded jacket, leggings, thigh-high boots—to her white-blond rasta braids, to the silver crescent-moon ring on her thumb, Skye York was covered with soot except where tears had cut paths down her pale cheeks.

Skye made circles in the air with her hand while muttering an incantation with the Latin refrain “desino.” Cease. One by one the fires in her vicinity were extinguished.

“Cursers all dead?” Jamie asked, gazing around. He looked at Antonio. “The ones we’re allowed to kill?” he added pointedly.

“There’s one more,” Eriko said. “I got one, Antonio got one, and that leaves—”

“None,” Jamie interrupted. “I got one on my way out of the church.” He showed them his singed palms. “Staked him through the back with a piece of burning timber. It was good and long and caught him in the heart.”

“That’s great; we’re done, then,” Eriko said, grinning at her fighting partner. Jamie grinned back, clearly relishing that both of them had managed kills. They hadn’t been near each other when the church went up in flame, but they had still caused the most damage. Energy practically sizzled between the two. They did seem to belong together, somehow.

After fasting, praying, and working magicks, Father Juan had matched them into fighting pairs, insisting that each fulfilled some complicated balance of yin and yang, light and dark.

Strength and weakness.

Jenn was paired with Antonio, much to her relief. Eriko and Jamie were matched, and they pushed each other hard and themselves harder. Skye and Holgar were the third pair, and they had a quiet closeness with each other that was enviable.

Like Jenn, Jamie had no special gifts or powers. But his ferocity and the fighting skills drilled into him by his family during his childhood in Belfast more than made up for it.

Eriko seemed unaware of the way Jamie looked at her. . . . It went beyond a Hunter-hunter relationship. It must have been obvious to Skye, too, as she turned away to concentrate on her incantations. Their gothy witch carried a torch for Jamie, and Jamie had no clue. Jenn wasn’t sure if the other team members knew, or if she was the only one who had figured it out. She felt both sorry for Skye and, frankly, bewildered, because Jamie was a jerk. He made no secret of his desire to be elsewhere; he didn’t even believe that there should be a team of hunters. Jamie was only there because Father Juan had asked him to stay in Salamanca and serve the cause. If it hadn’t been for his deeply ingrained loyalty to his church, Jenn was sure that even Jamie’s attraction to Eriko wouldn’t be enough to keep him from going home.

Finished with her incantation for the fires, Skye gently touched Jamie’s palms, and his skin began to heal. Her delicate face nearly glowed as she infused him with her nurturing energy. Jamie sighed with pleasure but said nothing.

Skye turned next to Antonio. Moving into position while the sun was still up had weakened his system. He held out his hands, palms up, and Skye moved her hands over them and whispered in ancient Latin. Jenn felt herself relax slightly. She hated it when Antonio came close to fire. Fire was one of the few things that could kill a vampire. Vampires could also be killed by sunlight, a wooden stake through the heart, and decapitation.

“How many dead, brujita?” Antonio asked softly, calling Skye “little witch,” as he flexed his fingers. “Villagers?”

Skye shook her head, her rasta braids swaying down her back. “At least fifty. When the fires started, the vampires killed the first few people who tried to escape the burning buildings. The rest were so afraid . . .” Her voice broke.

“Some of them stayed inside their homes and burned to death,” Jenn bitterly finished for her, sick knots twisting her stomach. “Then we failed.”

Eriko shook her head. “No one would be alive if we hadn’t come.”

“And about that,” Jamie said, spitting into the dirt. “How the bloody hell did they know—”

“Where’s Holgar?” Skye asked, glancing around for her fighting partner.

“Fried, extra crispy if we’re lucky,” Jamie muttered.

“Sorry to say it, Irish, but my ears weren’t burned off,” Holgar quipped, limping toward the group. His clothes hung in tatters from his body. Gaping wounds on his chest and legs had already begun to scab over. Holgar’s hands were bloodied, though whether it was his or someone else’s, Jenn couldn’t tell.

Jamie swore under his breath, but Jenn only could make out “. . . bloody werewolf.”

