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Chapter 1 
 
   Every sound in the room hit his ears at once. The wind brushing the curtains along the window, the scraping sound of fabric rubbing against skin as people moved around the room, and he even picked up the subtle differences in the pitches of the voices surrounding him.  His senses were heightened. The soft breeze blowing into the room felt like fingers delicately caressing his neck and shoulders as it swept through his thick wavy hair.  He could feel the cotton of his boxers. Silk sheets, soft and light, covered him to his chest.
 
   His body felt whole, new, and stronger. Only the lingering phantom of his injuries crossed his mind, but the pain had gone―a distant memory.  He knew everyone in the room around him by their unique scent, all gathered close, murmuring.  The room came to life in his mind as he mapped out the area around him. 
 
   He knew when he opened his eyes he would find Paige huddled next to him on the bed, the side of her hand barely touching his arm. Anna leaned against the dresser across from them. He knew she was watching him, waiting.  The one they called Sebastian sat in the corner of the room, making sure to stay close while giving as much space as he could to everyone else.  Jaxson, his best friend, stood in the archway, leaning on the frame of the door with his arms folded over his chest. 
 
   A big smile crossed his face when “Animal I’ve Become” by Three Days Grace filled the room. He opened his eyes.
 
   One of my favorites, he thought.
 
   He had planned to surprise everyone by singing along, out loud, but had to grab his ears as shrill screams painfully interrupted his waking moment.
 
   “Oh my God, Ozzie!  Anna, Jaxson, he’s awake.” Her sparkling sky blue eyes filled his line of vision. “Ozzie, can you hear me?  Are you―”
 
   He did the one thing that he knew would show her he was absolutely perfect. He placed his hands on each side of her face, pulled it close and kissed her.  Her scent was overwhelming.  She smelled of fresh rain and tropical jungle flowers.  His hands slid down to her waist, and he rolled her over onto her back, never breaking the kiss. 
 
   “Hey, Porn Star.  You are a sight for sore eyes, but you want some privacy?”
 
   Anna’s comment got his attention and pulled him away. He turned his face and smirked at her.
 
   “No. I know you wanna watch, Freak Show.”
 
   He ducked just in time as the soft pink camouflage pillow whizzed past, bouncing off the headboard.  As if by magic, the tension in the room completely dissipated and everyone seemed to breathe a sigh a relief as laughter swam in the air. Cutting his eyes back toward Anna, he continued to taunt her.
 
   “Ya know, if you watched, I bet I could teach you and Jaxson a few things.”
 
   He held Paige as tight as possible and rolled them both off the bed and onto the floor, dodging a pillow once again. Only this time it came from by the door, followed by Jaxson’s voice.
 
   “See, I told you he would be fine. If nothing else, his smart-ass mean streak will keep him around to aggravate us for a long time.” 
 
   “Anna, you have done well for your first time.”
 
   He turned his gaze to the quiet vampire in the corner and gave him a questioning look. Sebastian’s ocean blue gaze was all for him. His expression was fixed, almost glaring, as if the two of them were the only ones in the room. A soft, caressing wave swam across his bare skin.
 
   Hell no!
 
   He jumped from the floor, flashed across the room and held Sebastian’s throat in a death grip.  Paige’s hand touched his arm and her worried voice brushed across his skin. 
 
   “Ozzie, what are you doing? Let him go.”
 
   He ignored her. He looked deep into the ocean eyes and spoke clearly, but forcefully.  “Don’t ever try and glamor me again. I will rip your heart out and shove it down your throat…with a splintered stake in it.”
 
   He thrust his arm forward and Sebastian landed in the chair with the grace of a rag doll. Ozzie glared at the man, fear never crossing his face. He simply stared back as if he were waiting to see just how far it would go. Tension crawled along his skin and coupled with the heat from his friends crowding him. He turned slowly and looked at all their faces.  Anna and Paige looked worried, but Jaxson surprised him most. His face seemed to say, Sebastian, one of these days you’re going to go too far. 
 
   “Jaxson, has he done this before? They…” Ozzie pointed to the women. “Look worried, like I might actually kill him. You look…aggravated, but not at me.” He pointed at Sebastian. “Him!”
 
   “I have seen it many times. Let’s just say I’m not surprised anymore, but I didn’t think you would actually kill him, either. Just letting him know, in your own hunter way, he’s not allowed to do that.”
 
   He turned his focus back to the vampire in the chair.  “What’s your problem anyway? Why would you even try that? You know I’m a hunter, I hunt the supernatural, you should know I would kill you for it.”
 
   “I was…testing a theory.” He shrugged. “You are stronger, Ozzie. Did you know that? You gained a lot of strength while you were…healing.”
 
   He felt confusion cross his face; his eyes stared straight ahead as he tried to figure out what the vampire was talking about.  Sebastian’s slouchy posture and cool blue eyes held no hint of an answer, but his crooked smile said there was much more to the story.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 2 
 
   “Closer” by Nine in Nails filled the air and played in his ears. His inner animal stirred, his phoenix awakened and soared under the surface, scorching his skin.  The aroma, powerful and intoxicating, left his knees weak and his head light. His eyes rolled into the back of his skull. He took in her scent and rolled it around on his tongue, savoring the taste of her.  His eyes popped open. The monster within, roused and ready to strike, stalked her like prey.
 
   His gaze consumed her features, completely committing her to memory. Her hair, swaying in the breeze from the open window, reminded him of wheat in an open field on a nice sunny day, complementing her bright, sky blue eyes. She was like spring wrapped in a small package. His hands ached to trail down her skin and his mouth watered over the lingering taste of her upon his tongue. His muscles trembled with the anticipation of the thought. 
 
   “Everybody out!”
 
   He searched their faces. Confusion crossed their features, yet understanding touched their eyes as they all turned to slowly shuffle out of the room.  He took a collective breath.
 
   “Now!”
 
   He reached out and gently grabbed Paige’s arm, stopping her from leaving. “No, I need you to stay.”
 
   “OK. I’ll stay. Whatever you want.” He crooked his eyebrow.
 
   “Whatever I want?” He followed them and when they were gone, he kicked the door shut and turned back to the blue-eyed beauty before him. 
 
   She squealed when he picked her up and carried her over to the bed.  His head rolled back at the soft feel of her against his skin as she slid from his embrace and onto the sheets. He crawled across the satin after her, stalking her small frame. She squealed. His inner animal smiled at the lust in her eyes.  Leaning over her body, he pinned her wrists above her head and growled as he kissed her.  His free hand slowly traced her frame and gripped her ass tightly. He felt her move beneath his touch, asking for more. He broke the kiss and moved slightly. His kisses traveled to other places—her cheeks, her ear, and her neck. 
 
   “Are you attached greatly to this shirt?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   While on his knees, he tore the shirt from her body. His lips swam across her chest, drinking her in.  He moved farther down, pulling her pants off and tossing them aside. His boxers were ripped and laid upon the floor. 
 
   Her scent was dizzying and left him panting with need. He took in the sight of her naked body and lost control. The wild beast from within paced its cage waiting to be set loose.
 
   Her gripped her waist and rolled her onto her knees.  With one hand on the headboard and the other on her shoulder, he buried himself and moaned with her. Slow and steady, he rocked. He tangled his hand in her hair, then stopped his movements and smacked her bottom. Her cries of pleasure urged him onward.  He moved farther and faster as a growl ripped from his throat. His hands cupped her breasts when she leaned back, still riding him, her arms around his neck. 
 
   His tongue played along the soft skin between her ear lobes and collar bone, tasting her honeysuckle perfume mixed with her tropical scent. 
 
   She twisted in his arms to face him. He held her in place for a moment staring and memorizing the varying specks of the blue brilliance in her eyes. His fingers slowly slid from her face and into her hair, pulling her into another long kiss. Soft golden hair twisted in his hands as he pulled her closer to him, deepening the kiss.
 
   Razor blade sharp nails dug in and trailed down his back, stealing his breath. A mixed sound of pleasure and pain passed his lips. His beast on the prowl took over. 
 
   He pushed her back on the bed. Her low purr was just as teasing as the look upon her face; lustful, happy and excited. Pinning her to the mattress, he picked up where he left off. His heart pounded with the rhythm as euphoria took over. The room swirled and then disappeared.  Only they existed in the nothingness, wrapped around each other, groping and holding on as they dropped from the orgasmic cliff. As he kissed her, he swallowed her moans of pleasure and they mixed with his as they plunged head long into the ocean of ecstasy together. 
 
   Blinking away the excitement, the room came back into focus. She lay limply in his arms, as delicate as a flower and just as soft. Her breathing was just as hard as his. Sweeping her locks of wheat away from her face, he kissed her forehead and she roused. 
 
   Her face held a look of confusion and her eyes searched his questioningly. His beast stopped dead in its tracks. Her skin felt like rose petals as she slid from his grip and sat on the bed facing him.
 
   “Paige? What's wrong?”
 
   “Are you really OK?”
 
   He smiled at her and kissed her nose.
 
   “I feel perfect.”
 
   God, her smile is sunshine, he thought. 
 
   “Really? I was so worried about you.” 
 
   “No need to worry.  In fact,...” He stood up from the floor and looked around the small room. “Paige, where are my clothes?”
 
   “I don't know. I bet in all the commotion Anna has them put up. I can ask her. Wait, looks like she folded your clothes and put them in that chair.”
 
   He followed the line of her arm, her finger pinpointing the small chair next to the door and bookshelf. Sure enough, his ripped jeans and what was left of his shirt lay there. He rushed over and yanked up his ratty pants, quickly jamming his fists in the pockets. He came up empty. 
 
   “No, no, no!”
 
   Sliding into the jeans, he noticed Paige getting dressed as well.
 
   “Ozzie, what's wrong?”
 
   “No!  It has to be here.”
 
   Frantically he checked his clothes and all around the chair.
 
   Oh, no. It can't be gone.
 
   The door swung open and his friends charged in, Jaxson leading the pack. 
 
   “Oz, what's wrong?”
 
   Thank God, just who I need to see. He spun around, smiling.
 
   “Do you remember that thing I told you about I had been keeping with me? I can't—”
 
   Jaxson's reassuring hand on his shoulder and the words that followed removed the weight of the world from his shoulders.
 
   “I have it. Anna made sure it was safe.”
 
   Closing his eyes, he sighed with relief only to stiffen once more when Paige spoke.
 
   “What thing? What is going on?”
 
   “Um...”
 
   His friends came to his rescue. Anna stood in front of Paige to distract her.
 
   “Ugh, you know how guys are. It's probably some 'get lucky' trinket they think they can't live without.”
 
   He watched as Anna spoke to Paige, rolling her eyes and making it seem like nothing, so he took his cue. Turning toward Jaxson, he grabbed the small package. Carefully he quietly opened the box and removed its contents. He handed the box back to Jaxson and it disappeared.  
 
   With air through his lungs and butterflies in his stomach, he interrupted Anna and Paige's chat fest.
 
   “Oh no, Jaxson, they have figured us out. We have lost our sense of mystery. What shall we do now?” 
 
   Jaxson rolled his eyes and said mockingly, “Oh, the horror...it's over. We are doomed.”
 
   Their joking sarcasm got them a, “Ha ha, you're so not funny,” from Anna as she shooed Jaxson and herself right out of the room.
 
   Ozzie pulled Paige into his arms with a coy smile on his face.
 
   “Ya know, for us to not be funny...” he nuzzled her neck. “We made the two of you laugh.”
 
   “We laughed because the two of you are terrible actors.”
 
   “Mhm.” He leaned in and kissed her, gathering his courage.
 
   Get a grip. Grow some balls!
 
   Leading them through the room, he moved them to the bed. Her cute smile and bright eyes ignited his inferno. Her words unlocked his caged beast.
 
   “ Again? Didn't we just do this? My my, what an appetite you have today.”
 
   “I always have a healthy appetite for you.”
 
   Stay focused.
 
   He pushed her into a sitting position and sat beside her. 
 
   Gazing at her sky blue eyes, he said, “I love you, woman! I will always love you and nothing and nobody will ever change that.” 
 
   He dropped to the floor on his knees, ring in hand.
 
   “Paige Leigh Ann Hendrix, you are the air in my lungs, the beacon of light in my hour of darkness and my own special spring melting the harshness of winter that consumed my heart long ago. I promise to give you all that I am and all that I have as long as I draw breaths. Will you marry me?”
 
   Her piercing squeal was like heaven to his ears when it was followed and mixed with, “Yes! Yes. Oh my God, yes!”
 
   He slid the tiny gold circle of love along her finger, sending the room into a shimmering disco as the light danced along the many edges of the diamond.
 
   His weight fell on top of her as he kissed her back.  He pulled away, laughing at the voices outside the door.
 
   “Ha! I told you she would say yes.” 
 
   “That speech was kinda cheesy. I'll be sure to share that on poker night.”
 
    “Oh, your friends are going to terrorize you.”
 
   With his forehead on her chest, he sighed.
 
   “Yes, they will be unrelenting.” He leaned up and kissed her. “But you are well worth any amount of torture anyone can dare dish out.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 3 
 
   “What are you doing here, Dr. Phillips?”
 
   She stepped aside, opening the door, and ushered the one they called the good doctor a few feet into the living room.
 
   “Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink? Tea maybe?”
 
   “No, no, thank you.” He turned toward her. “Anna, I have something to show you.”
 
   With her hand on his shoulder, she led him farther into the room.
 
   Has he lost his marbles? Why is he watching the ceiling? She thought.
 
   His hair was disheveled and he had a wild-eyed look. She could tell he was upset about something, but she couldn't fathom what. 
 
   This must be serious; he has never paid a personal visit.
 
   Dr. Phillips took a few more steps and stopped directly under the ceiling fan. He pulled something from his inner pocket. The weird sound of flopping x-rays filled the room as he yanked them free from the large envelope. Anna stepped up close and looked into the slides when Dr. Phillips held them up to the light and explained. Eyeballing the black and white film, she followed his fingers as they darted across the picture.
 
   “You see this x-ray? The chest has damage and the ribs are broken.”
 
   The picture showed a mutilated and broken human rib cage and chest. The bones were twisted and snapped. The chest cavity looked like something exploded.  She looked back to the doctor.
 
   “Yes, and…” Dr. Phillips flipped the page and pointed as he explained the second slide. The flimsy x-ray paper showed the upper torso of a human figure completely intact. There was no damage or broken bones. 
 
   “In this slide, you see what’s wrong with it?” The doctor asked.
 
   Her eyes searched the film and found nothing.  “I see nothing wrong with this one.”
 
   She took a step back as the doctor dropped his hand and turned toward her.
 
   “Anna, what did you do?”
 
   Why is it everyone's first assumption that I did something?
 
   With her hand on her chest and her eye brow raised at the accusation, she said, “Excuse me, doc? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   He shook the flimsy films.
 
   “Look closer, Anna. Don’t you see? The markings!” He pointed at the x-ray again. “Right here, there is a circle or something and it’s about the size of my hand, embedded on his ribs.”
 
   She yanked them from his grasp. Jaxson examined them with her. Her eyes darted across the page, quickly taking in all the details. The markings were there, clear and noticeable. Realizing whose x-ray she held, she gasped.  Her dumbfounded gaze slid to the good doctor.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   He looked as dumbfounded as she did. 
 
   “I was going to ask you the same question,” Dr. Phillips replied. “It was there before he was injured and now it is gone, so, I ask again, what did you do?”
 
   She eyed the doctor, weighing her decisions.
 
   I have known him my whole life. Should I just play dumb? Can I trust him with the truth?
 
   Inhaling the calmness of lavender-scented air, she prepared to bare it all.
 
   Sebastian’s voice filled the room with cryptic words. 
 
   “Anna, you think it wise for the unknowing to be with the knowing?”
 
   She shot him a glare. “Sebastian, always with the secrets?”
 
   “Anna, there is a reason for secrets, and you would do well to accept that.”
 
   Dr. Phillips interjected. “As Ozzie's physician, I need to know what happened to him. Where is he?”
 
   Speak of the devil.
 
   Ozzie burst through the room in usual Ozzie style, ripped jeans and no shirt. Paige was at his side, her huge diamond sparkling in the light and dancing along the walls. Anna shared a look and a smile with Paige, congratulating her with her eyes.
 
   “Doc, are you…”
 
   The entire room gasped as he entered the room.
 
   “The markings...” Before she could say anything else, Ozzie yelled.
 
   “Everybody, down, now!”
 
   Anna, along with everyone else, dropped to the floor. Her eyes darted around the room and everyone seemed to scatter across her carpet, cautious and confused. The only one who seemed more than a little shook up was the doctor, who had his hands protecting his head, shaking slightly. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter 4 
 
   Ozzie dove to the floor, pulling Paige with him. His skin scraped across the carpet as a wooden arrow shot through the glass and stuck in the wall right where Sebastian’s head would have been. 
 
   “Nobody move! I recognize that arrow.” Everyone’s gaze was upon him as he stood from the floor. He turned back to look into Paige’s big blue eyes when she grabbed his arm. 
 
   “It’s OK. I promise he won’t hurt me.”  He rubbed his hand gently down the side of her face. “Trust me.”
 
   He stared directly through the window at the old man. The bow was still in his hand as he stood in the front yard. A Dungaree shirt fit tightly over his broad shoulders, Camouflage pants covered his long legs and boots. An ammo and gun belt was wrapped around his tapered waist and was equipped with two pistols. All of that, along with the man's aged face wearing a proud grin as it always did, made him smile when the man spoke. 
 
   “Ozzie, is that you, my dear boy?”
 
   “Yes, Dad, it is. You can drop the bow.”
 
   “Dad?” He heard Anna’s voice say.
 
   “No, thank you, Son. I think I’ll keep it if you don’t mind.”
 
   This is ridiculous.
 
   He wrenched open the front door and walked out onto the porch.
 
   “Dad―” 
 
   “Step aside, Son. I can smell the vermin in that house. Are you hurt? Are they letting you go and will they let the other human go as well?”
 
   Other human…the doctor.
 
   “No one is in danger here. They are my friends.”
 
   He saw the look of disgust cross his father’s face.
 
   Damn, I should have told him sooner. Just what I need right now, one more thing to worry about.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Ozzie asked.
 
   “I can answer that.”
 
   His gaze followed the good doctor as he stood up and walked in his direction.
 
   “I called him.”
 
   Turning his back to his father, he glared at the doctor. 
 
   “Why would you do that?” He noticed the doctor looked as if he might back down but didn’t.
 
   “You were dying. He is listed as your next of kin. It was my job to call him.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this later!” He turned back to his father. “Dad, are you going to come in? No one is going to hurt you. You’re safe here.”
 
   “I’ll come in. I will leave the bow, but I’m not leaving my gun.” He tossed his hands in the air in a give-up fashion momentarily.
 
   “As you wish, but you won’t need it.”
 
   “We'll see,” his father said, setting the bow on the porch and unlatching his .45 pistol.
 
   He moved from the doorway and followed the doctor and his father into the house. He closed the door and rushed past his father, ushering him to the couch.
 
   “Have a seat.” He eyed each of his friends. “Give him some room. He’s…jumpy.”
 
   His father’s tone, laced with disappointment, caught his attention and he noticed his father's pistol gripped in his right hand, safety off.
 
   “I raised you better than this, Son. Since when do you hang out with the very creatures you were raised to hunt? Have you forgotten your duties? It’s a good thing I showed up, no telling what they might do to you.”
 
   “We would never hurt Ozzie. We all love him. I’m in love with him.”
 
   Her soft skin brushed his when she went to move past him as she spoke. He reached back, keeping his gaze on his father, and stopped her from advancing. 
 
   “Paige, stay where you are, please.”
 
   Emotions and colors seemed to pass over his father’s face as recognition kicked in. He answered his father’s unspoken question. 
 
   “Yes, Father, that is my fiancée, Paige. You have talked with her several times on the phone.” Pushing his boundaries, he introduced the rest of the group. “The other woman is Anna, Paige’s best friend. On her left is Jaxson, whom you have also had phone conversations with, and on her right is–”
 
   “Sebastian! “ His father growled through gritted teeth. “I vowed to kill you the next time we crossed paths.”
 
   Ozzie swallowed the nervous lump in his throat and placed a firm hand on the man’s chest, pleading with him. 
 
   “Father, no. He is a friend of Anna’s, and this is her house.”
 
   His heart, a wounded sinking ship, weighed upon him as his father’s disapproving glare bore into him. 
 
   “Father, please!”
 
   He counted his breaths as he waited for his response. 
 
   Please let him see reason. I don't want to have to fight my father.
 
   A sigh of relief washed through him just as resolve flashed across his father’s face. He dropped his hands an inch and…movement. 
 
   The room erupted with smoke and screams. He tackled his father, pinning him down and ripped the gun from his hand.  Frustration had taken its toll. 
 
   “That is enough! Everyone stop, just stop, dammit!”
 
   He stood, breathing hard and towering over the man on the floor, his gaze quickly sweeping the room. Jaxson had Anna in his arms as if to shield her from the chaos. Sebastian leaned nonchalantly on a door frame and Paige had the doctor back in the floor, his face buried in the carpet unwillingly, keeping him safe.
 
   “Is anyone hurt?” No one answered. “I said is anyone hurt? Answer me!” A collective no filled the air. “Fine.”
 
   He offered his father a hand and motioned for him to have a seat. “Please sit down, Father. I promise I will explain it all. I told you, you are safe. No one is here to harm anyone.”
 
   His father sat down on the couch at long last. He slowed his breathing and tried to think. Raking his hands through his hair, he closed his eyes for a moment before taking in every eye in the room. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath and waiting on his orders. Old man Zane was the first to break the silence with his shaky words.
 
   “Son, what have you become?”
 
   He opened his mouth to answer and so did everyone else.
 
   “Human!”
 
   “Vampire!”
 
   “Wolf!”
 
   “Hunter!”
 
   “All of the above?”
 
   “I have no damn idea, that’s why I’m here!”
 
   Dear God, this is going to be one hell of a day!
 
   Taking a deep breath, Ozzie shouted once again. “Shut up!” Turning to the group he said, “Wait, who said vampire and wolf?”
 
   “I did,” Anna and Paige said in unison.
 
   “Well, you’re wrong, Paige. He is not a wolf,” Anna said.
 
   “No, you’re wrong!” Paige snapped back at Anna.
 
