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Chapter One

 


 


I rolled over in my bed and looked at the
time on my cell phone. It was 9:30 p.m. and my twenty-minute power
nap had turned into a two-hour snooze. Oops.

I glanced out my bedroom window to check the
weather conditions. It was completely dark with a lot of wind.
Definitely not ideal jogging conditions, but it would have to do. I
needed to get in a workout or Tommy was going to kill me for
slacking off. My best friend, Tommy, often got on my case, which
was ironic, because the guy was always getting into trouble
himself.

I threw off my blankets and pushed myself
out of bed. I gave one good yawn with a long stretch then plopped
back on my bed. I knew if I didn’t run at this very moment, there
was no way I’d run at any other point in the night. It was now or
never.

I am a professional mixed martial arts
fighter, and training to be the best has many drawbacks. The worst
one, by far, is working out when my body is dead tired. The last
thing I wanted to do tonight was exercise, but I knew I had to push
past my desire to be lazy. Because right about now, grabbing a bowl
of Cap’n Crunch cereal and flipping on an episode of CSI sounded a
whole lot better than running the streets of San Bernardino in the
dark of night.

There was a knock at my bedroom door.

“Come in,” I called out.

“You decent?” It was Tommy, and he was just
outside my door. Not only was the guy my best friend, he was also
my housemate.

“Would I say ‘Come in’ if I wasn’t decent?”
I laughed.

The door swung open slowly, and there stood
Tommy, wearing nothing more than a tiny towel, showing off his
perfectly chiseled body. He motioned to his abs and said, “Maybe
because you are secretly in love with this.” He flexed his stomach
muscles and popped a sexy pose.

Damn, he was a clown.

“Save it for your girl groupies, bro. What
do you want, Tommy?”

“I want to borrow some cologne. Is that cool
with you?”

“Go ahead. They’re on top of the
dresser.”

He clapped his hands and strode into my room
over to my dresser where I had a collection of cologne. I had
everything from Old Spice to high-end brands that cost a plenty
penny in the nicer stores.

I watched as Tommy looked for his favorite.
He was like a kid in a grocery store, trying to pick out a favorite
cereal.

“So, what’s with the cologne?” I asked.

“I got a date with that box girl at the
supermarket, and I want to smell real nice, if you know what I’m
saying.”

“You finally got the nerve to ask her
out?”

“It had nothing to do with nerve, brother. I
finally wanted to ask her out. She’s been eye-balling me for
years.”

I rolled my eyes and started to get dressed
for my run. “So, it took you two years to want to ask her out?
That’s the story you’re going to stick with?”

“You know me, Josiah. I like to take things
slow before I go in for the kill.”

“That sounds very romantic,” I said.

“Kid, when are you going to realize that
romance only gets you hurt in the end?” he replied. “I’m done
trying to Don Juan my way around girls. I’m taking a cue from the
wild animal kingdom.”

“You’re just going to jump on top of women
and not even say hello?” I laughed.

“No. I’m just not going to waste unnecessary
time making beds in a burning house.”

“Okay, that analogy makes no sense. Which is
the burning house? The women or the romance?”

Tommy thought about it and then laughed. “It
made a lot more sense in my head than it did out loud.”

“I bet it did. Where are you taking
her?”

“I’m taking her to Murphy’s.”

“Wow, classy.” Murphy’s was the fanciest
place to eat in San Bernardino. It had it all: ambiance, location,
and hot female clientele. “You sure you’re not trying to romance
this girl? I only take a girl to Murphy’s if she earned it.”

“She will,” Tommy replied.

“All I’m saying is you better keep your eyes
on your date and not the waitresses.”

Tommy picked the cologne he wanted from the
top dresser. Of course, the guy picked my favorite cologne, Drakkar
Noir. He sprayed his upper body and both his legs and even lifted
his towel to do a meticulous squirt inside the towel.

“That’s enough. You wear the cologne. Don’t
let the cologne wear you.” I walked over and grabbed the bottle
from Tommy’s hand. “Like I said, you’re all class.” I pushed Tommy
out of my room. “Now get out, so I can get ready for my run.”

Tommy stopped himself and turned around. He
looked at me seriously, which he rarely did. “Don’t run too far
tonight. I’ve got a weird feeling.”

“You do?” I asked, legitimately concerned.
Tommy’s feelings were eerie. I shrugged. “Okay, I’ll be careful.
I’ll run to the college and back.”

“Get back in an hour and you’ll be fine.”
Tommy thought for a second and then added, “Yeah, an hour will be
fine. One more thing, Josiah, the Commission is going to let us
know tomorrow who we’ll fight next month.”

Tommy was also a professional fighter, and
good enough to be a contender for the title.

“I hope the Commission will give me a real
fight this time,

I said. “Maybe I’ll have a shot to move up in the rankings.” The
Commission tended to think I was still a cherry, and they were
taking me along a lot slower than I wanted.

“Maybe if you didn’t wait till 10:00 o’clock
at night to get in a workout, you would be ready to have better
fights.”

I sighed. Tommy always brought up my workout
regimen. Tommy and I couldn’t be more different when it came to our
workout routines. Tommy’s workouts were epic. They made pro boxers’
workouts look tame. I, on the hand, have always gotten by on pure
talent. I have an insane ability to fight and my instincts are off
the charts. I got away with hardly working out, and finally, it has
caught up with me.

“You know you and I will never agree on how
I should be working out, Tommy. You should be pleased that I want
to run tonight.” I paused, and then I asked, “What kind of fight
are you looking for with the Commission?”

“I just need a tune-up before my title
fight. I need to work out some kinks.” Tommy was fighting for the
title in four months.

“You’d better hope the Commission gives you
just a tune-up fight and nothing more. The last thing you need is
to get hurt before your title bout.”

“I’m not going to get hurt; I’m 18-0!
Remember that.” Here Tommy went again with his undefeated record.
He wears his record like a badge of honor, even a braggart. It was
quite amusing, especially when he brought it up in bars and tried
to impress girls. Usually, they had never even heard of mixed
martial arts.

Tommy seemed to forget I was undefeated,
too, even though I didn’t work out nearly as hard as him. “You
aren’t the only one who is undefeated,” I reminded him.

He stood at my doorway. “Yup, you sure are.
Your little 4-0 record is very cute, Josiah.”

“I only have four wins because the
Commission takes forever to give me a fight, unlike you, who they
throw on the card every month.”

“What can I say? I’m an excellent draw.
Chicks dig themselves some of the ‘Tom Man.’” Tommy was now
starting to get full of himself, and that was my cue to kick him
out of my room. Again.

“For the love of God, Tommy, just go on your
date!” I shut the door in his face.

“Not cool, Josiah.”

“And neither is wasting all my favorite
cologne.”

“Touché.”

I grinned at the exchange I just had with
Tommy. I enjoyed his company. Having him around made my life
easier. In our friendship, we took turns on who was the responsible
one. Even though, Tommy is ‘a good’ five years older than me,
people wouldn’t know it by how he behaved sometimes.

I peeled off my shirt, and I looked at
myself in the mirror. I needed to lose around ten pounds before my
next fight. Did I even have ten pounds to lose? I was six feet tall
with very little body fat. I pinched my belly and grabbed as much
fat as I could get. I got a decent handful.

Okay, maybe I did have ten pounds to
lose.

I studied my face. It was clean, with few
marks and scars, not like some of the other professional fighters I
knew. The ones who had been in it for a while usually sported
knots, bumps, scars, broken noses, busted cheekbones, and more. My
own face was remarkably unmarred, considering I had never said ‘no’
to a fight in my life. In fact, I had been fighting off bullies
since I was seven years old. My shiny blonde hair, as pretty as any
girl’s, had made me a target for bullies who called me names and
took their shots at me, thinking that my angelic appearance
translated into an easy target for beatings. In those years, me,
the pretty boy, had to fight my way into Respectville by pummeling
the neverending parade of bullies. I got so good at defending
myself on the street that I turned it into my lifework. I was a
natural, really, growing from a much picked-on kid into
professional fighter.

Nowadays, I looked more like a surfer than a
mixed martial arts fighter. People often misread my casual beach
bum look and underestimated me. That was a good thing.
Interestingly, there’s something about the way I look that makes
most guys want to start a fight with me. I don’t know if it’s the
fact that I look as if I should be singing lead in a boy band or
that I’m extremely confident. Anyway, there’s something about me
that makes random strangers want to mix it up with
me—constantly!

Too bad for them.

An ex-girlfriend once asked me why I love to
fight. My answer was simple: Some guys were born to fix cars or
play football. Some guys were born to be astronauts or to hit a
fastball. I was born to fight. It’s the only thing in this world
that ever made perfect sense to me. When I’m in a fight, time
stands still. I see everything in slow motion. My brain goes into
Good Will Hunting mode, and I’m able to quickly determine what I
want to do to inflict the most damage to my opponent.

Anyway, I put on a pair of sweats, a
t-shirt, and my running shoes. Once done, I headed outside the
house that Tommy and I shared, and did some stretching next to the
tall sycamore tree in the front yard.

I was still stretching when I heard a
familiar kee-eeeee-arr cry from above. I looked up, and there was
Daphne. Daphne was a beautiful red hawk that seems to have
developed a fondness for me over the past couple of years. She made
herself known each day by crying her distinctive call or sometimes
a shrill chwirk sound while flying low enough, so I could see her.
I still have no idea where she came from or why she seemed so
interested in me. I named her Daphne one day after watching an
episode of Scooby-Doo. They were both redheads, so the name seemed
to fit her. I have been known to be partial to redheaded women.

“I’m off for a run, Daphne; try to keep up
with me.”

I gave Daphne a wink and took off running.
The beautiful bird let out an amicable loud chwirk as I headed down
the street. At first, I went fairly slow with my run. Daphne
followed me for about a block or two and then pulled back. I kicked
up my heels and began to run at a faster pace. I quickly ran out of
the neighborhood and headed for the main street that led up to Cal
State San Bernardino. I liked running at the college. It was
peaceful at night and, as long as I avoided campus police, I
usually had no problems.

I turned left and headed down University Way
toward the college. I could hear loud music, which meant that I was
approaching the Gamma Phi Beta frat house. They always had a party
going on, and this Thursday night was no different. Their frat
house was a massive two-story white house that stood out like a
sore thumb in a neighborhood that was filled with smaller
houses.

As I ran toward the house, I noticed that
the party was in full swing. Animal House style, there were a lot
of cars parked out front, and people milling around outside in
various stages of dress, undress, and loudness, depending on how
much alcohol they had consumed. Music thumped from the open front
door, with the bass so loud that the people inside were sure to go
deaf for a couple of days. I hurried past the house, so I wouldn’t
have to hear drunk frat boys yelling out things like “Run, Forrest,
run!”

As I was about to pass the house without
incident, underneath the thumping hip-hop, I heard a chilling
scream. The scream was so distinctive and piercing that it made me
stop in my tracks.

I turned around, and as I did so, I heard it
again. It was coming from behind the house. The gate was open, so I
walked toward it. I thought it could just be college girls having a
good time, but then I heard it for a third time. This time, it was
louder and more uneasy.

As I neared the back gate, I saw movement in
a window. A young, dark-haired woman wearing a black dress was
desperately opening a window. I picked up my pace, running now. She
wrenched up the window, looked over her shoulder, and then jumped
from the upstairs window.

Holy shit.

She dropped behind some hedges, where I
heard her scream and crash through something wooden. She reappeared
a moment later, limping badly and bleeding from fresh scratches
along her face and elbows.

She and I reached the side gate about the
same time. Amazingly, I recognized the girl. In fact, we had gone
to high school together at Eisenhower. She was one of those girls
who had been into Goth and had kept to herself in an emo way. I saw
that she was barefoot, and her black dress was torn at the right
shoulder. Blood oozed from the opening. Her jet-black hair was
messy, and she appeared to have been crying.

I would be crying, too, if I had just jumped
from the second floor.

I failed to dredge up her name from my
memory bank. “Hey, Eisenhower girl!” I shouted, joyful that I
remembered her at all. And then I demanded to know, “What the hell
is going on?”

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


The girl’s eyes met mine for the first time,
and her initial reaction was to shrink away from me, but then they
widened with what I could only describe as hope. “I know you!” She
shouted at me. “Please! Help me, please!”

But before I could respond, she threw
herself into my arms, nearly knocking me over. I tried to look at
her face, but she held me tight.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Are you hurt?”

She released me and grabbed my arm. “Please,
just get me out of here!”

“What’s going on?”

“Just get me out of here!”

“I don’t have a car. I’m on foot—”

“I don’t care! Just help me leave!”

I had just watched her jump from an upstairs
window, and unless she was on a bad trip, she needed some serious
help. But who was she running from? I wasn’t very good at this sort
of thing, but then again, who is?

“Okay, then.” I grabbed her hand as we ran
back around to the front of the house. The party was still raging.
For the most part, her scream had gone unnoticed, although a few
guys were watching me. Maybe they noticed her blood.

And just as we hit the front sidewalk, a
plump redheaded guy, with flaming hair like a copper penny, vivid
in that Carrot Top Thompson way, burst through the front door and
down the porch, chasing us.

“Lena!” he screamed. “Where you going,
baby?”

“I’m getting the hell out of here, Ron—or
Ronnie—whatever the hell your name is. You and your friends can
kiss my ass.”

I was still holding her hand. A crowd was
gathering.

What the hell had I got myself into?

“Well, that’s what we were trying to do
until you decided to be a tease,” the redheaded goon said. This guy
was a piece of work. He had more freckles than any twenty-year-old
man I had ever seen. He was heavy-set and could have used more time
in the gym and less time drinking dark, imported brewskies at a
frat party. The empty brown bottles littered the lawn. Damn,
expensive stuff, too, that Carlsberg Elephant beer.

Ron smirked and started to walk toward us.
Ron was about my height, but he outweighed me by seventy pounds. He
looked like an oversized Raggedy Andy doll. Or, maybe a guy who ate
an oversized Raggedy Andy doll.

“Don’t come near us!” Lena grabbed my
arm.

“Who is this guy?” Ron said, and ignored
Lena to point at me with his chin. Uh-oh. In fact, he walked right
up to my face. I tried to size up the reach of his arms and legs,
compared to mine, so I would know whose punch and kick would reach
first. It wasn’t always all about technique or the size of the man,
but the length of his limbs that also mattered.

I said, “I’m going to take her home.” I was
unusually calm and in control. Deep breaths. I could feel myself
flustering. I didn’t like guys coming up to my face and pointing at
me with their chins. Big mistake on his part to assume that my
surfer looks meant that I was a nice guy. I wasn’t.

“Who the hell are you?” Ron asked. He
stepped closer to me. I could smell alcohol on his breath.

“Just go back inside,” I said to Ron. “Go
back to your party. Chill.” I took a step back to appear less
confrontational.

“And what if I don’t want to go back to my
party? What if I am not in a chill mood?” Ron took another step
toward me. A bigger step. An extraordinarily stupid step.

I looked at this guy. I would get kicked out
of Mixed Martial Arts for even entertaining a thought to fight a
guy who was this out of shape. And this drunk. I resolved not to
throw the first punch or kick. It was the only way to protect my
job, which I was more worried about protecting than my physical
ass.

The guy let loose a burp, a very stinky
roaring mega-belch that was permeated with imported beer fumes.
Sheesh! The hops didn’t smell so good when they were already
getting processed in a human being.

One problem: It was hard not to entertain
punching a punkface like this into a pulp when you love to fight.
And then taunted you by belching in your face and taking a fight
stance, as piss poor as it was. To a professional like me, he was
already toast. But, I again resolved not to throw the first blow.
In a street fight, you never do that. Only in the ring. And then,
only sometimes.

I felt my heart rate increase. Blood
throbbed in my temples as my inner beast unfurled its fangs in
wait. My left hand, my free hand, opened and closed. It itched to
make a fist. It itched to connect with this douchebag’s speckled
face.

“I asked you a question, Blondie.” And then
he growled, “What if I don’t want to go back to my party?”

“Look, Spanky,” I said, taking a deep
breath. “I’m sure there’s a whole plethora of girls inside just
begging for you to slip them a roofie. Why don’t you just let us
get out of here and then you can go back to raping and
pillaging.”

“Raping and pillaging? Oh, you’re funny,
back street boy. You’re not going anywhere. I took Lena to this
party. If anyone’s taking her home, it’s going to be me.”

“I don’t see that happening,” I said. The
throbbing in my temple increased. Adrenaline was flooding my
bloodstream. “You seemed to have lost that privilege the second you
and your frat buddies decided to commit a federal crime.”

“The last time I checked, it wasn’t a crime
when a girl was asking for it.”

“So, that’s why her hair is messed up and
she has a ripped dress.” I didn’t know if she had ripped her dress
on the fall from the upstairs window, or if he had done it, but Ron
answered my concerns soon enough.

“What can I say? I guess the bitch likes it
rough.”

“You’re a fucking pig, Ron!” Lena yelled
out.

“Look, whore, you know you wanted it, and
you got scared once you saw how fat my cock was.”

My stomach turned. I stepped toward Ron.
“Get the fuck out of here, you fat piece of shit.”

“And what if I don’t?” As he spoke, spittle
flew from his mouth and hit my cheeks. I hate that. When someone
spits on me, I usually lose my resolve not to beat the shit out of
him.

I said, “Then this night will not end well
for you.”

“Are you threatening me?” Ron bellowed.

By this time, twenty party celebrants in
matching embroidered Gamma Phi Beta polo shirts with little
alligator logos and tan Docker slacks had now made their way
outside to see what the commotion was about. Among them were four
or five of Ron’s frat buddies. His friends were of all shapes and
sizes, none of them remotely intimidating. They walked over to us,
eager to get in on the fun.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” one guy chanted. Oh
shit, but fighting was fun. Sometimes too much fun. Others egged on
Ron by joining in the chant.

Anyway, now they stood next to him in a
display of solidarity. Ron shouted to them, “This guy thinks he’s
going to kick my ass.”

Ron had no idea what he was up against,
obviously. If he had any street smarts, he would take in how I was
holding myself. How I was prepared, at a moment’s notice to strike,
and strike hard. Any fighter worth his salt knew immediately what
he was up against, by the way his opponent held himself. Ron wasn’t
a fighter. He wasn’t anything.

And he’s not worth getting suspended
over.

I took in a lot of air. I had sized up my
opponent and knew immediately what I was up against. Ron was doughy
and out-of-shape. I could knock him out in seconds. His friends, on
the other hand, might cause some problems if they decided to make
this a group affair. I didn’t shy away from group affairs. I shied
away, in fact, from very little.

I looked at his friends. Some looked cocky.
Some looked confused. Most looked drunk. One or two of them were
yelling for Ron to kick my ass. My best guess was that his friends
were probably not going to jump, that they were going to allow this
to be a fair fight, so I put all my attention on Ron.

Fair? I thought. You’re a trained fighter.
There’s nothing fair about it.

Ron rubbed his soft-looking knuckles, sizing
me up as I squared off in my own stance. He didn’t like what he
saw. Now, I saw the fear in his eyes. Ron and I both knew he wasn’t
tough. He was just big. A guy like this got through life barely
fighting because he was usually bullying people into thinking he
was tougher than he was. He couldn’t bully me, and he knew it.
Tonight, he was about to be exposed for the fraud he was.

As he continued to stare at me, I said,
“Look, Ron, I’m not falling in love looking at you this long. If
you’re going to do something, do it. Otherwise, I’d like to make it
home in time for Jimmy Kimmel.” I knew this would piss him off.

Ron continued rubbing his knuckles. He also
continued not doing anything.

I gripped the girl, Lena’s, hand tighter.
“All right,” I said. “Let’s go, Lena. Ron is apparently a nice guy
and is going to let us leave.” I turned around and let go of Lena’s
hand, knowing Ron would push me in the back, and sure enough, Ronny
boy didn’t disappoint.

Like I said, when I get into a fight, things
always go in slow motion for me—and they did so now. The moment I
felt Ron’s hand on my back, I whirled around and grabbed his hand.
Ron wasn’t prepared for me to turn. I’ve been told my reflexes are
off the charts, my anticipatory skills are unrivaled. I credit it
all to the slow-motion thing. How it works, I don’t know, but the
world seems to slow down around me while I go to normal speed. So,
while Ron’s eyes widened in fear as he saw me spin around, he was
helpless to do much about it. I grabbed his right hand and pulled
him forward using his own momentum. Ron stumbled forward and hit
the side of an oversized SUV parked on the street near us. He
bounced off the door and fell straight to his ass. I heard
chuckling from the crowd.

Ron got to his feet slowly, watching me.
People were still laughing behind us, and I could see that their
laughter was making Ronny-Boy increasingly angrier. There was a red
mark on his forehead where it had bounced off the side of the
SUV.

And that’s when he charged at me in a
clumsy, uncoordinated motion. I wasn’t sure if he would try to
punch me or grab me. Regardless, I turned my body to the left and
got into a perfect position to throw a vicious uppercut with my
right hand. And that’s what I did. My punch landed directly on his
chin, and Ron flew backwards onto the sidewalk, landing hard on his
ass and back, his head bouncing off the concrete like a basketball.
To my utter surprise, he scrambled quickly back to his feet, where
he stared at me unsteadily. I think his eyes might have crossed a
little. He staggered once, twice, and then fell backward.

I looked over at Lena. Her eyes and mouth
were wide open. I couldn’t tell if she was scared or excited. Then
she pointed, and I turned quickly and saw four of Ron’s frat
buddies surrounding me. I’ve been jumped before. Being jumped isn’t
a big deal if you know how to fight, and there are no weapons
involved. As far as I could tell, these guys were packing nothing
but their soft fists. And since the crowd was composed of a lot of
women, the guys would be less inclined to fight dirty. At least,
that has been my experience. Then again, these were the same
scumbags who had just tried to hurt Lena, so all bets were off.

The group backed up a little. And once
again, I marveled at my propensity to get into fights. Some guys
attract money and girls. I attract fists.

The guys were staring at each other, trying
to decide what to do. They were waiting for a signal. Out of the
corner of my eye, I saw one of them nod, and I thought: Here they
come.

And they did, all four charging me at once.
Except, of course, they charged at me in slow motion, my brain once
again slowing things down like it always did. The first two guys
tried to throw punches in the direction of my head. I easily ducked
and sidestepped and gave a sharp left cross to the guy on the
right—and broke his nose on contact. Blood spurted down his face
and over his shirt, and he screamed and fell away. One down. Three
to go.