Jamie made no secret of the fact that there was one thing he hated even more than Cursed Ones: werewolves. The world at large had not been forced to accept the existence of humans who transformed into beasts at the full moon, but Jamie’s people in Ireland had witnessed their savagery firsthand. As far as he was concerned, vampires were the enemy, and werewolves were their treacherous accomplices. When the vampires had revealed themselves to humanity, the werewolves had elected to remain hidden, passing as ordinary humans. There were few enough of them that they could pull it off, and they kept their numbers low by bearing few pups. They allied themselves with the vampires, who kept their secret in return. It was an evil bargain, and as far as Jamie was concerned, proved why they should be wiped out. They had destroyed the world, and for that they should be erased from existence. No exceptions, no mercy. Both Holgar and Antonio watched their backs around him, and Jenn wished Father Juan would release Jamie from his promise to remain with the team. When you were fighting for your life, you had to know that everyone on your side would come to your rescue.

Of course, no one can count on me, either. Jenn swallowed hard as the shame gnawed at her.

“Father Juan wanted us to check in as soon as we were done,” Skye reminded the group.

“Yeah, to see if we survived this bloody trap,” Jamie said. He narrowed his eyes. “Oh, come on now. You’re all thinking the same thing. Someone told the C.O.’s we were coming. We were ambushed.” He looked directly at Antonio. Antonio raised his chin and stared back stonily. The tension was as thick as the smoke had been earlier.

“Father Juan,” Eriko said into her cell phone. “Hai . We’re all fine. Hai, hai .” Jenn knew Eriko was tired. She was lapsing into Japanese and bowing her head with each syllable.

Jamie shifted his glare from Antonio to Holgar, and then to her. Jenn knew he didn’t like her, either. Loathed her, more accurately. Because of Antonio. And for that Jamie had to watch his back, at least around Jenn’s fighting partner.

“What happened to you?” Jenn asked Holgar. She noticed Antonio had moved a few steps away and was covering his mouth with his hand. The smell of blood on Holgar was great.

“Vampire. It was a bad time of it, but I finally got a stake through him.”

“Feckin’ hell,” Jamie swore.

“Excuse me?” Holgar asked, clearly puzzled by Jamie’s reaction.

“That makes four, not three,” Antonio said quietly.

Instantly they were all on alert. Jenn yanked another stake from the quiver at her belt and spun to face the darkness. She fished in a pocket for another cross. They always carried multiples of each weapon. “Do you think there are any more?” she whispered.

There was a moment of silence, broken only by Eriko’s occasional reply to their master as she continued to relay information.

“Only vampire I can smell is ours,” Holgar said after a minute.

“I don’t hear anything,” Antonio added.

Skye cast a short seeing spell. “I think there were only four,” she confirmed.

They all relaxed slightly. Antonio stooped down and picked up a charred piece of wood that had been part of the church. He drove it into the ground as though driving a stake into the heart of the earth itself. From a pocket of his cargo pants he drew a pennant. The thick white silk was emblazoned with a red cross consisting of four curved arms of equal length—the cross of the original Crusaders. A blue knight’s helmet crowned with three white feathers—the color for the Virgin, the feathers to honor the Trinity—perched on the top arm of the Cross. Below, the word “Salamanca” was stitched in a font reminiscent of Spain’s Moorish roots. It was the ancient crest of the Salamanca Hunter. The hunters wore matching patches on their left shoulders, which could be covered over with Velcro flaps.

“This town is under our protection,” Antonio announced as he fastened the flag to the stake. “The hunters of Salamanca.” Then he stepped back and made the sign of the cross over the pennant and then himself. It was a strange and miraculous thing that Antonio could do so, given that crosses made other vampires burn. As the only other practicing Catholic in the group, Jamie gritted his teeth, then did the same. As a White Witch, Skye was nominally Wiccan, and Eriko was Buddhist. Jenn’s roots were Bavarian, and her family had long ago stopped thinking of themselves as Catholic. They weren’t anything. As for Holgar, she had no clue what he believed. The rest of them bowed their heads briefly in respect of the flag.

Team Salamanca, victorious. But as Jenn stared at the flag, she thought of all the dead and dying in Cuevas and couldn’t help but wonder how she could protect anyone else when she couldn’t even protect herself or her teammates.