   “I’m telling you, Paige, you’re wrong! Remember what you asked me to–” Anna tried to explain loudly.
 
   He had had enough and cut her off.
 
   “For the sake of sanity, everybody shut the hell up and sit down!”
 
   To his surprise, they all did. Anna and Jaxson sat at the kitchen table. Sebastian meandered into a dark corner. The doctor and Paige sat in the lounge chairs.
 
   “OK, first thing is first.” He turned to his father. “You’re here because the doc told you I was dying. Why are you not at the hospital? How did you know to come here?”
 
   “The head nurse said the doc was here and so were you. She gave me directions. She said she knew Anna very well. I bet she doesn’t know what she is.”
 
   Why is my father lying to me? It's not all a lie, but his truth is laced with deception, Ozzie thought.
 
   “What Anna is or isn’t, is irrelevant at this moment.”  He turned to the doctor. “Why are you here? I know that you brought the x-rays, but how did you know I was still alive?”
 
   “I wagered a good guess. Sebastian tried to compel me when they left with you from the hospital. I played along, because at that moment I knew what he was. Honestly, I wasn’t sure you would be alive. I feared he would turn you and Anna. That’s why I came by.”
 
   “OK, but we left the hospital three days ago. Why show up now if you were so worried?”
 
   The color drained from the man’s face. He heard the doctor’s heart beating against his chest, and small beads of sweat covered his brow. He smelled the truth on his lips when he opened his mouth to speak.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ozzie. Please forgive me.”
 
   Have I missed something? Ozzie thought.
 
   “Forgive you for what?”
 
   It was his father who answered.
 
   “For the team of hunters down the street. I passed them when I came in. They assembled because the good doctor here called them. That’s why I fired the bow first and was prepared to answer questions later.”
 
   “Where did you get a team of hunters?” Ozzie asked.
 
   “It’s your team.”
 
   He turned to Paige with his hand out. “Phone!”
 
   He watched as the iPhone seemed to slowly float through the air. When it was an inch from his face, he swung his hand and the cool metal came to rest in his hands. He slid his finger across the screen and dialed the number. Three rings sounded in his ear before someone answered. 
 
   “Thomas, take your team and go home. The man that drove up is my father.  Everything is fine. I will call you later.” He ended the call just as quickly as he had caught the phone. It landed softly on the couch next to his father when he tossed it.
 
   He motioned back to the doctor.
 
   “You were saying before something about some markings? Is that just made up as well?”
 
   “No! The markings are real, and I think I know why they disappeared from your ribs.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   The whole room gasped a second time, as if the oxygen had been pulled from the air. His father’s voice broke through first.
 
   “No!  Son, what have you done?”
 
   He followed his father’s shocked gaze.
 
   What the...how? A tattoo?
 
   As if he could feel it, he ran his hand across his chest. He dropped his head and tried to see the markings upon his skin.  The room before him shook and his breath caught in his throat.
 
   A Tattoo! When did that happen?  What the hell went on while I was out? 
 
   Slowly, he ran his fingers across the ink.  It looked almost familiar.  It was an elaborate, braided chain forming a perfect circle. A childhood memory flashed behind his eyes:
 
   A young, scrawny dark-haired boy darted across the yard. He seemed to be heading toward the large Irish cottage.  White paint covered the sturdy frame and walls. The roof looked like it was in need of minor repairs as did the old front door the boy dashed through.  Warmth from the fire hugged his skin like a cozy blanket as he walked across the small living room.
 
   “There you are, Oliver. Did you have fun with the local boys?”
 
   His eyes were immediately fixed on the old woman swaddled by blankets, sitting in an old rocking chair. Her skin was wrinkled and her hair was gray, but her smile lit up the room and her eyes seemed to dazzle in the firelight. Smiling at her, he rushed across the room in her direction. He managed to maneuver his awkward boney self into the lap of his grandmother. Nuzzling close and burying himself in her arms and blankets, he answered her question.
 
   “Yes, Grandmother, I did.”
 
   “Well, I am glad you have enjoyed your visit. You know your father will be here tomorrow to pick you up and take you home.”
 
   He leaned up and looked at her. “Do I have to go? Can’t I stay with you here in Ireland?”
 
   “What would you do about school, Oliver?”
 
   “I could go to school here. I don’t want to leave. I will miss you. I love you.”
 
   He snuggled closer and deeper into the folds of his grandmother and her many blankets as she hugged him close.
 
   “I love you too, Oliver Markus Zane. I want to give you something.”
 
   He squirmed out of her hold a bit while she moved her hand from the piles of fabric. She unfastened a small, leather, braided bracelet and latched it onto his arm. 
 
   “Your grandfather made this for me many years ago. I want you to have it. It will protect you.”
 
   His face sported a funny expression.
 
   “Grandma, how is a bracelet going to protect me? Only girls wear bracelets.”
 
   Worn, braided, brown leather traced in gold encircled his wrist. He closed his eyes as his grandmother hugged him close once more.
 
   “Trust an old woman, it will protect you. Your father used to have one of these bracelets, too.”
 
   As he came back to reality, he absent-mindedly rubbed the bare wrist where the old leather  had left a ghostly lingering sensation at the sudden memory. 
 
   I love you too, Grandma. I miss you every day.
 
   His eyes shot to the mirror hanging behind the couch and his hands stopped on the green, braided Celtic shamrock outlined in gold in the center.  This time the vision of his mother and sister flashed behind his eyes.
 
   “Ozzie, would you please come down here and grab some more wood for the fire? Your sister and I are getting cold and your father is not home yet.”
 
   He closed the math book he had been studying when he heard his mother’s request.  With his eyes closed, he ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath.
 
   Glad for the break. I need it. 
 
   He glanced over to the small clock that sat on the corner of his desk.
 
   Wow, I have been at this for four hours. Yes, it is time for a break. 
 
   “I’ll be right there, Mother.”
 
   He shuffled to his feet and stretched his tight muscles. 
 
   Oh, that feels good.
 
   He ambled across the room and headed down the stairs. Halfway down, he spotted his sister, Loraina, and his mother sitting at the dining room table. Streams of ribbon and piles upon piles of string and leather lay scattered across the table.
 
   Confused, he asked, “What are the two of you doing?”
 
   His mother looked up from her work and over the top of her glasses and smiled sweetly as she dropped her hands in her lap. His sister spun in her chair and answered first.  
 
   “We are making Celtic knots, silly.”
 
   “Celtic knots?”
 
   “Is your head in the clouds? Celtic knots, the shape of a shamrock…you know, part of the family crest…”
 
   “Family Crest?”
 
   Part of the family crest,… he thought as he came out of his reverie. He refocused on the shamrock once more. All the braided lines of green and gold seemed to twist and fold on and around the shamrock only to lead to the center, where a dime-sized ruby sat. The red in the ruby pulsed with life and flowed around the design like blood through veins. He stared at the tear-shaped ruby and swore it was beating, matching the rhythm of his heart―slow and steady.  He touched each of the small markings inside the circle surrounding the shamrock. 
 
   In between the braided circle and the shamrock were four markings spaced like the sides of a compass in a cross pattern. At the top were a set of fangs, the tips colored red. At the bottom was a pair of gold animal eyes. To the left were five small, silver stars, and on the right was a misshapen frame of a human outlined in black.
 
   What do those represent?
 
   He glanced back at his father’s shocked expression as he continued to stare at the new markings on his skin. His father's trembling words were like daggers in the heart.
 
   “You have been marked, Son. By what, I do not know.”
 
   He felt his father’s touch on his chest. He ran his hands over the tattoo as he explained it. 
 
   “This outer staggered circle here, the outside, it represents the universe. It encompasses us all. These fangs here at the top in the center, these represent the vampires. Directly down from that, the animal eyes, they represent the werewolf. To the left, the stars, that is for the witches, and straight across to the right, this blurred human-looking symbol, this represents the spirits of the undead.
 
   Here in the center of it all is a family crest; the braided clover of our ancestors. This is our family’s secret, out in the open, a curse to us and a curiosity to everyone else. This tattoo proves two things: you are from noble hunter bloodlines, and, among us, are a fallen soldier. It is proof that you have been touched by the supernatural and come out the other side…but at what cost? At what cost, my son?”
 
   His father fell back onto the couch and hung his head. Tears fell down his face as he wept. His heart shattered like glass. 
 
   “Father, I am right here. I am alive. I’m not a fallen solider. You felt my heart beat in my chest and blood surge through my veins. I don’t understand. Why are you crying as if I have died?”
 
   His father’s dark brown eyes stared back at him. 
 
   “Because you have, Son. This, you here, this is not my son. This is the work of supernatural witches. The tattoo is proof you are dead. It’s just a matter of time before we find out what dead you shall run with.”
 
   “What dead I shall run with? Father, you’re not making any sense. I feel fine, better than fine. I have no blood lust. I don’t feel the need to shift into anything. I feel solid enough that I can’t walk through walls and, I promise you, I haven’t a lick of knowledge about witchcraft. This, me here…” He put his hand on his chest. “I am still your son.” He turned with pleading eyes to the doctor. “Tell him. I didn’t die. I am me. Tell him! He will believe you.”
 
   The air sizzled with anticipation. No one spoke, no one moved and the only sound in the room was the doctor swallowing hard. He looked around at his friends, waiting for someone to intercede, but no one budged.  Finally, the doctor cleared his throat and spoke.
 
   “Mr. Zane, I can tell you this. I did not witness your son’s death. He was alive when they brought him in and he was alive when they left with him.”
 
   “Thank you, Doc, but the tattoo is proof that at some point when your eyes were off my son, he died and someone or something brought him back. Oliver, I hate to do this...” He stumbled over his broken words. “But you are my son...and this is my...duty. Because I love you so, I will give you forty-eight hours to say your goodbyes.”
 
   Ozzie stood and glared down at his father.
 
   “No! I won’t let you hurt them because of what they are. They may be the supernatural, but I assure you they’re not what you taught me to hunt. They hunt alongside me to get rid of the ones who care not for humanity. They have all joined me and helped me on hunts to kill the monsters that have preyed upon the innocent. I have never strayed from my duties.”
 
   For the first time in his life, his father looked at him as if he were something to pity.  His chest felt as if knives made of fire and ice plunged into him to the hilt.  He stumbled backward, his hand over his heart. His breath wouldn’t pass his lips and tears of anger rimmed his eyes. What used to be his heart lay in pieces somewhere on the floor.  He watched his father move from the couch and head for the door. 
 
   “Wait!” Anna ran forward. “Please, Mr. Zane. Don’t go. Stay and let us prove to you that what Ozzie says is true.  Things always change and evolve. The supernatural is no different. Yes, you know what we all are, but we are just as your son says we are. We are good people. We all work together and help your son uphold all the things you have taught him. We all love Ozzie, and the blonde over there couldn’t live without him. Ozzie is a great man, and that’s why we all love him.”
 
   Ozzie had eyes only for his father, who looked around the room weighing his options and debating his decisions. He knew his father was a stubborn man, but he also knew he was a man of intelligence and honor.  Squaring his shoulders, he stood tall as he watched his father come to a conclusion. 
 
   “His name is Oliver Markus Zane, and he is of hunter nobility and my son. I will stay...only for a little while, but hear me when I say this.” He hardened his features and his tone. “He is mine and killing him will break my heart, my spirit and my soul, but I will do it if necessary. As for the rest of you, I will kill you, all of you, without a moment’s hesitation.”
 
   His father walked out the door. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter 5 
 
   Ozzie stood staring at the closed door.
 
   I have to fix this. 
 
   The matter settled in his head. He followed after his father.  He passed the porch, went out onto the lawn and caught his father by the car.
 
   I have always loved this car; General Lee Orange. I get my fondness of cars from him, and his 1969 Dodge Charger is his favorite car.
 
   “Father, wait,” he said, touching his shoulder.
 
   His father turned and looked at him.
 
   “I have agreed to stay. I am a man of my word.”
 
   “I know that.” He pulled his father close and hugged him. Tears rimmed his eyes and the pieces of his heart pulled back together when his father returned the warm-hearted hug. “I love you, Father.”
 
   He let go and wiped his face.
 
   “And I you, Son. No amount of supernatural business is gonna get in the way of that.”
 
   “Same here, Father.” He stepped back to make room for his father to get to the car. “Will I see you—”
 
   Neither of them moved. The fine hairs on Ozzie’s back raised and got his attention. He kept his head low and his eyes scanned the surroundings.  A moment later he smelled them.
 
   Well, damn! Guess I'm dealing with this now.
 
   “You can come out now. I know you are there, Abrams.”
 
   He watched as several hunters materialized from the woods beyond. The whole team, his entire crew of ten, descended in his direction. They were spread out like the wings of an eagle fanning the landscape, just as he had taught them.
 
   “What are you doing here? Didn't I tell you I would call you later?”
 
   Abrams, his second in command, spoke first.
 
   “Yes, but you also taught us to stay on top of any situation that might be dangerous, and this, my friend...” He moved his hand in a circular motion indicating the area around the house. “Is always potentially dangerous. I mean, Anna is a vampire.”
 
   His father, shocked by the news, fell against his car in disbelief. Ozzie watched the horror cross his face. 
 
   “Father, are you OK?”
 
   “They know?” His father asked.
 
   “Hell yes, we know. We also know Anna is one of the good guys, as are the rest of them. They have hunted with us before. Their little extra abilities sometimes come in handy.”
 
   “See, Father? I told you. They...” he pointed back toward the house. “Are not what you think. Well, they are, but they are not what we hunt.”
 
   “I will take your word for it for now and give them the benefit of the doubt.”
 
   “Thank you, Father. That is all I ask.”
 
   A bright light rained down on them, lighting the lawn as Anna opened the door and headed toward them. Jaxson was on her heels.
 
   “Mr. Zane, Jaxson and I were just about to light a fire in the fire pit in the backyard and we were wondering if you would like to join us. I have plenty to drink and munch on.  It is a nice night to sit under the stars and have some friendly conversation.”
 
   “Hey, Anna. What about us?” Abrams shot back.
 
   “I don't know. The last time I let you guys stay, you all cried like whiney bitches.”
 
   “We did no such thing!” A voice from back in crowd protested.
 
   He moved out of the way as Anna pushed passed him, looking around.
 
   “Cuervo, is that you?”
 
   His father raised an eye and looked at him. “Cuervo? Son, isn't that a bit...”
 
   “I got this one, Ozzie.” Cuervo stepped forward, shook hands with Mr. Zane and proceeded to explain.
 
   “Have you ever heard the phrase 'I got my ass kicked by a golden pint-sized Mexican and his pet worm?’”
 
   “No, can't say that I have,” his father replied.
 
   “Well, what it means is someone who got drunk on  Jose Cuervo tequila and ended up with a huge 'God, I feel like I'm dying' hangover. Jose Cuervo is gold in color and most people buy it in pint-size bottles and sometimes, if you buy a fifth, there is a worm at the bottom. Now, you will get trashed just by drinking the tequila, but if you eat the worm...lo patea el culo.”
 
   “It means 'it kicks your ass'. You looked a bit confused, Father.”
 
   “Anyway...” Anna continued. “So Cuervo got his name because he and his wife were here one night and he drank an entire fifth of that brand of tequila and ate the worm, even though we all told him not to, only to have his wife call us the next day and tell us he was curled up in the fetal position, crying and yelling, ‘Someone shoot me now,’ hence the name Cuervo. It is to remind him of his drunken stupidity.”
 
   “We call his wife Eighteen Hundred,” Paige said as she made her way into the center of the group. Ozzie pulled her close to his side and kissed her cheek. His eyes slid back to his father when he asked a question.
 
   “Is that what she drinks?”
 
   Anna took over the explanation once more. 
 
   “Oh Lord, no. She doesn't drink. We call her Eighteen Hundred because her voice is velvety smooth but a bit harsh, and she can and will kick your ass if you get out of line. She is as feisty as they come.”
 
   His father chimed in with a story of his own.
 
   “Ya know, I used to hunt with this guy we called Stew, Stew Pidasole. You see, ole Stew wasn't a smart guy or even a nice guy...”
 
   The crowd roared with laughter. Ozzie sat back and listened to his father tell stories and soon, without realizing it, as time went on, everyone was seated and gathered in a circle in the yard.  Caught up in the fish-tales he’d grown up hearing, no one paid attention when Jaxson handed them a chair, including his father, who was now engrossed in yet another tale. A huge smile was upon his face. 
 
   Paige sat snuggled in Ozzie’s lap, nuzzling his neck, awakening his inner animal. He shifted in his chair. Delicately he trailed his fingertip down her arm, needing to touch her. He turned his eyes to her when she whispered to him.
 
   “I really hope this works with your father. I have always liked him.” The light from the moon seemed to add depth to her blue eyes and a shimmer to her hair. 
 
   God she is beautiful. 
 
   “I am sure it will all work out. He is a stubborn man, but he is also a smart one. He's the wisest man I know.”
 
   “Son, did you just call me a wise ass?”
 
   He was glad for the lack of light, he surely wouldn't live down the red on his cheeks from being caught not listening to his father’s story. The entire crowd quieted, awaiting his answer.  Sliding a nervous hand through his hair, he took a deep breath. 
 
   “No, Sir. I said you were the wisest man I know.”
 
   “That's a good lad. Although, I was about to ask if you had been talking with your mother, that's what she calls me.”
 
   There was another round of laughter from the circle.  After a moment, he patted Paige's arm and motioned her up, as he stood when his father did. 
 
   “Lad, I have had a good time talking with your friends.”
 
   “Does that mean you will be back tomorrow, then?”
 
   He returned his father’s hug and the embrace felt like home; warm, familiar and safe. He hadn't realized how much he missed his family. His father patted him on the back before answering.
 
   “Yes, Son. I will be back tomorrow.” They chatted as they headed for his father's car. 
 
   “Thank you, Father, for staying and talking with everyone. It meant a lot to them. It meant a lot to me.”
 
   “It was nice, Son. I have had a good time, and that Paige is more beautiful than you described.”
 
   “I am so glad that you like her. If you don't kill us all, she will be your daughter-in-law.”
 
   “What? When did that happen?”
 
   “Today. I made it official and asked her earlier today. She said yes.”
 
   He loved to see his father smile almost as much as he loved to see his mother and Paige smile. 
 
   “Aye, lad, I am happy for you. I am sure things will work out. I am feeling better about the situation, but I will not save you from your mother. You have until tomorrow afternoon to tell her about the engagement. I can't save you from her.”
 
   Laughing, he said, “Fair enough.” He hugged his father one last time and opened the car door. He stood as the man climbed into the car, slamming the door shut behind him. Ozzie tapped the hood of the car, and then he saluted his father.
 
   “I will see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow.”
 
   With his hands in his pockets, he watched as the tail lights faded in the distance. He became lost in thought. Once the blurred haze of red was gone, he turned to his friends and yelled.
 
   “Hey, what time is it?”
 
   “Why? You have a date?” Abrams asked.
 
   “No, but I have another problem that needs to be addressed right away if it’s not too late time wise.”
 
   Paige was right by his side, her sweet words in his ear.
 
   “Ozzie, what's wrong?”
 
   She wore a worried look on her face. He pulled her into his arms, kissed her head and answered her.
 
   “It's nothing like that. I just need to call my mother.”
 
   His buddies erupted in loud sarcastic laughter.
 
   “Oh, Ozzie Wozzie gotta call his mommy? Do you need her to powder your bottom?”
 
   The laughter got louder and he smiled with them at the joke.
 
   “No, I need to tell her I'm getting married. If she has to find out from my father, I am a dead man.”
 
   The laughter ceased.
 
   “Dude, wait. Married?” Cuervo asked.
 
   His friends walked over one by one and slapped him on the back in congratulations and as they passed Paige, they hugged her.
 
   “We need to celebrate,” Jaxson suggested.
 
   “I have beer and whiskey,” Anna offered. “I didn't bring it out earlier because I was afraid of how your father would react. We are already on his 'maybe I need to hunt them' list”
 
   “It's probably a good thing you kept them put up.”
 
   “Oh, would he have been offended?” Paige asked.
 
   “No, were you not paying attention? We are Irish! Alcohol is like water to us. It's in our blood. Good lord, they have a whole holiday dedicated to it.” Smiling, he shrugged. “He would have challenged you to a drinking match and drank all of you under the table like the lightweights you are compared to him.”
 
   “Damn, dude. That could have been one helluva story, though!” Cuervo pointed out.
 
   Laughter roared again. He laughed with his friends and noticed Abrams passing out beer from a cooler he had hidden in the shadows behind Ozzie's car. 
 
   “We need to celebrate. Let's toast the happy couple.”
 
   Everyone raised their beers and clinked their opened bottles.
 
   “To Ozzie and Paige!” They said in unison.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 6 
 
   Ozzie sat with Paige draped over his lap and looked around at everyone. Anna , Jaxson and Sebastian had returned to the kitchen table, facing the living room. The doctor, who sat in the lounge chair, had come back to apologize for his rash actions.
 
   His father, taking center stage in the living room, was in the middle of proving he ‘just knew’ what each and every one of them were. The gray in his hair outshined the blazing red as the light from the windows played across his head. He had broad shoulders attached to strong arms. A small pot belly bounced with every laugh. The strong Zane legs carried him from one spot to another. Ozzie always loved to see his father in action.
 
   With a wide smile upon his face, he watched the man who raised him to be who he was point at each face in the room and explain their supernatural talents.
 
   “You, Sebastian, I know from the old country. I chased you many times through woods and over hills. I know you are a vampire and you prey on the young and beautiful.  I have heard tell that you, unlike the originals, don’t feed on blood, but on lust and sex.”
 
   “You are correct. Lust and sex are what I technically feed on, but it can’t be just anyone. Like everyone else, I have a preference. I can only feed on someone whom I’ve had sex with that I lusted for. Not just ‘wow she’s pretty,’ but lusted in a coveted kind of way.”
 
   He seems to be enjoying himself at least. Now it’s Jaxson’s turn. This should be interesting.
 
   “You, Sir, are a shifter, an original shifter, one that can take the shape of anything, but…” He took a deep breath. “From the smell of you, I’d wager you prefer cat. Let’s see…Bengal tiger?”
 
   “Yes, that is correct. My journey is quite different than anyone here. It’s a tale I shall save for another day.”
 
   “Fair enough. Next?”
 