Nearly simultaneously, I gave the second
guy, coming up behind me, a back kick that hit nothing but manhood.
He fell to the ground, holding his gooseberries. Two down. Two to
go.

The next guy jumped on my back. I threw him
over my shoulder, and he landed on the guy with the bloody nose.
Three down. One to go.

The last guy just charged me like a football
player. I took a step back and gave him a high kick to the chin
that made him stagger back. He came at me again and I gave him a
four-punch combination, with my last hit breaking his nose. All
were down.

My adrenaline was pumping, and I felt as if
I could do this all night. By the looks of it, these four couldn’t.
They were done. Unfortunately, the Gamma Phi Betas brothers
weren’t. The whole fraternity—or at least what was left of them—
surrounded me. There must have been twenty-five guys out there. I
was good, but I wasn’t that good.

I was about to say something that would call
attention to how unfair the numbers were, when something
excruciatingly painful exploded in the middle of my back. I fell to
my knees and then to the ground. I turned around, and sure enough,
Big Red Ron was standing there holding a baseball bat, sporting a
shit-eating grin. He raised the bat again.

I hate when that happens.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Ron looked like a kid ready to hit the crap
out of a piñata. He was the deranged kid and I was the piñata.
Already, I figured he had done some serious damage to me. He had
either chipped my vertebrae, or ruptured my kidney, or both.

As he wheeled back to take another swing,
and as I was about to dive under the nearby SUV, we both heard a
commotion coming from down the street. He stopped in mid-swing, and
I stopped in mid-dive, and promptly coughed up some blood.

And while I coughed, a van appeared around
the corner, screeching on two tires. Three guys in black trench
coats hung out of the open van doors, whooping and hollering at the
top of their lungs. I had just propped myself up on a knee when the
van burst over the curb. It bounced and skidded to a halt, tearing
up the lawn next to me.

You have got to be kidding me. What the hell
did I just get myself into?

All of the doors to the van seemingly opened
at once, and three guys poured out of the van, all wearing trench
coats and looking as if they had just gotten back from a Marilyn
Manson concert. Oddly, they looked alike: tall, pale, and with
long, greasy black hair.

I coughed, and more blood came up. I stood
slowly. I think Ronnie boy had cracked a rib, too. As I stood, I
felt a gentle hand under my elbow, helping me. Say what? I looked,
surprised, wanting to know who it was. Lena! She smiled at me, but
the smile quickly faded. Her eyes flashed a warning in the
direction of the death rock trio.

As I steadied myself, the tallest of the van
freaks—easily seven feet tall—rushed over to Lena, who was still
holding my arm. He grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. She
pulled me with her a little, and I spun, too, nearly falling.

The giant weirdo said, and none too
politely: “What the hell are you doing at this meathead party? I
warned you to stay away.”

She stood her ground, looking up at the guy.
“You think I wanted to come to this party, Atticai? One of these
assholes drugged me at the club, kidnapped me, and brought me
here.”

A woman got out of the driver’s side of the
van. She had dark reddish-maroon hair and was paler than all the
guys put together. She was stunning. She too, wore all black, but
it looked like a jumpsuit, and she had a bull whip in her hand. She
cracked it in the air for effect, not hitting anyone, but it was
one of the sexiest things I had ever seen. Hot damn. This night was
just getting better and better.

“They drugged you?” asked the tall guy.
Atticai, I assumed.

But before she could answer, one of the frat
guys yelled out, “Hey, Freak Show! Get your fucking van off my lawn
or I’m calling the police.”

“Who said that?” Atticai said, scanning the
crowd, which was pretty easy for him to do, since he was the
tallest guy I had even seen up close.

A real muscular guy came forward. “I did,”
he said. “Now get your fucking van off my grass or I’m going stick
my foot deep in your bony ass.”

Atticai turned away, ignoring him. He took
both of Lena’s shoulders in his abnormally large hands. “Did they
hurt you?”

Lena looked away. There were tears in her
eyes. Hell, there were tears in my eyes, too. “Almost.”

I looked at Ron. He was standing with his
back to me, holding the bat loosely, completely absorbed by the
three strangers. My back throbbed to the rhythm of my
heartbeat.

The tall guy said, “So, which one of these
young men thought it would be okay to drug a young woman and take
advantage of her?”

Without hesitation, Lena pointed at Ron, who
stepped back a little and gripped his baseball bat. “Hey, man, I
don’t know what she’s talking about.”

“Of course not,” said Atticai. “Lena, get in
the van and shut the door.” He looked back at Ron. “My little
ginger-haired friend is going to be taught the correct way to treat
a lady.”

Lena grabbed the tall guy’s hand. “Atticai,
please. Someone already took care of it. Just let it go.”

Ron, hearing this, took a step back. He also
raised the bat again. Atticai continued looking at Ron. “Yes, I can
see that someone did some damage to the boy.”

“Who are you calling boy, punk?” Ron jutted
the fat part of the bat in the direction of the tall figure.

Atticai’s face hardened. He looked back at
Lena. “Get in the van. Now.”

Lena looked at me one more time, tried to
smile, and then hurried over to the van. I want to say something,
but I’ll admit, I was awkwardly caught up in the scene. Besides,
Lena seemed to know these weirdos and didn’t seem afraid. Or, at
least, she seemed less afraid.

I had been in enough brawls to know that one
was about to go down, and I was pretty fought out for the evening.
Getting hit in the back with a bat has a way of doing that to
you.

I told myself: This is none of your
business. Leave now before this gets ugly.

Easier said than done. For now, it was all I
could do to suck in a deep breath, let alone walk away. Besides,
there was the small matter of a little payback.

Let it go, I thought. And get the fuck out
of here.

“So, you play baseball, Fatty?” Atticai
asked to Ron. From somewhere deep inside the tall man’s trench
coat, he removed a length of chain.

A woman in the crowd gasped. A lot of people
did. Lena was watching from the front seat. She looked sick.

Ron dropped the bat. “Look, no harm, no
foul. You guys can just go.”

“Oh, we can?” Atticai began circling Ron.
The chain hung limply from his long arm. “How very generous of
you.”

“Please—”

“If only life could be so simple, Red.”

“My name is Ron.”

“Thanks for clearing that up, Red. So, you
met a pretty young girl at a bar, slipped something in her drink
when she wasn’t looking and thought that you and your buddies would
do the unthinkable to her. But, somehow, your plans didn’t quite go
as planned.” Atticai smiled at his little play on words.

Ron gulped audibly.

Atticai continued circling Ron. The gaunt
figure, easily a head taller than the cherub-faced Ron, looked at
me and caught my eye. He nodded perceptively, and I understood the
meaning. He was thanking me. Atticai looked back at Ron.
“Unfortunately, for you and your sick plans, you didn’t count on
others helping her. You sick rapist fucks never figure that in...
that some people truly love these girls who you hurt.”

“Look, man. I’m sorry. I didn’t do anything.
You can even ask her.”

“I don’t need to ask her. You want to know
why? I can see through you. I can see your heart. I can see your
soul. And you know what? You aren’t a righteous person. So, that is
why I’m going to finish giving you the beating that someone else
started.”

Ron faded to a whiter shade of paleness that
was so light that his freckles stood out like black polka dots on
his skin. Then again, that could have just been a play on light.
Either way, he started walking backwards—and promptly tripped over
the garden hose. He screamed as if he had been shot, scrambled to
his feet, and made a mad dash toward the front door of the
house.

Atticai watched him with a bemused
expression on his face, and I thought that was going to be it. Ron
would run to his room, and everyone would disperse, and I would
limp my way home.

I couldn’t have been more wrong.

The tall man swirled his long chain like a
lasso and what he did next defied logic and reason. He threw the
chain, which whipped through the air, humming as it went. The chain
wrapped around Ron’s legs perfectly and the burly dope pitched
forward onto the house’s concrete steps. My mouth had barely
dropped open, when this Atticai character somehow, miraculously
appeared on top of Ron.

Then Atticai opened his mouth, and in the
ambient street and house light, I could see that he had filed down
his teeth. What the hell? A second later, he buried his teeth and
face into Ron’s neck. Ron screamed like a girl. Someone else
screamed, too. Ron kicked once, twice. More people screamed.

Was I being Punk’d? Was this happening?

A moment later, Atticai pulled his face
away—a face now covered with blood. Ron laid perfectly still, with
blood pouring down his neck; his blood splashed over the concrete
stairs.

This was real. The seven-foot tall freak
fucking bit into fat boy’s neck. And in front of a crowd of people.
Unbelievable!

Atticai casually picked Ron up by his neck,
lifting him entirely off the ground. Ron’s legs dangled like a
five-year-old’s. And with a primeval growl, the tall freak threw
Ron off the stairs and into the bushes nearby.

And that’s when complete pandemonium broke
out.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Most of the party goers took off running,
but there were some unfortunate bastards who stood their ground
trying to defending their frat house turf.

Like I said, unfortunate bastards.

The three guys in trench coats were moving
so fast that they appeared more of a blur than anything else. I was
beginning to wonder if I had been the one who had been slipped a
“roofie.” Anyway, time skipped a bit. One moment, the tall, freaky
guys were here. And the next, they were over there. In a blur, a
blink, and sometimes, even instantly. Since I no longer had a dog
in this fight—not to mention that I was seriously questioning my
sanity—I decided to duck behind the Jeep and see how this all
played out.

And then get the hell out of here.

The red-headed woman had now joined the
three trench coats. All four, as best as I could tell, were laying
beat downs with their chains and whips in a scene that could only
be described as surreal, and one that made movie prison riots look
tame. No one here had a chance.

The red-headed woman, who had just disposed
of a man twice her size by throwing him hard against a tree trunk,
suddenly stopped and looked straight at me. I wanted to duck, but
it was too late. Her eyes narrowed and then she did something
unexpected. She nodded slightly and motioned with her head. I
frowned and was momentarily overcome with an impression that she
recognized me somehow, although I was damn sure that I had no clue
who she was. She motioned with her head again, and my foggy, dense
brain finally understood the gesture. She wanted me to run!

Well, that sounded like a hell of a good
idea, and so that’s what I did. Well, as I best as I could pull
off. With a sharp pain ripping through my injured back—and pain
that was eclipsed by a powerful surge of adrenaline—I bolted down
the driveway.

And that’s as far as I got.

Before I could even get to the sidewalk, one
of the trench coats guys had tripped up my feet. I fell to the
ground. I tried to fight him off, but it was no use. He had the
strength of ten men. He was impossible to move. I was a world-class
mixed martial arts fighter, and this Goth dude was keeping me down?
I rolled over, and he bit down on my neck. What the hell was this
crazy asshole doing?

He was freaking biting into my neck!
Really?

I had been in at least two hundred fights,
in my life. Not one time did my opponent think that a smart move
was to bite my neck.

I tried fighting him off, but it was no use.
With everything I had—and using every wrestling technique Tommy had
ever taught me—I broke his grip on me and heaved him off me. All in
one motion. And as he went spinning and stumbling, I leaped to my
feet and grabbed my neck. He regained his balance and turned and
faced me, eyes wide with wonder and confusion. He didn’t plan on me
being that strong. It was if that would be the first time anyone
ever got the best of him.

I looked at my hand. There was a small
amount of blood on it. “What the fuck did you do that for?” I said
to the man who just took a bite out of my flesh.

“You should have never come,” he hissed, and
lunged toward me again, his mouth wide. This guy also had his teeth
filed.

What the hell was going on? They all had
some crazy vampire fetish.

I landed a punch that did him little harm,
although it slowed him down some. He shook off my blow and kept
coming at me. The blow that I had landed would have laid out most
people. People being the operative word here.

And in a move that would have made any MMA
fighter proud, he grabbed my hand in a blink and pulled me forward.
The movement was so sudden and powerful that I lost my balance. He
yanked me again and now I pitched forward onto the grass. Not the
world’s most graceful take-down, but it worked. Not to mention he
still had me by the hand, which he had yanked awkwardly behind
me.

Awkwardly and painfully. Too painfully. I
turned my head and saw that the son-of-bitch had bitten down on my
wrist. I tried to free myself, but I was in a hell of a twisted
position.

He bit down harder, tearing away some of my
skin.

This man was now drinking the blood from my
wrist. I could see the crazy motherfucker swallowing my blood. I
looked toward the grass, and the other two guys were biting their
victims, too. I began to feel faint.

“Don’t hurt him, Wyatt!” a voice shouted, in
the night. It was hard to be sure from where, exactly. Blackness
had seriously started encroaching along the edges of my vision. The
voice might have been coming from the van. “He’s the only one who
helped me!”

And with that, the man let go of my wrist.
My hand dropped, and I fell forward on my face. I was completely
drained of all energy. I lost all desire to move.

As I laid there, feeling as if I had been
attacked by a grizzly bear, I could hear the sounds of approaching
sirens. I’m no stranger to sirens or even to being arrested. If you
grow up as a street brawler like me, you get used to both; however,
I was too weak to move.

Now, I seriously felt drugged, and my neck
and wrist hurt like hell.

Suddenly, Atticai was by my side. He knelt
down, which took him a heartbeat longer than most people, since he
was so damn tall. He lowered his face to mine, and I was struck
instantly by the strong scent of coppery blood on his breath.
Indeed, blood was dripping in large globs down his chin. My stomach
flip-flopped.

“Is this true?” Atticai asked me.

“Is what true?” I could barely muster
out.

“Did you help Lena?”

“Yes,” I said. “Of course.”

He glanced over his shoulder to the others.
“Then let’s get the hell out of here.” He looked back at me and
grinned through all the blood. “And, you’re coming with us.”

Amazingly, he gripped the back of my shirt
and lifted me clean off the ground. I found myself briefly
dangling—and gasping for air—before he threw me into the back of
the open van like a sack of potatoes. The rest of the freak show
gang of blood suckers followed in behind me and the side door was
slammed shut.

Wyatt, the same guy who tried to feast on my
arm, started the van and threw it into reverse. Dirt, grass, and
mud kicked up and soon the tires screeched rubber trails across the
sidewalk and back onto the asphalt street. I heard it. I smelled
it. Burned rubber, acrid against the metallic copper scent of their
breaths in the van. There, Wyatt shoved the gearshift into ‘drive’
and the van literally squealed away, briefly slewing sideways.

Most of the seats had been removed from the
van. The others freaks were hanging out the windows, bracing
themselves against the madcap turns. Only Lena and the red-headed
girl were looking at me. A brief thought ran through my head that I
was in some sort of Scooby Doo horror flick in an alternate
universe, or that I was having a pizza-induced nightmare, but the
pain in my back, neck and wrist was so all-consuming that I knew it
was real. I was hurt, bad. Me, martial arts professional, was
nearly slayed by a baseball bat and a blood sucker.

I wanted to ask where the hell they were
taking me—to a hospital?— but I was still weak and oddly drained of
energy. I could not even speak. And so, I did the only thing I
could think of. I closed my eyes and hoped that I would awaken from
this terrifying nightmare.

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


I must have passed out in the van.

When I next opened my eyes, the redheaded
woman was half reclining next to me. She had my wrist in her hand
and was swabbing rubbing alcohol on the bite marks from a first aid
kit with a red cross on the container. “Does it hurt?” she
asked.

“A little,” I said, not wanting to wuss out
in front of her.

“Wyatt is terribly sorry for biting you. He
thought you were one those pricks at the party.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, dude. That was
totally my bad. I should have realized they were all wearing those
matchy-matchy Izod polo shirts with their logo,” Wyatt said to me
from the driver’s seat, without turning around. “I thought you were
making a run for it.”

I had no idea how to respond to a guy who
had just bitten my neck and drank blood from my arm. I’m sure my
expression said it all. It was a cross between What the hell? And
Seriously? You drank my blood?

Instead of answering, I turned back to the
redheaded girl and asked, “Where are we going?”

She looked at me with a softness that was a
complete one-eighty from what I had seen earlier, when she was
whipping dudes into submission. “We’re headed to the Flatlands.
It’s just north of Arrowhead.”

“We’re in the mountains?” I asked.

The girl nodded. “We weren’t about to stick
around and allow you and Lena to get arrested.” She grinned a
little. “We’re not complete monsters.”

Being arrested was nothing new to me. Then
again, explaining the bite marks on my wrist and neck to the police
might be hard to do. Yeah, it was probably best to get the hell out
of Dodge. Then again, getting the hell out of Dodge with these
weirdos might not have been my best choice, though. Not that I had
much of a choice.

Atticai sat pressed up against the inside of
the car door. With his long limbs bent sharply, he looked a bit
like a giant praying mantis. He had his arm around Lena. A
protective gesture. It reminded me of a father protecting his young
daughter. Anyway, Atticai was staring at me, and it was making me
feel extremely uncomfortable. I’m not used to feeling
uncomfortable. I decided I didn’t like the feeling.

He stared at me for another few seconds and
then asked, “Did you seriously beat the shit out of those five guys
before we got there?”

I thought about his question. I wasn’t sure
if the king freak would be impressed by that or threatened.
Finally, I shrugged and said, “Yeah, I did.”

“With only your hands?” he asked.

“And my feet,” I said.

Atticai nodded. “Impressive,” he said. He
was now stroking Lena’s hair, who sat impassively. I couldn’t see
if she liked his touch or not. Anyway, he seemed to treat her more
like a pet than a human being, which I found creepy as hell. He
looked back at me. “So what’s your name?”

“Josiah.”

“Well, thanks, Josiah. I’m not sure what
would have happened to Lena if you hadn’t stepped in.”

Was this guy for real? Was he truly acting
this normal?

He and his buddies just finished literally
ripping the flesh and drinking the blood of the party goers; he
just sat there, calmly petting Lena, as if she was a pet cat.
Austin Powers, he was not.

Something seriously strange and terribly
wrong was going on here. And I was trapped in the van with the
freaks from Gothville, still weak as hell from having my own blood
feasted upon.

“What are you guys?” I ventured.

The third guy spoke up. “We might ask you
the same thing. What are you?” he asked. “A superhero?” He sat in
the front passenger seat next to Wyatt. He was as thin as the
others and just as pale, but he had a Middle Eastern look to
him.

I sat up a little more, feeling some of my
strength coming back into my body. Or maybe I was just willing my
strength to come back. The redheaded girl and Atticai were still
staring at me. I guess I was just going to have to get used to
these creeps looking at me and not talking. Granted, having a
beautiful redhead staring at me was certainly not as creepy, but
not by much.

I said, “Not a superhero. I just wanted to
help Lena.” I looked over at her again. “We were acquaintances in
high school.”

Now, she glanced at me and smiled, even
while Atticai continued running his fingers through her hair. She
had a zen aura about her now that she was obviously extremely
safe.

Or maybe she’s just as freaked out as you, I
thought. But I doubted it. She knew these people. And she wasn’t
afraid.

“Well, you guys seemed to have things pretty
well under control,” I said, purposely not mentioning the part
where they also seemed to have enjoyed a late night snack. On
blood.

Seriously. I worried about when they were
going to tank up next. And on whom?

“No, really,” I said. “Who in the hell are
you guys?”

The red-headed woman wrapped a bandage
around my wrist. “My name’s Yari,” she said, taping on the bandage.
Her touch was gentle, pleasant...and oddly cold. As if her fingers
had been dipped in a bucket of chilled blood. The contradictory
nature of all of these individuals was making my brain spin.

“Yari?” I asked, trying to pronounce it
correctly. “Kind of like Tasha Yar from Star Trek? But with an
‘eee’ sound at the end?”

She smiled at me. She was incredibly
beautiful. I felt like her bright, searching eyes could see right
through me. “Yes...Yari, Y-A-R-I,” she spelled out. It rhymes with
Atari.” She smiled.

As creeped out as I was, I smiled, too.
“Wow! You made an old-school game reference. I’m impressed.”

“Oh, you have no idea how old school I am.
Way older school than your Star Trek reference would indicate that
you are.” She grinned, then flicked her gaze over to Atticai, who
was still staring at me.

“The freakishly tall scary fellow here is
Atticai.” She nodded toward the driver. “You already know Wyatt.
And in the passenger seat is Hector. Hector likes to smile a lot
and doesn’t say much.”

I nodded and tried to smile at everyone. I
guessed introductions were in order, considering I was being
kidnapped. Out of the frying pan, into the fire.

Wyatt suddenly turned the van hard to the
right and hit the brakes. “We’re here.”

Atticai leaped into motion, his long limbs
unfurling in a blink like some weird alien life form awakened from
a space travel stasis slumber. He threw open the bay door, and he
and Lena jumped out. I slowly followed with my bandage around my
wrist and no doubt, a damn big hickey on my neck, compliments of
Wyatt.

The Flatlands was a giant gravel parking lot
that was surrounded by trees. We were obviously in the heart of the
San Bernardino Mountains. The sky was lit up by stars that you just
couldn’t see in the city, due to light pollution. There were
several trucks and cars parked throughout the gravel area. Beyond
the cars were fires and voices that belonged to many dark-clad
figures. It appeared to be a giant party, a rave of some sort,
except that everyone was dressed in black.

A freak convention, I thought. Of epic goth
proportions.

There were bonfires everywhere and the
sounds of old-school Suicidal Tendencies blaring. A quick scan and
guestimate told me that there were at least a hundred or so of
these “emo” characters in the gathering. I shivered, deprived of
blood and still pretty shocky.

I was led over to one of the bonfires.
Atticai still had his arm around Lena. He was still giving off this
protective vibe when it came to her. It was surreal, to say the
least.

Anyway, as we walked up, there was no doubt
who was the alpha male in this group. A swath opened for him in the
pressing crowd of black-clad bizarros, and he walked down the
middle of it like a freaking king at his coronation. Everyone
seemed to turn and watch him. I stopped at the edge of the fire
with Yari and watched as Atticai took off his trench coat and then
his T-shirt. He was pretty ripped. He was damn pale, granted, but
the dude had some serious game in the abs department. His stomach
looked as if it was carved out of alabaster by Michelangelo
himself. No wonder Lena liked this guy. Even though he was a
colossal freak, he was a man among pale, skinny boys in this
adoring crowd. As he turned his back to me, I saw that he had a
pretty strange tattoo covering the upper half of his back. It was,
in fact, writing. Big, black Old English font letters spelled out
the acronym, “C.O.N.”