A breeze picked up, and the flag fluttered defiantly, a symbol of all that had been fought for and lost—the hunters who had gone before and those who would come after. God help us all, Jenn thought.




CHAPTER TWO

Lost and searching

Cursed and undying

A race in need

The vampire breed

Let us show kindness

Offer respectful silence

And give each heart

As our perfect part

CUEVAS
TEAM SALAMANCA

Jenn felt a mixture of pride and shame as she stared at the makeshift flag planted in the bloodied soil. Aware of a gaze on her, she glanced up. Antonio’s eyes blazed with intensity, zeal for the mission of the team. He never wavered, and she loved him and envied him for it.

“Is it wise to leave a calling card like that?” Skye asked nervously, breaking the silence. Their presence at the university was a secret—though not well kept, as many of the locals had started to request their assistance. The Spanish government knew of their existence but did not openly acknowledge them, explaining away the activity at the University of Salamanca as a small garrison of mixed Spanish military forces. In a way that was true. Three of their teachers were Spanish military officers. The three taught many of the combat classes; one of them, Felipe Santasiero, had also been Jenn’s Spanish tutor.

As for the real Spanish armed forces, those who knew the truth resented the Salamancans, calling them las pulgas—the fleas. General Maldonaldo of the Spanish army feared them. A conservative man, he knew the Salamancans used magicks . . . and magicks, he believed, were the work of the Devil. The Devil was alive in all the bloodshed and mayhem; General Maldonaldo did not wish el diablo to drink any more Spanish blood. He would never have accepted that Father Juan shared that wish.

Jenn shifted her weight as she looked at the pennant. Her back was throbbing. “If planting our flag in the dust of dead Cursed Ones makes the C.O.’s even a little bit afraid of us, I’m all for it.”

“Unless it’s a code,” Jamie said. “Like, ‘Got the memo, thanks. Still not dead.’”

“Jamie, please. He’s one of us.” Skye glanced over at Antonio. “I’ve thrown the runes. We can trust him.”

“Most vampires stink, and Antonio doesn’t,” Holgar said in his Danish accent, making as if to sniff the air. “Besides, he saved my life.” He looked at Jamie. “Yours, too. Last time we were out. That is, how you say in English, ‘sweet.’ And sweeter for you, Jamie, since your life means so much to you.”

“Down, boy,” Skye murmured, placing a hand on Holgar’s forearm. “We’re all on edge. But it does seem like they were expecting us.”

“Cast magicks when you get back,” Eriko suggested. “You and Father Juan together. Perhaps you can scry the source of a leak. We may simply have been unlucky.”

“Born under a bad star,” Jamie said. He grimaced at Holgar. “Or a bad full moon.”

Holgar sighed. “It’s not wise to bait a werewolf.”

Jamie showed his teeth, then spat in the ashes. “Fine. You know I’d love to rabbit on, but I’m jacked.”

Skye pursed her lips, and Eriko nodded. Jenn was at a loss. Two years at the academy and two months as teammates, and Jenn still couldn’t keep up with a lot of what Jamie said. It was bad enough that Skye had a thick Cockney accent, Antonio liberally laced his English with Spanish, Eriko swore in Japanese, and Holgar had a tendency to talk to himself in a series of growls, howls, and yips that only a dog, or another werewolf, could understand. With Jamie it was somehow worse. She understood the words he used but couldn’t even begin to fathom half their meanings.

“He wants to go,” Skye said, by way of translation. “He’s tired. We all are.” Skye the peacemaker.

Tacitly agreeing to drop their hostilities, the six fanned out, walking in a circular formation in the event that there were more vampires. Skye had put out the fires in the houses visible from the plaza area. Slowly, people began to congregate, some emerging from the forest where they had sought refuge. When they saw the hunters, they broke into a chorus of cheers. Men in jeans and business suits, girls Jenn’s age all fashion-forward and trendy. A guy in a Hellboy T-shirt held up his cell phone, filming them.

“Bloody hell,” Jamie said. “They’ll be wanting us to pose and sign autographs.”

“We should do it,” Skye said. “You know there’s a lot of hunter haters out there.”

“That’s in America, not Spain,” Holgar insisted.

“I need a smoke,” Jamie said.