   Paige squealed and jumped when his father pointed to her. He leaned down and whispered in her ear.
 
   “It’s alright, Paige. My father is not going to hurt you. This is his favorite game to play. He prides himself on knowing what he’s up against. Just play along. Besides, he’s almost always right.”
 
   She burrowed farther into his lap. He stroked her shoulder as he waited for his father to continue.
 
   “My dear Paige, you are so pretty in person, I bet you are just as beautiful when you transform into a big albino tiger.”
 
   Her tiny frame jostled in his lap as her head popped up, surprised by the accurate guess.
 
   “How do you know these things? I mean, how can you tell I turn into a white cat?”
 
   “Talent and experience, my dear, and of course...other things.”
 
   This I can’t wait to see. Anna is the wildcard. Even I had never heard of her kind of vampire. Special breed, indeed.
 
   His father slowly turned in Anna’s direction and his smile grew wide and wicked.
 
   “Anna, you are a bit tricky. I can’t quite put my finger on you. Part of you gives off human, but part of you reeks of Sebastian. Tell me, did he change you?”
 
   “Yes, he did. It was a while back.” Anna mimicked his wicked smile. “So, old man, can you guess what I feed off of?”
 
   “Dad, I will warn you, Anna is very unique. We are still figuring her out. She truly is a one of a kind.”
 
   “Are you saying, Son, that she is the only vampire of her kind? A different breed of vampire?”
 
   “That is exactly what I am saying. She is nothing you have ever come across before.”
 
   “Son, would you be willing to put money on it? You know how I love a good bet, especially if it’s one I’ll win.”
 
   “I’ll put up whatever you want to wager, but you won’t guess what she feeds on.”
 
   “Fair enough. I wager my mint condition 1969 Dodge Charger against your 2012 Dodge Challenger.”
 
   He sat up, almost dropping Paige in the floor. Gripping her waist and shoulders, he saved her from the embarrassment of being tossed off the couch. He looked down at her and whispered, “Are you alright? I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how fast I moved.”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. Now back to your father, I’m anxious to see if he guesses correctly.” He gave her his special wink and looked back to his father.
 
   “No, Dad. I can’t let you wager that car. You love that car.”
 
   “Who says I’m going to lose?”
 
   “Fine!” Seeing the stubborn look upon his father’s face, he threw his hands up. “Go ahead. What is Anna?”
 
   “She is of Sebastian’s bloodline, which makes her vampire, but she is different.  She looks human, yet she is not. She smells of strong coffee…”
 
   “I don’t feed off coffee,” Anna blurted out.
 
   She is going to screw this up for me. 
 
   He couldn’t contain his excitement.
 
   “Anna! Why are you helping him? He’s about to blow his record and he is about to do it in front of me. I will have some major bragging rights.”
 
   “Hush, Oliver. I don’t want to see him lose that car. It’s a classic.”
 
   He rolled his eyes at Anna and waited to see if his father could indeed figure out the mystery that was Anna Skott. His father’s voice carried through the room.
 
   “Oh my dear, I like you already. You harass my son, you love coffee and I’m getting the feeling you love muscle cars as much as most men.”
 
   Anna returned the wide and wicked smile once again.  
 
   “You should see my 1971 cherry red 351 Mustang. It’s in the garage.”
 
   “Can I take it for a drive?”
 
   “I’ll let you drive mine if you let me drive yours.”
 
   The suspense was suffocating and he had to know.
 
   “OK, already. We get it, you two love classic cars! Dad, you’re stalling. Do you know what she is? I think you don’t.” He returned his father’s smart-ass smirk.
 
   Man, he has a lot of expressions when he is working something out. I never noticed before. Ha! He doesn't know. 
 
   Finally, the answer came, following shrugged shoulders and a glance at Anna. 
 
   “Hmm, I’m going to wager you feed off music, rock music by the sound of what’s coming from those speakers.”
 
   “Damn! How did you know?” Ozzie belted out.
 
   His father gave him a wicked grin every bit as mischievous as Anna’s.
 
   “I never tell my secrets.”
 
   He must really like her to let her that close. One can hope…
 
   He watched as Anna leaned in and feigned whispering in his father’s ear.
 
   “That’s amazing!  Really though, how did you know?  You can whisper it in my ear. I would just use it to torture him.” 
 
   “I’ll say this: All of you gave it away.  Explain to me how this works, Anna, and then I shall explain how I knew.”
 
   “It's pretty simple. I feed off music, all music in one way or another. Rock feeds me the best. It gives me energy and vitality along with the, I guess you could call them, nutrients that I need to survive. As I said, all music feeds me, but it may take longer for some genres than others. For example, I'm not a huge fan of country music, but in a pinch, it will work. Spiritual music, I prefer Christian music if I am hurt. It helps me to heal much faster and calms my nerves. It gives me an overall feeling of love.” 
 
   “Wow, you were right, the supernatural has changed. I am glad that I listened to you. I still have my reservations, but I’m feeling much better about the situation. As for how I knew…well, you need to work on working together as a team better.  Every one of you looked at the stereo at one time or another while we were talking. Nothing too obvious, but all of you cut your eyes toward it. The only person in this room who didn’t look at it was the doctor over here, who is hiding a secret of his own.”
 
   Ozzie noted he wasn’t the only one staring wide-eyed at the good doctor.  Dr. Phillip’s face flushed and he stuttered just a bit before he got his voice to work.
 
   “I assure you, I am not vampire, or werewolf, or any of that.”
 
   “You’re right, you’re not, but you are a hunter. I guess due to the all the craziness going on no one picked up on the fact that Sebastian didn’t compel you. Well, I noticed he picked up on it, but none of the others did.”
 
   “A hunter! Did you hear that Sebastian? Mr. ‘don't let the unknowing become the knowing,' he already knew,” Anna sarcastically pointed out.
 
   “Well, we are not here to talk about me. Besides, I have to go anyway. I came by to say what I had to say.”
 
   The doctor shuffled to the door. 
 
   “I will see you later. Anna, always the perfect host, thank you.”
 
   “Anytime, Doc.”
 
   The door shut and they looked around in a daze at each other, taking in the new information.
 
   “Huh, I never would have expected...”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 7 
 
   He lay quietly in the darkened room watching the blooming autumn colors of sunrise spread through the curtains, coating the bed in hues of red, orange and violet. Egyptian cotton covered the lower half of his frame and she covered the rest. Her golden hair fanned across his chest, slightly covering the side of her sleeping face. He absent-mindedly ran his fingers up and down the arm draped over his stomach as he thought about the events of the past few days. 
 
   So much had happened in just a short time, but it all seemed to be working in his favor. He had survived his dance with death, his father had decided to stay and see for himself his 'other' family was not a threat, plus he’d kept his relationship with his father from being ruined, and Paige... he still had her. She was all his and she had agreed to marry him.
 
   Gently he squeezed her closer to him. Closing his eyes, he planted a sweet kiss on her forehead, thankful just to have her.
 
   Everything is going so well. Why do I feel like the other shoe is about to drop? I don't care what happens, as long as she and my family are by my side, I can handle anything. 
 
   He felt her stir under his arms, and he loosened his grip, watching her movements. It was just what he had been waiting for; her bright blue-eyed smile. He grinned back at her.
 
   “What are you all smiles for?” She asked.
 
   “I am just happy, that is all.”
 
   She nuzzled closer, playfully. “Why are you so happy?”
 
   “Because...” He rolled her onto her back, nibbling her ear. “Forever and ever I get to do this.” He pressed his mouth to her neck. “And this.” He trailed kisses along her collar bone. Her tiny frame vibrated against his touch with each loud playful giggle. 
 
   I will never tire of hearing that sound.
 
   Pulling away and smiling, he looked at her. 
 
   “I will always love you, no matter what. I meant what I said. Nothing and nobody will ever change that.”
 
   “I love you too, Ozzie. I was so scared when I thought I had lost you.”
 
   “Well, we don't have to worry about any of that. I am fine and I am not going anywhere.”
 
   With his thumb, he wiped the tears from her cheeks.  He swallowed the cry that shook her chest when he kissed her. As the passion flowed between them, he pressed his kiss harder, as if it were the last time he would ever hold her in his arms again. He drank her in, savoring all of her. The room became a blur of movement and emotion. Clothes found themselves airborne and strewn across the floor. Sheets and blankets went in disarray.
 
   He held her against the wall, pressing into her, his mouth wetting her chest and neck. Her moans fueled his beast, igniting his fire. Holding her tightly, he moved them to the dresser. Pictures, clothes, make up and perfume crashed to the floor, as he swept his hand across it, making room for what he planned.
 
   He laid her across the top, exposing her intimates to him. He took hold and devoured her. With her hips in his tight grasp, she writhed beneath him and begged for more. Leaning forward, he kissed her cries of pleasure from her lips. They slid to the floor with her on top of him, never breaking rhythm. He reveled in the sensation of her warmth and desire as he broached the tip of explosion. Again, the world disappeared.
 
   ****
 
   He held her close to his chest as they caught their breath. He kept his eyes closed as the room spun from disorienting excitement. She rolled off his chest and lay beside him, smiling. 
 
   “Wow! That never gets old,” She said.
 
   Leaning toward her, close to her ear, he whispered, “Nope, it only gets better.”
 
   He moved from her ear to her lips and his hand gripped her hip.  Wild and disheveled, his wet hair stuck to her chest when he rested his head and listened to her rapid beating heart. He tightened his grip and held her, enjoying the feel of her.
 
   His eyes drooped and he was heading off to dreamland when a loud, unexpected noise penetrated his blissful quiet. He stirred in her arms when she shook him and told him what he already knew.
 
   “Ozzie, your phone.”
 
   Getting from the warm and soft pillow that was her chest, he ambled over to the nightstand, picked up his phone and answered it. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   His mother's frantic high-pitched voice sounded in his ear.
 
   “Ozzie? Oh my God, is that you?”
 
   “Yes, Mom, it’s me. I am fine.”
 
   He heard her sigh through the phone, rattling the small speaker. 
 
   “We have been so worried. Why didn't you call us?”
 
   “Mom, I hadn't been awake from recovery that long when Dad showed up to investigate. A lot has happened in a short time.”
 
   “You promise me you are OK?”
 
   “I promise. I am perfect, Mom.”
 
   “Well, since I know that you are OK, what happened?”
 
   “The short version.” He sat on the bed and leaned against the wall. “Paige's friend, Anna, was sleeping and we were watching the house for her. A wolf tried to attack Anna while she slept and Paige and I killed it. Well, a few days later, his friends come to seek revenge and we kicked their butts, but one tried to attack Paige from behind and I jumped between them to save her. She is fine, we are all fine. I got a little banged up, but I am Zane, I can handle it.”
 
   He held Paige's hand when she snuggled close, listening and laughing at the inquisition from his mother. 
 
   “You make it sound like just another day.”
 
   “Mom, in the Zane family, it is just another day.”
 
   “I know, but I worry so. It’s your fault. You know that I worry so much.”
 
   “How is that my fault?”
 
   “Because you don't come and visit often enough. I mean, you have been dating that Paige girl for quite a while and I haven't even met her in person.”
 
   I promise we will visit soon.”
 
   “You better.”
 
   “Speaking of Paige, I have some great news.”
 
   “Did you get that girl pregnant? Good lord, Son, you are not even married yet. Wait, you're not married yet, right? Son, I will turn you over my knee if you ran off and got married.”
 
   He ran his hands through his hair, laughing.
 
   “Mom, calm down. No one is pregnant and no I didn't run off and get married. Although, I did propose and-”
 
   “Well, she said yes of course!”
 
   “No. She refused my proposal.”
 
   His mother gasped on the other end of the phone. 
 
   “She did not.”
 
   “No, she didn't, I'm messin' with you. She said yes. We haven't set a date yet, but as soon as we do-”
 
   “That settles it. The two of you will come to dinner on Sunday.”
 
   “Mom, I-”
 
   “Oliver Markus Zane, do not make me come for you. You are not too old and too big for me to turn over my knee! Let's try this again, young man. You will be here for dinner Sunday, yes?”
 
   He tossed the covers over Paige's laughing face and cleared his throat.
 
   “Sure thing, Mom. Sunday is great.”
 
   “That's a good lad. Give my love to Paige and I will see you both Sunday. Please let your father know that we will be having a family sit down Sunday.”
 
   “I will tell him, Mother. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Son.”
 
   “Wait, Mom?”
 
   “Yes, Oliver?”
 
   “I do apologize for not coming to see you much. I promise to visit more often.”
 
   “I would love that. Be sure to bring the lovely Paige with you.”
 
   “Will do. Bye, Mother.”
 
   “Bye, Son.”
 
   He closed the phone and turned to Paige and her laughter. 
 
   “What is so funny?”
 
   “You got in trouble,” she said in a sing-song voice.
 
   “Nah-uh!”
 
   “I heard your mom use your full name in that stern 'mom' voice. Would she really turn you over her knee?”
 
   “Yes and no.”
 
   “It can't be both, Ozzie.”
 
   “Actually, it can. What happens is, she says bend over and we just do it. My sister and I not only have enough respect for my mother to just do it, but if we don't, my father, and his team if need be, will make sure of it. When I was fifteen, I once told my mother no and my father got a hold of me and tanned my hide pretty good. It was mainly because I disrespected my mother not for whatever it was I had done to get into trouble.”
 
   “That is why I love you.”
 
   “Why is that? Because I respect my mother?”
 
   “Yes. You truly are one of the good guys.”
 
   He sat the phone on the bedside table and rolled over toward her, plastering a smirk on his face. 
 
   “Ya know, even villains respect their mothers. I could be a villain.”
 
   Her wicked smile ignited his fire, and her smooth finger tips trailing down his arm fueled his need. His beast fully awakened with the teasing words said in a sultry voice. 
 
   “No Ozzie, that is me. I am the bad girl. I am the one in need of a spanking.”
 
   He raised an eye brow and asked, “Is that so?”
 
   He watched with wild anticipation as she crawled onto his lap, her back to him, and slid her naked body between his legs, her ass slightly lifted in the air.  Her feet rested on his shoulders. She turned her lustful stare his way. His inner animal burst through its cage. The radio played “S.E.X.” by Nickelback, adding to the euphoria they created. 
 
   His hand moved across her ass slowly, teasingly. When she closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation, he swatted her. Her body tensed and she moaned. He got on his knees, hovering over her. Kissing her neck, he ran his hands down her side and smacked her again. Her cries of pleasure almost sent him over the edge. A third swat and they were in the floor as she rode him. The contents of the table were strewn across the carpet around them. With his back against the wall and his mouth over hers, he held her in place as she moved above him. The fiery inferno built momentum and force, racing to the surface. Her teeth sliding across his skin and her nails digging into his back was his undoing. The volcano erupted, sending him over the edge. He held her tightly as she writhed above him, her moans in his ear as she reached the point of no return and fell limply into his arms. 
 
   Breathing hard, he smiled at her.
 
   “I will never grow tired of this.”
 
   “Neither will I.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 8“Well, it sounds like they are in the shower. Good lord, I thought they were never gonna stop. They have been at it off and on for hours.”
 
   “Anna, be patient. This may be what he craves.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at Sebastian and his 'all knowing' persona.
 
   Ugh, I would love to smack him sometimes. Thinks he knows it all, he does.
 
   “So, Sebastian, you think he is vampire then?”
 
   “I have no idea, Anna. I have learned that with you, anything is possible. They only thing we can do is wait and see what unfolds.”
 
   She paced the floor between the kitchen and living room, her feet changing from warm to cold as she moved from carpet to hardwood.  “Dirty Work” by Halestorm vibrated the speakers as it played through the room.
 
   I need more coffee.
 
   She detoured around Jaxson's frame, went to the coffee pot and poured herself a steaming hot cup of French vanilla. Her hands wrapped around the mug. She inhaled the sweet aroma and welcomed the few seconds of stolen bliss. 
 
   “Anna, try not to worry. It will be fine. You'll see.”
 
   She opened her eyes and glared at Jaxson. He pressed his luck, moving closer to her. Setting the mug on the counter, she fell into his embrace when he pulled her close. His voice sounded muffled through the vibration in chest.
 
   “I know it is nerve-racking, but Sebastian is right. The only thing we can do is wait and see.”
 
   Pulling away and looking at him, she said, “I know. I am worried about both of them. I don't know what Ozzie is capable of and that makes me worry for Paige.”
 
   Jaxson's body bounced with the soft laugh she loved so much. She eyed his cocky smile and joined in.
 
   “Anna, I think the only casualties in that room are Paige's things...lamps from the sound of it. Other than that, I think the two of them are perfectly fine.”
 
   She pulled away and grabbed her mug once more. “Well, I'll say this: if it wasn't for the occasional moan coming from that room, I would think they were going to war with each other.”
 
   She drank her coffee waiting for a reply that never came. “Animals” by Nickelback played in the background and she couldn't help but laugh a t little.
 
   This song kind of fits the two of them right about now. 
 
   “So, do we have any theories about Ozzie, then? We can at least discuss worse case scenarios.”
 
   She crossed the kitchen to the table and sat down. Jaxson and Sebastian joined her. When neither answered, she prompted them again.
 
   “Well? What do you think we are up against?”
 
   “I'm not sure we should worry, Anna. I mean, he seems perfectly fine,” Jaxson said.
 
   “I have to agree with Jaxson. Ozzie was a good man while he was human. According to you and Jaxson, he was all about upholding and protecting humanity, which means he had a lot of it,” Sebastian explained.
 
   “I get that, but he was hit by two supernatural beings within an hour. Not to mention, we have no idea about how that will affect his bloodline. You saw the tattoo.”
 
   “That’s exactly why we need to be patient and see what happens,” Sebastian continued. 
 
   “I say we test him, see what he is capable of.”
 
   “That is a given. Let him have some time with Paige. He does love her and he almost died. I’m not taking any chances. Perhaps tomorrow we can take him out and see what he can do,”Jaxson replied. 
 
   She darted her eyes to each of them, perfect pictures of resolve and acceptance. Inhaling, she gave in. 
 
   “Fine. I guess we wait. I am just nervous.”
 
   “Are you nervous because you want to know what he is? Or because you want to know what he can do? Or does it have to do with you wanting to know what you’re up against when he finds out what you have done?”
 
   She glared at the vampire across from her, giving him her best 'piss off' stare. He returned her expression laced with that crooked grin of his. She caved.
 
   “Fine! Both! I am worried about both.”
 
   Jaxson pulled her close and she let him. Her head lay on his shoulder as he whispered in her ear.
 
   “I promise you, it will all be all right. Ozzie may get mad, but he is also a reasonable man. He will understand.”
 
   “He used to be a reasonable man. We don't know what he is now.”
 
   “Perfect! He is perfect, that is what he is.”
 
   Anna, along with everyone else, turned their gaze toward the coffee pot. There, freshly showered and dressed, stood Paige in her jeans and T-shirt. 
 
   “Paige. We were...”
 
   “Anna, it’s OK. I had the same fears the three of you are discussing, but I'm telling you, he is perfect. He is Ozzie! Speaking of which, he said he was tired and he is sleeping. When he wakes, would you tell him I will be back soon? I told him, but he was fading out, so he may not have heard me.”
 
   Anna stood and walked her friend to the door.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I am going to run to the house and grab Ozzie and I some clothes and things. He needs to rest. I think we need to stay here until things calm down. You guys are worried about Ozzie, but he is the least of our worries. We did kill Perry's wolf pack and, if you'll remember, Ozzie said he wasn't sure Perry was the Alpha of that group. If he is right, we have big problems.”
 
   Jaw slack and dumbfounded, she stared at Paige. After a moment her sense returned. She hugged her friend and said, “Bye. Hurry back. I'm not sure how Ozzie will react without you here. Remember, when I did what I did, I told him to focus on you.”
 
   “I remember. I will be back as soon as possible.”
 
   She watched the door close and Paige disappeared behind it. As soon as she heard Ozzie's car start she turned to the men in her kitchen. 
 
   “We never found out if the wolves we killed were just Perry's pack or if they were a smaller group passing through that belonged to a larger pack. She is right. We do have big problems.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 9 
 
   Anna stood in front of the stove stirring and flipping food as she cooked. She danced around the kitchen to “Juke Box Hero” by Foreigner.
 
   The steak smelled of garlic and lime juice while she sautéed it in onions. Fried okra sizzled in the pan and the potatoes boiled in the pot on the back burner. Sweet garlic and cheese rolls baked in the oven, adding to the hearty aroma. 
 
   “Jaxson, can you get the door please?”
 
   She heard the door open. Jaxson welcomed someone in and old man Zane’s voice followed.“Is Ozzie still around?”
 
   “He is resting at the moment.”
 
   “Mr. Zane, you are welcome to stay and wait until Ozzie awakens. Are you hungry? I have plenty,” Anna told him.
 
   “Well, it smells wonderful.”
 
   “I think Ozzie told me once that steak was your favorite. I am frying it in garlic, lime juice and onions.”
 
   She smiled back at the man when he rubbed his stomach and answered her.
 
   “Well, how could I turn down a home cooked meal that smells so...mouth-watering?”
 
   Jaxson laughed and patted the old man on the back. 
 
   “She is a pretty good cook, too.”
 
   Mr. Zane's eyes lit up and his smile grew even bigger. 
 
   “Well, my dear, after that compliment, I will definitely stay. I love a good steak.”
 
   “Great, have a seat. Dinner is almost done. Would you like some sweet iced tea?”
 
   “That would be lovely, thank you.” 
 
   Her eyes on Mr. Zane, she watched as he sat on the couch and struck up a conversation with Sebastian, of all people.  She felt Jaxson right behind her, following her into the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, she bent down to grab the pitcher of iced tea when he felt a hand grip her bottom. She jumped up quickly. Giggling, she sat the tea on the counter and smacked Jaxson on the shoulder playfully. 
 
   “Sorry, I couldn't help myself. You were bent over and it was right there, asking for it.”
 
   Laughing, she pulled him close and kissed him.
 
   “So, my ass was asking you to pinch it? Funny, I didn't hear anything.”
 
   He lifted her and sat her on top of the counter. With her back against the cabinets, she kissed around his smile, her hands ruffling through his hair. His whispered words sent vibrations down her spine, making her intimates tingle.
 
   “If Ozzie's dad wasn't here, I would take you right here right now.”
 