Okay, whatever.

One of the guys at the party walked up to
Atticai and handed him a wooden jug that looked like something out
of 1800s. Atticai grabbed the jug and immediately jumped on the
hood of one of the trucks and took a long drink from whatever was
in the container.

He shuddered briefly then turned and looked
straight at me. “Hey, Josiah! Want a swig?”

“What is it?” I asked from the other side of
the fire.

“A little of everything. Tastes like shit,
but that’s not the point.”

I was about to ask what the point was, but I
decided I didn’t want to know. It was probably laced with
God-knows-what. Whatever it was, I know I didn’t want it in my
body. Not with my big fight coming up.

“I’ll pass,” I said. “I’m in training.”

“Training?” Atticai laughed. “Training for
what?”

“For a fight I’m having next month. I’m a
professional fighter.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep.”

“No wonder you kicked so much ass tonight. I
didn’t realize I was in the presence of Muhammad Ali.”

“I’m not a boxer. I’m a mixed martial arts
fighter.”

“You mean that crazy Royce Gracie crap?”

“It’s evolved since him, but, yeah. That is
exactly the sport I’m in.”

Everyone at the party was now looking at me.
They seemed impressed that Atticai was taking a liking to me. As if
we were old friends or something. I still wasn’t sure what I
thought about all this.

I was just about to relax a tad when someone
shoved me hard in the back, my bat-beaten back. Again with the pain
of great magnitude. I took a couple steps toward the fire and
turned around and immediately dropped into a fighter position.
Standing there was a bleached-blonde idiot about my size, staring
at me.

“You think you’re a badass?” the guy
asked.

You have got to be kidding me. Was I
seriously about to have another scuffle?

This dude looked ridiculous. This guy wore a
Danzig shirt and had several piercings in his face. One punch to
his face would tear him to shreds, not to mention ruin about five
hundred dollars’ worth of jewelry.

“No,” I said. “I’m just hanging around like
everyone else.”

The bleached-blonde guy got up in my face.
“I don’t like you.”

“Back the hell off, Rubidoux!” Atticai
shouted.

“Why? If this guy is so tough, then let’s
have him prove it.”

“Rubidoux, you’re tanked. Trust me, you
don’t want anything to do with this guy,” Atticai insisted.

But Rubidoux didn’t listen. He took a swing
at me, and I instinctively ducked. When you fight, you always go by
instinct. You also have to account for your surroundings, and
especially friends who might have your back. Hopefully, have your
back. I had Lena, a friend. But a mere girl. As far as these other
hinky guys, who knew if they would be friend or foe in a fight?

In this case, I knew that I couldn’t strike
this guy or I might have dozens of guys on me. Punching out friends
always has a way of getting other friends riled up. But friends
will let a fight play out if it goes to the ground. Of course, what
happens after that is anyone’s guess. I had many fights under my
belt, street and pro, to know that until someone is down and
doesn’t come up again, and the friends walk away in closure, the
fight isn’t over.

Time to meet the challenger. I knelt down
and shot my shoulders straight into his legs. In one smooth motion,
I picked him up and threw him hard to his shoulders, pinning him
down on his back, while holding down both his arms.

A perfect take-down.

I was particularly careful not to touch his
face. Had we been alone, he would already have been knocked
out.

“I don’t know you!” I said to Rubidoux. “I
have no problem with you! You need to calm down!”

“All right, man, get the fuck off me.”

“Are you going to be cool?” I insisted.

Then, without warning, Rubidoux turned his
head and puked all over the rocks. I jumped back as the dumbass
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

As I stood back, Atticai did a whooping
warrior-scream at the top of his lungs. When he was done acting
like a crazy man, he pointed at me and shouted, “I knew this guy
wouldn’t disappoint!”

Everyone yelled and cheered and many
mimicked his ear-splitting rebel yell. I was apparently caught up
in a Goth pep rally, in my honor.

“On second thought,” I said to Atticai.
“Give me some of that.”

I walked around the fire and over to him. He
grinned and handed me the wooden container. I sniffed the contents
and almost lost my own lunch and dinner. It smelled like dead fish
and dead everything else. But it was too late to turn back.
Everyone was watching me. Holding my breath, I downed the
disgusting contents as if it was water.

Yeah, it was the worst thing I had ever
drunk.

I tried not to puke. But I was fired up. As
I pulled away from the wooden jug, I yelled at the top of my
lungs—the same Braveheart warrior yell that Atticai seemed to
prefer—and everyone immediately cheered.

And as they bellowed and whooped and
hollered, I could only think: What the hell have I gotten myself
into?

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


Everyone went back to partying.

The music got cranked up louder, and
insanity seemed to fill the air. I went and sat on a giant log next
to the bonfire. I looked over at Lena, who was still standing with
Atticai. For once, he didn’t have his arms around her. She caught
me looking at her, and gave me a look that suggested I had somehow
been accepted.

Did I even want to be accepted by these
people?

That putrid drink was pretty powerful. I had
a buzz going almost instantly. Redheaded Yari walked over to me.
Damn, she looked terrific. Her black lace dress looked pretty
spectacular on her, too. That Rubidoux character had gotten my
testosterone raging and now Yari’s outfit was sending my hormones
through the roof.

“You had quite a night,” she said, sitting
next to me. She sipped a bluish drink in a clear glass.

“Whatcha drinking?” I asked. My voice, I
noticed was slightly slurred. It also sounded distant, too, as if I
had spoken from about ten feet away. Weird, I know.

“Oh, it’s my own peculiar blend. I call it
‘Sex On the Beach and Everywhere Else, Too.”

“Is that a joke?”

“If you want it to be.”

I looked at her. God, she was a bright light
in all this Goth doom and gloom. She smiled at me. I smiled back. I
wanted to kiss her, until I reminded myself that earlier tonight I
had watched her drink from some guy’s neck. I said. “You know, you
guys are going to have to give me back. Kidnapping is illegal in
this state. And all other states, for that matter.”

“I’ll take you back any time you want. Do
you want to leave?”

I thought about that. The party was raging
around me. Bodies dancing around the massive bonfires. There was a
sense of excitement, of freedom, of hungry passion. The hungry
part, admittedly, made me a little nervous, but other than that,
this was a pretty cool party.

“I guess not,” I said, shrugging. “At least,
not yet.”

She smiled knowingly, as if she already knew
what my answer would be. She said, “We figured those guys would
have thrown you under the bus once the cops came. You were probably
looking at about ten counts of attempted murder. No joke.” She was
probably right.

“Luckily, none of those assholes even knew
my name.” I guessed I should be more grateful that the Addams
Family here took a liking to me. “I guess I’ll stick around for a
while, as long as no one tries to eat me.”

She laughed. “Cool. Let’s go for a walk.”
Yari took my hand and led me off the Flatlands lot and into the
woods.

I was quiet for a bit. I felt safe with her.
I don’t think I had ever met a girl who could kick as much ass as
me. “Who are you guys?” I finally asked. “Are you all part of a
band or something?”

“Why do you say that?”

“It makes sense. I thought maybe your band’s
name was Con?”

“Con?” Yari laughed.

“The letters that are written across
Atticai’s back.”

“Those are initials. It’s an acronym for
Children of the Night.”

“And what—or who—is that?”

“Us. Our clan. Our group.”

“All those people back there?”

“No, just mainly the ones who kidnapped
you.” Yari smiled at me again.

“So, what are you guys, then? A club?”

“Something like that. We’re just some people
who have one or two things in common.”

I guess biting into people’s flesh and
thinking you were vampires were the things they had in common, but
I decided to keep that to myself. Instead, I said, “Are any of
those guys back there your boyfriend?”

Yari smiled at me. “Do you think if I had a
boyfriend back there that I would be out here in the woods with you
now?”

“Probably not.”

“Besides,” she added, “I don’t do the
boyfriend thing. Too much drama.” I could feel her eyes on me.
“What about you? Got yourself a girlfriend?”

“It’s been awhile since I had one.”

“And why is that?”

“I don’t have the time. And, like you, I’m
not into all the games.”

“I guess we have something in common, then.”
Yari handed me her drink.

“I guess we do.” I took a sip. “That tastes
pretty decent. Granted, that’s not saying much, but I think
anything would taste better than the crap Atticai gave me.”

She smiled. “Well, despite popular opinion,
I’m still very much a girl, and I like girlie drinks.”

“Trust me, you are very much all girl—or all
woman— from where I stand.”

“Are you flirting with me, Josiah?”

“Maybe,” I said.

We stopped walking, and I leaned up against
a tree. Yari sat on a giant rock next to me. I looked down at
Yari—and decided that we needed to get real. “So, what the hell is
all of this, Yari? And please be honest with me.”

“What is what?”

“You know, the ‘Hellbanger’s Ball’ back
there. How many more guys like Rubidoux are going to want a piece
of me before the night is through?”

Yari stood up and walked over to me. She was
pretty tall for a girl, just a couple inches shorter than me, which
put her at about 5’8”. She looked directly into my eyes. Damn, she
was gorgeous. “Well, I can’t tell you everything; at least, not
yet.” She then reached out with her left hand and started to play
with my bangs. “But you do have that blond, surfer-boy thing going
on. I guess you stick out here.”

“You think?” I said, trying to sound casual
and confident. I had to admit. She made me nervous in more ways
than one. “I don’t exactly blend in. I might be the most tanned
dude at this party.”

Now she began to stroke my longish hair. Her
red-painted nails scratched my cheeks lightly as she did so.
“You’re very cute, Josiah.”

“Thank you.” I said completely thrown off my
game. “You’re pretty cute yourself.”

“Cute, huh? Like a kitten?”

“Cute like a lioness.”

Yari laughed, but remained in control. “A
lioness, huh? I just might devour you, watch out.” Yari leaned her
body up against me.

“Please, no more biting.”

“I promise.” Now Yari ran her hand up my
thigh. “So, is it fair to say that you like me, Josiah?” She was
pressing all of her weight up against me now.

I swallowed.

“Oh, my,” she continued. “I think you do
like me, Josiah. I can feel you.”

Yari’s hip had now pinned mine up against
the tree. I stood my ground and instinctively licked my lips.

“So, you think I’m going to kiss you, huh?
And why would you think that?”

“I don’t know...maybe it’s because you’re
pressed up against me so tightly that, by now, I’m pretty sure you
even know if I’m circumcised or not.”

“Oh, you’re circumcised.” Yari winked at me.
I felt myself blush, damn her.

She leaned in and gently pecked my lips. I
gently pecked her back. That seemed to be the invitation she was
needing. She moved in even closer and now used the tip of her
tongue to lick my lips. I stood there like a trained tiger. I
wanted to pounce, but I allowed her to play her game. She licked my
top lip first and then my bottom lip. She reached her hand down and
slid it up my thigh, stopping just short of touching my
livelihood.

“I think I’m going to save some for later,”
she said. She then eased off me. “We should probably go back.”

“Really?” I said, completely shocked.

“It’s probably a good idea.”

I adjusted myself and hid the disappointment
in my voice. “Hey, it’s your party.”

She patted my cheek. “Trust me, when I tell
you that it will be well worth it. But I do want a taste.” Yari
leaned in again and kissed me passionately. It was the perfect
kiss. She came in slow and intensely sensual. Then there was a
slight build-up, with just enough passion that it ignited all my
senses. Now my hormones took over. I pressed her up against the
tree. I grabbed her thigh with my left hand and slid my fingers
slowly up her dress. I was just about to touch her panty line when
she grabbed my hand.

“Like I said, I want to save some for
later.”

“I guess you’re the queen of this
jungle.”

“That I am.”

“Wow...what a night.” I adjusted myself and
did a little shake dance to get the blood to other parts of my
body.

Yari looked over at me. “You’re cute,
Josiah. Almost too cute.”

“You should see me fight. In the ring.
Against one guy. Trust me, there’s nothing cute about that.”

“Someday, I will.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah, I promise.”

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


 


Yari and I walked back to the party, which
had devolved into something that looked straight out of Lord of the
Flies. Shirts off and barefoot, people were dancing around fires in
a ritualistic way that raised my eyebrows and sent a chill down my
spine. Either that, or they were drunk out of their gourds. Also,
there seemed to be a lot of birds flying overhead. I hadn’t noticed
that before. The birds were large and black, and they appeared to
be ravens. Maybe they were attracted to the fires? I didn’t know,
and I honestly didn’t care—especially after that amazing kiss.
Hell, it was all I could do just to keep my feet planted on the
ground.

Still in a daze, we walked together to the
same log, I had previously sat on. Atticai saw us and came
over.

“Hey, Josiah,” he said, “Let’s have a little
chat.”

Was Yari part of his harem? Did I just make
a monumental blunder that would probably get me killed? Yari patted
my hand reassuringly. I wasn’t scared of Atticai. Hell, I wasn’t
scared of anyone. If that weird bastard attacked me, I knew I was
in for the fight of my life, especially with all of his friends
around.

I reluctantly parted from Yari and followed
Atticai over to his van. He got into the driver’s side, and I got
into the passenger’s side. He turned the key in the ignition just
enough to power up. He turned the radio on. “What’s your music of
choice?” he asked.

“I don’t care. Choose whatever you
want.”

“I like classical. But the stations out here
on the West Coast would rather go under financially with some
God-awful hip-hop station than to give Mozart and Bach a
chance.”

“I love classical.” And I did, too. I had a
music appreciation class back in high school and had been
introduced to all the greats in classical and jazz.

Atticai said, “You don’t strike me as the
classical music type.”

“You’d be surprised what I like. Now about
the real part of the chat you requested. Let’s get to it,” I
said.

Atticai looked directly at me. I found his
stare slightly unnerving. After a second or two, he said, “I see
Yari’s made your list.”

Oh great, now he was going to give me the
low-down. “Look, Atticai, I meant no disrespect. She wanted to
walk, and quite frankly, I needed to clear my head. If you’re
seeing her—”

“Relax my friend, it’s not like that. I’m
just letting you know that you might not want to get too close to
her.”

“Let me guess: for my own good?”

His lips peeled back into a dark grin.
“Yeah, something like that.”

“Thanks, but I’m a big boy. I can handle
myself.”

“Consider yourself warned.”

“Like I said, ‘thanks.’”

He nodded and put his seat back, and waved
his hands in the air like a maestro. He rolled his head in my
direction. “So what’s your story, Josiah?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’ve seen a lot of stuff in my
time. But I can only count on one hand how many times I’ve seen
someone like you.”

“There can be only one,” I joked, wondering
if he would get the cultural reference to Highlander. He
didn’t.

He paused and I wondered just how old he
was. He made it sound as if he was ancient. He couldn’t have been
more than a few years older than me. He went on, “When we arrived
to get Lena, there were five guys sprawled on the ground, all beat
to a pulp by you.”

I shrugged. “It doesn’t take much skill to
beat up a few drunk, horny assholes.”

He was staring at me again. Someday I was
going to wipe that weird stare off his face, but now was not the
time. “Maybe,” he said. “But you also took care of Rubidoux, too.
Do you know how tough Rubidoux is? He’s no pushover.”

“I can fight. I don’t know what else to say.
That is the one thing I do know how to do and do well. It’s my
greatest passion, my lifework, my pulse. I live to fight. I fight
to live.”

“I like that. I like that a lot.” Atticai
got real quiet. “Hey, check it out.” He finally found a classical
music station. He cranked up the volume real loud. I didn’t
recognize the piece, but it was classical, and that seemed to be
all that was vital to Atticai. Presently, the long-limbed creature
of the night seemed to be in a trance. He clenched his fists and
raised them to his forehead. With his eyes closed, he tilted his
head back and seemed to be experiencing each note individually. The
music was doing something to him. It was ministering to his soul.
For a brief moment, I envied him. I envied anyone that could be
moved in this way over anything. The song ended, and Atticai opened
his eyes. He looked at me. “That was pretty intense.”

“No kidding,” I said. “I guess you have a
passion, too. I fight. You feel the music.”

He was staring at me again. Amazingly, I was
getting used to it. “I like you, Josiah,” he said. He nodded, and
then opened the driver’s side door. “Let’s head back so no one
thinks anything homoerotic is going on.”

“I would hope not.”

“Oh, you have no idea around here, Josiah.
You have no idea. Just remember what I told you about Yari.”

“Like I said, I’m a big boy; I can handle
Yari.”

Atticai laughed. “Famous last words.”

We stepped out the van. I once again headed
back to the clearing and planted myself on the same log next to the
same bonfire. I looked around for Yari, but she was nowhere to be
found. Lena, however, walked over to me and sat next to me on the
log.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“With Atticai? I have no freaking idea. I
think he was just trying to feel me out.”

“Atticai is like that. He doesn’t trust
anyone. He likes you, though. I can tell. You have no idea how rare
that is.”

“Well, one thing at a time. I’m still having
a hard time digesting this entire night.”

“Why? Did Yari freak you out? Don’t let her
do that.”

Lena almost seemed a tad jealous. I looked
at her. She was beautiful, too. No, not everyone was beautiful
here. There were some real creepy-looking guys and girls. Lena
wasn’t one of them. So, how the hell did she get caught up in this
world?

I asked, “So, is this what you do? Hang out
with these people in the woods?”

“You mean since Eisenhower High?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

She shrugged. “More or less. This lifestyle
isn’t the norm. I know that. There’s a lot about this you’ll never
fully understand.”

“What does that mean?”

“Trust me when I tell you that it is best
not to know.”

Atticai, who had been talking to some guys
near the van, high-fived a couple of them, and then headed over to
us. No matter what, the man was a striking figure, and he seemed to
command everyone’s attention. He was clearly the King Goth in this
party of Goths. Of course, that wasn’t saying much. Still, as he
headed over to us, just about everyone in the clan watched him at
some point. And as he approached, Lena got up immediately, and
Atticai slipped a long arm over her shoulders.

“I should probably get you two back home,”
Atticai said. “It’s going to be sunrise in about two hours.”

I shrugged. “Sounds reasonable to me. I was
just going out for a jog and seven hours later... here I am.”

“You guys are going back?” a voice said,
from behind me.

I turned around and saw Yari standing there.
I had no idea where she came from and why she would be behind
me.

“Apparently, we’re leaving right now,” I
said.

She smiled warmly at me. “Then I guess I’m
going with you since neither Atticai nor Lena can drive.”

“Neither of you drives?” I blurted out,
nearly laughing.

“Hey, I never got a license,” Atticai
responded, shrugging.

Now, I did laugh. “Okay, now I’ve heard
everything.”

If Atticai minded that I was laughing at
him, he didn’t show it. A moment later, we all piled into the van,
with Yari getting in the driver’s seat and me next to her in the
front passenger’s seat. Lena and Atticai disappeared behind the
back seats, in the space I had found myself in when I came to after
passing out, post-blood sucking. I took only a quick glance at
them, but they appeared to have disappeared under a blanket. What
they were doing under the blanket, I didn’t want to know, but I
could probably guess.

Yari reached out and touched my hand. “Put
the seat back and get some sleep.”

I did as I was told, since I was utterly
exhausted. And as I settled into the cushions, Yari drove the van
out of the flatland rocks and made for the highway. As we drove, I
found myself staring at her. She was acutely focused on the road.
No surprise there, since there was a light fog over the winding,
mountainous highway. She was an extremely fascinating woman. She
was amazingly complex. I closed my eyes. I listened to the sound of
the motor. The thrum of the pistons under the hood, in the absence
of talking or music, was hypnotic and soothing.

“Wake up, Sleepyhead. We’re here.” I had
clearly fallen asleep because when I opened my eyes, we were in
front of my house. I said goodbye to everyone and stumbled out of
the van.

Atticai called out, “Hey, Josiah?”

“Yeah,” I answered sleepily.

“When’s your next fight?”

“Next month.”

“Cool, I’ll check it out.”

I wasn’t sure what to think about that. A
part of me was hoping that this was going to be the last I’d see
any of these guys. That is everyone, but Yari. And maybe Lena.

I nodded at Atticai and turned around and
trudged off toward my front door. The van drove away, and I could
feel many sets of eyes on me. As I opened the door, something
occurred to my sluggish, sleep-deprived brain.

How did they know where I lived? Okay,
that’s freaky. Then again, so was the entire night.

I shrugged. Maybe Lena knew someone from
high school, who themselves knew where I lived. Or not. I was too
tired to care, truth be known.

When I unlocked the door, I found Tommy
doing sit ups in the living room. Tommy had an incredibly strict
workout routine and this morning was no different.

Tommy stopped in mid-crunch and looked up at
me. “That was some run.”

“You have no idea.” I went to the fridge and
grabbed the milk carton.

“You okay?” Tommy seemed concerned.

“I’m okay. Why?”

“You’ve got a bandage on your wrist and a
hickey on your neck the size of a basketball.”

I had forgotten about my injuries. Tommy got
up from the floor and walked over to the kitchen table and sat
down.

“What can I say? It was a night to
remember.”

“Jo, you need to take it easy on the
partying. Don’t forget, we find out who we’re fighting today.”

“This coming from the guy who partied away
all his money,” I said.

“That was before, Jo. You know I have been
working hard on getting myself back on the right track.”

“I know. I just need to get to bed right
now. I’m utterly wiped.”

“So, you’re going to skip your morning
workout?”

“As far as I’m concerned, it is still last
night. Besides, I had quite the mixed martial art workout last
night.”

“Ah, hell. Don’t tell me you got into
another fight.”

I was quiet.

Tommy added, “You know we can get sued if
anyone finds out who we are. We’re pro fighters and we can’t just
go around fighting ‘regular Joes.’ You’re not fifteen anymore, bro,
and you can’t just go around bashing people’s heads in.”

“I know. Trust me, I wasn’t intending to
fight.”

“But let me guess: You just couldn’t help
yourself, right?”

“Tommy, look, when I wake up, you can rip me
ten new assholes, but right now I need to get some sleep.”

“All right, bro. Go to bed.”

I laughed, which took my last bit of energy.
“Thanks and good night.”

As I stumbled down the hallway on my way to
my bedroom, Tommy called out after me: “It’s morning, jerk off, and
you never even asked me about my date!”

“You can tell me all about it when I wake
up.”

Once in my bedroom, I plugged my headphones
into my stereo and laid on my bed. I had a Queen CD in the deck.
Freddy Mercury seemed particularly fitting, considering the night I
had.