“Antonio, you should get out of here,” Eriko cautioned. So far no civilians had ever discovered Antonio was a vampire—most of the time you couldn’t tell just by looking at him—but there was no reason to take unnecessary chances. The smell of blood from something as small as a paper cut could bring on the bloodlust, which would make his fangs grow and his eyes flash red.

“I’ll be at the van,” Antonio said, turning to go.

Jenn trotted up beside him, and his sharp features softened. He took her hand and squeezed it, not too hard. He could have shattered every bone if he wanted to. He was even stronger than Eriko.

Behind them the cheers grew louder. The survivors were rejoicing. Soon they would grow more sober, as some of their wounded joined the ranks of their dead. Jenn had seen it before. It would be worse this time; so much of the town had been burned. It would take a long time to rebuild. She felt guilty at her relief that she wouldn’t have to help clean up and help them start over. She didn’t know anything about creating, but thanks to the academy she knew a lot about destroying.

“I’m glad you’re not hurt,” Jenn told him, trying to shut out the sounds of cheers that were growing in strength behind them. “When I saw you land in those flames—”

“Jamie’s right,” he interrupted her, the red glow of bloodlust back in his eyes. A thrill skittered up her spine. His fangs were beginning to lengthen.

“He’s right to mistrust me,” he went on. “And he’s right to think there is a traitor among us, or a spy at the Academia. Someone told those vampires we were coming. We were very lucky none of us were killed.”

“Well, none of us were,” she reminded him, swallowing hard.

“Not yet,” he replied, his voice rough and deep. And his eyes glowed full on at her beneath the glistening silver rays of the Spanish moon.

She lowered her gaze and trudged to their white Mercedes-Benz Vito van. Skye’s protective spells had kept the van hidden from strangers and untouched by fire. The oak grove it was parked in, on the other hand, had been half consumed, and much of the smoldering remains would be nothing but ash by dawn.

Antonio slid behind the wheel, and a couple of minutes later when the others joined them, Jenn found herself wedged between Holgar and him. It’s like those old horror movies I used to watch with Papa Che when I was little: werewolves and vampires, she thought, and instantly felt very silly and even more guilty.

In the backseat Jamie lounged between Eriko and Skye, and he was snoring loudly before they were back on the road.

“Can’t you do anything about that?” Antonio asked through gritted teeth. His hearing was sharper than theirs, which made him a great lookout.

And could make him an even better traitor. . . .

Skye muttered a spell, and silence descended. Jamie was still snoring; they just couldn’t hear it anymore. Then the witch did some work on Jenn’s back and mercifully took away the pain. Jenn wearily closed her eyes, bone tired, yet as wired as if she had drunk twenty cups of the thick Torrefacto-roasted Spanish coffee she’d become addicted to. She wished she had some now to wash down the dust and soot and blood that coated her tongue and mouth. Even more than that she wished that she could sleep like Jamie.

Jamie was the only one who was able to sleep through sheer force of will. He said it was good to rest at every opportunity, because you never knew when and where violence would erupt—something he had learned from his IRA family in Northern Ireland. His parents were dead, savaged a few years before by local Belfast werewolves who were working with the Cursed Ones—who, Jamie claimed, were working with the English. The older hatreds were still there; so were the warriors fighting for the cause of a united Ireland free of English rule. Though Jamie wanted to, the group never went after werewolves, only vampires.

Jamie had mad fighting skills, but just like the rest of them, he’d still had to train hard to become a hunter. Modern weaponry was forbidden, mostly because it was ineffective against a vampire. To kill one of them you had to move in close and risk your life. Jamie had been training with his grandfather to be a gunsmith before he left to study at the academy. The only thing the Salamancans were likely to kill with a gun was each other. Given the tension between team members, fear gnawed inside her that someday it might actually come down to that.

“Gracias, brujita,” Antonio said to Skye as Jenn sighed and moved her shoulders, indicating that Skye’s magicks had soothed her burns. Thank you, little witch. Skye liked it when he called her that. Skye had sensed magickal power emanating from Father Juan, so she had told him that she was a witch. A White Witch, in fact, one of many White Witches who considered themselves Wiccan followers of the Goddess. There were Dark Witches, too, called warlocks by some, who followed the God in his many evil aspects and practiced dark magicks. Both branches of Witchery tried to stay off the radar of the common people, and White Witchery had gone underground, fearing the vampires would exploit them as they had the werewolves and force them to become allies. Some vampires sought out witches to use as weapons; others wanted to wipe them out because witches could detect the presence of vampires. Skye was the only witch at the academy, and at first she had tried to hide her magickal skills from the others. White Witches were healers, not fighters. And so she was an anomaly.