   She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, and whispered back. 
 
   “If Ozzie's dad wasn't here, I would let you.”
 
   Her eyes closed and her head fell back as his growl fluttered against her neck. 
 
   “Later,” he promised and disappeared with a glass of iced tea.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she attempted to calm her desire and douse the fire he had lit. His whispered promise lingered in her ears, leaving her dizzy and weak in the knees. 
 
   Shaking her head free of the lustful fog, she returned to the meal still cooking on the stove. The plates lined the counter and the table was set. Frying pan in hand, she dished out the meal onto each empty plate. Leaning her head around the corner, she saw Jaxson, Sebastian and Old Man Zane engrossed in conversation.
 
   That must be why they didn't hear the door. 
 
   Setting the pan aside, she stopped by the window and looked to see who was at the door.
 
   A delivery man? Who is expecting a package?
 
   She let go of the curtain and answered the front door. 
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “I have a delivery for Anna Skott. Is that you?”
 
   “Yes, I am she.”
 
   He thrust out paperwork attached to a clipboard.
 
   “Sign here, please.”
 
   She used the pen under the latch and signed her name to accept the delivery. The young man handed her the package and walked away.
 
   No sender’s name. Who would send me something?
 
   She closed the door and turned toward the living room to find everyone standing, looking at her. Jaxson was within kissing range.
 
   “What is it?” He asked.
 
   “I don't know. I'm not expecting anything.”
 
   “Does it say who it’s from?” Sebastian asked. 
 
   “No. It just has my name and address.”
 
   “Aye, Lass, you might wanna be careful. That looks a bit suspicious.”
 
   She shook the box slightly, trying to get a feel for what was inside. It made a slight rustling noise. She set the box on the kitchen table and opened it. As she pulled the flaps back, the smell hit her. Looking into the small box, she gasped and just about fainted. 
 
   ****
 
   Ozzie caught her scent as it wafted into the house. His senses had heightened so much so quickly that it was almost disorienting.
 
   She is back!
 
   He savored the tropical aroma that was the love of life, Paige. It was so much stronger than before. 
 
   Like ice chasing fire, his blood ran cold and he jumped from the bed.
 
   Oh no, something is wrong. That is her…
 
   He rounded the corner and his eyes witnessed what his heart had feared.  Shock had him in a death grip, choking the life from him His steps staggered as he made his way stiffly through the living room. Fear and anger held hands, feeding off each other and caressing his mind, bringing to life images of the unimaginable. He knew the pain he saw in their eyes when they turned and looked at him as he entered the room.
 
   No one moved, no one cried, no one even breathed.  Everyone had gathered around Anna and a small box which sat open on the kitchen table. She held a large bouquet of virgin white roses covered and dripping with blood, Paige’s blood. 
 
   Oh God, no! 
 
   He felt it coming and he couldn’t stop it. The sound of war drums pounded in his ears and matched the rhythm of his beating heart.  Each powerful boom set his blood on fire, scorching through his veins and burning away his frozen fear. His muscles flexed and moved, filling with the experience of his ancestors. Decades upon decades of knowledge and power infused his muscles and hardened his skin.
 
   He dropped to his knees.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 10 
 
   The cool bed of grass felt smooth against his back. Soft sunlight kissed his closed eyelids as he lay on the ground with her in his arms. He wore her scent like a security blanket. She was soft, warm, familiar and his. He felt her stir and opened his eyes. There she lay, naked, next to him, looking blissfully happy.  Her hay-colored  hair was messy from their outdoor romp, and her sky blue eyes shined brightly as she smiled at him.
 
   So beautiful and all mine.
 
   He softly rolled her over and kissed her. His teeth nibbled her ear and he smiled when she squirmed under him, rubbing herself against him. His inner animal came to life. “Suck My Kiss” by Red Hot Chili Peppers played off in the distance.
 
   He pressed his face into her, wetting her neck, one long kiss at a time.  Her warm, supple body grew hotter with each passing moment, exciting his beast.  She was an erotic buffet spread before him to devour, and he craved all of her. She smelled of tropical flowers and sex. Her skin, a tantalizing combination of sweet and salty, melted on his tongue. She was the air in his lungs, the blood in veins and the cells of his being. She was…life.
 
   She opened herself to him and he took her. He pushed against her, burying himself, and she crooned in his ear.  Her words caressed his skin, setting it ablaze. He moved with her slowly, teasingly, until he could handle no more. 
 
   He stood at the base of the euphoric cliff, looking over the edge, and he knew what he wanted. Just a small step, he was almost there. His body ached for it. Her body, moving and swaying, asked for it, and her words begged for it. 
 
   Her blood swam across his tongue and he froze. 
 
   “Please, Ozzie, do it.”
 
   Her words echoed in his ear. Confusion filled his mind. He drew back and looked into her face. She begged him once more.
 
   “Ozzie, please.”
 
   He fought his urge. He didn’t want to. Something was off. 
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   His words asked the question but the know-it-all in the back of his mind nagged him with the truth.
 
   He felt her nuzzle closer to him and he knew he should pull away, but he couldn’t.  He opened his mouth and kissed her. She moved her tongue with his briefly before moving slightly. Just as he thought she would break the kiss, she confirmed his fear. 
 
   “I need this Ozzie,” she said against his mouth as she ran her tongue across his fangs.
 
   What the…
 
   The fog in his mind finally broke free.  He jumped from her grasp and to the ground.
 
   Fangs? Why do I have fangs? I am not a vampire.
 
   On the verge of hyperventilating, he stood, trying to sort through the storm of unanswered questions threatening to level his mind.  The rays of the sun seemed to set his skin on fire and his heart attempted to explode from his chest. He knew this was it; he had finally gone bat-shit crazy! 
 
   He cut his gaze to Paige. She lay peacefully on the grass, in white tiger form, purring contently and staring at him with her big blue eyes as if nothing were wrong. Her human image stroked the big white cat, begging for more. Yes, he had indeed reached crazy town.  As if to confirm his fear, “Crazy Train” by Ozzie Osbourne wailed from unseen speakers.
 
   Unsteady on his feet and with vertigo slapping him around, he staggered back a few feet trying to maintain his footing. He fell and landed on his back.  In an instant, Paige straddled him in her human form, exposing her long neck, taunting him.
 
   “Bite me, Ozzie. Don’t you love me?”
 
   “No! Yes!”
 
   She laughed and moved away. Her frame sizzled and took on another shape. Sebastian materialized, laughing, holding Paige intimately against him. He pressed into her, nuzzling her neck and making a show of smelling her. 
 
   A beast from Hell grew inside him, filling his being. It grew hot, large and strong. A feral growl ripped from his throat as he watched Sebastian toy with his girl. She was his. He would not share. Sebastian’s words fueled his rage.
 
   “All you have to do, Ozzie, is bite, and she will be yours completely. Look at her. She trembles, but not in fear, in anticipation. She begs for it, she wants it. She wants to be bitten. If you don’t want her, I will gladly take her from you.”
 
   “No, that is not what she wants. If I bite her, she will die. You know this. You can’t mix the supernatural strains, she is Were-.”
 
   Sebastian ran his hands through her hair, exposing her neck. “Look, Ozzie, how smooth and untouched.”
 
   He moved to snatch her away from the vampire, only to grab air. Sebastian and Paige reappeared behind him, the vampire laughing, taunting him. Paige's back was pressed into Sebastian's chest, and he ran his hands across her midsection, teasing and venturing lower.
 
   “She smells so sweet, so pure.”
 
   “Get your hands off her.”
 
   Sebastian laughed louder, dropping Paige to the ground. He leaned down, pushed her hair back and pressed his mouth to her neck.
 
   He charged the vampire. It happened so quickly it surprised him.  He surveyed what he had done. Blood ran from his mouth and his hands. His chest was slick with it. Sebastian, missing his neck, lay crumpled on the ground, dead. Paige stood, in human form, fully clothed and looking horrified.
 
   “Ozzie, what have you done?”
 
   He looked into her sorrowful tear-stained blue eyes and his heart broke. 
 
   “I…he…you…”  
 
   He dropped his gaze back to his hands and the blood disappeared.
 
   What the…
 
   His head popped up at the sound of commotion. One of Perry's strays stood before him, laughing.
 
   “If you can catch me before I give her to Perry’s wolf pack, then you can have her back. If not, well, let the best dog win.”
 
   Clenching his teeth, he darted forward and grabbed only air. She was gone and his bright sun-shiny day had turned into a dark, horror filled night.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 11 
 
   Ozzie stood stock still watching the fog roll in. The dark Irish landscape disappeared behind thick void curtains.  It crept closer and he couldn’t move.
 
   What am I going to do? Where am I? How do I get her back? 
 
   The thoughts in his mind were just as thick as the fog upon the ground, which consumed everything, leaving nothing in its wake. He found himself in the spotlight of the moon’s rays. They lit up his frame and blinded his vision. With his hands on his face, he shaded the brightness enough to see a form walking toward him. Perry?
 
   The moonbeams softened their touch and smoothed out the brightness, casting a more realistic glow over the area.  Perry stepped forward in human form wearing hunting clothes and sporting a bloody best friend necklace around his neck. The fur on his neck stood tall, and he growled at the man before him.
 
   “What have you done with her? I will kill you.”
 
   He shook with rage and an inferno ignited within him. His muscles coiled under the skin and his body slowly broke. He crumpled into a painful heap upon the ground. Every bone shattered and splintered, breaking the skin and tearing the muscle. He heard Perry’s laughter in his ears but could do nothing to stop them.
 
   His screams rattled his ear drums and tore at his throat. The air passing through his lungs was like smoke from a fire with hot, scorching flames burning him to death. He shook uncontrollably from the pain. 
 
    “Please, make it stop,” he choked out through gritted teeth, fighting the agony.
 
   The laughter had ceased and so did the pain. He lay in the dirt panting and trembling. His body felt foreign, and it ached. His eyes opened and Perry stood in front of him, still and unmoving.
 
   “We have her, Ozzie. She belongs to us now.”
 
   Pain forgotten, he jumped to his feet and landed on all fours. Shocked, he tripped over his own paws, inspecting them.
 
   Now I am a wolf? What has happened to me?
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, only to howl at the big, bright moon. He rolled his eyes back to the man before him. Evil lovingly caressed the mocking laughter that poured from Perry’s mouth. He sneered when he spoke.
 
   “If you can find her, maybe you can have her…if there is any of her left. You know how we dogs feel about cats. Even delicate, beautiful ones like her.”
 
   Red hot rage like nothing he had ever felt before consumed him. Frothy saliva dripped from his teeth as he barked out his threat.
 
   “If you hurt her, I will rip every last one of you to shreds!”
 
   He raised his shackles as Perry moved closer and leaned in as if he were going to tell a secret. 
 
   “I will have her first,” he said, then slapped Ozzie across his muzzle and bolted.
 
   Ozzie shot off after him like lightning. Trees and brush were a blur as he raced through the woods in search of the pack.  He followed the scent of dirt, blood and the smell of Perry and his hounds.  He knew he was close.
 
   The dying trees and dead underbrush thickened. Everything was splattered in blood, and debris and broken, rotting bones littered the ground like confetti. Twigs and femurs crunched under his feet as he made his way through the harsh landscape. With his nose in the grass, he followed their trail. There was a clearing, a circle of nothing among the thickened trees, and he knew he had found them. The stomping ground of his enemies.
 
   Now you die, Perry!
 
   

 
   

Chapter 12 
 
   “I’m through with these games. Where is she?”
 
   Ozzie paced inside the circle. The moon bathed the center of the clearing in light, leaving the others to lurk in the shadows. Their figures were made darker by the glare.  He smelled her scent all around him.
 
   She is here.
 
   He couldn’t pinpoint a certain direction that led to her, she seemed to be everywhere and nowhere.
 
   The autumn leaves played with her scent and littered the air. Her essence swam around him, intoxicating him, luring him deeper into the woods and out of the clearing.
 
   It’s a trick.
 
   His mind played gruesome images as fear invaded his being, beating on his hope. Survival instincts stepped in and kicked both of them out; no fear, no hope, just resolve. It left him clear-headed and able to finally focus. His gaze went from left to right, searching the shadows for them. He knew they were there; he could feel them. 
 
   It is over! Enough of this.
 
   “I know she’s here. I can smell her.”
 
   Perry, in wolf form, eased out of the shadows and spoke. 
 
   “Ah, yes. I have her. How badly do you want her?”
 
   His eyes followed the dark wolf as he paced around the clearing. Perry made a full circle. Ozzie noticed as he did so, he dug his claws into the ground and constructed a four ring barrier. The deep lines came to life and glowed a bright red color, pulsing with energy. 
 
   “You can’t pass the lines. They are the blood lines of life. If you pass them before you have done what is needed, it will drain you of vitality.  If you decide to sit in the circle and do nothing, it will drain your life from you.” 
 
   “I am tired of playing games. What do you want?”
 
   Paige appeared in a silk, white gown that hung to her feet. She stood just outside the circle, wearing matching blood lines around her neck. Icy shards of glass ripped at his heart and stole his breath. He gulped the air, but nothing passed his lips. His lungs burned like a furnace and seemed to go up in flames from the lack of oxygen. For the first time in his life, he panicked. With his mind in a tailspin, he didn’t notice the first blow until it pounded him into the dirt. 
 
   Air plunged into his chest and he could breathe. He could also feel the pain. 
 
   “Symphony of Destruction” by Megadeath played from an unseen source, giving him strength and adding to Perry’s words.
 
   “Embrace who you are, Ozzie.”
 
   Another blow hit him from behind, the source hidden by the darkness of shadows.  He got to his feet and swung at Perry when he moved passed, only to be hit a third time. Spitting dirt and leaves from his mouth, he stood on all fours and matched the wolf step for step.  He dodged a swing and lunged at the dog, only to miss.
 
   “You can do better than that, Ozzie.”
 
   He noticed he’d lost a tooth somewhere along the way. He snarled in anger at the wolf before him. Standing on his haunches, he swung his paw around. He missed once again and landed face first on the ground. Paige’s squeal caught his attention. He looked her way and noticed the blood lines were drawing closer around her neck as were the ones on the ground. His eyes darted between the two sets of blood lines. Fear crawled along his skin, threatening to strangle him. The air in his lungs stopped and lodged in his throat. Perry's words found his ears.
 
   “You are going to die and so is she. I will have her forever.”
 
   He swung again, but missed.
 
   What is going on? Why can't I hit him?
 
   “Embrace who you are,” followed the next blow to the back of the head. He shook the haze from his mind and wobbled to his feet. Perry paced, mocking him. His nonsense gibberish filled the air once more.
 
   “Look at her, Ozzie. She will die. Accept it.”
 
   Accept what?
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   As if on cue, Paige cried out and his eyes shot to her. Small trails of blood slowly ran down her neck from the blood lines.
 
   How do I fix this? I'm running out of time. How the hell do I save her?
 
   The snap of his spine echoed off the trees, but he felt no pain. He lay in the dirt and mud, paralyzed and unable to move. The blood lines were slowly closing in on him and the love of his life. She screamed and so did he. Perry’s wide-toothed grin came from above. His mouth moved, but no words could be heard. Jaxson’s voice sounded from beside him.
 
   “Ozzie, you have to get up. You can do this.”
 
   He rolled his eyes toward the voice. Jaxson stood outside the circle looking forlorn and tired. His shoulders sagged and tears ran down his cheeks.
 
   I have never seen Jaxson cry. 
 
   “Ozzie, you can’t give up. Come on, Paige needs you, we all need you.”
 
   “I can’t. My back is broken.”
 
   “You can beat this. You are strong enough.”
 
   He watched as Jaxson’s shape took on an eerie glow and shimmered in and out of focus. The dimmer his friend became, the more power he gained. His bones melded together and his strength slowly returned.  He glanced to his friend once more and he was gone. He knew what he had to do. Finally, he understood.
 
   The dam of numbness had been broken and a river of feeling swam through his veins, adding the final pieces to the puzzle. His wolf form healed and grew strong, becoming a part of him. As if awaking from a long nap, he stretched his long, lean muscles. His ear swished back and forth listening as all the sound came rushing back like turning the dial on a radio. Perry laughed, Paige screamed and unknown wolves howled. His beast felt strong. In a flash of movement, he landed on all fours and stalked the enemy before him.
 
   Finally, he has stopped laughing! Good!
 
   “Now you die, Perry!”
 
   “No! First, I will show you who is alpha by beating you, and then I will defeat you by taking your mate,” the wolf shot back.
 
   He flexed his massive muscles and flew at Perry. Spinning around, he kicked his hind leg and knocked Perry to the ground.
 
   His turn to eat dirt.
 
   He snapped at the wolf's legs, leaving a deep gash in his hind quarters. He matched Perry blow for blow. Perry sported all kinds of wounds while Ozzie remained unscathed. The wolf staggered and Ozzie took his chance.
 
   Fur, blood and bone filled his mouth as he locked his jaw and sank his teeth into the wolf’s neck, shaking his head from side to side in true dog attack fashion. Perry hit the tree and slid to the ground when Ozzie flung him through the air.  With his heart pounding in his ears, he watched to see if Perry would get up. He cautiously inched over and nudged the limp body. Nothing happened. Howls and yips exploded around him. He scurried backward and frantically looked around. The blood lines opened and released Paige, allowing her to enter the circle.
 
   The smell of blood excited his inner beast. The adrenaline fueled his aggression and desire. His gaze slid to the pure beauty walking toward him, dropping her dress as she moved closer.  A soft distant voice whispered in his ear as his body phased back to human.
 
   “You must finish the cycle. You have beaten the Alpha. Now defeat him by taking the mate he laid claim to.”
 
   She inched closer and closer, and the annoyance of the voice was that of a fly. He grabbed her and yanked her to him, planting a kiss against her mouth. Her response had his inner animal on overdrive. He lost control and dropped them to the ground when she pressed herself against him and kissed him just as fiercely. Everything disappeared. There were no wolves, no sounds; it was just him and her. Nothing else mattered as he claimed her for his own.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 13 
 
   His nose and lungs burned from the smell of antiseptic and alcohol. An inferno blazed in his chest as it lay open and exposed. His ribs and breast bones were broken and splintered; his chest was one massive amount of shredded meat. His breaths came rough and rapid through clenched teeth. Air filled his lungs with icy shards, stabbing the lining and crystallizing the mesh tissue. His body rigid and his muscles tight, he fought off the darkness that beckoned to him. He tried to listen to the people around him, but their words were like the buzzing of bees in his ears.
 
   It seemed like an eternity, but finally the soft clouds of peace rolled over his body and his pain slowly ebbed away. In this haze his ribs were repaired, his chest was healed and his agony was replaced by blissful happiness. If he had been able to move his body, he would have rejoiced and smiled at the voice fading in and out in his ear.
 
   Anna.
 
   “I fear what I’m going to do will ruin all of that...think of Paige…please forgive me.”
 
   Forgive you for what? There’s nothing to…
 
   A sinking pain bit into his neck and he could feel the life leaving him. The dark void started at his toes and wound its way up his body. He became paralyzed and couldn't stop it. A ghostly smoke swirled around him, swallowing his being, dragging him into nothingness.
 
   No no no. Anna, help me.
 
   His body sank into the mattress beneath him.
 
   What is happening? 
 
   As if he were standing on the edge of a cliff, someone shoved him, and he fell. It was a slow descent to nowhere, and the darkness swallowed him. 
 
   Where is…Paige?
 
   Her beautiful face filled his mind and warmed his heart. He could almost feel the softness of her hair, the warmth from her skin and the aroma of tropical jungle flowers. Smiling, he reached for her hand, content to stay there forever.
 
   Anna’s voice broke through his dream.
 
   “I’m so sorry, my friend…”
 
   He felt as light as air as he flitted across the bright blue sky like an angel. Bright white wings carried him effortlessly through the wind. Peace and serenity filled his mind with happy thoughts and the faces of his loved ones. Paige, always by his side, appeared in every flash of memory. 
 
   In an instant his new found world changed and his wings fell from him, feather by feather, as he raced toward the dark oblivion. His body had weight and shape. Blood swam through his veins, awakening his nerves as he healed and came back to life. His heart beat in his chest and air filled his lungs.
 
   He seemed to swan dive toward the ground at break-neck speed. His body slammed into place, knocking the small amount of air he had collected from his lungs.
 
   Lavender eyes filled his vision and carried a strong familiar voice. It was Anna once more.
 
   “In the dark you wander, lost. With your blood you paid the cost. Now come to me and have a home or travel eternity forever alone.”
 
   Darkness engulfed him and his blood ran cold.  An inferno waited, he knew, but his world had turned to ice. Soft, whispered words tickled his ear. 
 
   “Paige is your greatest love. She is the connection to your life and she holds the strings to your heart. I hope this helps, it’s the best I could do.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 14The darkness eased and sunlight sprayed the landscape. He sat cross-legged in the lush green grass of his ancestors. Sunrise was always his favorite part of the day. The peaceful scenery matched the quiet of his mind and the calm in his heart. He breathed in the cool springtime air as the old woman grew closer.
 
   Red hair like that of an apple played around her aged but beautiful face. Emerald eyes sparkled when she smiled at him. The long, flowing diamond-colored robe played around her feet, shimmering in the sunlight as she walked barefoot across the ground. She radiated a gold light that mesmerized him.
 
   She knelt in front of him and took his hands. He noticed her gold glow covered both of them.
 
   Whoa!
 
   Her soft sing-song voice was just as beautiful as the rest of her. 
 
   “Ozzie, you have done well, my son. I am very proud of you.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am your ancestral spirit guide. My name is Jacinta Bridgers Keelin. You can call me Jewels, it’s easier.”
 
   Ozzie looked around before speaking.
 
   “OK, Jewels, where are we?”
 
   “The In-Between.”
 
   He felt his face squish into what he was sure was a confused expression.
 
   “Where is that, exactly?”
 
   “That’s easy. We are between everywhere and nowhere; the place where everything and nothing exists.”
 
   He tilted his head to the side and stared at her perplexed.
 
   “OK, I am confused.”
 
   “No worries, where we are is irrelevant. What you accomplished is what is important.”
 
   He held up his hand to stop her advance in the conversation.
 
   “Wait, this is real? I haven’t lost my mind?”
 
   “No, you haven’t, and yes, it’s very real.”
 