I closed my eyes, and I was out.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


I didn’t sleep as soundly as I wanted
to.

I tossed and turned throughout my slumber.
Mostly, I kept dreaming about the surreal night I had. I dreamed
about Atticai, Yari, and Lena. I dreamed of kicking college punks’
asses. I dreamed of dark clearings and birds and long kisses. Some
of the dreams were extremely erotic. And other dreams were not so
much. Additionally, my body was painfully sore from the bat. It
was, in short, one of the worst sleeps I’ve ever had. I eventually
couldn’t take it anymore and just got up. I looked at my cell
phone. It was 2:00 p.m.

I got up, and my back was still killing me.
Not that I expected the pain to go away magically, but, damn, it
seemed even worse. I walked over to the bathroom and took the
longest shower of my life. Even the spray of water hurt my back.
Without looking at it in the mirror, I knew how big the bruise was
and what color it was today. While the hot water blasted me, I took
the bandage from my wrist and washed the wound, too. As I washed
it, I took a close look at it. It was truly one of the most bizarre
injuries I’d ever had. There were two perfect teeth marks on my
wrist. Wyatt feasted on my arm something fierce. What the hell
would possess a guy to do that?

I got out of the shower and was drying off
when I heard a kee-eeeee-arr squawk at the window. It was Daphne,
my little red hawk friend. She was peeking through the window.

“Hey, girl. You like what you see?” I did a
little dance for her.

Daphne gave a shrill chwirk. I laughed.
Apparently she liked my jig.

I went into my bedroom and looked at my cell
phone. I had a missed a call. I didn’t recognize the number. It was
local, so I called it back.

“Hello,” A girl’s voice said. A cute girl’s,
too, if I was any judge of voices.

“I got a call from this number—”

“Josiah? It’s Lena.”

“Oh, hello. What’s going on?”

“I got your number from Johnny Wade.” Johnny
Wade was an old partying buddy of mine that apparently Lena knew,
as well. Six degrees of Kevin Bacon and all that. Johnny Wade knew
everyone who knew someone that he knew. He was the real-life Kevin
Bacon connection in our city.

“No problem, Lena. What’s going on?”

“I need to talk to somebody and...I don’t
know... after last night, I thought I could talk to you.”

“I was about to head down to the gym, but I
guess I can talk.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, no problem. I had a pretty vigorous
workout last night.”

“The fight or the time you spent with Yari
in the woods?”

“Ha ha, very funny.”

“Can we talk in person?”

“Sure, do you want me to pick you up?”

“That would be great. I’ll text you my
address.”

“Cool, I’ll be there in a half hour.”

I got off the phone and sat on my bed in my
towel. I looked at myself in the mirror. Tommy was right I had a
hickey the size of New Jersey on my neck. It was the most
impressive hickey ever. World class. Too bad it was from a guy. If
anyone of my friends, outside of Vampireville, ever found out, I
would never hear the end of it.

I got dressed and headed over to pick up
Lena, not bothering to cover up my world-class neck badge of
courage. I drove to the ghetto part of San Bernardino. And I do
mean ghetto. Her address led me to a rundown trailer park where a
horror movie could have been made, if someone wrote a script about
a haunted trailer park. It was broken-glass, trash-strewn
borderline epic. Just like everything connected with Lena was
epic.

I pulled the truck into the community, and
Lena was right at the front, waiting for me. She was wearing a
black tank top with short black skirt. She playfully stuck out her
thumb, pretending to be hitchhiking. I grinned and stopped my
truck. She jumped into the passenger side.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey, there. Nice neighborhood,” I
quipped.

“Don’t harsh my hood,” she bantered back.
“We’re getting a mini-golf course as soon as the meth factory pays
off big on the next batch.”

“Mad props, then,” I said sarcastically. I
flipped a sassy U-turn and pulled onto the main highway. I glanced
over at Lena. Her eyes stared straight ahead.

“So, what’s up, pretty girl?” I asked.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“I’m actually starving.” And she smiled for
a flash at the “pretty girl” compliment, as it registered with
her.

She offered, “We can go to this mom-and-pop
burger joint on the corner. We can talk inside.”

“You sure? We’re not going to get shot or
anything?”

“It’s not that terrible out here. People out
here are meth-heads, not gangbangers.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when a meth-head
slits my throat for the twenty dollars in my wallet.”

“Trust me, it’ll be okay. I’ll protect
you.”

“You’ll protect me?” I laughed.

“What’s so funny about that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because you’re a
hundred pounds, dripping wet.”

“I can kick some serious butt if I have
to.”

I glanced at Lena’s petite body. “I
bet.”

“Pull over in there.” Lena pointed to a
little diner on the corner. It had a sign out front that read
“Burgers and Tacos.”

“Classy,” I said, pulling my truck into the
driveway.

“Don’t be so mean. It’s affordable. It’s
good. It’s a clean place. Nobody will bother us here.”

“So, what style of food do they serve here?”
I asked. “I just hate when the name of a place gives you little
idea what to expect. I mean, what if I want the prime rib but they
are out of it and they try and bait-and-switch me to the petite
filet mignon and offer A-1 Sauce with it? That would be a meat
tragedy.”

Her mouth twitched in amusement. “I think
they serve a little of everything. You might want to stay away from
their roast lamb and mint jelly, though. It might really be mutton,
you just never know.”

I laughed at our light banter and glanced at
Lena. Our eyes met, and I didn’t say anything.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Or, well, I just think
you should smile more often.”

“If you were as funny as you think you are,
then maybe I would.”

“That so, huh? I didn’t realize Goth girls
liked to laugh.”

“Goth girl? Is that how you see me? You
think I’m some kind of ‘emo’ weirdo who cuts herself, starves
herself and longs for death?”

“In a ‘Suicide Girls’ sort of way, you do
wear a lot of black and your friends are pretty out there.”

“Black is an amazing color. Everyone could
use a little more black in their wardrobe,” Lena said, looking at
my colorful Ed Hardy T-shirt. “You might also want to let your legs
breathe, ‘cause those jeans are snug.”

“The chicks dig the snug. All the way up the
legs and to where they meet.”

“I’m pretty sure Yari digs your snug, too,”
she said, with more than a little bite.

“Wow, where did that come from, Lena? I
think you might be jealous.”

“Okay, now you’re getting funny.” Lena did a
whopping fake ha-ha-ha laugh.

“I’m not so sure...” I said, letting my
voice trail off.

“Why? Do you want me to be jealous?”

I once again stared at Lena. Her eyes were
asking me ‘Well?’ I thought about it for a second and decided to
leave the topic alone. After all, the last time I had seen her, she
had been pretty cozy with Atticai. Instead, I asked, “Are you
hungry?”

“Starving.”

We walked inside and gave our order to the
old man who ran the joint. He gave us a number, and we sat down at
a deep and comfy booth next to a window that overlooked the street.
We were both quiet. Lena stared morosely out the window.

“Hey, are you okay?” I asked, genuinely
concerned.

After a moment, she turned and looked at me.
“You know, one thing was lost in the scuffle last night.”

“It was less of a scuffle and more of a
battlefield. But what was that lost item?” I asked.

“That those boys at the party tried to take
advantage of me.”

“It didn’t get lost on me. I have an aching
back to prove it.”

“I know. I’m sorry. How’s your back?”

“It hurts like hell, but I’m all right.
Nothing a bat to the chest wouldn’t set right,” I joked.

She nodded and reached out and patted my
forearm. She retracted her hand quickly.

“Thank you, again, but I just feel so
stupid.”

“Don’t feel stupid. That’s the last thing
you should feel. Those guys were Grade A douchebags. They got what
they deserved.”

“Did they?” Lena seemed upset.

“I’d say so. They got an ass kicking by me
and then your friends beat the crap out of them, too, not to
mention taking bites out of them in the process.”

“I’m just pissed that I let it happen.”

“Well, don’t be. We all make mistakes. Look
at me, I made the biggest mistake of all. I decided to go jogging
last night.”

“Very funny.”

“Hey, I almost stayed home. To slept the
sleep of the just. I almost ended up sleeping the sleep of angels.
A dirt nap, shall we say?”

Lena stared straight ahead. She had tears in
her eyes. I finally got up and sat next to her.

“Sometimes, I need to feel normal,” she
said. “Sometimes, I just want to be like everyone else.”

She wiped her tears with the back of her
hand and so I got up again and got her a napkin. I handed it to
her. She took it without comment and wiped her eyes.

“Look at me, I’m crying like a typical
chick.”

“I have news for you, sweetie: you are a
chick. And you’re human. You had an extremely traumatic thing
happen to you last night. Don’t be so hard on yourself for feeling
some aftermath.”

“Josiah, there is so much you don’t
know.”

“Like what? Tell me.”

“Stuff.” Lena looked out the window again,
this time up into the bright afternoon sky. I had at first thought
she was gazing absently into the sky, until I saw her eyes tracking
something. I turned and looked, too. There was nothing up there but
some birds. Crows, I think.

“What are you looking at?” I asked, not sure
why I suddenly cared if she was staring at the sky.

“Nothing.” She turned away and faced me
again.

I could tell something was weighing heavy on
her mind. So I decided to press, “Are you talking about Atticai and
his buddies? Have they done some pretty bad things?”

Lena’s eyes focused on the napkin in her
hand as she crumpled and uncrumpled it. I could tell she wanted to
tell me something—but was afraid to. “Lena, you can tell me
anything.”

“That’s the problem Josiah. I can’t. For
your own good. I can’t.”

“For my own good? What will happen to
me?”

“Josiah, let’s just change the subject.”

“Or what? Your wannabe vampire friends will
try to eat me again?”

Lena took a pen out from her purse. She
began writing on her wrinkled paper napkin. When she was done, she
handed it to me.

It read: They are not wannabes, Josiah. They
are real.

“Real what? Vampires?” I said out loud.
“Just because someone decides to dress up like it’s Halloween every
day doesn’t make them something that doesn’t exist.”

“Please stop talking about it, Josiah. You
have no idea what you are doing or saying.”

“Are you kidding me? Vampires do not exist.
For one thing, they were not sparkly in the least.”

“Josiah, please. Don’t even joke about that.
There’s so much you don’t know. Please trust me. Don’t talk about
it out loud. At all.”

“Why not?”

“Just don’t!”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what Mani want. They want
you to know.”

I was confused. “Who the hell are Mani?”

Lena had the kind of look on her face that
suggested she had just accidentally revealed the secret location of
the Holy Grail, and that despite what Dan Brown says, it’s most
certainly not under the Louvre in Paris. Her combination of horror
and surprise was almost comical.

“You’re afraid of these Mani people. You
better tell me what you are up against, so I can protect you. Help
you.”

“Josiah, please. I promise you that someday
I will tell you, but right now it’s not safe to talk about it.”

“Talk about what? I’m still lost.”

But Lena was as serious as a heart attack. I
couldn’t believe that she thought her friends were really vampires.
She was either delusional or on something. She shook her head, and
like a little kid, mimed zipping a zipper across her lips, locking
it at the corner with a twist and throwing away an invisible key.
At that moment, she had never looked so vulnerable. So pathetic. So
afraid.

“Okay. I’ll drop it.” For now, I told
myself.

“Thank you.”

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


I sat there quietly for a moment.
Unfortunately, my brain had a hard time dropping it. It kept
replaying the word vampire.

Finally, I said, “Well, tell me this. How
did you meet Atticai?”

Lena sighed, leaned back, and crossed her
arms just under her chest. “I was at a party in Riverside about two
years ago. A typical college party: stupid stunts, drunk assholes,
beer bongs, and I was pretty bored, to say the least. I was sitting
alone outside, having a smoke, when Atticai approached me. He
seemed more out of place at the party than I did. He sat next to
me, and we talked for hours. We ended up being the last two at the
party. He took me home, and the rest is history.”

“It’s the rest that you can’t tell me
about?”

“Not at this moment. But I can tell you that
Atticai is the one who started calling me Lena.”

“Your name isn’t Lena?”

“You don’t remember? My name
was—is—Donna.”

“Sorry. I remembered your face, but I never
knew your name at Eisenhower.”

“Wow, no wonder why I hated jocks so much in
high school. You didn’t even know my name.”

“Hey, we never talked. We didn’t have a
single conversation.”

“Trust me, that was all you,” Lena said.

“Why is that?”

“I had a little crush on you.”

“You did?” I was extremely surprised to hear
that. I wouldn’t have thought a girl like Lena would have given a
second glance toward a guy like me.

“Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t have your
picture hanging in my locker or anything, but I thought you were
pretty cute.”

“I wish I would have known.”

“What are you talking about? You didn’t even
know my name. You’re were too busy dating cheerleaders and drill
team girls.”

“I never dated those types of girls. It
might surprise you, but I have always been interested in girls like
you.”

“What type of girl do you think a girl like
me is?”

I paused. “A thoughtful loner, who thinks
independently and doesn’t care what ‘pop culture’ tells her to be
like.”

Lena smiled. “I guess that is me. And you
liked that?”

“Yeah, because believe it or not, that is
how I am. You know, but as a guy.”

“I figured that what you meant. I didn’t
think you were having a gender identity crisis.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Lena. I knew your face
in high school. You were someone who I thought was hot, but thought
I had zero chance with. I figured girls like you hated guys like
me.”

She laughed. “Trust me—we did. No one knew I
was secretly crushing on you.”

“How funny,” I smiled at Lena.

“Oh, don’t start getting all cocky on
me.”

“I’m not getting cocky. Life is funny;
that’s all. We never spoke in high school, but yet, after one
night, you trusted me enough to let me help you.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“What I mean is, at the time, you were all I
had. If you turned out to be a creep, too, like those frat boys, I
was shit out of luck. You not only turned out to be a fantastic
guy, you kick more ass than any man I had ever seen.”

“Your boyfriend isn’t too bad in his own
right.”

“Yeah, but he has an advantage.”

“What advantage is that? That he is so
tall?” I laughed.

Lena looked at me as if she would open up to
me about something, but then held back. Lena paused and took me in.
Her eyes penetrated through me. “I want to trust you, Josiah,” she
said. “I hope I can.”

“You can, Donna,” I said, winking at
her.

“Please don’t call me Donna. I hate that
name immensely.”

“So, why did Atticai rename you Lena?”

“The reason is a little bit on the weird
side,” Lena laughed.

“Trust me, nothing you tell me about Atticai
would make me think he’s any weirder than I already do.”

“No, this is pretty weird—even for Atticai.
Okay, fine. Donna was his mother’s name.”

I paused. Atticai’s fear of an Oedipus
complex factoring into their relationship swirled in my brain like
curdled milk in hot coffee. “You’re right. That is pretty freaking
weird. But I kind of get where he was going with the name change
request.”

“I know. Right?”

“Your order is up!” The old man from behind
the counter yelled out. I got up and grabbed the tray and filled up
my Diet Coke. I brought the tray over and set it on the table. Lena
tore open her burger wrapper and took a giant bite.

“I’m so hungry,” she said, wiping her
mouth.

“Apparently so.” I watched as he devoured
her hamburger.

Lena looked up from her burger. “Can I ask
you a personal question?”

“Sure,” I said. I started to eat my fries
first, as I always do. I think I secretly have a salt
addiction.

“How much do you get paid to fight?”

“I’m fairly new in the sport. So, I get paid
the minimum.”

“Which is?”

“About five thousand a fight.”

“Wow! That’s not bad.”

“It’s not for other fighters. When you only
fight every three months, it ends up being a pretty remedial
job.”

“Then why choose that profession?”

“I’m hoping I’ll get better and to win over
a larger fan base. The idea is to get proficient enough to get on
pay-per-view. That’s where the real money is.”

“Well, you’re as tremendous a fighter as
I’ve ever seen. I’m sure you’ll get the big pay-per-view fights in
no time.” Lena took a couple more bites of her hamburger. I decided
to start on my own hamburger. It tasted delicious. This old man
behind the counter could make a pretty tasty burger.

When we were done, I took Lena home. I knew
she had more on her mind, and somewhere along the way in the
conversation, she held back for whatever reason. I dropped her off
and was just about to pull out of the driveway when I got a text
from Tommy. It was a short text: ‘Get home. Now.’

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


I pulled up to my house and Tommy was
outside sitting on the porch steps. I got out of my truck and
headed over to him.

“So, what’s up?” I stood there looking at
Tommy. He wouldn’t look me in the eye. “Tommy, what’s going
on?”

He hesitated. “You know, we got our
match-ups today. Aren’t you the least bit curious about who you’re
fighting?”

“You know me, Tom. I genuinely don’t care. I
fight my fight like an adrenaline maniac, no matter who it is.
Look, if you’re pissed off that I took a day off from
training...”

“Josiah, you have a tough opponent this time
and you better start taking your training very seriously. Don’t be
such a dumbass about your career.”

I shrugged. “Who did they give me? Don’t
tell me that they gave me Marquez already.”

“No, your opponent is a little tougher than
Marquez.”

“Who am I fighting?”

Tommy stood up and walked onto the lawn. He
got into the MMA striking stance. And he said, “Me!”

“You?! You’re kidding, right?”

“I wouldn’t have asked you to come straight
home if it wasn’t true.”

“Can they do that? I mean, everyone knows
we’re practically brothers.”

Tommy laughed. “Josiah, they can do whatever
they want. They are the Commission, man. They can make us fight a
leopard in the ring if they want to.”

“I don’t understand. They told you this was
only going to be a tune-up fight. They know I’ve knocked out
everyone in the first two minutes of each of my fights. I’m
anything but a tune-up.”

“It’s not your performance in the ring,
Josiah. It’s who you are out of the ring. ”

“What does that mean?”

Tommy was getting himself worked up. “It
means you don’t take being a fighter seriously, man. It means you
get fat every time you’re done training. Don’t you think the
trainers see that extra twenty pounds you’re carrying right now?
They see you arrive late to do your training, and you’re always the
first to leave. You’re looked at as being soft. Lazy!”

“That’s bullshit, and you know—”

“Josiah, they apologized to me that they
couldn’t give me a better fighter.”

My ego wounded, my mouth dropped open.
“You’re serious?”

He nodded. I knew this wasn’t easy for
him.

“They apologized for not getting you a
better fighter? And they were talking about me?”

He nodded again. “Look, Josiah, I know
you’re tough, and I know what you can do. So, I’m telling you right
now that you better train seriously. If I easily kick your ass, the
Commission will think you threw the fight, and that would be worse
than if I lost to you.”

“I can’t believe you assume that you’re just
going to kick my ass. Do you have any idea what I’m capable
of?”

“It doesn’t matter how tough you are,
Josiah. You and I both know that. When two fighters are as skillful
as we are we are, the winner is always the person who trains the
hardest and who is the smartest. You and I both know I have you on
both points.”

“Says you,” I replied.

“When you measure who has the edge, between
you and me, it’s me, Josiah. Me.”

This was the first time in my life I ever
wanted to punch Tommy in the face. How could he say these things to
me? He was in my corner in each of my knockouts. He saw how easily
I manhandled all of my opponents. The nerve of him, thinking he
could just roll me over!

“Look,” I said, raising my voice, feeling
that familiar surge of adrenaline. It was all I could do to control
myself. “Do what you have to do, and say what you have to say to
try to get in my head, to beat up my ego, to get your edge squared
away out of the ring. Before you get in it, with me. Because there
will be no mercy in that ring. None.”

Tommy stiffened, but didn’t reply.

I blasted on. “Tommy, I’m telling you right
here and now that this is the worst thing that could have happened
to you. You’d better train Rocky Balboa-style. I will not be easy
on you. In fact, I will be the exact opposite. I’m going to kick
the living shit out of you.”

Tommy had a cocky smirk on his face. “Good,
that’s what I want to hear. Our fight is in 24 days. I think it
would be best if I stayed over at my grandma’s house until the
fight. You know how I get. All machismo. It will be just too weird
running into you each day. We’ll end up beating each other’s cocky
asses over the last protein bar in the house before we ever set
foot in the ring.”

“Do what you have to do,” I repeated. “And
don’t eat too much of your grandma’s cooking, or we’ll see who’s
too fat on fight day!”

“Hey, you smell like burgers and fries,”
Tommy said. “Cut that shit out.”

I brushed past him into the house. I went
straight to my room, where I stripped off my shirt and jeans. They
did smell of burgers and fries. Now, just in my boxers, I dropped
to the floor and cranked out 4 sets of 50 pushups. If Tommy wanted
me at the top of my game, then that’s where he was going to find
me.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


I spent the next two weeks training three
times a day.

My days started with a five-mile run and
then a four-hour gym session. Each evening I did a six-mile run,
just because I could pull it off. One thing I knew I could count on
was that my legs were going to feel heavy, and little Daphne was
always there to greet me before each run with a loud hawk
squawk.

Each night before bed, I would visually play
out my game plan against Tommy. My strategy was simple: I was going
to strike. I was going to throw a storm of punches and kicks until
I knocked him out. My arms and legs would be a blur. Tommy’s
strategy would be to get me to the ground. Tommy loved to do
submission moves, but there was no way I’d ever give him that
chance. Never get under Tommy. I knew this from watching him fight.
And he had watched me fight, too, and knew my own secrets for
wining.

At the gym, I practiced my ground game with
Mike Flores. Mike Flores was an ex-MMA fighter who had to quit
cause he blew out his ACL in his knee. Mike had been in my corner
in each of my fights, along with Tommy. Mike thought it was naive
of me to think that I was just going to knock out Tommy in the
first two minutes. We both figured that I needed to go over some
ground defense.

So, I did. I worked out intensively with
Mike Flores. And as the first week came and went, I had forgotten
all about Lena and her crazy friends.

On a Saturday night, with seven days to go
before the big match, I decided to take the night off. I was
craving a slab of ribs from Hotlanta, a barbecue joint that served
up some incredible quality old-fashioned soul food. It was in
Riverside, which was about a half hour away, give or take traffic
conditions. I could use a pleasant drive. I showered up and put on
my only black T-shirt and a pair of blue jeans. I was in the
bathroom combing my hair when I heard a knock on the front
door.

I finished the last bit of styling of my
beautiful locks and went to answer it. I opened the door and found
Yari standing there. She looked incredible. She wore a long white
dress that looked like something out of a romance novel. Her hair
was fixed up, and her bright red lipstick made the color in her
hair stand out.