But Antonio had welcomed her. And had explained his belief that fighting was a form of healing—just as weeping was a form of prayer.

She liked the way he thought, and she was fascinated by his ardent belief in his Catholic religion. His devotion to the Virgin Mary was like her devotion to the Goddess. He believed many things that she didn’t, such as the concept of sin and the necessity of salvation—but the purity and simplicity of his faith charmed her. Skye liked that. She liked him. She had assured Jenn over and over that Antonio really was a man—a vampire—they could trust. Every spell she had cast to judge him had shown that. But maybe vampires could manipulate the magickal forces of the universe—just as they had manipulated the human race. We want to live in peace. We want to be your friends. We drink the blood of animals.

The road twisted and turned through the Spanish countryside, trees and brush weaving shadows in the high beams of the van. Unlike Jenn’s home in California, there were no streetlights, just incredible, inky darkness. Antonio could see better than anyone else in the van, but even he had his limits. She glanced at him nervously, but he kept his eyes straight ahead.

Beside Jenn, Holgar licked his wounds. She tried not to grimace, but it was disgusting. Holgar’s body healed itself much faster than a human’s could, and he often helped it along by cleansing his injuries as his wild brethren did. She knew it even made Antonio a little sick, and he had had a lot longer—over sixty years—to become accustomed to such things.

In the backseat Eriko and Skye were talking quietly. Both of them were upset about how many villagers they had lost, and they were puzzling over the apparent ambush. Jenn was upset too, but her mind was occupied with other worries.

She had hesitated. She hadn’t been up to the fight. She didn’t belong. She knew it. There were six in their team, six Salamancan hunters. Of those six, four had superhuman abilities.

Holgar’s wolf nature had been revealed during their first semester of training when, though locked away by Father Juan, his raging howls had pierced the night of a particularly bright full moon. Plus, one day he’d forgotten and licked his wounds after a training drill.

The students had learned of Skye’s witch nature soon after that, as if no one saw any point in trying to hide just how much of the supernatural was present in their currently unnatural world.

Jenn had braced herself for even more shocking revelations . . . but even with that, she hadn’t been prepared for the most stunning disclosure of all:

Antonio.

No one had known about Antonio until the night of graduation, when he was paired with Jenn to go on a vampire hunt—their final exam. By then, her crush on him had transformed into a deep longing. Her sense of betrayal was enormous when she’d found out that he was, in essence, the same kind of monster she had sworn to kill. Everything she had learned about vampires in her classes, from her teachers, and in the Hunter’s Manual, insisted that all vampires were evil. Cursed Ones, who must never be shown mercy. And then to discover that the guy she wanted was so very, very much the wrong guy for her—or for anyone with a beating heart, and a soul . . .

But then to learn that he’d been studying to become a priest before he had been “converted,” as it was called, and that even if he’d still been human, he would be off-limits to her . . .

Don’t brood. You’re tired. You do this when you’re exhausted. It was like her mini-vacation into despair. Like hitting her head against a wall because it felt so good when she stopped.

The last supernatural member of the cohort was Eriko. As the Hunter, Eriko had the incredible power born from drinking the elixir.

The last two members of the team, she and Jamie, were ordinary humans. With the exception of Antonio, Jamie had more combat experience than all of them combined. The Irish hothead was a vicious street fighter, and he had a gift for strategy—where to strike to cause the most damage and confusion. That was why, Jenn suspected, no one pushed to get him thrown off the team. Jamie did nothing but quarrel, argue, and accuse, but they needed him.

So that left her. Just Jenn. That was how she thought of herself—nothing special. She brought nothing distinctive to the group—no street smarts, no extraordinary abilities, and even her Spanish was the weakest. More than once she had thought that for the good of all she should leave. Every time, though, Father Juan had stopped her. Secretly, she was grateful. A lone hunter was an easy target and an easy kill. Even if she survived her first night alone, where would she go?