   He felt light as a feather as the weight of his burdens lifted from his shoulders when he sighed with relief.
 
   Thank God, I am not going crazy. 
 
   He turned his gaze back to the woman.
 
   “Can you explain what is going on?”
 
   “Yes. We shall start at the beginning of your quest. You were lying in the grass with Paige. Do you remember?”
 
   Where it began? What quest?
 
   He thought back for a second.
 
   Wait..Oh!
 
   “Yes. It was wonderful until Sebastian showed up.”
 
   “He was part of your journey.”
 
   He rubbed his temples as he tried to understand.
 
   “But I killed Sebastian.”
 
   “Yes, and Perry.”
 
   He studied her face. She looked to be enjoying this ‘lead the horse to water’ game. With each answer he gave, her eyes grew brighter and her smile widened.
 
   “I don’t want to be rude, but can you just tell me what’s going on? This is crazy, and I am sure there is a benefit to leading me to the answer, but I just really don’t feel like playing along.”
 
   He never saw it coming. His body rolled groggily onto the ground and a few feet away. He lay just outside of the gold glow. It was cold and dark. The side of his face ached from the slap and his back felt like he landed on gravel.
 
   Ow!
 
   Moving onto his side and elbow, he looked to Jewels. She sat with her hands resting on her knees and a witty look upon her face. Her words cut like that of a whip.
 
   “I am here to help you. Therefore, you will show respect. I am over two-hundred years old and have seen and lived through more than you can imagine, so quit belly-aching over there and get back in the glow, so we can continue.”
 
   He shook the daze from his head and crawled back into the golden center. 
 
   “Sit crossed-legged with your hands on your knees!”
 
   He did as instructed.
 
   “I apologize. Please forgive me. I am confused, frustrated and on the verge of losing it.”
 
   “I understand. Before your flippant tone, I was about to explain. May I finish now?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “You have power, lots of raw and untapped power, Ozzie, more so than your ancestors. Thanks to the company you keep…”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Be patient. I will get to it. First, take off that shirt.”
 
   He looked down and saw he was indeed wearing clothes, jeans and white T-shirt. Hand on each corner of the shirt, he pulled it over his head, dropped it to the ground and looked back to her.
 
   “Now, get on your knees.”
 
   He followed along. His heart beat fast at the unknown. He took a deep breath and calmed his nerves.
 
   Can we get on with it already?
 
   “Place your hands at your sides, and make sure you leave them there.”
 
   Swallowing his comment, he slapped his hands at his sides. Jewels moved to her knees and faced him. The golden glow grew warmer. 
 
   “When your journey started, you were with the love of your life. The vampire Sebastian showed up. Explain to me what happened and I will explain why.”
 
   “Paige wanted me to bite her and I refused. She begged, even going so far as to tease the fangs in my mouth…”
 
   He absent-mindedly rubbed his teeth, checking for fangs.
 
   Oh, thank God, no fangs.
 
   “I still refused…”
 
   “Why did you refuse to bite her? She asked for it.”
 
   Biting back his attitude, he replied, “Because I’m not a vampire!”
 
   “But you attacked Sebastian and ripped his throat out. Are you sure you’re not a vampire? That was a pretty vampire thing to do.”
 
   “No! I refused to bite Paige because she doesn’t want to be a vampire, she can’t be a vampire. She’s a weretiger and she can’t become a vampire. If she is bitten, she will die. Sebastian threatened to bite her, that’s why I attacked him. I don’t understand. I can’t explain it.”
 
   “I can. Sit very still.”
 
   The glimmer from the knife caught his attention first, followed by her hand moving toward his chest. He fought his instinct to move away from the blade.
 
   “You are part of a hunter bloodline. Here is where your journey began.”
 
   He cried out and closed his eyes against the bright sizzle of the braided circle she etched into his chest. 
 
   “You are part of an old ancient Irish clan that formed the hunter brotherhood.”
 
   He clenched his hands and his teeth as she scrawled the knotted clover inside the inner circle permanently into his skin. His breath came in deep, ragged pulls. 
 
   “You were bitten by a vampire. Even though you gave in and embraced your inner vampire, you overcame blood lust and kept your hunter instinct intact. Therefore, you overcame vampirism.”
 
   Her hands were precise and moved without hesitation, this time drawing fangs in the top center of the middle circle. Something she had said struck a chord with him. He opened his eyes and looked to her, halting her movements.
 
   “Wait. You said embrace…that is the same word Perry used when we fought. He said to embrace who I am and accept it.”
 
   “Yes, he did. You killed him. Did you embrace anything when you killed him?”
 
   He thought about the fight with the wolf and the words that were spoken. He remembered being snapped in two, and he remembered his discussion with Jaxson and how it had healed him and unlocked the secret, or so he assumed. 
 
   “I don’t know if I embraced anything. I guess you could say I accepted the wolf form. I tried to fight like a human, but it wasn’t working.”
 
   “So you accepted that form in order to kill him?”
 
   “Yes, I had to. Paige was dying, plus I didn’t want her to endure what Perry had in store for her.”
 
   The knife dug into his chest once more, outlining the eyes of a wolf on the bottom of the middle circle. He concentrated on her words to ease the searing pain. 
 
   “You accepted the strength the mighty wolf has to offer and its ability to adapt to its surroundings in order to survive.”
 
   Breathing hard, he watched her eyes light up with another question.
 
   “What else happened? What happened before you killed that wolf?”
 
   “I was paralyzed and couldn’t move.”
 
   “Nonsense, how did that happen? You just said you killed Perry.”
 
   His scalp was wet from perspiration. The sweat coated his hands as he ran them through his hair in frustration.
 
   “Jaxson showed up. He told me I could do it. It was weird. He began to fade and I got stronger. By the time I could get to my feet, he was gone.”
 
   Her shiny, sharp scalpel pierced his skin, sketching five small stars on the left side of the middle circle. 
 
   “You have been healed and touched by witchcraft.”
 
   Waving his hands in front of him, he protested her wild accusation.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Wait. Are you trying to say Jaxson is a witch?”
 
   “One might say yes...” She shrugged. “While others may say no.”
 
   Furrowing his brow, he asked, “What does that mean?”
 
   “That answer is for another time. You found yourself on a hospital table dying. What did you do?”
 
   He thought about it for a minute. His phantom injuries ached but gave no indication as to how he ended up with his chest ripped open. He fell back and rested his butt on his heels, thinking. He recalled Anna’s voice and the sensation of falling. His eyes bulged as big as half dollars and his mouth hung open as the puzzle finally made sense. 
 
   “No! She didn’t…she wouldn’t…she promised me!”
 
   The scorching hot pain as she dug into his skin was nothing to the pain of Anna’s betrayal. 
 
   “You have been visited by the ghost of your former life, and you did not cross over, but fought to stay in the world of the living. You rejected the escorting spirits of the undead.”
 
   He was a mixed bag of emotions. Clouds of doubt and uncertainty swirled in his brain and made it hard to sift through. The tattoo charred his skin, and Jewels’ features flitted around in his light-headed vision. 
 
   “You have completed the marks to become The Hunter of Zane. I bestow on you the powers of your ancestors and the powers you gained from the supernatural.” 
 
   The tear shaped ruby appeared in the center of the shamrock and mimicked his heartbeat.
 
   “You have an aggressive heart. It beats hard and fast like the heavy metal music you listen to. Adrenaline flows through your veins, fueling your purpose. The bloodline is complete.”
 
   She pressed her palm over the tattoo. The lines swirled together, the entire picture fusing as one. Agony shot through his chest and spread like wildfire. He faintly remembered hitting the ground before his world went black.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 15Anna stood, blood dripping from her hands, frozen in place and unable to move. Her eyes were fixed on the commotion in the center of the room. She saw the fear in his eyes when he realized it was Paige’s blood on the roses. She wanted to comfort him, to whisper it would be all right, but her body refused to cooperate. An unknown force slammed a metaphorical dagger of pain deeper into her heart, stealing her sanity. Her breath caught at the sight of him in so much agony.
 
   A fiery heat from the broilers in Hell radiated from Ozzie in violent waves and she wondered if the room would go up in flames. She heard his heart pounding in his chest with the force of a sledge hammer, blow after blow, threatening to burst through his skin. Unable to judge the situation, she turned to Sebastian for advice.
 
   “Sebastian, what is going on? Is this normal? Is he experiencing severe blood lust?”
 
   She cut her eyes in the direction of the vampire behind her as he quickly answered her question. 
 
   “No, I don’t believe so.”
 
   A thunderous growl swept through the room, stealing her attention. She turned back to Ozzie and was horrified. His skin seemed to crawl along his bones, swelling over muscles and tissue as if to take on a new shape. 
 
   “Is he turning into a werewolf?” Jaxson yelled form behind her.
 
   She thought about it for a second and answered, “No! I have never seen a wolf change, but I have seen Paige, and her muscles move under her skin, not her skin itself, but then it rips away as her cat form emerges.”
 
   Ozzie dropped to the floor flat on his back.
 
   “Then what the hell is going on?”
 
   Sebastian offered another answer.
 
   “Perhaps Anna, you and that she-wolf who attacked him have created a hybrid. That would be most…exciting and unpredictable.”
 
   Her gaze darted behind her and back to Sebastian. 
 
   “Do you really think so?”
 
   Just as she turned back to Ozzie, he arched his back as the glow of gold in the mid-day sun erupted from his chest. A scream ripped from his throat.
 
   Her feet staggered back a step as she covered her eyes at the bright display. 
 
   “It’s the tattoo!”
 
   A sparkler of flame outlined the tattoo as it came to life on his chest.  Each braid and knot sizzled and burned. Emerald showered the room as the clover grew brighter. Scars of white light caressed the symbols in the center and fused with green and gold. The light took on the brightness of the sun and exploded throughout the room in a flash. 
 
   She opened her eyes and Ozzie lay limp and unconscious. Thorns sliced her hands when she flung the flowers in haste and barely noticed the sting. She tried to rush to Ozzie’s side, but Mr. Zane’s voice stopped her. 
 
   “Wait! No one move. Stay back.”
 
   The old man walked over to inspect his rag doll of a son. He surveyed the limp frame with his hands a few times, muttering to himself as he went. 
 
   “I can’t believe it…legends…must be true…that means…”
 
   She’d had enough and her patience had fled the scene, vowing to never return. She stepped up alongside Mr. Zane. 
 
   “Do you know what’s going on?”
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Fine, I will check him myself.” 
 
   The old man grabbed her arm and she glared at him. Her harsh words were ready to pass her lips, but his words cut her off. 
 
   “Anna, I will not warn you again. It is out of love and respect for my son that I warn you now. Move away from him, or you most likely will die.”
 
   She took a challenging step forward.
 
   “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “No, but he might.”
 
   It was enough to stop her. Dumbfounded, she could only stare. She started to move backward when Jaxson pulled her out of the way. His voice carried just as loud as Mr. Zane’s.
 
   “She…we are all worried about him. If you know what’s going on, you need to tell us before someone gets hurt. All of us are anxious.”
 
   Mr. Zane circled Ozzie’s body like a vulture after prey, examining it, testing for signs of life. He stopped pacing and looked up. The wide, proud smile plastered on his face gave her hope. The tension in her muscles relaxed until he spoke.
 
   “He is alive, but you may all perish!”
 
   “What?!” Sebastian and Jaxson yelled.
 
   A moan from the floor caught her attention. Mr. Zane dropped to his knees and placed his hand on Ozzie’s chest. 
 
   “Ozzie, Son, are you all right? Can you hear me?”
 
   Ozzie shook his head and looked at his father. Mr. Zane gasped.
 
   “Son!”
 
   Unable to control her body, she rushed over on hands and knees and looked into Ozzie’s face. Her breath caught in her throat. Ozzie stared back with emerald green eyes lined with gold, but then he passed out again.
 
   Mr. Zane’s words sounded distant, as if miles away even though he sat just a few inches from her.
 
   “I have never seen or heard of such a thing happening for real, although legends speak of it. He will come to in a while. His body is adjusting to his new powers”
 
   Just as her old professors used to do when they were teaching, Ozzie’s father paced back and forth as he spoke, as if no one were in the room.
 
   “I have never been more proud of him. He spoke the truth to me. He has never strayed from his duties or what I taught him. This is proof he takes stock in his lineage and that his bloodline is instilled within very deep. The Hunter’s rage ignited it.”
 
   Inhaling her frustration, she tried not to explode. “We will all gladly sit and take the lesson that is surely coming, and we welcome it, but for the sake of my sanity, please tell me what the hell happened.”
 
   “My son has become The Hunter! The Hunter of Zane!”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 16 
 
   The words were clear in Anna's ears, but they seemed to twist and turn into something she couldn't understand. She looked to every face in the room, old man Zane seemed to be the only one with a clue.
 
   “The Hunter of Zane? Um, could you explain that to me, please?”
 
   Mr. Zane took up his professor pacing once more as he answered her question.
 
   “You remember I said we come from a long line of hunters?”
 
   “Yes. Ozzie has said the same, said your books date as far back as the 1400s”
 
   “Correct, August of 1425, to be exact. Well, that is when they began keeping track. Carenza Izabell Flannery was the first one in our recorded history to have been killed by the supernatural. She was bitten by a vampire. Her son, Aiden Liam Flannery, became the first of our clan to become The Hunter of Zane.”
 
   “Wait, that doesn't make sense. If his last name was Flannery, why is it the hunter of Zane?”
 
   “I am getting there. Aiden's parents weren't married. Carenza shamed her family by having what you folks call, a one night stand. Fintin had been travelling with the army and he was sure he would fight in war. He was full of ambition and charm. Before she knew it, Carenza had fallen for him.”
 
   Anna, engrossed yet again in one of old man Zane's stories, huddled on the couch in between Sebastian and Jaxson.
 
   “Soon Carenza found herself with child and without a husband. Her family moved her to a small cottage off the beaten path and away from the prying eyes of town, lest someone find out her secret. They later told the town she had married and lost her husband in a skirmish over land and therefore had been widowed.
 
   “So, did Aiden ever know who his father was?”
 
   Old man Zane shook his head and continued from where he’d left off. 
 
   “When the boy was about twelve, Fintin happened to travel through town and run into Carenza. She introduced him to his son. Just so happened that the night Carenza was bitten and killed, he was still in town.
 
   “Does your history tell the name of this vampire who killed Carenza?” Sebastian asked. 
 
   “Unfortunately, no.”
 
   “I feared as much. Most of the originals just killed and took no names. Humans were for food and sport, nothing more.” Sebastian explained.
 
   Anna, caught up in the story, prompted Mr. Zane.
 
   “So, what happened after that?”
 
   “After his mother's death, Aiden went and lived with his father, Fintin Thomas Zane. The pain and hurt filled the boy with hateful energy. Fintin decided to teach him how to fight, track and hunt, hoping to work off his negative energy. It seemed to work for quite a while. Aiden became the best tracker within a hundred miles. When Aiden was seventeen, he fell in love with a beautiful, young blonde-haired woman, Ashling Nolah Kileen. He had finally worked enough to buy the lass a ring and prepared to ask her to marry him. While celebrating with his friends at the Lucky Green Tavern, he ran into trouble, more trouble than he’d bargained for.
 
   Most boys get into fights at least once during their adolescence. This was Aiden's turn. Although he had never been in a fight before due to his training and work load, he was very strong. He never backed down and kept on fighting. A few men from town broke up the fight, but the new guy in town had been humiliated by the fact that Aiden wouldn't accept defeat.”
 
   “He has a fighter’s spirit, that's for sure.” Jaxson pointed out.
 
   “That he does. Turns out the new guy was a local werewolf from a neighboring town. Mad and set on revenge, he followed young Aiden home and watched as he proposed to his love. The wolf waited long enough for the girl to say yes. He caught them by surprise while in their embrace of excitement. He snatched the girl form Aiden's grip and ripped her throat out, dropping her bloody frame at his feet.”
 
   Anna gasped, covering her mouth, tears in her eyes. 
 
   “Oh my God, that is horrible.”
 
   Mr. Zane shook his head in agreement.
 
   “Enraged, Aiden grew strong and lashed out. He damn near tore that wolf limb from limb. He spent the rest of days growing stronger, getting faster and hunting quieter. He honed his skills and mastered the use of many different weapons. He gathered and trained anyone who asked to join him. Before long he had a team of ten and when Aiden turned thirty-five, he got his chance and killed that wolf.”
 
   “I am so glad he got that wolf in the end. So what you are saying is that when Ozzie realized Paige was in danger, he like, raged out and...”She pointed to the body on the floor. “Is the outcome?”
 
   “Yes. Ozzie may be the same or very different. I have never seen anything like it with my own eyes. I just have read it in legends, such as the one I told you. His whole purpose will be to hunt. From what we have gathered from legends, all of his skills will improve and he may even acquire new ones. Some of his skills may import from his human side, such as strength, and he will get very, very strong, or it could be that his gut instinct turns to almost a psychic ability. We will have to wait for him to wake up to find out.”
 
   Jaxson looked at the man on the floor, concern on his face.
 
   “How long will he be out?”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 17 
 
   Ozzie's spirit crashed into his body with the weight of ten men. He gasped for air as if someone had jumped on his chest. Still as stone, his muscles momentarily froze from the sudden shock. He blinked back tears as he stared dumbfounded at the ceiling.  He could hear the collective gasp in the room and the brush of fabric as people moved, but he could not see them. He knew they crept with caution.
 
   The haze in his mind cleared first as the rest of him followed suit, freeing his breath and muscles and giving him back his mobility. He closed his eyes and enjoyed one long, deep, cleansing breath.
 
   In a half a second he was off the floor, his hands around Anna’s neck, pinning her to the wall. He let his hurt and betrayal loose.
 
   “Anna, how could you? Now I will have to kill you, and Paige will never forgive me.”
 
   All hell broke loose as the rest of room caught up. Jaxson rushed to pull Anna free, Mr. Zane close behind. 
 
   “Oz, back off. What the hell did she do? We are all friends.”
 
   “Get off my son. I swear I will slaughter all of you.”
 
   Sebastian sauntered over to the clan of chaotic people and spoke softly.
 
   “Ozzie, perhaps you should explain your accusation and the rest of us can explain why Anna did what she did.”
 
   His breath came slow and even as the fury spread through his veins like a forest fire.. His muscles twitched and jumped in anticipation. He yearned to kill. His eyes bore into hers, yet she said nothing. She offered no defense. He could feel her soft, cool body become motionless, and her breath slowed. She had no fear of him, she only stared.
 
   Maybe she doesn’t understand she is about to die. She trusts me, which is why she is letting me have this without putting up a fight.
 
   “Anna, how could you change me?”
 
   Jaxson answered when Anna’s voice faltered.
 
   “Ozzie, she didn’t have a choice. She had to…you were dying.”
 
   He dropped his would-be victim and turned to his best friend and co-conspirator in betrayal as he continued.
 
   “She had a choice!”
 
   “She saved your life, Oz. Don’t you remember?”
 
   His heart wanted to break when he saw the sadness and concern in his friend’s eyes, but he knew what he had to do. It was his duty. Anna had broken the rules. She bit another human without consent. She had to pay. His father’s voice brought him out of his brooding.
 
   “Son, I will help you kill any and all of them, if necessary, but you yourself said they could be trusted. They are your friends and they would not go against the rules, so, in that sense, maybe we should sit and listen to what they have to say. I don’t know them, but I do trust you, and you were very head strong in the matter.”
 
   “But Father, I was wrong. Anna broke the rules.”
 
   Sebastian’s voice sounded off again.
 
   “Are you sure she betrayed you, Ozzie? Would Paige let her betray you?”
 
   Paige!
 
   The air in the room suddenly seemed thick and unmoving, like a fog. His lungs denied him breath. He was a fish out of water. He pressed a hand to his chest and gasped for air. The voices around him were nothing but background noise. His heart beat like that of a war drum as heat flashed across his body. He dropped to his knees and her scent ran across his face and calmed his nerves. Cool, crisp, fresh air floated in and out of his lungs. He blinked his eyes and the room came back into focus. Anna, his father and Sebastian gathered around him. Jaxson sat on his knees in front of him holding up Paige’s white sundress. He snatched it away. 
 
   “What are you doing, Jaxson?”
 
   “Breathe in her scent, Oz, it will help,” Jaxson answered. 
 
   Once again, Sebastian was the voice of reason.
 
   “Ozzie, do you remember Paige is in trouble?”
 
   He got up from the floor, sundress in hand.
 
   “Yes, and I intend to find her.”
 
   “Really? Do you know where she is?”
 
   “No, but I have the instincts of a wolf.”
 
   He watched as Sebastian took center stage, pacing like the instructor he had become.
 
   “Do you know how much time she has?”
 
   “No, but I have the speed of vampire.”
 
   To his left, his father looked as is if he would say something, but Sebastian silenced him and went on with his questions.
 
   “Do you remember what happened a few days ago?”
 
   ”Yes, I killed Perry when he tried to kill Anna. His pack came and…Paige…Paige was in trouble. One of the wolves was going to attack her from behind. That’s when I jumped in and saved her.”
 
   His inquisitor’s movement stopped.
 
   “And? What happened after that?”
 
   He shot to his feet.
 
   “I have had enough of this. Paige is in trouble and this is a waste of time.”
 
   He meant to storm past them all, intent on finding his woman only to crash through the living room wall and land on the plush carpet of Anna’s room. Sebastian’s wide, ocean-blue eyes hovered above him, penetrating his stare.
 
   What the…
 
   The vampire’s harsh words followed. 
 
   “You will listen, and you will listen close. It is I who has had enough. Paige may be your lover, but she is also a beloved friend to everyone in this room, including me. You cannot be of any help to her until all of us, including you. 
 
   “Now, what is going on with you? We all want her safe, but I will be even more damned than I already am if I allow you anywhere near her without knowing the danger you represent. Anna has read us the note; they are not after a kill. They are after a torment. It’s a trap and we all know it. Paige is the bait to get Anna.
 
   Now, you will get up and sit on that damn couch. Is that clear? If not, I will hog tie you and put a spell on you to get the answers I seek from you! I see you cut your eyes to your father. He has yet to kill me and I am confident it won’t happen today, so he is of no help to you.”
 
   He tried to use his strength to push the vampire away, but to no avail.
 
   “I am over two hundred years old. Yes, you have gained some very nice powers, but I have what you don’t: experience!”
 