“Hey there,” I said, surprised as hell.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, in a sultry
voice.

I peeked out the door and saw that she
seemed to be alone. There wasn’t even a vehicle in sight. “Do you
want to come in?”

“Sure.”

“What were you looking for outside?” she
asked.

“I don’t know...I thought maybe you had your
friends with you.”

“Nope. Just little ol’ me. Sorry if you’re
disappointed.”

I grinned. “I’m anything but disappointed,”
I said. “I was just surprised to see you, that’s all.” I sat on my
couch. Yari walked over and sat next to me, with about a foot
separating us.

“I hope it was a pleasant surprise,” she
said.

“It was a very nice surprise. You look ‘off
the hook’ tonight.”

“Thanks. ‘Off the hook?’ I have never been
told that before,” she giggled, almost girlishly. Which was odd
coming from her. She normally behaved with an air of confidence
that only the most beautiful women seem to have. You know, the kind
of women who receive a steady stream of compliments by every man
that enters their vicinity. “You’re looking nifty, too. Were you
going somewhere?”

“I was just going to get a bite to eat.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “By yourself?”

“Yeah, I do most things by myself these
days.”

“That’s too bad.”

“So, where are you headed? You look as if
you’re dressed to go to a party.”

“That’s why I’m here. I’m heading over to a
party in Victorville. I was thinking you might want to come.”

“You drove all the way out here to see if I
wanted to come to a party?”

“Well, I didn’t have your number, did
I?”

“How did you get here? There are no cars
outside.”

“Some friends dropped me off.”

“And what if I wasn’t home?”

“Then I was going to call my friends to come
back and get me. Your light was on so I told them to take off.
What’s up with the third degree?”

“There is no third degree. I’m just
flattered, I guess.”

“You should be. If you haven’t noticed, I
look smoking hot right now. I don’t know how often a hot woman
comes to your door and asks you to escort her to a party.”

“That happens like...never,” I said.

“Then do you want to scratch your pathetic
dinner plans and come with me?”

I grinned. “Sure, let me grab a jacket.”

I went to the closet and did just that. When
I returned, Yari was staring at me with a big smile.

“What?” I asked.

“You look good, Josiah. Real good. I just
might want a taste before we go.” Yari leaned into me and kissed my
lips. I kissed her back. I had a lot of pent-up energy considering
that I subscribe to the no-jacking-off rule before a fight. Or a
date, for that matter.

Her lips felt soft and tender. She was such
an incredible kisser. I pressed her up against my wall in my
hallway and turned her body around. Her dress felt unbelievable. It
was silky and soft. I placed my hands around her body and onto her
thighs. Her perfectly-shaped buttocks pressed against my groin. I
kissed her neck and slid my hands up the front of her body until
both my hands were cupping her breasts. She turned her head and
kissed me. Her tongue was soft and wet. Her pheromones were flying
off the chart, up my nose. She smelled incredible, and even her
saliva smelled refreshing.

“In my entire life,” I said, “no one has
ever turned me on the way you do.”

Yari stopped and looked at me with a
tenderness I had not seen from her before. “That’s good,” she said.
“We should get going.”

Then she walked to my door and outside my
house. I was left there, turned on, but at least I did have a place
to go with that pent-up power.

 


 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


I drove us to Victorville in about a half an
hour. Victorville is one of those little desert cities along
Highway 15 that people pass on their way to Las Vegas. The city is
in the high desert. It still has an old-fashioned feel to it. It
was a place where a young Clint Eastwood might squint and settle a
score, in exactly that order. Him and me both.

Anyway, the party was another thirty minutes
off the highway, and when we finally arrived at the house, I pulled
into a long, narrow driveway. I noticed there weren’t many cars out
front. I also noticed a lot of black birds flying around outside.
They appeared to be the same birds that had been hovering around
Flatlands. I looked up through the windshield at the house in front
of us. It was, as Tommy would say, ginormous. It had a stately feel
to it and seemed better suited for a governor or senator, ,not a
place you would expect to be in the heart of Victorville.

“Am I going to know anyone at this party?” I
asked Yari.

“Atticai and Lena should be here, along with
Wyatt and the others.” Yari looked down at my wrist. “Your wrist
seems to be healing.”

“Yeah, the teeth marks look more like I got
branded than bitten.”

“You know that Wyatt feels bad about
that.”

“I bet he does. I still have no clue why a
grown man would want to bite me.”

“You can ask him, yourself.” Yari motioned
to my rear view mirror. Sure enough, the infamous black van pulled
up behind my truck.

I opened my door and got out.

Atticai stepped out of the van’s side door
with his held high as if he was royalty. He turned and saw me, but
gave no indication of recognizing me. His face looked paler than
before. Lena came out after him. She saw me and ran over to me.

“Hey, you!” she said to me.

“Hey yourself,” I replied.

“What? Are you too good for me?” she asked,
putting both hands on her curvy hips.

“Why you say that?”

“Ever hear of returning a call?”

I looked at Atticai. I wanted to see if he
would be annoyed that his girlfriend was calling me on the
telephone. Again, he had zero expression on his face. He just
continued walking up to the house.

“Oh, sorry. I’ve been training hard for my
next fight and turned my phone off. You know, to cut down on the
distractions.” I winced at the moment that last sentence left my
mouth. Yari whistled next to me.

“Well, it’s good to know that I’m only a
distraction.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I’m just busting your balls. I know you’re
busy. I was just wondering what happened to you. I guess I now know
why. You look as if you’ve lost some weight. Damn, boy, you look
skinny!” Lena leaned in to pinch my stomach, but Yari promptly
blocked her hand with her own hand.

“You don’t have to touch,” Yari snapped at
Lena.

“Wow, Yari. Down, girl. I was just playing
around.”

“Nobody has time for your games,” Yari
responded.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had already
marked him.”

“I haven’t marked anybody. Why don’t you go
find Atticai and you can play your games with him?”

“Fine, I’m going to go inside.” Lena looked
at me sadly and walked off.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I said to
Yari. “She was just fooling around.”

“Look, you two can play grab ass all you
want. I’m going inside, too.” Yari stormed off, and I was left
alone with the guy who had enjoyed my wrist as a snack, just a
couple of weeks earlier.

“Chicks, dude.” Wyatt laughed. “I have no
clue what any of that was about.”

“You’re telling me,” I said.

We shook our heads some more in one of the
strangest moments of male bonding I’ve ever had, and then he showed
me into the house. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but I know I
wasn’t expecting this. Except for a few dozen flickering votive
candles, the whole house was entirely dark. I stopped in the foyer,
but Wyatt urged me along. Deeper in the house I saw that there were
candles placed just about everywhere, in every room and on every
table. The candles provided just enough light so that I didn’t run
into furniture, but not enough to make me feel anywhere near to the
concept of comfortable.

What the hell was going on?

As I walked through the small party, I
noticed a lot of couples making out. I had been to a lot of parties
in my life but never one like this. It reminded me of a junior high
make-out party. Well, everything but the insane candles. If I saw
one Ouija board, I would be outta here.

Anyway, I made my way to the kitchen since I
was starving. There was no food anywhere. Just tons of alcohol. I
needed to eat something ASAP.

I opened the refrigerator, and I hit the
jackpot. Chicken wings. A whole plate of them. I looked around to
make sure I wasn’t snagging someone else’s food. Well, I was, but
they didn’t have to know about it. I grabbed eight wings and sat at
the table, near a stack of napkins and cups. I put the sticky wings
on a napkin and poured myself some of what appeared to be straight
tequila.

I took my time with the wings, enjoying each
bite. When I polished off the last knobby bite, I quickly downed
the two or three shots of tequila I had poured. I blew out of my
mouth, the second the alcohol went down my throat. I learned that
trick a couple years back. Somehow, blowing out of your mouth and
not inhaling through your nose helps with the harsh aftertaste.

Almost immediately, the tequila seemed to be
doing its job. I had a decent size buzz going. I felt a little more
relaxed, considering I was in a house of full of self-proclaimed
spooks. I decided to look for Yari, and see if she would be in a
better mood. First, I looked around downstairs and ignored the
folks sucking each other’s faces, but she wasn’t in the house.

I peeked in the backyard but no luck. No
Yari. I went back inside and still felt buzzed, then headed
upstairs. The second floor was almost entirely dark, and all of the
doors were shut. All of them, except one. I had just decided to
check it out when a drunk, pale-skinned, bald guy walked out of the
open door and straight over to me. Amazingly, he leaned over me and
sniffed me.

Yeah, sniffed me.

As he did so, he made noises that sounded
disturbingly like lip-smacking. The same noises I had made just
five minutes earlier when I had come across the chicken wings in
the fridge. He continued on, stumbling his way downstairs. I half
expected to hear him pitch forward and tumble all the way down.
Somehow, amazingly, he made it without busting his ass.

Just then, Yari walked out of the same room
the drunk guy had been in. “You don’t want to be up here, Josiah.
Let’s go downstairs.”

“No problem. I was looking for—”

But she grabbed my forearm and steered me
back down the stairs. As she did so, I couldn’t help but notice the
woman’s grip. Sweet Jesus, she was strong. Once back down the
stairs, I heard a squawk and saw two gigantic black birds flying in
the house. I nearly dove for cover, but someone calmly opened the
rear sliding glass door and the birds flew out of the house. Not a
single person called attention to them or seemed to care that two
big birds had been in the house. I looked around to get a reaction
from somebody. Nothing.

What the hell was going on here?

Yari led me to one of the downstairs
bedrooms. “Let’s go in here,” she said. She then opened the door.
The room was lit by a couple of candles in the window still, and
there was a mattress with a comforter on the floor. She reclined on
the mattress, as I stood there looking at her, dumbstruck. I was
still trying to wrap my brain around everything I had just seen,
from the candles, to the secret upstairs bedroom, to the damn
birds. And now, Yari was leading me to a bed. It seemed like we had
skipped a few steps on the way to bed.

One weird thing at a time, I thought.

Yari’s eyes were bright and expressive, as
if she was amped up on something. So, I started with the obvious
question, even though I suspected I already knew the answer. “So,
what was going on up there? Drugs?”

“No one was doing drugs, Josiah, but trust
me when I tell you that ‘people’ were having a good time.” She
stared at me long and hard, and I wondered if she was one of those
having a good time.

A good time doing what?

I asked her, “Is this like, one of those sex
parties or something? Or maybe is it one of those candle parties,
the kind with the MLM recruitment to be a hostess and sell them
yourself?”

She chuckled softly. “Why don’t you lie down
next to me?” she asked.

“Look, if what you wanted is to fool around,
then we didn’t have to come to the world’s freakiest party to do
it. We could have just stayed at my house. If you want to fool
around, I like my own turf better.”

“World’s freakiest party?” Yari then smiled
really big. “Are you scared of these people?” Yari rubbed my leg
and was trying to get a rise out of me.

Which kind of rise? I wasn’t exactly sure. I
think she was succeeding at both kinds.

“I’m not scared. It takes more than a few
pale-faced dudes and a house that seems to have zero electricity to
scare me.”

“Oh, this house has electricity.” Yari took
her other hand and rubbed it on my upper thigh near the goods. I
drew in a slow breath, trying to think of unsexy activities: raking
leaves, delivering newspapers, eating Kraft macaroni and cheese.
Nope, none of that was working while she traced her slender fingers
across my denim-clad legs. I chastised myself: No sex during
training!

Yari was holding a silver flask. She reached
up and grabbed a shot glass from the dresser next to her. “This
looks clean.” She giggled and poured some red alcohol into the shot
glass. She handed me the shot glass. “Try it, Josiah. You’ll love
it.”

“Thanks, but I had some tequila; I’m feeling
good.”

“Trust me, this isn’t tequila.”

“I don’t want to get wasted. I have to train
tomorrow.”

“Josiah, you’ve been training hard these
days. Tonight, let’s have a little fun.” She got up from the
mattress and slipped behind me. I was wondering what she was doing
until she put her left hand around my waist. She then reached
around with her right hand and held up the shot glass full of red
liquor.

I puckered my lips and turned my head away.
“I said I don’t want any!”

Yari kissed my neck. I froze. She hit the
right spot. “Try it...for me...please. You know I would never hurt
you.”

I smiled at Yari and said, “I don’t know
that to be true.”

“You need to trust me.” Yari slid her hand
down and grabbed my inner thigh. “Please, Josiah, just one
sip.”

I continued to resist the drink. And the
more I resisted, the higher Yari’s hand rose up my thigh, massaging
as she went. I let out a long, shuddering breath. Honestly, what
guy could have resisted her? I clearly wasn’t strong enough. And
besides, it was just something to drink, right? If these Goth nut
jobs were going to poison me, they would have done it out on the
Flatlands, when I drank that weird shit.

I said, “You promise you’re not trying to
kill me?”

Yari leaned even closer and whispered real
softly in my right ear. “I just want you to loosen up, so we can
have some fun.”

Then she thoroughly grabbed my expanding
goods, my package snugger than snug in my jeans. I gasped, all the
breath leaving my lungs. She continued to massage me, not without
considerable skill, I noticed. She knew her way around the goods. I
was excited, to say the least. Then she lifted the flask to my
helpless lips and gently poured the drink down my throat. It was
thick and sweet. It didn’t taste anything like alcohol.

“All right. I drank it,” I said. “So, now
what?”

“Now, here’s where the fun starts.”

Yari took me by the hand and led me out of
the room, and back to the living room, where partygoers were
kissing so deeply and rhythmically, that I suspected some of them
were doing the dirty right then and there. But then again, with the
absence of any real light, it was hard to tell.

Yari scanned the room, looking for
something. And then she found it. A beautiful blond girl who was
sitting close to an equally beautiful brunette. Yari took the blond
girl’s hand, who rose from the couch without hesitation or
question. The blond, I could see, was lean and supremely sexy. She
smiled at me shyly.

As Yari held our hands, she continued
leading us through the undulating party, where we stopped this time
in front of a sexy Latina woman who was probably in her early
thirties. The blond girl nodded and reached out her own hand. There
was a chain reaction going on here that I wasn’t fully getting. The
Latina simply nodded and took the proffered hand. Once done, Yari
led the three of us back into the same bedroom with the mattress on
the floor and locked the door behind us.

I heard Tommy’s voice in my head, mocking me
not to have sex while in training for a big fight.

I think this is where I swallowed. Hard.
What the hell was going on?

Yari led me to the bed. I went, to say the
least, willingly. Without asking or hesitation, the Latina woman
took off my shirt, and now the blond girl began kissing my chest. I
don’t know what happened to my jeans, but suddenly, they were gone
and took my boxers with them.

That’s when the room started spinning.

Or maybe it in was my head. But everything
kept on spinning until I couldn’t see anything at all. It was a
blur. I suspected I had been drugged, but I didn’t care, not with
three women swarming around me, touching, kissing, licking.
Sucking! All I could do was feel. And feeling was enough. Hands
roamed all over me. My entire body was groped and kissed. Caressed.
Teased.

“I have one rule, girls,” I heard myself say
from somewhere seemingly outside my body. “No biting. Everything
else is fair game.”

The next two hours were the greatest two
hours of my adult male life.

 


 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


At some point, I either passed out or fell
asleep.

I opened my eyes and, as my eyes adjusted, I
could finally see. I was alone in the room. I pulled out my cell
from my pocket. The lighted display read 2:12 a.m. Four hours of my
life had just vanished. I got up, and my legs felt wobbly. It had
not been an Partylite candle party. It had been a party of the
other type.

What the hell had been in that drink?

I slowly got dressed and weeble-wobbled to
the bedroom door and then made my way to the living room. There
were still a lot of couples making out. Smoke from the many candles
hung suspended in the air. The whole scene was surreal and bizarre,
and now I was a part of it. I needed fresh air. With my legs
feeling a little stronger, I headed out the front door.

I stood on the brick steps and took in a lot
of fresh air, which did wonders to clear my head. And that’s when I
heard the sounds of crying. Off to the right, in a small patch of
grass near the side of the house, was a swing hanging from the
thick branch of a tree. Lena was sitting alone and crying softly,
the sounds of her muffled sobs reaching me in the quiet night air.
I walked over to her.

“Hey,” I said.

Lena looked up at me. “Hi, Josiah.” She
wiped her eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“It doesn’t seem as if it’s nothing,” I
said. “What’s going on? Where’s Atticai?”

“Atticai left with a couple of his
friends.”

I looked over and noticed the van was still
in the driveway.

“The van is still here. Is he coming
back?”

“I don’t know. He doesn’t like to tell me
what he does.”

I paused. “That’s a pretty weird party going
on in there.” I didn’t mention the foursome I had, although thanks
to the power of that witchy potion I had drank, I was beginning to
remember less and less of it. Which was a damn shame.

“You have no idea,” she said. “Did you go
upstairs?”

“For a moment, but Yari found me and said I
shouldn’t be up there.”

“Be glad that she did, they might not have
known.”

“Not know what?” I asked.

Lena looked at me. “You have no idea what
they were doing up there?”

“I’m not stupid,” I said. “I assume they
were doing drugs.”

“Drugs? You think that’s what this party is
about? A drug free for all? Are you honestly that clueless?”

“What are you saying?”

“Open your eyes, Josiah!”

“This all comes back to what your freaky
friends did at the frat party, sucking on everyone’s neck and
wrists. Do these people truly think they are vampires?”

Lena gave me a withering look that seemed to
imply I was the world’s biggest idiot. Maybe I was. “Josiah, they
were feeding up there!”

“Feeding? Like eating?”

She shook her head violently, and she kept
shaking her head.

“Feeding on what, Lena?” My voice growing
higher, perhaps with panic. “What were they feeding on?
People?”

“No, not people’s flesh, but
people’s...”

“Blood? Is that even sanitary?”

“It is when you’re a vampire.” Lena stared
at me with utter amazement. But I had better critical thinking
skills than to believe that because people drank blood, it
obviously led to actually becoming a vampire. People do stupid
things for all sorts of reasons, even drink blood. To me, there was
nothing magical about blood drinking. It was almost some kind of a
sexual fetish.

I shook my head at her. No, this could not
be! I would believe in vampires on the same day that I believed in
fairies. Which would be never. One thing that I did believe in was
mental illness and drug addiction; I thought this party was a sure
sign of both.

I said, “Vampires? You have got to be
kidding me.”

She wouldn’t look at me. “I don’t know why
Yari brought you here. But now that you’re here you need to start
opening your eyes. This isn’t a Halloween party. These people—or
things—are truly real.”

“The only thing that is real about them is
that they are delusional. If they are truly drinking people’s blood
against someone’s will, then they are also committing a serious
crime.”

“It’s not a crime if no one is alive to
press charges.”

“Are you saying they’re killing people
upstairs? You’re telling me vampires—real vampires—are running wild
in the city of Victorville?”

Lena just stared at me. Above, I heard more
birds flapping. The beating rush of their wings was powerfully loud
in the silent night. I felt as if I was being watched, but I didn’t
know by whom. Mostly, I heard the dull thumping of my heart in my
ears and my own harsh breathing.

This was crazy talk, of course. I mean,
c’mon. How could anyone believe in something so crazy? Worse yet,
if she was telling the truth—at least about the killings—then I was
stranded here with a bunch of psychos.

“Lena,” I said, trying again, “just because
some people have a fetish for” —and I couldn’t believe I was about
to say this— “drinking blood, that doesn’t make someone something
they’re not.”

“You think all those people in there just
have a fetish?”

My mind was spinning. I was still feeling
the effects of whatever it was in Yari’s flask. “Of course. What
else could it be?”

“We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not safe for either one of
us.” Lena looked away, pausing. “Josiah, I have seen things.”

“What? The biting? Please! Just because
someone can puncture flesh with filed-down teeth, doesn’t make them
a vampire.”

“Do you seriously think all those people in
there are playing games?”

“Of course they’re playing games. And
someday they’re all going to have to grow up and get real jobs and
let the fantasy go.”

Lena seemed pretty upset. I thought she was
going to storm off, and maybe that would have been for the best. I
felt sorry for anyone who believed this crap, and Lena obviously
did. She seemed like a reasonable person. Everything pointed to her
not being delusional, but then again, I hadn’t spent a lot of time
with her, either.

“You really believe this, don’t you?” I
said.

“It’s not a matter of believing. Believing
is what a kid does in Santa Claus. This isn’t faith. Faith and
believing are what you do with the unknown. This is extremely
real.”

I knew I’d better drop it. She looked
particularly vulnerable. I took her hand. “Let’s go for a ride,” I
said.

“But where’s Yari?” Lena asked, her round
eyes meeting mine. A spark of jealousy flickered in her pupils.

“I have no idea. We don’t need to worry
about Yari.”

“She’s pretty possessive.”

“Well, she is nowhere near being my
girlfriend, so I wouldn’t worry about her.” Any girl that drugs me
and brings in two other women was certainly not the possessive
type, and certainly not girlfriend material.

Lena stared at me and then looked down at
our hands. I could tell she wanted to go with me, but something
held her back. She pushed through it and finally said, ”Okay, I
would like that. Let’s get out of here for a bit.”

“Cool.”

 


 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Lena and I walked over to my truck. I opened
the door for her, and she jumped into the passenger side. Lena
smelled incredible, and she looked fantastic in her usual black
attire.

I got into my side and keyed the ignition
and reversed out of the house of horror’s driveway. I found my way
back to the same road that I used to get here, and I just
drove.

Just to lighten the mood, I said, “Even
though it’s dark, I feel at peace out here.”

“Well, you are in excellent company.
Everyone around these parts likes the dark; it’s what they’re all
about.”

“Still on the vampire kick, eh?” But before
she could answer, and we could get into another argument about the
undead, I quickly added: “So, what are you about, Lena?”

“I like the dark. It makes me think of
death.”

“You make it sound as if that’s a good
thing.”

“Death, for some, is a good thing.”

I shuddered a little. Geez, dark girl. I
said, “I have too much living to do to think much about death.”

We lapsed into silence after that rather
lively exchange. If she continued to talk like that, then I was
better off sitting in silence. Who likes to talk about death?

A few minutes later, I asked Lena, “So do
you still live with your parents?”

“Unfortunately, I do. I have been hoping
that Atticai and I could get a place.”

“Are you two pretty serious?”

“Yes and no.”

“What does that mean?”

“Emotionally, we are pretty serious. The
physical aspect of us is a whole other story.”