It was a crazy, mismatched group, but these were crazy times.

Jenn had applied for entrance into the academy as soon as she had heard there was a special school that trained people—young people—to fight vampires. Such schools had apparently been in existence for centuries, but they had fulfilled a different purpose—to train one Hunter to battle the vampires in each local town or region. In her History of Vampirism class, Jenn had learned that during the Dark Ages many of these schools had been lost, and even the academies themselves had lost track of each other until each thought it was alone. Each surviving academy continued to train single Hunters, often regarded as a knight or a saint or both, who would protect his—or her—small territory. The Hunter of Salamanca had protected the university, the town, and the nearby villages.

Then the vampires had revealed themselves to humanity. Their spokesperson, Solomon—young and rock-star hot, with red hair like Jenn’s—had stood beside the president of the United States and offered his hand in friendship. Solomon hinted that the vampires had access to the secret of their own immortality, and that they would share it if they were treated as “global partners.”

“As equals,” Solomon declared.

And the United States president—old, gray, tired-looking—had taken Solomon’s hand. Celebrities rushed to party with the vampires and to be photographed and interviewed with them. Talk shows booked vampires to boost their ratings. Movie stars married them. Politicians and corporations courted them. It had all happened so fast. It had all been so exciting.

Solomon was so charming, affable, and funny. Jenn’s girlfriends at school had hung his picture in their lockers and used it as wallpaper on their laptops. Vampire avatars and icons sprung up all over social networking sites. Vampires were completely, totally cool.

Then Nina, the president’s teenage daughter, was kidnapped. The search for her was intense, and Solomon and the vampires dedicated themselves to finding her . . . or so they claimed. People prayed, generals threatened, and the first lady wept and begged Nina’s captors to release her daughter.

When Nina finally surfaced, her kidnappers showed her on live TV. She had been changed into a vampire. “Converted,” in vampire jargon. The CIA joined forces with other intelligence groups to figure out where Nina was, and located her in a remote village near the Arctic Circle, where it was dark nearly all the time. The Marines went in, along with a camera crew, and people saw how savage vampires could be as they attacked the human liberators. Instead of handsome Solomon, whose followers drank blood from blood bags and butcher shops, these vampires ripped open the throats of armed soldiers. Blood gushed and sprayed.

Sergeant Mark Vandeven carried Nina to safety. As soon as he set her down, she attacked him. Corporal Alan Taliaferro staked her through the heart, and everyone who was watching saw what happened to vampires when they died.

Corporal Taliaferro was interviewed afterward. He was hollow-eyed and shaken.

“She was a monster,” the marine was quoted as saying. “There was no girl there anymore, just a demon.”

Solomon claimed a radical fringe group had converted her. He insisted that these “renegades” must have forced Nina to drink from one of them, a violation of all that most vampires held sacred. To decent vampires, sharing their blood with a human was a sacred act, and the human had to be willing.

“The mortal must ask to be converted,” Solomon explained on national TV. “It’s very much like the Christian notion of Holy Communion.” Sensing how terrified many of his new allies had become, he went on to remind his viewers that a vampire bite couldn’t convert a human; not one or two or even a dozen bites. A human had to drink the blood of one already reborn into immortality.

“Willingly,” he’d added. “This was a senseless tragedy, and it had nothing to do with civilized vampires like us.”

But too many people saw the marine’s interview on YouTube—monster, demon; the haunted look in his eyes said even more than his words. A few weeks after the video went up, his body was found drained of blood, and slowly many came to realize that there were no decent vampires.

It was then that regular Americans began to call vampires “the Cursed Ones.” It was once a phrase written in ancient, musty books safeguarded by a few aware elite, then passed on to people like Jenn—hunters who had dedicated themselves to destroying the Cursed Ones. The name caught on, becoming truncated—“C.O.’s,” “Cursers”—and instead of being viewed as exotic newcomers, vampires were finally regarded as the enemy.

The United States declared war against the Cursed Ones and demanded that its allies around the world do the same. Many did. Some didn’t. Governments didn’t trust each other. Some took advantage of the chaos and declared war on their human enemies.