   For the second time that day there came another surprise slap followed by a flight through the air. He landed on the couch. Recovering his dignity and his bearings, he situated himself on the furniture and waited for Sebastian to continue.
 
   “In your attempt to save Paige, which you did, the wolf you attacked spun and attacked you, leaving your insides exposed to the world through a huge gash in your chest. You were laid wide open, Ozzie, and your heart, lungs and stomach had been slashed. Paige was frenzied. Anna had Jaxson dispose of the bodies in quick order and called an ambulance. Paige begged Anna to turn you to save you! Just so you know, Anna knew this would be your reaction and accepted it. That is why she did not try and defend herself.”
 
   The words were clear, but the meaning…
 
   “Are you saying…?” He looked to Anna. “You turned me to save my life for Paige, and you would die in the exchange?”
 
   His cold, fury-ridden heart had softened like melted butter at the tears reflecting the truth in her eyes. Her answer twisted like a knife in the chest.
 
   “If this was to be the outcome, yes. I willingly turned you knowing there was a chance you could come for me. Ozzie, I swear I did everything I could think of to make sure you didn’t hunt humans. I talked to you during the process. I reminded you of your love for Paige and how happy she makes you. I love her as much as you do, and I couldn’t deny her when she asked. Her pain was too much…Ozzie. You can kill me, and I will let you, but you didn’t see the agony in her eyes. So yes, I would rather die than to spend the rest of our long days enduring the sight of her in so much turmoil.”
 
   She is certainly taking it like a man, so to speak. I can understand her reluctance to see Paige in so much pain.
 
   The emotions seemed to filter first, but the reasoning sounded rational and understandable.
 
   Would I have made the same choice? Can I really demand her life?
 
   He finally conceded.
 
   “I understand, Anna. I am sorry that I attacked you. I can’t kill you even though you were wrong.”
 
   Lord, I’m getting tired of hearing Sebastian’s voice.
 
   “I know what you are thinking. She broke the rules as far as she didn’t have consent. You would be wrong, she did. Since Paige is your fiancée, she has certain rights to you, therefore, when she begged Anna to turn you, it was as good as you giving consent. You two are one, even though you have no ‘legal’ paperwork to show. In everything you do, you present each other as a couple, therefore granting Paige the right to choose what should be done with you. The supernatural runs on the law of nature, not the laws of man.”
 
   Ozzie thought about what the old vamp had said and realized he was giving him an explanation to excuse any reason to hold Anna or Paige accountable for what happened. It was a ‘get out of staking a friend’ card. 
 
   Gazing from face to face, he finally settled on his father’s deep somber expression.
 
   This is my decision. I have the hunter’s bloodline tattoo. The situation was extreme, and a split decision had to be made quickly. Paige and I had never discussed what should be done in a circumstance such as that.
 
   His mind sifted through the information.
 
   “Fine.” He glanced toward his father, who gave him an approving nod. “Moving on.”
 
   The living room, with its big, open windows and gaping hole in the wall, felt like a small cage, closing in with each breath. Sweat dotted his brow and his hunger continued to grow, barely sated by the scent of her. It wasn’t enough. He needed her.
 
   “This is going to sound crazy, but here goes.” Not that he needed to, but he inhaled deeply and prepared to explain. “I was visited by my ancestral guide, Jewels. She is the one who etched this tattoo onto my chest.”
 
   Anna interrupted him.
 
   “Wait, Ozzie, you had those markings before you passed out. Are you sure that’s what happened?”
 
   Shaking his head, he assured her. 
 
   “I am positive. While I was with her in the In-Between, I didn’t have anything on my chest. She drew it all, and I felt it all as her lines burned into my chest. Man, it was like fire. She said that I was the-”
 
   “Hunter of Zane,” everyone said with him.
 
   He stared at every face in the room, confused.
 
   How can they know when I just found out?
 
   His father jumped in and answered his unasked question.
 
   “When the tattoo began to shimmer and blind the hell out of us, I knew, well, had a feeling, of what had happened. I explained the legend of Aiden.”
 
   “Oh! OK, well, that saves time.”
 
   Jaxson pointed out what everyone in the room was thinking.
 
   “Well, sounds like we are all up to speed. We need to find out what Ozzie can do and go get Paige!”
 
   “Agreed!” Everyone in the room said in unison.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 18 
 
   He stood next to his father fidgeting with the loose strings of his jeans and white tank top. The horizon was swallowing the setting sun, taking all of its dusky orange light with it and leaving only the soft light from the moon. He mentally took note of the heart beat rocking out in his chest. It seemed to match the rhythm of “Cage the Beast” by Adelita’s Way playing from the car stereo. 
 
   The blaring heavy metal tune did nothing to soothe his anxiousness. His skin crawled across his bones like ants on parade and his muscles twitched. His inner animal salivated at the prospect of a kill and paced its cage, biding its time. Words sailors wouldn't even use fell softly out of his mouth from the pent up frustration.
 
   Hang on, Paige. I swear I will save you.
 
   Anna's unique scent mixed with Jaxson's and he knew where they were. Sebastian was a little farther out. 
 
   This is ridiculous! It's not like I can’t find them.
 
   He turned his gaze to his father.
 
   “Really? Do they think I don't know that Anna and Jaxson are down by the river bank and Sebastian is over at the local bar flirting with...” Taking a deep breath, he rolled the air around on his tongue. “Three women, one of which just lied about her age.”
 
   His chest rumbled as he laughed with his father who put the phone to his ear.
 
   “Jigs up, he found you again!  He looks a bit agitated by this game. I say go twice as far this time. Two miles is great. Let’s try five and call it a day.”
 
   He waited until the small piece of metal and plastic was safely stowed away before he spoke.
 
   “Father, is another three miles going to make a difference?”
 
   “Today, Son, probably not, but when we go looking for Paige, it just may. I know you are chomping at the bit to be done with these tests, but I agree with your friends; it is necessary.”
 
   “Fine! Call them back. Anna and Jaxson are at the city limits sign, which is 5.4 miles from here, and Sebastian, well, he hasn't moved, but the lies have changed.” He shook his head. “He never quits, always the charmer to the ladies.” 
 
   The phone came to life in his father's hand again, followed by his voice.
 
   “He knew where you were. Bring it in.”
 
   His thumb rubbed the leather wristband he’d gotten from his grandmother.  With his eyes closed, he inhaled and took in the cool night air, separating all the different scents and searching for Paige. She wasn't close, he knew, but he couldn't help but try. His father's voice brought him out of his stupor.
 
   “Ozzie, go stand in the center of the yard with your eyes closed and your back to me.”
 
   Narrowing his eyes, he asked, “What? Why?”
 
   “Just do it. A little test of my own. We have been working all day on your sense of smell. I want to try something else. Now move!”
 
   Happy to be doing something, he jogged to his designated spot and waited, eyes closed.
 
   This is....
 
   It played out as if in slow motion. He heard everything effortlessly: The soft swish of his father's plaid button up shirt as he carefully gathered his bow from the ground, leather gloves squeaking softly as he gently pulled the taught string, arrow notched and ready for flight.  The breeze caressed every inch of the arrow as it sailed through the air with the speed of a jet. A wicked smile crossed his face. 
 
   That's new!
 
   At the last moment, he caught what surely would have been his death. He inspected the colorful, fine hairs on the end of the arrow.
 
   Red and black, hmm, he either really has faith in me or he just attempted to do me in.
 
   His eyes flashed to his father.
 
   The older man stood, broad-shouldered, holding the bow in front of him with an arrow hanging loosely on the strings and wearing a proud smile across his face. 
 
   “Well done, Son! I am impressed.”
 
   Ozzie looked at the arrow amazed. Adrenaline soared through him, and he chucked it to the ground.
 
   “Do it again!”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “OK, turn around.”
 
   Doing as he was told, he barely had time to gain composure before the next arrow was sent through the air. He counted the seconds before it would collide with the back of his skull. Three...two...he spun, catching the arrow in the center. An idea struck him. 
 
   “Get my gun!”
 
   “What?!”
 
   He rolled his eyes at his father's reluctance.
 
   “Did you just see what I did?”
 
   “Yes, but bullets travel much faster than arrows.”
 
   He shot him his whitest grin.
 
   “I know!”
 
   Running to his car, he rummaged in the glove box and pulled out his pistols, tossing one to his father.
 
   “I want to see something. Fire another arrow at me. I want to see if I can shoot it out the air.”
 
   “OK.” His father let the disbelief play in his voice.
 
   Back in position and with the .45 in his hand, he took a deep breath. His thumb clicked off the safety as he slid the cool piece of steel into his familiar grip. Feet shoulder width apart, head down, he concentrated. The sound of tension on the bow string came and lasted only a moment before release. Again he counted.
 
   His slowly turned and watched as the tip came barreling straight for him. He could see the arrow slowly rotate as it flew through the air.
 
   Man, this is freakin' cool! 
 
   He lifted the barrel of the gun and aimed for the arrow. Squeezing the trigger slowly, he let loose his ammo. The sleek metal bullet charged from the gun, smoke trailing behind, spiraling toward the tiny wooden stick. They collided with the force of asteroids and wood splinters burst into the air as the arrow exploded six feet above the ground.
 
   He lowered the gun, and a smile was on his face. 
 
   “Hell yeah!”
 
   “That was Amazing!”
 
   His gaze shot forward and Sebastian and the rest of gang stood a few feet away clapping wildly, wearing shocked smiles.
 
   “Awesome, Oz!”
 
   “Oh, Anna, I thought you were special...” crooned Sebastian. “But him...well done!”
 
   He smiled back at his friends.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Turning back to his father, he added, “Now try and shoot me.”
 
   His father's gaze swept from the group to his face, uncertain. 
 
   “Father, I promise. It will be fine. You won't kill me.”
 
   “If you shoot him in the back of the head, I vow to use my vampire venom mixed with blood and heal the wound,” Sebastian said loudly.
 
   “I have to say, Mr. Zane, this is very exciting to see. This may never happen again. I mean, granted he has powers, but it is relatively safe to push all the boundaries when you have a vampire to heal you of any wounds if you find that you go too far. When will anther hunter ever be able to test his abilities the way Ozzie can right now?”
 
   “Father, come on. Sebastian is right. We need to know what I'm capable of.”
 
   Jaxson weighed in with his opinion.
 
   “I will do it if you are uncomfortable, Mr. Zane.” He shot Ozzie a wicked smile as he took the gun from the man. “Besides, I owe him...or, shall I say, he owes me.”
 
   “What do I owe you for?”
 
   “Let me see, there were some comments in reference to my sex life. Then, of course, there is always the fact that you cheat at poker.”
 
   “Just because you suck and lose at poker doesn't mean I cheat.”
 
   “Surely my son doesn't cheat at poker. I taught him how to play.”
 
   His gaze slid to his father.
 
   “I don’t cheat. It's not my fault I know when he's bluffing.”
 
   Between the taunts and carefree harassment, he never heard Jaxson fire the gun, but he felt it. He had only seconds. His eyes found the bullet heading straight for his chest. 
 
   Oh, hell! 
 
   Dodging, he spun and turned, shooting the .45 shell from behind, exploding the bullet. 
 
   Ohs and ahs sounded around the yard as his audience clapped and cheered him on.
 
   He stood staring at the spot where the bullet would have landed. He looked back to his friends with a comedian's comment hot on his lips, but it was cut off as the atmosphere changed. He froze.
 
   Her scent infiltrated the air, floating in on the breeze, changing his light-hearted laughter to a stone cold killer’s snarl. His eyes darted toward the house just as Landers snuck into view. He growled and pulled the trigger.
 
   The howl pierced the air and echoed off houses. He bolted before the dog could get away. Closing the distance, he jumped and pulled Landers’ bleeding body to the ground. Thigh shot. He pinned Landers beneath him and pistol whipped the bleeding man as he screamed and growled frantic questions.
 
   “Where the hell is she and what have you done to her?”
 
   It took all four of them to pull Ozzie off the man. Jaxson's face appeared front and center.
 
   “Ozzie, calm down!”
 
   “I will not calm down! I will question him and break his face! They have her and...” he took another swing at the man and missed, so he kicked him in the groin for good measure. “He knows where!” This netted him to be man handled further and dragged away.
 
   Jaxson yelled, “Exactly!  If you keep at it, you are going to kill him and never find her. Dead dogs don't bark!”
 
   He became still and glared at Jaxson for the stupid joke.
 
   “Is that supposed to be funny?”
 
   “No, but it did what I wanted it to; you paused. Now, are you ready to ask questions without violence?”
 
   “He is a part of this kidnapping. I will calm down some, but I can’t promise there will be no violence. If he gets smart-assed or doesn't answer questions, I will beat the answers or his life right on out of him. If I have to, I'll kick all your asses, too!”
 
   No one challenged his words. It was just the opposite. Jaxson turned to the beaten man on the ground.
 
   “Well, you heard him, start talking or we will turn him loose. It is his girlfriend you stole.”
 
   The bloody heap upon the ground wiped his hands on what was left of his shirt and scooted back on his butt, his jeans sliding to his hips. He raised his hands in protest.
 
   “Wait! I was supposed to bring this.”
 
   A small ring box came into view as he pulled it from his pants pocket. Shakily he handed the square, crushed velvet over. Anna snatched it from him.
 
   Ozzie took a step closer. Anna tentatively handled the small package as if it were a small bomb with its timer racing to the zero. She clicked it open and gasped.
 
   The boy on the ground took another beating. Ozzie sidestepped the commotion of breaking up yet another attack, reached down and picked up the box. A bright pink glittery fingernail stared back at him. He burst out laughing and dropped the box. He noted the party all turned and looked at him. Anna was held in Jaxson's restrained grip, as if he had lost his mind.
 
   “It's not her finger. Look! Besides the fact that I can smell it’s not her, this is not her color. She hates glitter on her nails. She told me once that it was cute for a while, but it was a big pain in the ass to get off, like trying to pry rust from a bumper.”
 
   He saw the 'is he crazy' looks exchanged between them, the man upon the ground forgotten. 
 
   “Look, I am not crazy. I only remember because she had come back from a salon day with her gal pal from work, and they had been talking and she hadn't paid attention and they painted her nails a glit...tery...pink...color...” Despite the heat of anger flashing through him, he broke out in a cold sweat. “Son of a B―”
 
   He lunged for the escaping young man, and secured his neck in a death grip. He shoved the guy into the side of the house. 
 
   “What is your mother's name?”
 
   “Ozzie, what is going on?” Anna chimed in.
 
   He ignored her.
 
   “Answer me, or I will rip your heart out through your throat!”
 
   The young man's adam's apple bobbed nervously as he was slammed into the wall once again.
 
   “I am listening!”
 
   “M-my moth- my mother's name is Hallee. Hallee Woodson.”
 
   He cursed and tossed Landers to the ground, gasping for air.
 
   “Ozzie, who is this Hallee woman? I have never heard Paige speak of her.”
 
   He turned to Anna.
 
   “She just met her recently. She works with her. As a matter of fact, the day before all of this began...before you...” He waved a hand toward them. “And Jaxson...did...you know...”
 
   He gripped the man’s collar and pulled him close.
 
   “Who is your Alpha now that we killed Perry?”
 
   “Perry was never our Alpha, Tyrick is.”
 
   “Tyrick? Why is that name familiar?” His gaze went to his father who closed his eyes and shook his head sorrowfully. 
 
   “Dad, what is it? Do you know this Tyrick?”
 
   Ozzie dropped his hand, the young wolf boy still in his grasp, hanging limply as he turned toward his father.
 
   “Aye, lad, I do. Tyrick the tyrant! He is Alpha to the Luna Clan. He is perverse in his violence. We need to get to her as soon as possible.”
 
   Tightening his grip on the man, he pulled him close once more.
 
   “Where are they keeping her?”
 
   “I...I...I don't know. I just got a call from my mother and was told to bring this here and leave it on the doorstep for you to find. That's all I know, I swear. I am not part of the clan yet. I haven't been accepted into the fold.”
 
   He dropped the guy and turned to the silent party gathered around him. Raking his hands through his hair, he tried to slow his breathing. Images of landscapes flashed through his mind like a deck of shuffling cards as he tried to come up with a plan.
 
   Training is over!
 
   The wolf man's bravado sounded from behind him. 
 
   “Tyrick will have his way with your woman and when he's done the rest of us―”
 
   Rage provided a crimson curtain to line his vision, pushing an inferno through his veins. He turned to kick the man only to be stopped by Sebastian's hand on his chest and soft, warm, deadly words.
 
   “Allow me. Killing him would be too easy. That is what he is taunting you for. Let me show you.”
 
   His chest felt like it would explode and he glared at Sebastian, deciding if he should turn him over.
 
   He deserves to die, his inner animal screamed. Locked in the gaze of the vampire, he saw the truth and conceded.
 
   “Fine!”
 
   He took two steps to the right as the vampire leaned down next to man on the ground. He flashed him a wicked and dangerous smile. It was one that screamed, ‘Oh, yes, you’re screwed.’
 
   

 
   

Chapter 19 
 
   Ozzie's chest heaved with heavy breathing. His blood was on fire and scorched his skin. He paced, waiting for answers from the young man bound to the chair in Anna's kitchen. Sebastian strolled around the chair, intimidating Landers with his movements and frightening him with the promise of harm laced with intent of torture. 
 
   “Landers, is it? Where do you live?”
 
   The man chewed his lip and looked away, determined to be the tough guy. It didn't work. Sebastian bitch slapped him. Ozzie growled but did not voice his protest. Sebastian switched his tactics.
 
   “Young man, are you a werewolf yet? Have you phased?”
 
   Landers narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Why?” He asked.
 
   “Just answer the question.”
 
   Ozzie watched the boy struggle with the dilemma of answering such a question. It was written in the lines of his face. He came to a conclusion.
 
   “No,” the boy answered.
 
   “Liar! He's lying, Sebastian. He has phased and he has been invited into the fold.”
 
   Anna and Jaxson crowded Ozzie and his father in the tight space of the kitchen. He stared them both down, telling them with his glare not to say anything, begging them with his eyes to go along with him. He nodded back when they acknowledged his unspoken plea. It was a new gift, one that didn’t need explaining in front of the enemy. 
 
   A yelp from the prisoner caught their attention and he glanced back to the situation in the center of the room. Sebastian ran a clawed finger down the captive’s arm and explained his intention. Landers gritted his teeth.
 
   “You see, it could have been much easier, Son.” He stepped back, watching blood drip into a small pool on the floor. “Let me explain what you may or may not know. Vampire venom is a death sentence to werewolves if they are bitten, however, if used wisely by the vampire, it can be but a sweet poison. Instead of death to the were almost instantly, why, I can prolong your agony for days, maybe even weeks. I have witnessed one that lasted a year. Also, when used in such a case, the were can recover from this.” He waved his hands in the air. “Something akin to mild food poisoning.”
 
   Landers, rightly so, looked terrified. His eyes darted around the room. He was panicking. He tested his bindings. 
 
   Sebastian leaned in close. “So, what will it be boy? You going to cooperate, or are we gonna have a bit fun? I haven't seen a werewolf hallucinate in years.” He smiled his signature crooked, wicked smile and rubbed his hands together. “Why, this could be...interesting!”
 
   Ozzie jumped forward to hit the young wolf when he spat in Sebastian's face, but the timeless vampire stopped him. He glanced at the retraining hand on his chest and the look of determination in Sebastian's eye when he spoke.
 
   “Back off, hunter. He has just signed his death warrant.”
 
   “No, you back off. If you kill him, he won’t talk and we need him to talk.”
 
   “Oh, he will talk plenty before he dies, trust me.”
 
   Ozzie turned to his father, giving him a questioning look. His father replied with a nod. His glance darted to his friends, their expressions answered the same. He stepped back, giving Sebastian a nod of approval, and moved out of the way, waiting for what Sebastian had in store.
 
   Sebastian gripped the boy's arm and put it to his mouth, sliding his tongue along the wound, leaving a trail of venom behind. Then he strapped the arm back to the chair. Ozzie waited to see what would happen next. He knew what Sebastian said was both true and false; he didn't know which part was what. His answer came in the next moment. The young man, trying to jerk his hand free, growled his pain through gritted teeth.
 
   “Now that I have your attention, young wolf, here is how it will work. I will only ask the question once, if you don't answer, or if you lie, I will add more venom. It will be like salt in the wound. Have no fear, it won’t be enough to kill, it will just add to the pain.” He lifted a finger. “Oh, and by the way...” He moved closer and looked him in the eyes. “I compel you to not pass out. I wouldn't want you missing a second of the agony you will soon be in.”
 
   Landers continued to buck and growl in the chair. 
 
   Ozzie leaned against the door frame grinding his teeth and growing impatient. His arms crossed over his chest as he watched the dance begin.
 
   “First question, and this is an easy one, did you know about the kidnapping?”
 
   “What do mean?” Landers asked.
 
   “Did you know beforehand about the plan to kidnap Paige?”
 
   The captive shot a glance toward Anna, then back to Sebastian. “Yes!”
 
   Ozzie nodded, indicating the boy was telling the truth. He continued the inquisition.
 
   “Good. Now, who came up with this plan?”
 
   “I don't know. My mother just told me that Tyrick needed me to do something.”
 
   Ozzie nodded. Truth.
 
   “What did Tyrik need you to do?”
 
   “Drop off the box with the finger nail.”
 
   Ozzie nodded once again. It was the truth. He stepped from the wall and motioned to Sebastian.
 
   “I have a question for him.”
 
   Ozzie stepped forward and Sebastian stepped back. With no protest from the vampire, he turned to the writhing boy in the chair.
 
   “I smell her on you. When were you around her last?”
 
   “Right before I came here. You smell her on me because I was right up against her―”
 
   Ozzie back handed him. “My tactics are different! My patience is very low. So, where was she when you saw her last? No vague answer, I want the address and so help me, if you lie to me, I will gladly provide many cuts and bruises in which Sebastian here can add his venom!”
 
   He leaned in close, almost daring the boy to do something. Landers’ eyes were as big as half dollars. He swallowed and answered.
 
   Smart boy!
 
   “My mother's house. 123 North Wooden Hillside Estates.”
 
   Ozzie stepped back and turned to Sebastian.
 
   “He is all yours. Get the rest of info. We are heading to Wooden Hill Estates.”
 