“Physically? I’m confused.” I pulled the
truck into a field and parked. “Explain yourself, young lady.”

“Young lady?” She laughed a little. “Okay,
well, Atticai and I have never....” Her voice trailed off.

“Never what?” I asked eagerly.

“Never... had sex.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Nope.”

“Not one time?”

“We haven’t even been to second base.” Lena
looked at me with almost of sense of irony.

“Whoa,” I was shocked. By the way, these two
acted together, I would have thought there wasn’t a place in San
Bernardino they hadn’t done it.

She said, “It’s pretty crazy, isn’t it?”

“It’s insane.” I couldn’t hide my surprise.
Lena was extremely hot, and any guy would jump at the chance. “Is
it you? Or is him?” I asked.

“It’s all him. I mean...yes, I’m a virgin,
but I was ready to have sex with him a year ago.”

“So, what’s the hold up?”

“He keeps telling me that he wants to
preserve my innocence.”

“What a crock of shit.”

“Atticai cares about me, Josiah. He told me
that things will change in a couple of weeks when it’s my birthday.
I guess it freaks him out that I’m still in my teens.”

“How old is he?”

“He’s old. His physical body is about
twenty-eight.”

“His physical body?” I sputtered. What the
hell did that mean?

Lena gave me a knowing look, one that seemed
to imply I should already know the answer.

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, yeah, I forgot. He’s
Dracula.” How could someone who seems to be so honest with herself
be so clueless?

“I guess it’s a good thing you still don’t
believe. It’s probably the thing that’s saving your life.”

“Saving my life? What are you talking
about?”

“Never mind. Anyway, so what about you? Do
you still live with your parents?”

I was still wrapping my brain around the
‘It’s probably the only thing saving your life’ comment she made. I
made a mental effort to switch gears and answer her question. “No,
I don’t,” I said distractedly. “I live with my best friend.”

“Do your parents still live in San
Bernardino?”

I was quiet.

“Did you hear me?” Lena asked.

“Yeah, I heard you,” I said.

“Well, where do your parents live?”

I got out of my truck and walked over to the
front of my hood. Lena got out and stood next to me.

“The moon’s pretty bright tonight,” I said.
“Even though it’s only a half moon.”

But she wasn’t looking at the moon. She was
staring at me. “I’m sorry if talking about your parents upsets you,
Josiah. God only knows that I have a crappy relationship with
mine.”

We were silent. I kept looking up at the
moon. She kept looking at me. Finally, I said, “They passed away,
back when I was in high school.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“They died in a car accident, along with my
sister.”

“Josiah, I’m so sorry.”

“You didn’t know, don’t worry about it.”

“No, I pressured you into telling me about
it.”

“You didn’t pressure me.” I jumped up and
sat on my hood. “I wanted to tell you about it. Really.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, I don’t talk about it much, if ever.
I just felt as if you are someone I can...” I shrugged, “I can open
up to, I guess.”

“I am, Josiah. I want you to know that.”

I hesitated and then decided to tell her.
“It was our senior year. I was on my way home from the gym, and I
got a call from Tommy. Tommy had been dating my sister. He got the
call first, since his was the last number my sister had called on
her cell. He told me that they had been in a terrible car accident
on the 91 Freeway, and all three were at the hospital. I remember
just dropping my phone and flooring it to the hospital. They were
dead before I’d got there. All three of them.”

Lena covered her face with her hands. “Oh my
God, Josiah. I am so sorry. I can’t believe I didn’t hear about
this in high school.”

“You didn’t hear about it because I didn’t
tell anybody. I didn’t tell a single person in high school. To be
honest, this is the first time I’ve ever talked about it.”

“But surely you and Tommy talked about
it.”

I shook my head.

“You haven’t talked to anybody about
it?”

I shook my head again.

“Never?”

“Never.” I said. “Not one time.”

“Wow, that’s pretty heavy. Why me? Why
now?”

“I just felt safe enough to tell you.”

Lena reached over and held my hand. She had
tears in her eyes.

“It’s okay, Lena. I’m all right. It was a
while ago.”

Lena let go of my hand. She then got up on
the hood and sat next to me. She rested her head on my shoulder,
and we sat there in silence for a little while. I appreciated the
silence. I felt particularly comfortable around Lena. She had a
gentle way that was being masked by a tough female exterior.

I sat back on the hood and laid on my back.
“The sky is spectacular. The stars look phenomenal tonight.”

Lena leaned back and cuddled into me. It was
nice. For the first time in my life, I felt secure. I felt a
release come over my body and tears drip from my eyes. I didn’t
make a sound. This moment was perfect. This woman was perfect. She
was these things and... she wasn’t mine. The thought of Yari—Yari
naked—swam into my mind.

God, had that actually happened tonight?
What would that be called anyway, a ménage à quatre?

I didn’t know, but I did feel weird lying
there with Lena and soaking in her tender touch when I had been
with not just one, but three women just a few hours earlier.

Anyway, we eventually got back to the party,
and when I pulled in, Atticai, Yari, and the guys seemed to be
waiting for us.

I opened the door and got out of my truck,
expecting the worst. Lena got out on the passenger side. Atticai
walked right up to me, looming over me like Lurch from the Addams
Family, only paler.

“Josiah, when did you get here?” Atticai
asked.

“Huh?” I asked surprised. “I saw you
earlier.”

“You did?” Atticai walked up to me and put
his hand on my shoulder and stared into me. Yes, into me. It
appeared he was trying to look deep into my soul. Then again, maybe
he honestly could. Maybe vampires were telepathic. Or maybe I was
just losing my mind. Anyway, he did this staring thing for a while,
looking at me intently with zero expression on his face.
Eventually, he nodded and smiled.

“We’re all good here,” Atticai said, to whom
exactly, I’m not sure. “Hey, Josiah, do you mind taking Lena home?
We’ll take Yari back.”

“Um, sure, no problem,” I said.

Yari walked up to me and gave me a long,
seductive hug. “You had quite a night,” she said. “The girls and I
had some fun with you and apparently you still needed a little
dessert.” Yari glanced over at Lena, perhaps implying something had
happened between us.

“Nothing happened, Yari,” Lena responded.
“We just went for a drive. We weren’t going to wait around for you
guys to finish whatever it was that you were doing.”

“Oh, you know what we were doing, Lena.”
Yari smiled rather sadistically at Lena. Yari then turned to me and
planted a long, passionate kiss on my mouth. I was stunned. I
didn’t resist, and decided to go with it.

“And there it is! Territory marked!” Wyatt
said, laughing.

Atticai smiled at me and simply said, “Be
careful, Josiah.”

Atticai then kissed Lena lightly on top of
her head, and I had to admit that I now looked at their whole
relationship differently now that I knew they hadn’t slept
together. There was, in fact, something majorly asexual about
them.

I said goodbye to the rest of the pale-faced
gang and Lena and I got back into my truck and got out of there.
She was asleep by the time we hit the freeway. I looked over at her
quite a few times and just stared at her face. She seemed so
peaceful, so innocent. She certainly didn’t belong in that
world.

And what was that world? I didn’t know. And
I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

An hour later, I dropped her off. I got out
of the truck and walked her to her front door. “I enjoyed talking
to you,” I said.

“Even if I am just dessert?”

“You’re more than dessert. You’re an
eight-course meal.”

She laughed. “Oh, really?”

I hugged Lena tightly. After a few seconds,
I loosened up to let her go, but Lena held me even tighter. So, I
continued holding her. We stood out there and hugged for another
five minutes. It wasn’t a sexual hug. As a matter of fact, it was
the opposite. It was just two people who had found each other. Two
people from completely different backgrounds who discovered they
have a true connection. Finally, we released. As we did so, I
kissed her forehead.

“Thank you, Josiah. Thank you for
everything.”

Lena went inside her house, and I stood
there and stared at the front door. What a night. I had sex with
three women and fell in love with a fourth.

 


 


 



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


The next week was all about preparing for my
fight with Tommy. I tried to keep my mind off Lena, but I had never
genuinely felt these kinds of emotions before. I knew I couldn’t
deal with them right now because it would only be a distraction. I
needed to do what paid the bills.

On the Friday before the fight, we had our
weigh-in in Anaheim. I easily made weight, as did Tommy. Tommy
looked surprised to see how in-shape I appeared in such a short
amount of time.

I didn’t hate Tommy, and this was going to
be the hardest part about the fight. If I beat him, Tommy would
lose a chance at the title. If I lost, it would be an enormous
setback for me, one that I might never come back from.

In the sport, you’re only given a couple of
shots to prove yourself to the Commission. And if you get a chance
to fight someone of Tommy’s caliber, well, that someone needed to
take advantage of it. And that someone, of course, was me. I needed
to knock out Tommy.

It was the night before the fight, and I was
going to bed earlier. I went to my room and found Daphne sitting at
my window. She turned her head slightly and looked at me with what
appeared to be a concern in her sharp eyes. Or maybe I just needed
sleep, since I was seriously exhausted. I went over to the window,
bent down, and stared at her. I looked deep into her hawk eyes,
which I found oddly comforting. Daphne dipped her head in a seeming
nod, as if to say: “You worked your butt off, buddy, now go take
care of business.”

“Don’t worry about me, Daphne,” I said.
“I’ll make both of us proud.”

And with that, Daphne flew off. I crawled
into bed and was out cold in seconds.

 


* * *

 


The next day, I took things easy. I met up
with my trainer, Mike, at 4:00 p.m. My fight was scheduled to go at
6:30. It was the third fight on the card.

In the locker room, Mike and I went over a
few things.

“Just keep your head in the fight. If you do
that, you’ll beat him.” Mike said to me, while he taped my
knuckles.

We did our usual pre-fight routine, practice
moves, going over pointers, stretching and loosening up, and before
I knew it, it was time.

Mike and I walked out of the tunnel. I had
to admit it was weird, not having Tommy in my ring corner for
support. It had been the next best thing to having my dad, or an
older brother. I walked out into the arena. Tommy was already in
the ring. His eyes were locked on me. I refused to look at him. I
didn’t have to do that to get psyched up. I would let him exhaust
himself, mad-dogging me.

The announcer introduced both of us, and I
headed to my corner. I looked into the crowd. There were about
fifteen hundred people in the stands. I scanned the crowd to see if
anyone I knew was out there. Sure enough, sticking out like a sore
seven-foot thumb was Atticai. In fact, the whole gang was with him.
Surprisingly, Yari and Lena were sitting next to each other. I made
eye contact with Atticai. Atticai pointed to Tommy and drew his
finger over his throat. Was he serious? I didn’t enter the ring to
hurt anyone. At least not permanently.

I looked at Yari—and, man, she looked sexy
as hell. I could see her red lipstick from the ring. Lena looked on
with concern. Our eyes met, and she smiled. That was what I
needed.

As I stood in the corner, Mike rubbed my
shoulders and said in my ear, “This is it, Josiah. Tonight, Tommy
is not your friend. Tonight, he is someone who wants to rip off
your head. No mercy. Strike first and strike hard!”

The bell rang, and Tommy and I both ran out
into the middle of the ring and hit gloves.

We circled one another for about 30 seconds,
both trying to find an opening in each other’s stance. I noticed
that Tommy would lose his focus about every 10 seconds, as if
trying to regroup his thoughts or something. Weird what you notice
when you’re fighting someone, but you always look for any advantage
you can find. So, I counted off ten, and sure enough, his eyes
dropped a little, and I swung a hard right hand that landed on the
side of his face. He stumbled backwards a couple of feet.

“Watch his right hand!” Tommy’s coach yelled
out.

Too late, I thought.

That right hand would have been enough to
lay out anyone during a street fight. Tommy wasn’t just anyone. He
was strong as hell, and I was going to need more than one
punch.

He shook his head and came back at me. Then
we circled each other again. Once more, I counted off ten seconds
and threw a five-punch combination that ended with an uppercut that
landed directly on Tommy’s chin. Tommy fell to the mat. I jumped on
top of him and landed a series of punches. As I did so, Tommy
grabbed my knee and was attempting a submission move. I knew
better. I kicked it out. As I did, I hit my nose on Tommy’s right
thigh. It blurred my vision, so I decided to jump up and go back to
a neutral standing position.

I looked up and saw that we were three
minutes into the five-minute round. This was already the longest
professional fight I’d ever had. We circled each other some more.
Tommy’s attention was now in overdrive. He stopped whatever he was
doing earlier. Smart move for him. Now, I was going to have to
strike him without an opening. I lunged forward and threw a
powerhouse right. Tommy blocked it with his arms. He winced, which
meant that just blocking my punches was going to hurt him and wear
him down. Good for me. And so, that’s was what I did. I came in
throwing powerhouse rights and lefts. Tommy couldn’t keep up with
the barrage of punches. I saw an opening below and kicked Tommy in
his right thigh, sending his body spinning to the ground.

I heard someone in the crowd yell: “Finish
him off.” My instincts, of course, were to do just that. I jumped
on top of him and wildly threw rights and lefts. Tommy’s eyes were
rolling back. Why the hell weren’t they stopping the fight? Did
they want me to kill him? I slowed down and pretended to be
exhausted. Those assholes weren’t going to stop the fight because
they didn’t think that I was capable of knocking him out. I looked
down at Tommy.

“Don’t stop, Josiah.” Tommy said to me, his mouth guard muffling
the words, but I understood them. “You’re not even breathing hard.”
I held him down until I heard the bell. I went back to the
corner.

Mike yelled at me. “What the hell, Josiah.
Why did you stop?!”

“I was tired,” I said.

“You won that round. If you win this round,
you have it. Just don’t get soft!”

I sat there thinking about the last round.
Then, something dawned on me. Tommy hadn’t thrown a single punch.
Tommy was reluctant to hurt me. Tommy was refusing to punch me. The
bell went off.

Tommy and I circled each other. “You’re
going to have to punch me, Tommy. You can’t beat me unless you
punch me. You need to forget who we are. This is your fight. This
is your career. You can go toe-to-toe with me, but you will have to
strike, also.”

Tommy nodded—then lunged forward and threw a
hay maker. It landed across my face. I stumbled back.

I grinned, despite the pain. “There you go,
Tommy. Now it’s a fight.”

Tommy and I traded punches for almost three
minutes. My arms were heavy. I was getting pretty exhausted, and
for just a millisecond, I down let my guard. That was all that
Tommy needed. He sprung in and grabbed my legs. I fell to the mat.
He whipped around me. He was trying to get me in his famous
front-choke submission. Luckily, Mike and I practiced defending
this, but, damn, Tommy got a good hold on me. Tommy was strong.
Stronger than I remembered. He locked his forearm under my neck and
had it wedged in tight. I tried to fight it off but, I couldn’t. I
couldn’t breathe.

I totally blacked out.

When I opened my eyes, I could barely think
clearly. I could hear someone talking to me from seemingly far
away. It was Tommy and apparently, I lost. Tommy and a paramedic
team were crouched down next to me.

“Come back to us, Josiah,” Tommy said, and I
had a feeling he had been saying it a few times before that, too.
Tommy gave me a big, relieved smile when he saw me blinking and
breathing.

Now a doctor started asking me questions to
see if I would be okay. I could see they had brought out a
stretcher, and with that, I jumped straight up. There was no way I
would be hauled off on a stretcher.

“Stay down, Josiah.” Tommy said to me.

“No freaking way, Tom. You deserve a proper
hug.” I reached over and embraced Tommy.

Tommy grabbed my face, squishing my cheeks.
We had always been like brothers. “You kicked my ass that first
round, you know that.”

“Only because you didn’t have the heart to
throw a punch, dumbass. You got me, Tommy. You deserve it.”

“I’m coming home tonight. I’ll take you out,
and we’ll head up to Los Angeles and wreck that city.”

“Sounds good to me. I might need an aspirin
first.”

“Me, too.”

We both laughed. I looked out into the crowd
and both Lena and Yari were standing ringside, both looking
terribly worried. I gave them a thumbs up to let them know it was
okay. They both exhaled. The crowd cheered. Wow, two beautiful
women were deathly concerned for my well-being. Could be worse.

I noticed that Atticai was making his way to
the ring, too. He motioned for me to come to him, and I did.

When I reached the ropes, he said, “It’s
bullshit, man. They should have never allowed that thing in the
ring.”

I blinked. “Thing? What thing?”

Atticai looked at me with cold eyes. “No
Tandra can handle a Carni. It’s not a fair fight.” What are these
words? Mani? Carni? Tandra. What the hell were these people talking
about?

I said as much to Atticai, and he just shook
his head and walked away.

What the heck was that all about? I swore
everyone in that group was bat-shit crazy.

The announcer announced that Tommy had
knocked me out, and I gave Tommy one more hug and told him that I’d
see him at home.

 


 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 




I got home and took a long hot bath.
Ironically, the only thing that hurt was my back. I swear it was
still hurt from that a-hole hitting me with a baseball bat a few
weeks ago.

After my bath, I put on a pair of sweats and
laid on the couch and waited for Tommy. I thought about the fight.
I couldn’t believe I’d lost. Honestly. I have only lost two fights
in my entire life. I lost my very first boxing match when I was a
kid, and I lost today. I wished my dad would have seen Tommy and me
tonight. He would have been proud of both of us.

I closed my eyes and took a moment and
thought about my parents, especially my dad. My dad was a lucid
dreamer and loved to tell me his dreams. The last thing he had ever
said to me was on the morning of their accident. I had just gotten
up for school, and as I went into the kitchen, my dad was sitting
there, staring off into oblivion.

“Hey, Dad, what’s up?” I had asked, still
bleary-eyed from sleep.

He looked over at me. “Oh, I just had the
most amazing dream, son.”

This wasn’t the first time my dad had told
me about an extraordinary dream he had, but whatever this dream had
been, well, it was obviously giving him some serious food for
thought.

“What was it about?” I asked, opening the
kitchen door and grabbing the milk. If my father wasn’t there, I
would have downed the milk straight from the carton. As it was, I
found a box of cereal and started making breakfast.

“It was about you, son.”

“Me?”

“It was about us. We were camping up in Big
Bear. You were a lot younger, maybe around seven years old. I had
lost you and went looking for you in the woods. I couldn’t find you
anywhere, and I began to panic. I sensed you were in danger.
Considerable danger. I ran and ran looking for you, until I reached
an enormous cliff.”

“A cliff in the woods?” I said,
confused.

“Hey, Josiah, it’s a dream. A big, pink
Easter bunny could show up, and there would be no rhyme or reason
for it, all right?”

He was so cranky in the morning. “Sorry,
Dad. Go on.”

“Anyway, I walked to the edge of the cliff
and I look down, and about 300 feet below, I could see you. You
were calling out for me. I yelled down to you that I wanted you to
wait there, that I would be coming down for you. But then something
horrible started to happen.”

I was about to shovel in my first spoonful
of Cap’n Crunch. I waited, genuinely intrigued.

He went on. “About twenty hyenas surrounded
you. They were growling and hissing at you. And as they started
closing in, all I could do was watch from above, feeling totally
helpless. I was going to have to watch all these animals tear you
apart, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. So
without thinking, I jumped. It was more like a dive. It was
instinct, you know? I had to protect you. And as I fell, something
miraculous happened. My arms began turning into wings. My entire
body had changed into a beautiful white bird. I swooped in and
grabbed you, just in the nick of time.”

Now the first spoonful found my mouth. “Wow.
That’s pretty crazy,” I said, talking with food in my mouth, which
immediately irritated my dad.

He frowned at me. “Anyway, it was so real.
Josiah, I can still feel the air beneath me.”

I had looked at my dad, and he had this
amazingly peaceful expression on his face. Far-off and dreamy. A
tranquility I had never seen in him before. The irony was, of
course, that he would die eight hours later. He would never be able
to save me from the hyenas.

As I lay there on the couch, remembering my
last conversation with my dad, with tears filling my eyes, I turned
on the TV. I put on some Jimmy Kimmel since it was 12:30 in the
morning. So, where was Tommy?

I didn’t know, and soon I dozed off.

 


 


 



Chapter Seventeen

 


 


My cell phone was ringing. My eyes cracked
open, and I tried to collect my thoughts. My body and mind were
beyond the point of exhaustion. I grabbed the phone and did my best
to focus my eyes on the Caller I.D. It was a local number, but I
didn’t recognize it. And as I answered the call, I saw Daphne
peeking in the window at me.

“Hello,” I said, as much to the hawk as to
the caller. My voice sounded groggy as hell.

“Is this Josiah Reign?” A woman asked at the
other end.

“Yes.”

“Are you a relative of Tommy Jensen?”

“No, I mean yes. We’re practically
brothers.” Okay, now I was worried.

“Tommy has been in an accident.”

I sat up. “What kind of accident?”

“We’re not quite sure. We pulled his file,
and you were the only contact listed. He’s in the ICU.”

“Which hospital is this?”

“San Bernardino Memorial.”

“Okay. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

I jumped up and put on a pair of jeans and a
t-shirt and headed out the door. Daphne was on the hood of my
truck, almost as if she were waiting for me. I got in my truck and
honked my horn, so she’d fly off. She did, squawking at me with a
shriller kee-eeeee-arr than usual, and I pulled out of the parking
lot and headed to the hospital.

Twenty minutes later, I pulled up to the
emergency entrance. Surprisingly, there were a lot of empty parking
spots. Even at 5:00 a.m., I would have thought most of Southern
California ER’s would have been busy. Learn something new every
day. I went through the double doors and headed straight to the
nurse’s station.

“Hi, I’m here to see Tommy Jensen,” I said
to the dark-haired, heavy-set Latina woman behind the desk.

“He is in the ICU. Why don’t you have a seat
and someone will be available shortly to speak with you.”

“But I got a call from you guys. Can I go
back and—”

“Have a seat and someone will be out to
speak with you.”

“All right.” I sat down in a seat near the
back, my stomach churning. There were sure a lot of people in the
waiting room, considering how few cars there were in the parking
lot.

A police officer came in from outside. He
walked over to the nurse, and the nurse pointed him in my
direction. I guess the “someone” who was to speak with me was going
to be a police officer. He came right over to me. “Are you Josiah
Reign?”

“Yes, sir, I am.”

“I need to ask you a couple of
questions.”

“Sure,” I said.

“What relation are you to Tommy Jensen?”

“There is no relation. He’s my roommate.
He’s the closest person in the world to me, but there is we are not
related.”