The U.S. president was assassinated.

Worldwide war broke out, horrible war. The Cursed Ones were impossibly fast and strong. Armies fell, both to Cursers and to other nations; special-ops forces were obliterated. Dozens of smaller cities and towns around the world were destroyed in the fighting. And when it had become obvious that humanity was going to lose, the new president of the United States—young, sexy, and ambitious—declared a truce with the vampires. Several other nations followed suit, with Spain being one of the holdouts.

But it was a truce without honor. And while many people chose to believe that it had all been a tragic mistake, others knew that the real war—the cold war—had only just begun.

In the back of the van Skye and Eriko had fallen silent. Holgar had finally stopped licking his wounds, and they bounced along the road in the darkness. Jenn fought the urge to ask Antonio how much farther until they were home at the university. It was like a family car trip from hell.

Her throat tightened at the thought. She couldn’t help but wonder how her family was, back in Berkeley, California. There was still so much wrong between her parents and her. She remembered the sick feeling that had clenched her stomach, the sheer anger, when her father had come home from his new job, all excited, spouting pro-vampire propaganda as if he really believed it.

“Three vampires just joined our division,” he told the family at the dinner table. “And they’re really great guys. They’re practically just like us.”

“You can’t believe that,” she’d said. “They’re not like us at all. They can’t even work during the day.”

“We have people working all kinds of hours,” he’d replied defensively.

“They’re not people,” Jenn had countered.

And there’d been a fight—the first of many. Her mother would go pale. Her sister, Heather, would cry. And Jenn would push away from the dinner table and slam the door to her room—if her father didn’t send her there first.

Then one night there’d been a crack in his façade. He’d blurted, “You’re going to get us in trouble,” and she knew then that he knew he was working with monsters. He was just pretending, so they could get by.

Jenn stormed off to her room so ashamed of him, and so afraid. She’d wept into her pillow and fantasized about running away. But where could she go?

Later, he’d knocked softly on her door, opening it before she could tell him to go away. He had looked small as he stood on the threshold. Helpless. Gazing at her, he had reached out a hand. She started to get up, thinking that they were going to be honest with each other. Finally.

“You have to behave,” her father said, and his words were sharp. “You can’t be like this. You’re part of this family.”

Then he’d shut the door. She’d stared after him, unable to believe that her father could say something like that to her. He had been raised by parents who fought for what they believed in, literally. Her grandparents, who had fought the oppressors of the people before, distrusted the Cursed Ones, and Jenn didn’t know how her father could just dismiss the evidence, pretend that everything was okay when it wasn’t.

Word slowly spread about the covert vampire-hunter academies. A lot of the information was wrong. But Jenn listened hard, and figured out what was right. There was one school in the United States, in Portland, Oregon, and it was full. All the other countries with anti-vampire schools only accepted students who were native-born—except for the school in Spain. It was housed on the grounds of the University of Salamanca, one of the oldest universities of Europe. For centuries academic students had flocked to Salamanca for an education superior to all else in Europe.

Until the war against the Cursed Ones, only the Catholic Church had known of the existence of the Academia Sagrado Corazón Contra los Malditos. During the war the University of Salamanca itself had closed its doors, and they’d never opened again. But inside the vast complex of buildings both ancient and modern, the Sacred Heart Academy beckoned a new kind of student, and everyone who wanted to fight vampires was welcome—everyone who qualified, that is.

Jenn still wasn’t sure how she had managed to get in—and less sure how she had pulled off graduating. Of the ninety students who had composed her cohort, only thirty had made it to graduation. The others had flunked out or been killed. Their final exam was held on New Year’s Eve; their test, to wipe out a vampire nest made up of nine Cursed Ones. Of the thirty students, fifteen died that night.

That left fifteen waiting to find out who would be declared the Hunter of Salamanca. There had been a Hunter for centuries, who guarded the area around Salamanca, defending the city, the university, and nearby villages from attacks from los Malditos—the Cursed Ones. Through the centuries, Salamanca’s Hunters had not had much to do. The near-constant religious purges of heretics and foreigners made it difficult for Cursed Ones to avoid scrutiny, so they left the area alone. Other parts of the world were not so lucky.
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