   “Anna, Jaxson, let’s go. Father, would like to join us?”
 
   “I was hoping you would ask. Yes I do!”
 
   “Great!”
 
   He waited on his friends to file past heading to the door. He stopped, turned and back handed the boy.
 
   “Now, now, wholesome thoughts!” 
 
   Satisfied with the hateful look and pain upon Landers’ face, he walked out. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter 20 
 
   Ozzie pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Abrams’ number. There were two rings and then he answered.
 
   “Abrams, gather the team, we are going hunting. Wear all your gear. This could get ugly fast. Meet me at Anna's.”
 
   He closed the phone and turned to his friends. Anna was the first to ask a question. 
 
   “Not that I mind, and I'm not questioning your tactics, but why did you hit that kid on your way out just now?”
 
   “It's hard to explain. When people talk, and I get a strong sense of the truth, I can see images of what they are thinking about. When I was talking to him, he kept thinking about all the things he wanted to do with Piage. That's what he got hot for first. On the way out, his thoughts went to what Tyrick had said he wanted to do to her and Landers pictured Tyricks words, and it excited him. It pissed me off. He's lucky he still has limbs.”
 
   “That is what I want to hear about, this new true or false power you seem to have,” his father said.
 
   “I can't explain it. I don't know how it works. I can taste it somehow. If someone is lying, I get a bitter taste in my mouth. Somehow I just know.”
 
   “Does it work on everyone?” Jaxson asked. 
 
   “Kind of. Sebastian is sometimes hard to tell. Like when he was talking with the boy about the venom, he was both lying and telling the truth. The problem is, I don't know what was truth and what was a fabrication. The boy however, he was easy. I didn't need this power to know when he was telling the truth. I could see the answer in his eyes.”
 
   “Son, I think this may have something to do with the hunter bloodline. All of us are good at telling when someone is lying. It is like a gut feeling. Perhaps when you became the Hunter of Zane, it manifested into something more powerful.”
 
   “It could be as you say, Father. That is just as good an explanation as any I could think of.”
 
   “Well, whatever it is, it is bound to come in handy,” Anna pointed out. “So, what's the plan?”
 
   “I was just going to ask that very question, Anna.” Abrams added.
 
   Ozzie turned around and his entire team, decked out in tactical gear and camouflage, were standing awaiting his orders.
 
   “Abrams...” He clasped hands with the guy. “Are we ready?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “This will be like any other mission. Our objective is to rescue any victims should there be any. As for the wolves, kill on sight!”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 21 
 
   The Woodson residence was dark and unoccupied. No lights danced with the sheer curtains framing the windows that dotted the outside of the house. There was no life and no movement. No one was home. They advanced on the dwelling, their shadowed vapors under a dark moon.  Ozzie took in the abandoned landscape.
 
   Someone has been here.
 
   Grass spread before them and small, flat rocks split the lawn in a winding path leading past the freshly tended flowerbeds and up to a darkened front door attached to a light blue square framed house.
 
   Quietly he turned to his party. Anna and Jaxson flanked him. His father and crew were spread out and covered the lawn behind him, awaiting his signal. Clothed in camouflage and armed with only his favorite pistol, he felt a bit under dressed without his ammo belt and rifle strapped to his back. With his new powers, he didn't them, but old habits die hard.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he tasted the air, looking for her scent. There it was, as always, sweet like tropical jungle flowers. Rolling the different scents around on his tongue, he separated out the wolves from the rest. His gaze shot to Anna.
 
   “Ms. Woodson has had a lot of company, but Paige was here!“
 
   “I know and as early as yesterday. Question is did she stop by willingly?”
 
   “I don't see a sign of struggle out here. Let's go inside.”
 
   Raising his arm and flashing his hand, he gave the signal to advance. He led the slow charge with his gun ready and pointed out ahead of him. One quick kick and the front door fell unwillingly from its hinges.
 
   The sweet scent of flowers, the musty aroma of sex and the copper taste of blood smashed into him like hitting a brick wall, and he staggered.
 
   These dogs are filthy and nasty! 
 
   Shaking free of the hold, he crept farther in, hitting light switches as he went. He cautiously moved down the narrow hallway. Farther down the hall, between two doorways, sat a small table littered with papers, envelops and flowers. Pictures of animals in wooded scenes lined the walls. Swinging to his right, gun pointed out, he checked the kitchen. It, too, was narrow like the hallway.
 
   “Clear.”
 
   Back in the hallway he inched forward a few feet, turned to the left and inspected the tiny bathroom.
 
   “Clear.”
 
   He passed the tiny space and stopped at the entrance of the living room. Furniture lay broken and scattered across the light colored carpet. Blood splattered the walls like art on canvas. The light from the ceiling spewed brightly across the horrific scene.
 
   Anna spoke what was on the tip of his mind.
 
   “This has been staged. Besides the fact that the human body doesn't even hold that much blood, paint smells nothing like blood. Morons!”
 
   “Why the show? What are they going to gain from this? Being who we are, we would know right away it’s not what it looks like.” Jaxson pointed out.
 
   Ozzie looked a little closer.
 
   “I don't know. Something isn't right. It’s not all paint. Some of it is blood and other things, but it is very small amounts. Let’s inspect the rest of the house.”
 
   Raising his gun, he traveled down the corridor Anna and Jaxson went down the opposite way. His end of the hallway held three more closed doors. He slowly approached the first door. Cold handle in hand, he swung open the door. 
 
   The pale blue room housed a bed and two dressers. It almost looked like any other guest bedroom. He flipped the light switch and could see what was off. 
 
   YOU written in blood covered the empty far wall.
 
   You what?
 
   He headed to the next room, his temper flaring.
 
   I hate games, and someone is really enjoying this one. 
 
   They were alone, so he flung open the next door. This room matched the others. It was a simple bedroom. There was another word written in blood: WILL.
 
   He kicked in the third door and looked for the far wall. He paid no attention to the dressers, the bed or the lamps, just the bloody word on display for intimidation: DIE
 
   You will die. Who will die? Was this meant for us? For Paige? This isn't making sense.
 
   Disgusted by the whole affair, he went back to the living room to meet his friends. Anna and Jaxson waltzed in just as he did.
 
   “I didn't find anything except the words You Will Die, each word written on a wall in each of the rooms. Other than that, nothing. You?” he asked.
 
   “Same on our end, only our walls said I Found You,” Jaxson answered. 
 
   “This doesn't make any sense. Something is...off,” Anna said. 
 
   An eerie presence snaked its way down his spine and caressed the fine hairs upon his neck. They stood at attention. The ghost of a presence grew stronger, teasing his skin and confusing his eyes.
 
   What...
 
   A muffled distant laugh echoed in his ear, lingering like mist; loud enough to hear, but too soft to pinpoint.
 
   Is that?
 
   The windows rattled from the gun fire and explosives, drowning out Anna's loud warning. He bolted out the front door with his pistol held high. 
 
   The smell of gunpowder was chokingly thick and mixed with the smoke that covered the lawn, disorienting its victims. Clicking on the light attached to the barrel of his gun, he moved his arms this way and that, pointing and looking everywhere to find the source of all the chaos. 
 
   Men littered the grass, some injured and bloody, others missing parts. He cursed. Hoarse and loud, breaking his own rules, he screamed for the rest of his party.  Anna and Jaxson were at his side, just as dumbfounded. They were quiet and alert, searching for movement and listening for sound. His radio and the air were silent, no one answered his call. Anna asked what he feared.
 
   “Ozzie, where is your father?”
 
   “That is what I would like to know.”
 
   Jaxson's words were delivered with care and a squeeze of the shoulder.
 
   “Perhaps that is a good sign. He's not lying dying or dead on the lawn.”
 
   He turned slightly toward his friend and replied, “From your lips to God's ears. Lord, let him be safe. He is the last person who deserves this.”
 
   “We need to find out what happened. Oz, Jaxson, start looking and talking to the men on the ground. I will take the back, some of the men were back there,” Anna instructed.
 
   A comment about who was in charge was lost to his shock and he mumbled his agreement, but she was already gone.
 
   He knelt down to the man closest to him. Abrams was covered in blood and things that were designed to be inside his body. He closed the man's dead eyes. 
 
   Hanging his head, heart filled with sorrow, he slowly moved from man to man. Each dead partner ignited and added to the inferno of rage burning inside him, scorching his skin. His beast was ready to be let loose.
 
   They deserve it, his inner animal crooned.  I agree, he answered back. 
 
   Tears fell from his eyes as he pulled his cell phone out and flipped it open. Sniffling, he punched in Abrams’ wife's number. Jaxson's hand covering the phone caught his attention.
 
   “Let's get them out of here before we call the families, and let me make those calls.”
 
   “I will wait until we get them out of here, but they were my men, my responsibility, my phone calls to make.”
 
   Jaxson looked like he was about to object when Anna's voice rang out. Bullets couldn't have out run him, he took off so fast. He rounded the corner and skidded to a halt. Anna stood cradling his father in her arms.
 
   No!
 
   The rock rhythm in his chest stopped. His breath was a ball of fear lodged in his throat as his mind processed what his eyes saw.
 
   Anna's words caught his attention. “He's still alive, but barely.” 
 
   He shot forward, took his father's limp form in his hands and laid him on the grass. His eyes frantically looked for signs of trauma, wounds or damage. His eyes blinked and then he found it. It was shrapnel to the heart and spine. Anna's face entered his line of vision followed by her soft words.
 
   “Ozzie, let me take him to my house. Sebastian is still there with that Woodson guy and I can call Dr. Phillips on the way. They may be able to help save him.”
 
   “How? He will kill us all if he's bitten. Anna, he won't handle it the same way I did.”
 
   “I don't know, but still, they may know something.”
 
   “Fine. Take him. Tell them do whatever they have to short of biting him or changing him. He hunts the supernatural; he doesn't want to become one. I will be there as soon as we get this mess cleaned up.”
 
   A dark shadow crossed the yard. He spun, ready to kill, but he found nothing. His inner beast stirred, pacing its cage. 
 
   “Anna, take my father and go. Now!”
 
   He gave her a stern look when she stalled. She nodded in agreement and bolted out of sight. Thunderous ripples shook his muscles and his growl rattled in his chest. His eyes darted from side to side, searching, hunting, stalking.  Jaxson stepped in front of him. 
 
    He tried to push Jaxson out of his line of fire.
 
   “Dude, what are you doing?”
 
   “We have to go. Now! I'll explain later. Haul ass!”
 
   Hearing the alarm in his friend's voice, he raced for the car. Sliding in Dukes of Hazzard style through the open window, he fell into the front seat and turned the keys. The Challenger roared to life and sped away, “Razor's Edge” by AC DC blared on the radio as they sped down the highway. He shot a quick glance to his friend in the passenger seat.
 
   “Explain to me why we are running away like a couple of punk-ass bitches?”
 
   “Trust me, we needed to get out of there. As much as you are going to hate to hear this, we need Sebastian. “
 
   “Why? What was back there?” He flicked his eyes to the rear view mirror, checking for pursuers.
 
   “What I have been running from.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 22 
 
   With Jaxson by his side, he rushed up the stairs to Anna's house, anxious to hear about his father. He marched through the door and into the living room. The light from the moon sprayed the room from the open curtain. It was the only light and added to the somber feel.
 
   Dr. Phillips stood hovering over Ozzie’s father, checking his vitals. Sebastian stood at the head of the couch, making suggestions and asking questions. 
 
   Ozzie was in shock. He walked over to the makeshift bed and looked at his father.
 
   His father lay unconscious on the sofa, his shirt off and covered with a blanket to his waist.
 
   He looks so weak.
 
   He knelt next to couch and grabbed his father’s hand. The doctor filled him in without him having to ask.
 
   “Ozzie, your father is in bad shape, but I think he will recover just fine. I have given him a sedative to help him sleep. He was very lucky. The shrapnel didn't hit anything vital or go very deep. The worst of his wounds were from loss of blood. That in itself is dangerous enough. Anna explained to me what happened, so I stopped by the blood bank on my way over and grabbed a few bags. He has received all of it. Now we just wait for him to heal.”
 
   Ozzie turned his gaze toward the doctor.
 
   “Will he ever walk? Don't look shocked; I felt the shrapnel embedded in his back along his spine.”
 
   Doctor Phillips swallowed and scrubbed his hands. “I don't know, Ozzie. I am sorry. Right now we need to focus on his recovery. Once he is better, we can visit that issue.”
 
   “No, Doc, you don't understand. If he can’t hunt, for him, his life is over. He will give up. That is the Zane way...to die in battle like warriors, heroes. He will not be happy if he is confined to a wheelchair. I know him. He will give up and die.”
 
   “I am sorry. I have done all I can. The rest is up to him and the good Lord.”
 
   “Thank you, Doc.”
 
   “Ozzie, I promise you he will walk. He won't be any fun in a wheelchair,” Sebastian told him.
 
   Ozzie smiled back at the vampire and laughed at the joke.
 
   “Thank you, Sebastian.” 
 
   He felt Anna kneel beside him. She ran her hand through Mr. Zane's hair and said nothing. She just sat there, comforting them both. Fighting back tears and keeping his voice low, he mentioned a memory.
 
   “You did that to me. I remember you running your hands through my hair.”
 
   Her lavender eyes looked into his and she smiled.
 
   “Back when I was in college, I read somewhere that running your hand through a coma patient’s hair is soothing, and that they can feel it. You, and now your father, were in so much pain. This is all I can do for him. Just try and offer some sort of comfort to help him through this. I did it for you so you would know you were not alone.”
 
   Unable to help himself, he pulled her into a hug.
 
   “Thank you, Anna, for everything…saving my father, changing me when Paige asked...” He pulled away. “And being a good friend. I am sorry that I threatened to kill you.”
 
   “Ozzie, I can’t blame you. I had the same reaction with Sebastian when I found out he turned me. I am glad that you decided not to kill me, but I do understand.”
 
   He got to his feet and noticed Jaxson and Sebastian were missing. He looked to Anna.
 
   “Where are Jaxson and Sebastian?”
 
   Just as she was going to answer, they emerged from the hallway. Neither of them looked happy, but they offered no answers.
 
   I will deal with it later.
 
   “Sebastian, did you find out anything? I'm sure Anna informed you. It was a trap and Paige was not there.”
 
   “Unfortunately, no, but I have an idea about where we can find them.”
 
   “Where is the wolf?”
 
   “He is still tied up in the kitchen, but he is of no use right now. We have bigger fish.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Anna asked. “What's going on? Sebastian, you have that worrisome hard-lipped thing going on.”
 
   “I don't have time to explain it all, but in a nutshell, Tyrick has very powerful help, more than we can handle, so I have a plan and none of you are going to like it, especially you, Anna.”
 
   “Just cut to the chase. We have wasted enough time, and I am not waiting any longer to go after Paige.”
 
   “Just hear him out, Oz. It is the best we can do.”
 
   He raked his hands through his hair and sighed.
 
   “Fine, hit the highlights so we can go. I need to call in my backup team.”
 
   “No need,” Anna pointed out. “Your father's team and your back up team are on their way and should arrive any moment. While your father was still conscious, he was giving me orders, I figured he was a pretty smart man, so I followed them.”
 
   He looked over at the man on the couch and then back to Anna.
 
   “That is what he does best...lead!” He turned back to Sebastian. “So, you were saying?”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 23 
 
   It was dark in the yard, but everyone, Anna, Jaxson, and both teams, were there.  Sebastian prepared to explain the mission he came up with. His B team looked skeptical as he spoke while Ozzie’s father's team looked as if they were struggling with whether or not they should kill Sebastian or just wait and see how it played out. Ozzie knew he needed to do something.
 
   “Sebastian, hold on.” He stepped forward and addressed the teams. “I see the looks you are giving Sebastian and Anna, and I am telling you they are not necessary. They are both very trustworthy and may just end up saving your ass before the night is over. Any order Sebastian gives you tonight, treat it like it came from myself or my father.”
 
   Stewart, a man from his father's team, stepped up and voiced his protest.
 
   “No offense, Oliver, but we have hunted with your father when he was chasing Sebastian. Intent on staking him, he was. Now we are supposed to follow his lead?”
 
   He held his hand up ready to explain when Anna jumped in.
 
   “Now you listen here, Stewart, old man Zane was in my arms and called you from my phone. I know what he told you. He told you to assemble his team and get here ASAP. You will do as he has ordered, which is listen to Ozzie and Sebastian. I will let you in on another secret. When that man wakes up...” She pointed toward the house.  “I am to give him a full report. Not Ozzie...” Her finger touched her own chest. “Me!”
 
   Ozzie withheld a laugh as Anna put her index finger inches away from Stewart's face and continued her rant.
 
   ”I have a friend to save, so if you don't want to run with vampires and the supernatural tonight, grab your gear and head out.” She turned to the rest of the men. “That goes for any of you. Mr. Zane is fighting for his life and has asked you to help his son rescue the love of his life, Paige. I don't give a damn if you don't like me or Sebastian. She is best friend to me and a good friend of Sebastian's, so we are going! Either way, you are going somewhere. You can go with us, or you can go home, but we are not doing this any longer. Sebastian is going to tell us his plans and we are leaving. Go or stay, I really don't care.”
 
   Ozzie noticed both teams looked to him. He shrugged and said, “Hey, that is pretty much what I would have said. Stay or go, but we have work to do.” He smiled at Anna and said, “Thank you.”
 
   He turned back to Sebastian once again and asked, “The plan?”
 
   Sebastian stepped back into the moonlight and addressed the crowd.
 
   “We are traveling to the Wayward Stone Cliffs area. Those who drive will park at mile marker 72, and we will descend into the thick woods from there, heading toward the cliffs. It is about a three-hour walk on foot to the cliffs but only about an hour and half to the clearing. Now for the complicated parts…”
 
   Sebastian pulled out a map of the area and laid it across the hood of Ozzie's car. He pointed south of the cliffs on the map.
 
   “Mr. Zane's team, I want you assembled here in the south quadrant. You will fan out from this point to this point. There are twenty-five of you to cover about half a mile. You will scour and eliminate anything within this area between the starting point and the clearing.” He pointed to the north of the cliffs. “Here is where Ozzie's B team will fan out and do the same. Since there are only fifteen of you, you have the least amount of ground to cover. You will go from this point and fan out to this point. Now, that leaves a small gap that Ozzie, Jaxson and I will sweep through and all of us should meet in the clearing at about the same time.”
 
   “Where am I going to be, Sebastian?” Anna asked.
 
   “You will be here. This trap was set for you and I don't know why. As I said, there are some big players here, none of which have ever had anything to do with you and we don't have time to discuss it. I will explain it later.”
 
   Waving her hands, Anna protested.
 
   “Hell no! I am not staying here and doing nothing.”
 
   “You have to. You will be a distraction to everyone.” Sebastian added.
 
   Jaxson weighed in with his two cents.
 
   I agree with Sebastian. Everyone here knows you can handle yourself, but until we find out more about what we are walking into, this is best.”
 
   “No! What if you can’t get her out without me? The note did say for me to show up.”
 
   “And what if your presence distracts us and we lose you and Paige?” Jaxson retorted. 
 
   Anna stomped her foot.
 
   “I am going! She is my best friend. I can't stay behind.”
 
   Sebastian stepped close and held Anna by her shoulders.
 
   “I am ordering you to stay here. Since I sired you, you have to obey. I hate for it to come to this, but you are staying!”
 
    He stepped out of Anna's line of fire. She narrowed her eyes, shooting daggers at Sebastian. Her eyes darted to Ozzie.
 
   Damn!
 
   “Ozzie, what do you think? Should I stay here?”
 
   He scrubbed his scalp and thought about how to answer. His gaze swept across their faces as they awaited his reply.
 
   How best to say this?
 
   “Anna, perhaps it is for the best. I don't know what is going on, but I do know what I felt back at the Woodson Estates. Jaxson and Sebastian obviously have more of a clue than I do.” He shrugged his shoulders, and she folded her arms over her chest and tapped her foot. She weighed her options.
 
    
 
   “Fine! I will stay here,” she blurted out.
 
   He knew the words were not entirely the truth. He shot her a pleading glare. She threw her hands up and shot back a retort.
 
   “What Ozzie? I said I would stay here!”
 
   Even though he watched her stomp into the house, he wasn't sure she would stay. Part of her was telling the truth, and part of her was lying. He could tell she was conflicted. He understood. If anyone had said he couldn't go, he would have just kicked their ass and went anyway. He hoped she would stick to her word, but if he were a betting man, he would pass on the gamble. With nothing left to do about it, he turned to the crowd. 
 
   He waved his hands in the air and hollered, “Load up, and move out!”
 
   His gaze shot to Sebastian.
 
   “You riding with me, or do you need to run?”
 
   “I am going to run. It helps me think.”
 
   He extended his grip and shook the vampire’s hand.
 
   “See you there.”
 
   Jaxson was right behind him as he headed to his black on black 2012 Dodge Challenger. After sliding across the hood, he opened the door and climbed in. He took a deep breath as he started the car, allowing himself one brief moment of nervousness. The car roared to life as he exhaled, letting it go. He gripped the steering wheel and looked to his friend.
 
   “You ready to kick some ass?”
 
   Jaxson returned his smile.
 
   “Let's do it!”
 
   “Rollin'” By Limp Bizkit blasted through the speakers as he peeled away. Gravel was flung into the air as he took off.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 24 
 
   Ozzie reached his destination just as “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns n Roses beat through the speakers. He pulled the car off the road and noticed both teams had made it and were gathered just off the street. 
 
   “Looks like everyone is here,” Ozzie commented.
 
   “Yep, looks that way. Well, Sebastian isn't here yet,” Jaxson pointed out.
 
   “I'm sure he will be here...sometime. He may have decided to charge in by himself. If he hasn't shown up in a few minutes, we move without him.”
 
   “Sounds good to me!”
 
   He turned off the car and pulled the keys from the ignition. He shoved them into his right front pocket as he climbed out. As he settled into his surroundings, chills slid down his back.
 
   Games! Whoever it is, they have to play games. 
 
   The unnatural chill travelled across his skin, biting into him as if to devour him inch by inch. He shook it off and looked around.
 
   Tall wooden poles lined the street giving off small orbs of light that took from the eerie green glow of the sky.
 
   A storm is coming.
 