“Were you with Tommy tonight?”

“Well, sort of.”

“What does that mean?”

“Tommy had a fight tonight at the Honda
Center in Anaheim.”

“A fight? You mean a professional fight? A
boxing match?”

“Close. It was a mixed martial arts
fight.”

“You mean like ultimate fighting?”

“Yeah, something like that,” I said.

“You were at the fight?”

This guy wasn’t going to believe what I was
about to tell him, but it was the truth, so I had nothing to lose.
“I was his opponent in the fight.”

“You’re kidding me? You fight also?”

“Yes.”

“And you fought Tommy tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Who won?”

“He did.”

“He did?”

“Yeah, he did,” I said, suddenly
annoyed.

“Wow, there’s a first for everything.” The
police officer sat down in the chair next to me. “So, what did you
guys do after the fight?”

“Nothing. I went straight home. What is this
about? Can I see Tommy now?”

“You didn’t stop off for a beer or an ice
pack?”

“I received all the ice packs I needed
before I left the arena. No alcohol at all after a fight. Gotta
heal up.”

“What did Tommy do after the fight?”

“He had been staying at his grandma’s during
training. After the fight, he was supposed to come over, so we
could go out and celebrate our first fight together.”

The police officer stopped writing and
looked me in the eyes. “You were going to celebrate getting your
ass kicked?”

“No, not exactly. Tommy is ‘in line’ to
fight for the title in our weight class.”

“I see.” The police officer paused. “Did you
throw the fight?”

“Of course not.”

“Well, that’s neither here nor there. Have
they told you the severity of Tommy’s injuries?”

“No. I don’t know anything.”

“Did Tommy call you and tell you that he was
going to be late?”

“No, he didn’t. What has happened to
Tommy?”

“We’re not quite sure. All we know is that
he was attacked.”

“Attacked? After the ring fight?”

He paused and leveled his stare at me. “And,
due to the nature of his injuries, it appears that he was attacked
by some kind of wild animal.”

I think my eyes bugged out of my skull.
Before I could speak, the officer went on. “Even more unusual, he
was dropped off at the ER, where the nurses found his body lying
near the door.”

“No.” A sense of dread filled me. “Who
dropped him off?”

“We don’t know.”

“Someone just dropped him off and took
off?”

“Exactly. So where were you at 1:00
a.m?”

“I was at my house just about to fall
asleep.”

“Can anyone else vouch for that?”

“No. I was alone.“

“Well, hopefully Tommy will regain
consciousness shortly and he be able to shed some light on what
happened.”

The police officer closed his notepad,
nodded at me and walked outside. I just stared at him. Had I heard
him correctly? Tommy had been attacked by a wild animal?

I sat there and waited. And waited. Two
hours later, I got up and went to the nurse’s station.

“I’ve been here for two hours. Is there
anyone who can give me an update?”

“The doctor will be out shortly to talk to
you.”

“The doctor?” I questioned.

“Yes, the doctor.”

I was about to head back to my seat when I
heard someone call my name. I turned around, and there was a man of
Middle Eastern descent coming toward me.

“Yes, I’m Josiah.”

The man walked over to me. “Are you related
to Mr. Jensen?”

“I’m pretty much all he has. What’s going
on?”

The doctor paused. “I’m sorry. He didn’t
make it.”

I’ve been hit hard in my life, but never
have I been hit harder than that. All the air left my lungs, and I
struggled to find words.

The doctor went on, but his voice reached me
as if speaking from a deep well. “Mr. Jensen was pronounced dead
ten minutes ago.”

“His name is Tommy. Please call him Tommy.”
My voice sounded strange to my ears. Panicked, strained,
high-pitched.

“I’m real sorry.”

I took in a lot of air. I could tell I was
close to hyperventilating. “But...what happened?” I managed to
say.

“He had bite marks all over his body. It
appears he was attacked by multiple animals. But that’s for the
medical examiner to determine.”

“But this doesn’t make any sense! He was on
his way home from a professional fight.” My brain spun. For all, I
knew I was spinning, too. I wished like hell that there was
something nearby to hold onto. I would have used the doctor, but I
didn’t think his frail body could support me. “What kind of animal
was it?”

“I have no idea. The bites were deep and
unmistakable. The medical examiner will look into it, along with
the police.”

“He’s seriously gone? Dead?”

“Yes, I’m sorry.”

“Just like that? One minute he’s full of
life kicking ass in the ring, and twelve hours later, he’s…dead?” I
wasn’t making sense, and I knew it. Who could make sense at a time
like this?

“If you need grief counseling, we can
provide you with that—”

“I don’t need grief counseling.”

I fell to my knees. I couldn’t think
straight. What I needed was a hospital bed of my own.

 


 


 



Chapter Eighteen

 


 


I made my way to a chair in the waiting
room. I leaned back my head and couldn’t believe that this happened
to me again.

Fuck this!

I got up and stumbled toward the door.

What the hell was going on? Tommy? Dead!

I pushed my way outside and looked up into
the morning sun. I dropped to my knees. My heart felt as if it was
going to rip from my chest. I needed to get out of here. I went to
my truck. But I didn’t trust myself to drive, not right now. So I
started running. I ran past cars in the driveway and people walking
to their cars. I got to the sidewalk and started sprinting down the
street, heading the opposite direction of traffic. The sidewalk
soon ended and I was now in the street, running in the direction of
approaching cars. I didn’t care. Let them hit me. I didn’t
care.

Fuck them. Fuck everything.

I kept running as fast as I could make my
body go. Cars swerved around into the next lane. Horns honked
everywhere. Tires screeched. And still I ran. Now, a car was coming
straight for me. I refused to move over. It screeched to a stop,
smoke billowing up around its tires. But I didn’t slow or deviate.
Instead, I ran up onto its hood and ignored the shocked expression
of the middle-aged driver. I ran over the roof and down the trunk,
leaving massive footprints in the sheet metal. I didn’t care. I
didn’t care about anything.

Eventually, I turned a corner and found
myself in a dirt parking lot. Some cars followed me in. I dropped
to my knees, sucking air, trying to breathe, trying to die.
Whatever came first, I didn’t care.

A guy in a big, black Ford truck got out of
his vehicle and began yelling at me. “What the hell were you doing,
you stupid asshole!”

I ignored him, hardly saw him. He was just
background noise.

Another guy jumped out of a white Mazda. A
chubby Asian dude. “You stupid piece of shit...what the hell were
you trying to do?”

God, I was in so much pain. I didn’t care if
these two guys wanted to kick my ass or not. I was going to let
them just have at me. I dropped my chin against my chest. My heart
was racing so fast. Finally, I just let out a long, bellowing wail.
It was shocking, the level of animalistic grief in that long wail.
It was a primal sound, one that I was freaked out came from within
me. It woke me up, in a way, and I asked myself where I was running
to. Tommy wasn’t out here. He wasn’t anywhere. He was gone.

One of the annoyed guys asked me if I needed
help, but I didn’t respond. Eventually, they both got in their
vehicles and drove off. From above, I heard the beat of Daphne’s
wings and an occasional screechy squawk. I don’t know what it was
about that bird, but she was attached to me. The morning sun beat
down on my neck. Its heat comforted me.

Eventually, I made it back to my truck and
drove home. I opened the door and went straight into Tommy’s room.
He kept his room meticulous, just as he did everything else in his
life. He still had pictures of himself and my sister on his
dresser, even though she had been dead for three years. He had
pictures of them at Disneyland and one from her senior prom.

On top of his dresser was a framed picture
of Tommy and me. We had our arms around each other after my first
MMA fight. I had knocked the guy out in one minute, so Tommy and I
were sporting the number one sign. We both seemed so happy. This
picture was about a year old, which would have been two years after
my family’s accident. Tommy and I knew, without ever talking about
it, that we were bonded for life, brothers not of flesh, but of
hearts. Now...he was gone. He had gone to heaven. Now I had my
pops, mom, sis, and Tommy all looking after me. From above.

I sat on his bed and lay back on his pillow
and stared at the ceiling. Up there was a movie poster of Never
Back Down. Tommy had eaten, slept, and lived mixed martial arts
fighting.

“So, what am I supposed to do now, guys?” I
yelled out loud. “You guys think I can do this alone? Well, I have
news for all of you...I can’t.” I rolled over, and I got up. I
looked at myself in Tommy’s mirror above his dresser. “But it looks
as if I have no choice.”

 


 


 



Chapter Nineteen

 


 


I felt lost. I didn’t know what to do. I
just wanted to get out of here. Go somewhere far away. I needed to
talk to someone. I needed to talk to someone I trusted. I needed to
talk to Lena.

I got in my truck and drove over to her
house. She answered the door immediately.

“Josiah,” Lena said, surprised. “Are you
okay?”

“No, I’m not.” I said. “Can we go somewhere
to talk?”

“Sure.” She grabbed her coat, and we both
got in my truck. I drove around the corner and parked in a church
parking lot. I suddenly found speaking exceedingly difficult. I
collected myself and, with her concerned eyes on me, I blurted out,
“Tommy is dead.”

“How do you know?” she asked.

Her question was completely out of left
field. “What do you mean, how do I know? I was at the hospital when
he died. A cop told me!”

“Oh, no. This can’t be happening.” Lena
covered her face and looked away.

Okay, either this girl had no clue how to
console someone hurting, or something else was going on. “What
can’t be happening? Lena, do you know something about this?”

She looked back at me. Yeah, something was
wrong. “What is it, Lena? Please. Tell me.”

“You’re not going to believe what
happened.”

“Tell me.”

“Let’s go for a ride.”

So we rode. I pulled out of the church
driveway and soon we were cruising on a mostly empty freeway, going
nowhere in particular. Lena turned in her seat and looked at
me.

“Josiah, how well did you know Tommy?”

“I knew him like a brother.”

“Then perhaps even brothers keep
secrets.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Tommy had a secret, Josiah. A big
secret.”

I was in no mood, and, quite frankly, she
was beginning to irritate me. I needed to be consoled, not
presented with riddles. It took all my power to bite my tongue, and
simply growl, “How the hell would you know about Tommy’s secrets?
You hardly knew him.”

“Josiah, this might be hard for you to
understand. This will be difficult for you to process.” She took a
deep breath, touched my hand tentatively, and then retracted her
hand.

“Just say it, Lena.”

She nodded. Tears were streaming down the
side of her cheeks. This night was just getting weirder and
weirder. “Josiah, Tommy is what’s called a Carni.”

“What the hell is a Carni?”

She was staring at me again. Even in my
peripheral vision, I could see her lower lip shaking.

“Please, talk to me, Lena. I’m seriously
confused. What’s a Carni?”

“They’re werewolves.”

I looked at her, and she was dead serious.
She didn’t even blink. Her eyes were piercing right through me.

“Tommy’s werewolf name is Kyro. He’s one of
the most notorious werewolves in the area.”

“Lena, listen to me. And listen to me good.
You are freaking crazy. Atticai, Yari, Wyatt, Hector, all of you
idiots are stone-cold nut jobs. Tommy was as normal as anyone I’d
ever known. I was with him every day. I’ve never once seen him
become a...” I couldn’t even say it. This was all far too
insane.

I got off the freeway and got back on, going
the other direction. I wanted Lena out of my car. She was only
making a shitty night worse. I wanted nothing more than to dump her
at her trailer park and never see her again.

“Listen to me. You never saw it, Josiah,
because he can control it. Tommy is an advanced Carni. The only
time they can’t control it is during a full moon.”

“What?”

“Think about, Josiah. Did Tommy mysteriously
leave every month for about 48 hours?”

“That’s silly. Tommy was in the reserves. Of
course, he would leave. He was on duty for the United States
military. On rotation. Duty.”

“Other than his word, did you ever see proof
that he was in the reserves?”

“In my world, someone’s word is pretty much
enough. His was.”

“Josiah, the last thing I want to do is
wreck your world. But you are going to have to open your eyes.
Everything you know to be true is upside down. There is a whole
world of Carni and Mani all around us. And by their mercy, they
don’t kill the Tandra.”

“Tandra?”

“Yes. We are the Tandra...the mortals.”

I couldn’t wrap my mind around any of this.
“How do you know so much?”

“Because they let me in. I don’t know
exactly why, but Atticai says on my twentieth birthday next week,
everything will be clear to me.”

“So who—or what—killed Tommy? That’s even if
I believe this, which I don’t.”

Lena was quiet.

“Who killed Tommy, Lena, since you know so
fucking much?”

“Atticai confronted him after the fight in
the parking lot.”

“What?”

“Atticai approached him, and Tommy, of
course, knows exactly what Atticai is. They got into a heated
discussion. Atticai was defending you, saying a Carni had no
business competing in Tandra sports. He told Tommy that if he
continued to test the Triat, it would be to his demise.”

“What the hell are you smoking, girl? What
the hell is the Triat?”

“The Triat is the unbinding force that
allows the Carni and Mani to live in peace along with the
Tandra.”

“You have fucking lost your mind, Lena.
You’re making up a bad religion in your head to explain what you
don’t understand.”

“Please—”

“Tell me what they did to Tommy!” I
screamed, sounding as if I had lost my mind, as well. I pounded the
dash and left a dent in it.

Lena shrank against the passenger side door.
“Tommy challenged Atticai.”

“Where and how?”

“They went to old Rogue Field over by
Wasserman. They knew it was isolated enough that they wouldn’t be
seen by regular folks. Only Carni and Mani were invited. ”

I heard myself breathing. I heard my heart
beating loudly in my ears. What the fuck was going on?

“Were you there?” I asked.

“Yes, I was.”

“So what happened?”

“Atticai and Tommy battled.”

“You’re lying. You’re crazy.”

She went on, ignoring me. “Your friend
battled bravely, but Atticai had too much power.”

“Atticai killed him?”

Again, Lena got quiet.

“Did Atticai kill him?”

“In the Carni tradition, once a Carni loses
to a Mani in a public fight, all the observing Carni mangles the
remainder of the body.”

Honestly, how the hell was I supposed to
respond to that? I decided to keep to the facts. “Who drove him
down to the hospital? He was alive when he was dropped off at the
door.”

“I don’t know who dropped him off, Josiah.
He was left for dead.”

“But someone drove him to the hospital.
Who?”

“I don’t know. Everyone left late in the
morning. When we left, Tommy’s body was still out there.”

“I don’t believe you. I don’t believe any of
this. Atticai killed Tommy because he’s a crazy, delusional,
Goth-crazed psychopath.”

I exited the freeway.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the Flatlands. I’m going to
find Atticai.”

“Josiah, if you go there—and if you tell
them that you know anything—they will kill you. Your ignorance of
them is what keeps you alive. It’s what keeps all Tandra alive, by
decree of the Triat—”

“Please, just shut your mouth.”

“Drop me off at my house because I don’t
want to be a part of this.”

“I will gladly drop you off. But you were
willing to be a part of it last night when Tommy got killed.”

She didn’t answer that, which was just as
well. The more she opened her mouth, the more I started not liking
her. After I parked in front of her trailer park, Lena got out and
walked over to my window.

“Don’t go away angry, Josiah. Please. For
me. Try to forget all of this and just go back to your normal
life.”

“What life, Lena? Tommy was the last of my
family, and your family killed him.”

She shook her head and stepped back away
from my truck. I reversed out of her community’s driveway, tires
squealing pas the 5 m.p.h. sign, and headed to the Arrowhead
Mountains. I was going to find and hurt Atticai.

My mind raced as I drove. What if, on any
level, any of this was true? But how could it be? This wasn’t
freaking Groovy Goolies Saturday morning cartoon show where
vampires and werewolves were the norm. This was real life.

My head hurt. My heart hurt. Everything
hurt.

And one way or another, Atticai was going to
hurt, too.

Bad.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty

 


 


My truck bounded onto the rocks at the
Flatlands, where I soon skidded to a halt.

There was a small party going on out here,
maybe about twenty guys total. But they were scattered around, more
casual than the other night. I jumped out of my truck and looked
around for Atticai. Everyone stared at me. I stalked toward them.
There, he was. The tall goon was standing by himself near a
bonfire.

“Josiah,” he said, and turned to face me.
The firelight highlighted his gaunt feature. His striking nose, his
small eyes. He said, “You might want to watch your every move from
this point on.”

“Why? You going to claim I’m a werewolf and
kill me, too?”

Atticai’s dark eyes, reflecting the
firelight, focused on mine. “Josiah, you will turn around and
leave.”

“Are you seriously trying mind-control on
me? You’re not a Jedi knight and I’m certainly not a Storm
Trooper.”

I continued forward. Atticai, amazingly,
seemed a little confused. Did he honestly think he could
mind-control me? The depths of his delusion were unfathomable. I
cracked my neck by turning it until sounds like popcorn kernels
exploded. Atticai was going to get the beating of his life. I said,
“Did you kill Tommy, Atticai?”

He didn’t answer me.

I kept moving, stalking through the low
grass of the clearing. “Did you kill my best fucking friend, you
worthless piece of shit?”

Atticai snapped his fingers. Suddenly, those
people who were scattered throughout the Flatlands turned silently
and left, getting into their various vehicles and leaving. I
stopped in my tracks and watched them leave, one after another. All
because Atticai snapped his fingers. Seriously, what the hell? Only
Wyatt and about five others were left. The five guys walked over to
the bonfire, which now separated Atticai and myself

“Only Mani are left?” Atticai asked Wyatt.
Wyatt nodded. Atticai seemed pleased. “Josiah, what exactly are you
intending to do here all by yourself?”

I got into a fighter’s position. That should
have been answer enough for them.

“You seriously think you’re going to be able
to fight all of us? We all saw what one Carni could do to you. I’d
say you don’t have much of a chance.”

“I don’t want to fight everyone, Atticai.
Just you, you disillusioned vampire fuck.”

“A disillusioned vampire fuck is it?” Attic
repeated, laughing. “Wow, I have been called a lot of strange
things over the last three hundred years, but that is one of the
most amusing.”

“Three hundred years, my ass.”

“I’m glad you’re not a believer, Josiah,
because that just might be what saves your life.”

“Because the supposed Triat will spare
me?”

“Ah. So you know about the Triat. Your
furry-face friend, Tommy, either let you in on his secret, or
you’ve been talking to someone else. And since Yari knows better
than to do that, well, that means you must have had been talking to
Lena. Alone, no doubt.”

Atticai ran at me in a millisecond. He
open-hand punched me with more force than I had ever felt in life.
I flew backwards about ten feet.

“Did you put your grimy Tandra hands on
her?” Atticai yelled at me as I rolled on the sharp rocks. Man,
that was painful.

I got to my feet. “I haven’t touched Lena.”
Atticai stared at me like a crazed animal. I didn’t know what to
do. Atticai was the strongest human being I had ever felt strike
me. I stared at his position. I needed for him to run at me again.
If he did, I could drop my body to the left and use his momentum
against him. It was a classic move, one that would allow me to get
a good choke hold in.

Atticai came at me again. Fast—hell, perhaps
even faster than last time. But I was ready for him this time. Or,
at least, as ready as I could be. He was reckless, cocky,
confident, and I used that against him.

As he raised his fist, no doubt to deliver a
hell of a killer blow, I dropped, caught his arm and flipped him.
In a practiced motion, I rolled with him, getting my other arm
around his neck, in a perfect choke hold.

Fuck this piece of shit.

I locked in tight and hard. He kicked,
struggling, fighting, gasping. I felt something warm spill over my
forearm. Blood. Good. I squeezed even harder.

“Transition!” Wyatt yelled frantically.

Atticai was weakening. Did vampires need
air? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. Atticai should have been out
by now. Hell, he should have been dead by now, but he was still
fighting me, still struggling.

And that’s when something mind boggling
happened.

Suddenly, I was holding nothing. Suddenly,
where Atticai had just been struggling for air, a battered bird
flew away. It was a black raven.

I didn’t have time to react. Everything was
happening so fast. Dreams happen fast, too, or slow.

Before I could fully comprehend that Atticai
seemed to have turned into a giant raven, Wyatt slammed into me
hard from the side, tackling me to the ground. The impact rocked
me, rattling my brain and teeth. It was all I could do to focus my
eyes before Wyatt unleashed a ferocious pummeling, his fists moving
faster than I could react. I must have taken ten or fifteen full
shots to the face before he finally let up. I’ve been hit before,
and I’ve been hit hard. No way was this fucker going to take me
down. The moment he let up, I bucked hard. He lost his balance and
now I was scrambling to my feet.

The world spun. Blood gushed from multiple
cuts around my eyes and forehead. I needed just a moment to get my
bearings, to clear my head, and then that fucker Wyatt was
next.

He continued backing off. Good, I caught my
breath. My eyes and head cleared slowly. Wyatt was strong as hell,
too, and his punches had done some damage. And that’s when the
battered raven flew back, alighting on the ground next to
Wyatt.

A moment later, the raven began to spread
out, to elongate. I was sure my head was still spinning. Perhaps my
eyes hadn’t fully adjusted. I watched as each wing and spindly leg
continued to stretch and reform and fill out. Perhaps ten seconds
later, the wounded raven was Atticai.

My mouth dropped open. Blood spilled from my
mouth, and there was an excellent opportunity. Wyatt had knocked
loose a tooth. Still, none of that concerned me. All that concerned
me was that I was convinced I was losing my mind.

Atticai straightened out his neck and spit
out some blood of his own. “You can close your mouth, Josiah. It’s
all true. Everything you might have heard. And you nearly killed
me, too, which was an unfortunate move for you, bro. Too bad, too…I
liked you. ”

Now I was certain I was dreaming. I mean,
c’mon. Yes, that made a lot of sense. Perfect sense. It made the
only sense. I was dreaming, and Tommy was still alive, and Atticai
most certainly didn’t just turn into a raven—and then back
again.

I stood before the four of them, too stunned
to speak, waiting to wake up, willing myself to wake up. So far, my
tortured brain felt it necessary to continue this bizarre
dream.

Atticai and his four friends circled me.
Dream or not, for the first time in my life, I felt fear. I powered
through it.

“Face me one at a time, you vampire fucks.
Or not, I don’t give a shit. Just do something. You’re certainly
not getting any prettier.”

Famous last words. All five ran at me.
Worse, all five turned into fucking black birds at the same time.
One minute they were on their feet running, and the next they were
black missiles were hurling at me. Missiles with claws and beaks
and little beady eyes.