   Bending to the will of the wind, the trees bowed over, shaking their leaves in defiance to the storm, threatening to blow him off his feet. Angry thunder boomed through the air and vibrated everything as it rumbled through his chest and announced the arrival of the blasting energy cascading across the sky. The flashing violent light over the horizon reflected off his aviators. Honeysuckle and violence lingered in the air like perfume, caressing and teasing with a promise of an interesting evening, an evening no one was sure they would survive. 
 
   He approached his men and shook all their hands as he always did before a hunt. Jaxson joined him.
 
   He removed his sunglasses and took in every face.
 
   “Is there any questions about the mission?”
 
   All of them shook their heads no.
 
   “Good. We are going to wait another five minutes before taking off. Remember to fan out just as you have been taught and watch each other's back.”
 
   Lightning flashed a warning, temporarily blinding them. He called out each team leader. 
 
   “Lubbix, Kiston.”
 
   A memory flashed in his mind of each man. Lubbix, head of his B team, had trained himself, and Kiston, head of his father's team now, had taught him the same training tactics he had learned while he was a Navy Seal. He admired them both.
 
   The crowd moved slightly, followed by murmurs as the two leaders made their way through. Lubbix, the burly muscle man, stepped forward first. Two pistols attached to the ammo belt around his waist separated his dark shirt and pants. His army issued boots snapped twigs as he made his way He stood front and center, saluting. Ozzie returned Lubbix’s salute.
 
   Kiston made his way to the front. He stood a head taller than everyone else. His dark brown crew cut swerved and bobbed as he maneuvered his way to the front of the crowd. He looked dangerous dressed in his Navy Seal tactical gear over black clothes. When he stepped in front of the crowd, he also saluted. Ozzie returned the gesture.
 
   “Lubbix, Kiston, you are responsible for your team. Get them in and get them out. You know the drill!”
 
   “Yes, sir!” They both shouted.
 
   “Dismissed.”
 
   As the leaders moved back to their spots, Ozzie turned his attention the rest of the men.
 
   “This is not our first hunt. I don't have to tell you what to do or how to do it. I am just going to say be careful and offer up a prayer for our safe return. If things go bad, and we have to leave, we will meet back at Anna's house to regroup. Understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.
 
   “We have waited long enough. Team leaders, light 'em up and head out.”
 
   The large crowd parted like the Red Sea. Two teams moved as one, gliding across the grass and disappearing behind the trees. They became one with the landscape and Ozzie couldn't help but feel proud, but worried. He whispered a small prayer.
 
   Lord, help us all!
 
   He slid his glance toward his best friend. 
 
   “Jaxson, any thoughts? You have been quiet.”
 
   “These are your guys and this is your expertise. I wasn't gonna get in your way. You were handling it.”
 
   He smiled at Jaxson as he put his night vision aviators back on. 
 
   “Well, let the ass kickin’ commence!”
 
   Jaxson laughed.
 
   “Whose? Theirs or ours?”
 
   Ozzie laughed with him.
 
   “Probably both,” Sebastian chimed in.
 
   “Nice to see you made it.”
 
   “I wouldn't miss it.”
 
   Together they stepped forward to a mixture of hell and uncertainty. Ozzie turned off his fear and focused on the task at hand. He unlatched his pistol and hit the laser sights button. He gripped the gun tightly as they inched forward and were swallowed by the dense trees.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 25 
 
   The wooded area looked just like the clearing in his dream. Tall, wide trees dotted the area, encircling the flat land. The moon's beams played through the holes in the tree limbs and scattered the ground like confetti. The wind rustled the leaves, whispering the unimaginable and sending invisible vapors to trail upon the skin like a caressing hand, chilling into the bones. He shook away the feeling and concentrated on finding Paig.
 
   The fine hairs on his neck sent him a warning. Something he could not see was there. He tightened the grip around his trusty .45, raising his gun and preparing to fire at what felt like multiple enemies.  Quickly he glanced to check on his party. Jaxson and Sebastian stood on each side. His crew was in wing formation, scattered throughout the woods and surrounding them.
 
   The crackling of broken twigs off to the left alerted them someone was coming. Their moves were deliberate and slow, as if to make a grand entrance. Each snap brought the unknown closer. They stopped just outside the ring of trees, stalking in the shadows. A baritone voice boomed from beyond the ring.
 
   “It is always nice when the sheep volunteer for slaughter.”
 
   Ozzie’s gaze frantically darted around the circle, looking for the source.
 
   “No more games! Man up and show yourself; don't be a coward.”
 
   The taunting voice sounded again.
 
   “Oh, I have something to show you.”
 
   Anna flew into the clearing, landing in a heap upon the dead leaves and debris. Jaxson and Sebastian both cursed loudly. He thrust a hand out, blocking Jaxson's advance.
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Her clothes were tattered, making it obvious she had put up a good fight. Her hair, pulled back like always when she trained and fought, hung down in tendrils around her dirty face and neck. When his eyes met her lavender encased in glass eyes, he knew something was wrong.
 
   He turned a glance to Jaxson who looked as if he were in physical pain. His brow was set in a hard line, matching his lips. His eyes were darker than his mood as he stared at her on the ground, looking like a wounded animal, and his whole body shook with anger.
 
   Ozzie tore his eyes from his friend and back to the voice.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   A few snaps of debris and they emerged into the moonlight. His breath was stolen, and his mind searched for a safe hiding place as his sanity seemed to slither away, threatening to leave him crazed. 
 
   There before him, in the center of the group, was Tyrik. A tall mountain of a man covered in fur and jeans stood as what looked to be a cross between human and wolf. He was all skin and fur. He was a human body sporting all the good qualities of a wolf, including the big, round golden eyes, which seemed to be searching for souls to steal. 
 
   Ozzie gulped the air, hoping for breath and sanity to return his good sense. The voice in his mind whispered.
 
   Embrace who you are, Ozzie. 
 
   He tried, but the view before him kept knocking the air from his lungs. 
 
   Surrounding Tyrik were three tall, lean blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauties dressed in clingy royal blue gowns, all with eyes like the sky and hair the color of wheat, all perfect replicas of his one love, Paige. Each one was the same, but different. They looked identical, but they wore separate attitudes and facial features. 
 
   The one on the left, wearing a bright smile and twinkle in her eye, spoke first.
 
   “Ozzie, I am so glad you made it to the party.” She was cheerful as ever with a hint of music in her tone. 
 
   With her hand out, she took a step forward, reaching for him. He had to fight every fiber of his being, but he took a step back. Something in the far recesses of his mind, hidden deep within, sent a warning. He greedily sucked in much needed air as he moved away from her. His attention fell to the Paige on the right.
 
   Her face was a sunken depressed montage of bruises and tear stains along discolored, taught skin over fragile-looking bones. There was no glint in her dark gray eyes and no smile upon her cracked lips. Her stooped shoulders showed years of abuse and misery. She rolled her defeated stare his way. His legs turned to jelly and he dropped to his knees. The sound of shattered glass played in his ears as his heart broke.  The sight of her pulled painful sobs from his chest. Her harsh rattled voice plunged the final blow to his chest.
 
   “You will beg for death and he will deny it.”
 
   Ozzie kneeled on the ground next to Anna and kept his eyes on the scene as tears stung his eyes. The third and final Paige stepped around Tyrik. This face wore the happy smile he had seen many times. It was a seductive smile across plump, red lips. Her tongue slid along, adding gloss to an already beautiful mouth. Her eyes, dark and clouded with lust, stared at him as a teasing growl rumbled in her chest. Her dress, split in many places, barely covered her. Her long, lean legs broke through each slit, exposing her thighs. The V in the gown upon her chest played peek-a-boo with the inner sides of her breasts. She leaned down and touched his face, her dress gaping open. A sultry voice slid past her lips.
 
   “Ozzie, I have been waiting for you. I need you.”
 
   Jaxson pulled him free of the image. He stumbled and tripped over Anna, landing next her. It felt like the universe had lifted from his shoulders. He closed his eyes and sighed with relief as Anna whispered in his ear.
 
   “It's not real...all an...illusion.”
 
   Careful not to rub the scratches and bruises, he tenderly touched her face.
 
   “I know. Are you OK?”
 
   “I am for now. They drained me of my energy...there is no music. They knew Sebastian would make me stay and were waiting as soon as I left the house.”
 
   Realizing he was lying on his side with his jacket open but hidden from Tyrik, he slipped the phone from his pocket. He ticked a few buttons and then glanced to Anna. He whispered to her, “God speed, Anna!”
 
   The cold piece of metal slid from his hands. “Bad Ass” by Saliva rattled through the small speaker. 
 
   The rage spread through him like an uncontrolled wildfire consuming everything in its path, intent on destruction. He gained strength and determination as he moved from the ground. Each riff of the guitar pulsed through his veins and each beat of the drum matched his heart. He finally understood―Heavy Metal Heartbeat!
 
   His bloodline had fused with the supernatural. With his deep-seeded loyalties added and mixed with  the best of Anna Skott, he knew without a doubt he was a bad ass!  He shot Tyrick a cocky smile laced with a growl of his own.
 
   He waved is hand and called, “Bring it, mutt!”
 
   “As you wish...”
 
   Tyrik retreated to the shadows.
 
   He couldn't believe his eyes when the creature came walking into view. It was poor and pitiful looking. It had the wide, massive head of a wild cat with a slightly elongated nose that sat atop a gangly bone structure and frame of a wolf as white as pure snow. Tyrik, holding the leash as he led it into view, stopped in the center of the clearing, the moon's beam upon them like a spotlight. Tyrik stood staring at the crowd like a magician on stage waiting for the hush of the crowd.  The commanding wolf reached down and slapped the poor animal on the side the head.
 
   “Greet our guests, especially the cocky hunter.”
 
   The wolf cat cried out with the blow. Ozzie ground his teeth at the mistreatment of the poor animal. He shot a glance to Tyrik.
 
   “Was that necessary?”
 
   “Yes, Ozzie, it was. Your reaction pleased me so. Feast your eyes and look closely.”
 
   Ozzie, staggered back when the wolf cat turned her big bright sky blue eyes his direction. 
 
   “You son of a-, I will kill you for this!”
 
   Hell was a calm state of peace compared to the mayhem and chaos that followed.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 26 
 
   Anna cursed under her breath when she realized what stood before her.
 
   Oh my God, what have they done?
 
    Now she was pissed and energized.
 
   It is so on! You die, you sick prick! 
 
   She didn't know if it was a mixture of hard core realization that Paige was the pitiful cross creature, or the sound of “Riot” by Three Days Grace playing from the small phone that made her react so strongly, but along with everyone else, she flew into action. 
 
   She collided with Ozzie as they both attacked Tyrick, fists flying and claws shredding. The air filled with the smell of gun powder and blood. The clearing was alive with sounds of heavy guns, battle cries and anguished screams. 
 
   Claws slashed at her back, attempting to pull her to the ground, but she ignored it. She had eyes only for Tyrik. His bloody frame beneath her strong hands traded turns with Ozzie as they unleashed the fury of Hell on the wolfman. 
 
   She kicked Tyrik in chest and sent him flying through the air before turning to Ozzie.
 
   “Get Paige. I will finish this scum bag.”
 
   She had expected an argument, but he only nodded. Her eyes darted around the crowd and the mayhem looking for her friend. 
 
   “Where the hell is she?”
 
   Jaxson appeared next to her covered in as much blood as the rest of them. He answered Ozzie.
 
   “Sebastian has her. He did his vampire-turning-almost-invisible smoke trick and vanished with her. We have to get out of here.”
 
   She snapped the head off a wolf that sprang at her. Her surprised gaze slid to Jaxson
 
   “What? No, did you see Paige? They all deserve to die.”
 
   She spotted Ozzie fighting his way toward them. “I agree with Anna. That Tyrik is gonna pay.”
 
   Jaxson spun and in full-on cat mode, split the heads of two wolves together.
 
   “We are gonna have to fight our way out. Get your team and get the hell out. We will all meet up at Anna's.  Trust me. Anna, follow me.”
 
   Seeing the intense expression on his face, she didn't argue.
 
   ****
 
   Ozzie spun on his heels, looking for his team. They were hard to spot in black and green tactical gear among the debris and trees. He zig-zagged between wolves, taking some out while bypassing others. He was intent on getting out of the woods.
 
   The sky rumbled, the ground shook and the trees came to life with activity. Robed figures lit up the clearing and the dark night sky with fire and lightning. 
 
   He spotted some of his team and made a beeline straight for them.
 
   “Get your gear and go! Find the others and haul ass.”
 
   Cuervo ran by and grabbed the man's arm.
 
   “We are getting out of here. This party just got out of our pay grade. Tell the others, we all rendezvous at Anna's.”
 
   “Got it!”
 
   He sprinted, some of his team right behind him, for the tree line. Coming into the thickness of trees, he skidded to a halt, nearly taking out Jaxson and Anna.
 
   They stood stock still staring at three women. Each of them wore long, flowing dresses of metallic colors from blue to green. The two blondes and the redhead wore the same evil smirk. They only had eyes for Jaxson. The redhead stepped forward. Anna slid into him when Jaxson pushed her out of the way of the red headed woman, screaming his command.
 
   “Ozzie, do as I say and ask no questions. Taker her and go. Now!”
 
   His eyes darted to every face, calculating the odds. Not knowing the extent of the power the robed figures and the witches brought to the table, he nodded his agreement. His brain said it was rational.
 
   Live to fight another day.
 
   But his emotions said otherwise.
 
   He is your best friend. You can't leave him here.
 
   He hesitated for a moment, deciding to stay and fight, until one word filled his mind, answering his dilemma.
 
   Sebastian! 
 
   Giving Jaxson a farewell nod, he grasped Anna by her wrist and pulled her away. She kicked and dragged her feet in protest. Ozzie tossed her over his shoulder and fell in line with his escaping team. He rushed through the dense trees and burst through the tree line, his Dodge Challenger a beacon of safety in the distance. 
 
   “Ozzie, no! I am not leaving him to them. You don't know what they are capable of, what they did to him...” She started to cry. “What they made him do.”
 
   He pulled open the car and sat her inside.
 
   “Anna, I know! I also know that I can't help him and neither can you.” Slamming the passenger side door, he leaned in the window. “But Sebastian can!”
 
   Her tear-filled eyes blinked and she nodded her head.
 
   “We need to get back to your house. We can help Paige, and Sebastian can help Jaxson.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter 27 
 
   Neither of them spoke the entire drive back to Anna's; both had their minds on other things. His brain seemed to run in all directions as he worried about his friend's fate and the situation he might walk in on back at the house with Paige and his father.
 
   Lord, please don't let them pay for my mistakes. 
 
   The rock station provided nothing but background noise. He stared out the window watching the road as he sped down the highway. His heart beat to the riff of the guitar, and he felt drained. Every muscle ached, his chest grew tight and his breathing became labored. He needed to feed, and he needed to get to her.
 
   He ran his hands down the front of his jeans, removing the remains of battle. Dried blood and saliva, crusted on his hand like mud, cracked and flaked off. He was so focused on getting free of the wolf gunk stuck to him that he had forgotten Anna was with him until she spoke.
 
   “Do you think he is all right?”
 
   He slid his gaze her way. She sat biting her nails, staring out the window, tears rolling down her face.
 
   “Jaxson is very smart and quite the opponent to tangle with. He isn't the scared and confused man he was the first time they found him. He can hold his own, Anna. He is as strong as an ox and built just like one.”
 
   His heart fell into his stomach when she looked at him. The lavender in her eyes had darkened, her gem-like shine smoldered.
 
   “But Ozzie, they are witches.”
 
   He kept his voice low, unable to keep the fear from it. “I know.”
 
   As he turned into Anna's drive, his headlights flashed across the darkened house. Lights switched on behind the closed curtains. He pulled the car to a stop and shut off the engine. Anna was out before the engine died.  He climbed out of the car, hot on Anna's heels as they rushed into the house. The door swung open. Sebastian stood bathed in sixty watt light, blocking the doorway. He motioned them back outside.
 
   “The patient—”
 
   Anna could wait no longer.
 
   “Sebastian, you have to hurry. Jaxson needs your help. They have him. The witches have him, Sebastian!”
 
   Ozzie was knocked out of the way when Sebastian flew past and grabbed Anna by her arms.
 
   “What did you say? Calm down and say that one more time.”
 
   Tears ran down her face and her words jumbled with her cries. Sebastian shook her. Ozzie stepped in, putting a hand on Sebastian's shoulder.
 
   “You heard right the first time. It’s the witches, the ones from his past. They are working with Tyrik. That is how they were able to ambush us before.”
 
   “Tell me what happened after I fled with Paige.”
 
   “Anna and I both jumped Tyrik as hell broke loose.  My teams and Tyrik's wolves emerged from the woods and everyone was fighting. There were way more than we thought and somehow they were able to move faster than us. Magic, no doubt. I guess Jaxson felt it or something. He found us and told me we needed to get out of there. I started getting my teams together and told them to leave and he took off with Anna.”
 
   Anna joined in.
 
   “We didn't get very far before they showed up out of thin air and blocked our path. Ozzie showed right after that, dragging me away like Jaxson told him to.”
 
   Sebastian narrowed his eyes, glaring.
 
   “You left him?”
 
   “He told me to get Anna out of there. I wasn't going to. I am not inclined to run from anything, but I had no idea what they could do or what they are capable of. My instinct was to come and get you. That is what Jaxson was really trying to tell me.”
 
   He watched as the vampire worked it out. His eyes slid to Anna.
 
   “Anna, this trap was never for you. It was for me.”
 
   “What?” Anna tried to ask, but Sebastian was gone.
 
   

 
   

Chapter 28 
 
   Ozzie stood staring off into the dark, hoping to see Sebastian. He could tell by his scent in the air that he was already miles away and mad as hell. He turned to the opened door and walked inside, looking for his father and Paige. 
 
   Dr. Phillips, sprawled on the couch, sat up and rubbed his eyes as they walked in. 
 
   His groggy voice was barely audible.
 
   “Is everything all right?”
 
   Ozzie answered him honestly.
 
   “I have no idea, but if I were you, I'd make plans to be a here a while. We may need you to tend to more people.”
 
   Dr. Phillips started putting on his shoes.
 
   “I need to run to the hospital then and gather more supplies. I used the last of them on your men.” He stood and started pointing as if he were directing traffic. “The badly wounded men have been moved to the hospital. The two team leaders are stitched up and resting in the guest rooms. The rest of your wounded are in the back gathered around a fire waiting for you.”
 
   “Thank you, Doc. How are my father and Paige?” He scanned the living room and peeked into the kitchen. “Where are my father and Paige?”
 
   Dr. Phillips scrubbed the sleepiness from his face and giggled.
 
   “Oh, they are just fine. Your father insisted on watching over her. He is in her room, sitting in a chair by the door, keeping her occupied by telling her stories about your childhood.”
 
   His whole body relaxed and his heart skipped a beat as he deflated in relief. He was so relieved that his mind swam. He whispered a silent prayer to the heavens for their safety, tears rimming his eyes. The doctor’s voice sounded, bringing him back to the present.
 
   “Your father is not paralyzed and should be good as new in a few days. As for Paige, I don't know. She is in human form and seems to be just fine. Ozzie, they messed with her transformation.”
 
   His head popped up, smoke leaving his ears. The blood swimming through his veins began to boil. His beast from Hell was awake, and it paced its cage. 
 
   “They kept her in the middle state for hours on end. I don't know how they managed, but they got her to begin to change and then stopped it half way through. Then they began to modify and change things. Her beautiful albino tiger was but a canvas to bring their twisted creation to life.”
 
   He reconnoitered the change in Anna's tone. She was fuming, too. His fury matched hers exactly. His mind played gruesome images of the things he would like to do to the witches. He staggered a moment, his chest constricting, closing off his air. Rage shook his frame. His inner animal chomped at the bit to get free. It whispered all the ways to seek revenge. 
 
   Her voice, like the trumpets from heaven, sounded. 
 
   “Ozzie? Are you OK?”
 
   His eyes looked toward the hallway and he could see her. She stood wrapped in a small blanket, her bright blue eyes shining back at him. The wheat field on top of her head was in disarray, and the smooth, pale skin across her face was angelic even though it housed a questioning look.
 
   He sped across the room and lifted her off ground in a huge hug. Tears ran down his face and spilled onto the blanket. His face buried in her chest, and he hugged her tighter, feeding off her scent and choking back sobs of relief. Vanilla and tropical flowers never smelled so wonderful. He rolled it around on his tongue and praised the lord above to have her alive. At that moment, he didn't care what had happened to her. She was alive and they would find a way to fix it. He silently vowed to hunt and kill the three witches that had invaded his territory and terrorized his family.
 
   Lowering her to the floor, he lost himself in her eyes, savoring her. He cupped her face and kissed her gently. As his passion ignited, his kiss deepened. He pulled her closer to him. Catching his breath, he pulled away and looked at her.
 
   “Ozzie...” He leaned into her hand which was on his face. Another sob broke free.
 
   “Paige, I thought I had lost you.”
 
   “Nonsense, my boy. She will make a fine addition to the Zane name; tough gal, this one.”
 
   Pulling away from his life line, he moved toward the familiar voice.
 
   His father stood, wicked grin on his face, leaning against the bedroom door frame. His bare chest was wrapped in gauze and tucked into the top of his jeans. He stepped into the open arms of home.
 
   “I am so glad that you made it.” He clapped his father on the back and then pulled away. “We worried you might be paralyzed from the shrapnel in your spine.”
 
   “It is gonna take more than a few screws to take this old man out.”
 
   “I am so glad to hear that because —”
 
   He was shoved out of the way by an hysterical vampire.
 
   “OK, Ozzie, you have had your moment, get out of my way. It is my turn to hug them.”
 
   He stood between Paige and his father, giving Anna room to share in the good news. Anna had Paige in a bear hug, both of them were crying, spewing words only they understood. He turned to his father.
 
   “Oh, I talked to Mom and she said we are all coming for a sit-down dinner on Sunday.”
 
   Paige wiggled her way into his arms just as Anna hugged his father. Her sweet words filled his ear.
 
   “Yes, we know. You father called her earlier. Your mother and I were on the phone for about two hours. I like her.”
 
   He smiled and kissed her nose. 
 
   “I knew you would. What did the two of you talk about?”
 
   “Our wedding!”
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