Okay, Josiah, you can wake up now!

No such luck. The first bird dive-bombed at
my face. I threw myself to the ground, ducking. Now they were all
on me, squawking and clawing and pecking. At first I thought they
were trying to eat me alive. They weren’t. They were gripping me,
hooking their talons into anything they could grab: my jeans, my
shirt, my flesh. Amazingly, I found myself lifting up off the
ground.

Oh, sweet Jesus.

I looked down, and I was flying. Cold wind
rushed over me, whipping my hair crazily. They flew me higher and
higher. I assumed they were just going to drop me, and that this
was it for me. I said some prayers and just waited.

But they didn’t drop me, and as best as I
could tell—since it’s hard to get your bearings when you’re flying
over treetops at night—we seemed to fly in a massive circle. The
Flatlands appeared below, a massive clearing in the high forest.
The ravens somehow worked as one, and soon we were dropping
together. Moments later, I felt the ground beneath me, and I had
never felt so relieved in all my life. The massive ravens released
their hold on me, and I tentatively found my feet. My knees
shook.

I wasn’t out of the woods yet, no pun
intended. The ravens weren’t normal sized. These suckers were big,
and now I knew why. Want to know surreal? How about being stared at
by five enormous, shiny black ravens?

Suddenly, Atticai and the others
transitioned back into their human selves. Or vampire selves. Or
whatever the hell they were. One moment, the five ravens somberly
regarded me, and the next, the five men stood ten feet away,
stretching their arms.

Atticai said, “You a believer now,
Josiah?”

I was pretty shaken up. “I believe in
something.” Actually, I believed in two things above all else:
either I had gone insane with grief over losing my friend, or I was
still dreaming.

“Now that you’re a believer, Josiah, we’re
left with only a couple of choices. You see, you now know way too
much. You’re a risk to all of us. We would normally just kill you
at this point.”

He said this matter-of-factly, as if he had
done this very thing before, perhaps dozens of times before. “Then
why don’t you?” I said.

“Because even though you tried to kill me, I
like you. I see your potential. You’re the toughest Tandra I’ve
ever seen, and that’s saying something. Imagine if you became a
Mani. Imagine how powerful you’d be as a vampire.”

I wanted to laugh this off, but it was hard
to laugh off five dudes who could turn into ravens and take you on
a nighttime flight high above the treetops.

“A vampire? And what kind of life would I
have?”

Atticai grinned. “A longer one than what
you’ll have now. I’m giving you an offer of a lifetime. A chance to
live forever.”

I hadn’t realized he was giving me an offer.
I knew what I wanted, and what I didn’t want, was to be one of
them. “Atticai, I don’t want to be a Mani. Or a vampire. Or a damn
bird. I just want to be a regular person. You must remember what
that was like...being a regular person?”

I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I think
I was trying to buy some time. If by some chance that this shit was
real, there was a very real chance that I might not make it out of
this clearing alive tonight. And I sure as hell didn’t want to go
around sucking people’s blood for the rest of my unnatural
life.

Listen to you. This is nuts.

Nuts or not, I had five guys surrounding me,
five guys who had just taken me on a flight from hell.

Atticai was smiling again. For someone who
had nearly been choked out of existence by me, the tall fucker was
sure pleased with himself. “A regular person? Hell, that was back
in the 1700s. Life was a little more boring back then, Josiah. We
didn’t have the internet or Xbox or Starbucks. The whole vampire
gig was a pretty decent deal.”

Wyatt grinned. So did some of the others.
Somewhere in the near distance, I could hear a strange rattling
noise. I didn’t think it was my own teeth, or my knocking knees. I
felt fear, but I wasn’t afraid of Atticai, or anyone. I just didn’t
want to die. Not out here. And not by them.

I said, “So, if I say no, you guys just kill
me right here and now?”

“No, we won’t. The rattlesnakes will. You do
hear them, don’t you? Coming for you? I’ve summoned them. It’s a
trick of mine. It’s one of the bag of tricks I have in my arsenal,
to summon the things that slither over this earth. Some of us can
just do it better than others.”

I could hear a rattling. I could hear lots
of rattling. Hundreds of rattling sounds rising in crescendo all
around me, like maracas in the hands of possessed folk musicians.
Okay, now my knees were knocking. Snakes? Hundreds of them?

Oh, sweet, sweet Jesus.

“I just want you to know one thing, Josiah.
I did not kill Tommy. His disgusting Carni brothers did.”

“And why would they do that?”

“How would I know, Josiah? Maybe they
mistook him for Kibble N’ Bits or puppy chow. They’re filthy
animals; that’s all I know.”

The rattling seemed to grow louder. Were
there seriously rattlesnakes coming for me now? I looked around,
scanning the darkness around me. I couldn’t see anything, but I
seemed to hear a whispering, the sound a slithering body makes
moving over the earth. Hundreds of slithering bodies. And then I
smelled them, the snakes. Snakes have a very distinctive smell when
they are threatened, something I learned in high school biology. I
smelled the slight skunkiness in the air—snake musk.

“Last chance, Josiah. Join me.” Atticai
reached out his hand to me. “Join me and live.”

I looked at his proffered hand. The rattling
was indeed getting closer. Good God, this wasn’t happening. Atticai
might have liked me, but I hated him. He could say what he wanted,
but he was responsible, one way or another, for Tommy’s death.

I shook my head. “I’d rather die out
here.”

“So be it.”

Suddenly the five vampires transitioned into
ravens. They circled me in what could have been a ceremonial
farewell, and then flew off into the night.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-one

 


 


So, there I was, completely left alone to
die. Not to just die, but die a horrific death at the fate of
hundreds of approaching snakes. I spotted a long branch on the
ground nearby and grabbed it. I looked up at the sky and looked for
the North Star. I knew the way down was to go south. So, I needed
to go opposite of the star. I tucked my pant legs into my Doc
Martin shoes. I was still wearing my leather jacket, which gave me
some comfort. Could snakes bite through jeans?

Next, I said a prayer and took off running
south. There was some moonlight, and I was able to use it to find a
game trail. I followed it and kept running, praying like hell that
I didn’t break an ankle.

Or come across like…a million snakes.

That thought alone sent me scurrying through
the forest, running as fast as I could run. My adrenaline was on
high. I had never run so hard in my life. I was hopping over bushes
and, yes, over snakes. I could feel them underneath me but, I
refused to stop. I ran as hard and as fast as I could move. I had
no idea how long I was going to have to do this.

It was nearly thirty minutes later when I
looked up at the sky. Shit. I had totally lost track of my
direction. I was now facing the North Star. Which meant I had been
running in circles. I was exhausted, and my side hurt. Nearby was a
giant rock. So I jumped on top of it. The rattling of the snakes
echoed everywhere. I looked around me, and the ground seemed to be
moving. Snakes, everywhere. Slithering, inevitably approaching me.
My skin crawled. How Atticai had done this, I don’t know, but the
man—or vampire—was surely dealing with some dark magic.

There was no way that I was going to make it
around them. I was going to have to attack them.

I jumped down and started swinging the
branch. I swung it like a crazed, steroid-induced baseball player.
I tried to make room, so I could get around, but there were just
too many of them. Snakes flew in every direction. I severed some in
half; I bashed others. But there were just too many. I was tiring
and losing hope, certain I was going to be smothered by thousands
of rattlesnakes, when suddenly I heard a squawk. A familiar
shrieking squawk. It sounded like Daphne: kee-eeeee-arr,
kee-eeeee-arr.

This night was getting weirder and
weirder.

She flew in like a missile, wings folded
close to her body. It was dark, and I couldn’t see what the hawk
was doing, but it was something. She flew in low circles, and the
snakes began to scatter. I jumped back onto the boulder, and just
stood there and watched Daphne in action. The undulating forest
floor, once alive with snakes, now calmed. The rattling disappeared
into the distance. In a matter of minutes, the snakes were gone,
beaten back by the angry hawk with a shrill voice and no fear of
them. Incredible.

All the snakes had gone away. Or so I
thought. As I jumped down from the rock and moved through the high
grass, I heard a sharp rattle, and then a biting pain. Turns out
the little shits can bite through jeans.

I kicked my leg hard and the little fucker
went flying. The pain in my ankle was intense and immediate. The
poison quickly took effect, perhaps because I was depleted
emotionally and physically. I fell to my knees. My eyes blurred. I
was losing consciousness. I could hear a lot of noise nearby. More
snakes? More birds? More vampires? I didn’t know or care.

Still, someone was close by. Someone or
something. As strange colors flitted just behind my eyelids,
perhaps an effect of the poison, I felt something bite deeply into
my ankle, the same spot where the snake had just sunk its own
fangs. Another snake? No. I could feel hands gripping my leg.

I closed my eyes. The pain in my ankle was
excruciating. The person sucking the venom did so with ferocity. I
forced open my eyes, and through the swirling colors and light, I
saw Yari.

“Yari?” I gasped, convinced I was
hallucinating.

“Shh. Quiet, Josiah. We’ve got to get you
out of here.”

I looked at Yari, and she started
transitioning in the way Atticai and the others had done. But Yari
didn’t transition into a raven. Yari transitioned into…Daphne, my
faithful hawk friend. Yari was Daphne?

It was then that I passed out.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-two

 


 


I opened my eyes, and I found myself in my
bed.

Was everything a dream? I looked down at my
ankle, and there were two sets of raw, swollen puncture wounds. The
snake and Yari?

Not a dream, I thought. Last night was
real.

So then how I was home?

I got up and went to the living room. It
felt like morning, yet, my house was still completely dark. I soon
saw why. Someone had duct-taped the blinds so that no light could
get in.

A voice spoke from the darkness, startling
me. “In about three hours, I can go outside.” Yari was sitting on
the carpet cross-legged in the far corner of the living room. She
looked as if she had been doing yoga in complete darkness. If not
for her pale complexion, I probably wouldn’t have seen her at
all.

“So, it’s all true,” I said, rubbing a hand
over my face. “Vampires, sunlight, werewolves, full moons—all of
it.”

“It’s all true, Josiah.”

“I still can’t believe it.”

“Believe, Josiah. You have seen it with your
own eyes.”

I stared at Yari, sitting there in the
corner of my living room, in complete darkness, a beautiful woman I
had slept with just weeks earlier, a woman I had watched turn into
a fucking beautiful red-tailed hawk. I sat down and held my head. I
wasn’t suffering from overwhelming grief—although my heart ached
heavier than ever, knowing that Tommy would never set foot in here
again. I wasn’t running on adrenaline, and I certainly wasn’t high
or drunk. This was real, and there was no talking my way out of
this. Could I still be dreaming? Sure, maybe, but I doubted it.

This was real. Real.

I asked the only question that I could think
of at the moment: “Since when did vampires start turning into
birds? I thought it was supposed to be bats or fog or
something.”

“You mortals—and your writers, in
particular—were the ones who fabricated that nonsense. Hell, we
don’t even refer to ourselves as vampires. We are something
else.”

“Mani,” I said.

“Yes.” Yari stood up and walked over to me.
“Josiah, I have done a horrible thing.”

“What would that be, exactly?”

She paused, and then sat down on the couch.
She was being exceptionally quiet. I walked over and sat next to
her. “What is it?” I asked.

“Josiah, I saved you. The Triat won’t like
that. The Mani won’t like that, either. Especially Atticai.”

“Why is it so awful that I know? Lena knows,
and nothing seems to happen to her.”

“Lena is different.”

“How so?”

“There is so much about us that you don’t
understand. There is a history, and there are many things that have
been prophesied. I can’t go into that right now. When I am at full
strength, we need to get you out of here.”

“Where would I go, Yari?”

“Anywhere but here. Atticai knows where you
live, and I know him; he’ll get suspicious if there is no word
about a man dying in the wilderness. He will assume you
survived.”

“So, what am I supposed to do? Run? I’ve
never run from anything in my life.”

“Can the macho ego bullshit, Josiah. These
guys will kill you without a second thought. The Triat gives them
the right to do so. Please, we must leave. Soon.”

“And go where?”

“Far away.”

“Come with me.”

Yari stared at the floor for a moment before
looking up at me. “Josiah, I will always be with you.”

“No, don’t be with me as Daphne, the hawk. I
want you to be by my side as you...Yari. You. Whatever you are, I
want to be with you.”

Tears glistened in her eyes. “Look, do you
have an extra set of keys to Tommy’s car? It should still be parked
at the ranch from the other night. His keys must have fallen out
when he fought Atticai because he didn’t have them when I dropped
him...” her voice drifted off.

“When you dropped him off at the hospital,”
I said suddenly, as the realization hit me that it had been Yari
who tried to save my friend’s life. “Why would you do that if you
knew he was a Carni?”

She looked away. “Because I knew you cared
about him. I did it for you.”

This whole thing was almost too much for me
to handle. I sat down and cradled my head in my hands, thinking.
“You’re going to have to turn into Daphne and go get his Mustang
from the ranch. You are going to need to bring it back here. It’ll
be dark soon, so I guess you won’t have a problem, you know,
transitioning, or whatever you call it.”

Yari smiled and looked at me for a heartbeat
or two. She reached out and took my hand, and we sat like that
until the sun finally set. And when it did, she stood from the
couch and stepped away from me. “Do you have an extra set of keys,
Josiah?

“Yes, we both kept a set of each other’s
keys in our bedrooms just in case of an emergency. Can you carry
them as a hawk?”

“Oh, I can carry much bigger things than
keys, Josiah. I’ll need the keys to the Mustang. Now.”

I nodded and fetched the keys, and when I
returned, a beautiful red hawk was sitting on the arm of the couch.
She opened her talons, and I carefully hooked the key ring inside
the claws as they closed over the key ring. I opened the door, and
the hawk shot out of my apartment like a cannon shot.

“Be careful!” I yelled after her, wondering
what my neighbors were thinking. With any luck, no one saw the
hawk.

About a half hour later, Yari made her way
back in Tommy’s Mustang. During that time, I had packed a few
things. We jumped into the muscle car and headed straight for the
freeway. I kept looking up in the sky for ravens.

So far, the coast was clear.

We hit the 91 Freeway and eventually made
our way to the 5 Freeway. I wasn’t sure how far north I wanted to
drive, but Monterey seemed far enough. Monterey was a quaint beach
city about five hours north, and it seemed as if it would be the
last place anyone would think to look for me. If the Triat wanted
me dead, I think she or it—or whatever it was—would have done it by
now.

Then again, what the hell did I know?

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-three

 


 


In Monterey, we stopped at a quaint bed and
breakfast. I got us a room that only had one small window. Before
the trip, I had packed the same duct tape that Yari had used to
tape my own curtains shut. Yari and I proceeded to tape shut the
curtain to this window, as well. We even duct-taped the blinds
themselves, so that no light whatsoever could peek through come
morning.

I was exhausted. In hindsight, I probably
should have had the vampire be the one to do the driving through
the entire night. Anyway, I got the room for three nights, so that
we could figure out our next move. Even though, it wasn’t
morning—in fact, morning was still a few hours away—Yari hit the
sheets hard, crashing immediately. Dead to the world, so to speak.
And for all I knew, she was.

I lit a couple of candles that I had brought
and then I sat on the leather-back chair that was directly in front
of the bed. Although Yari and I had been intimate previously at the
party in Victorville, I felt I needed an invitation before lying
next to her on this day.

So, I sat there and watched her sleep as the
sun moved across the sky, which I only knew was happening from my
wristwatch. I thought that I had read somewhere that vampires
didn’t sleep, that they died all over again, and then were reborn
come sundown. Well, say that to this softly snoring girl. She sure
as hell sounded asleep to me.

I was exhausted, but was too wired to sleep.
I didn’t want to put on the TV because the noise and light might
bother her. So instead, I just stared. I sat there and looked at
her in the candlelight. Her auburn hair flowed down her back like a
red waterfall. Her body was long and athletic. She looked like a
female superhero, something out of a comic book. And, like a
heroine, she had saved my life. I didn’t know why, but she seemed
always to be there for me.

I thought about everything, trying to wrap
my brain around this vampire business. Had Tommy seriously been a
werewolf all this time? The more I thought about it, the more it
was adding up. Tommy had come out of nowhere. He had no family. He
had an erratic temper that he seemed always to be trying to keep in
check. True, he had disappeared for a few days, and, no, I had
never seen any actual proof that he was in the Reserves. I just
took him for his word. Who wouldn’t?

In fact, oddly—or perhaps hysterically—he
even hated high-pitched noises.

My eyes were growing heavy, and I dozed off.
Sometime later, I felt a hand guiding me to the bed. I cracked my
eyes open and saw Yari pulling down the covers. She unbuckled my
belt and slid my pants off like a mother putting a son to bed.
Still wearing my boxers and T-shirt, she guided me into bed and
tucked me in. She was sweet and gentle and kind in every movement
she made. She slipped under the covers next to me, her body
surprisingly warm.

“Aren’t vampires supposed to be cold?” I
asked.

“I’m not a vampire,” she said patiently.

I nodded once. “You’re a Mani.”

“There’s a big difference.”

“Of course,” I said, and grinned.

I turned and faced her. “I don’t know what
to do. Where do I go from here?”

“Don’t think about it, Josiah. Not right
now. Tonight, just close your eyes.”

I could feel her breath on my face. I leaned
in and kissed her forehead. “Thank you for saving my life.”

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-four

 


 


I slept for a long time. It felt like years.
I opened my eyes and saw that Yari had opened the single window
because it was now dark outside. The clock on the nightstand showed
8:42 p.m. Wow, I had slept for fifteen hours. I sat up. The
showerhead blasted the echoing tiles with water in the connecting
bathroom. Considering that I had been out for the past fifteen
hours, I needed to use the facilities.

Duty called. I eased open the bathroom door
and could see Yari’s silhouette through the steamy glass shower
door.

“Josiah, is that you?” Yari called out over
the water.

“Of course it is. Who else could it be?”

“Who knows? Maybe the maid. I’m not sure how
familiar the staff is at this bed and breakfast.”

I did my business. Luckily, she couldn’t
hear it above the drone of the rushing water. When done, I started
walking out the door. “Where are you going?”

“Outside. To give you some privacy.”

“Aren’t you dirty? Do you need a
shower?”

“Yeah, I’ll take one when you’re done.”

“There’s plenty of room in here.”

I paused. “Seriously?”

“If you’re shy, I understand.”

“I’m not that shy.”

“Well, you better hurry up. I would hate to
use up all the hot water.”

Oh, she was good. I looked at her silhouette
one more time. That’s all I needed to see. My boxers and T-shirt
were off in seconds. I walked over to the sliding glass shower
door. I took a deep breath, as if I was about to enter a swimming
pool. I pulled open the glass door. I looked in, and Yari faced me.
Her body was perfect. The wispy shower steam did little to hide her
curves. I tried not to stare, but the truth is, I haven’t seen that
many women naked before—and the ones I had seen naked were nowhere
near Yari’s jaw-dropping perfection.

Oh, my God.

Her skin was milky white. Her body as curvy
and hard and smooth as anything I had ever seen. Her wet hair hung
over her shoulder, and she put a long-fingered hand on one hip.

“You getting an eyeful, mister?”

So much for not staring.

“Uh, sorry,” I said. At least, that’s what I
think I said. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I had any control of my
mouth or my voice at that moment. My hormones were somewhere in
orbit at the moment.

“Come over here, silly. I’m not lying about
the hot water getting used up. This is a private bed and breakfast,
not a Sheraton.”

I stepped into the hot shower, and she
backed up underneath the shower head. The water flowed over her,
accentuating her curves. I went straight to her like a moth to the
flame, and into the epicenter of the water flow.

At first, the hot water shocked me and then
it felt incredible. Yari turned my body around and began lathering
my back and shoulders with a bar of soap. As she did so, she gently
massaged my skin and muscles. Oh, dear Lord. She next guided my
head so that the water sprayed directly onto my scalp, and then
poured some shampoo into my hair. Now she was massaging my scalp,
and I think I died and went to heaven. I tried to turn around, but
she stopped me.

“Hold on,” she said. “I have to wash out the
shampoo.” She rinsed my hair thoroughly. I relished the feeling of
her gentle fingers on my scalp. I couldn’t take all this sensuality
much longer. My passion was burning, and I was going to
explode.

I turned around and switched spots with her
so that now she was underneath the flow of water. I ran my fingers
through her thick, black hair and pulled her toward me. She came
willingly. I kissed her passionately, and soon we were pressed up
against the side wall, kissing hungrily. I had never kissed any
woman in my life with this much intention. I wanted her to know how
much I appreciated her and wanted her. Needed her. I pulled back
and looked at her intensely. Then I leaned in and kissed her again
and again. It was the first time I had ever felt in complete
control in her presence. Everything up to now, she had dictated. I
sensed that releasing control was somehow turning her on—more so
than I had ever seen before in my life.

Stumbling and slipping, I led her out of the
shower and into the bedroom. I threw her on the bed softly and
proceeded to kiss every square inch of her body. I was in the midst
of kissing her belly button when she reached around me and grabbed
my buttocks and pressed me up against her. Then she wrapped her
arms around me and just held me close.

I look down at her, gasping. “Are you
okay?”

“I’m okay, Josiah.”

“Are you sure?”

“Josiah, I...”

“You what?”

“Josiah, I...”

“You what?” I was anticipating her saying
that she loved me, which would have floored me. To be honest, I
wanted her to say it. So, I pressed again. “What? Please tell
me.”

“Josiah, I... have to kill you.”

“What?!” I jumped off of her.

“I know I have to do it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Josiah, the Triat led me to you. I never
understood why. I thought it was because it would have something to
do with Tommy. But I think the Triat led me to you because you were
going to ultimately mess up the prophecy.”

“The prophecy? What the fuck are you talking
about?”

“The Children of the Night’s prophecy.”

I got up and put my jeans back on. Having
someone tell you they were going to kill you sort of dampened the
mood. “Sure, of course. That makes a tremendous amount of sense.
Look, I was about to make love to you, and now I’m seriously
thinking I have to stick an entirely different kind of stake in
you. Start talking fast, or tonight’s about to get real ugly.”

I glanced around. I didn’t have a stake.
Would a toothbrush do?

God, listen to me. I’m going nuts.

“Atticai, Hector, Wyatt, and I were all
given the same prophetic dream. The four of us didn’t meet by
chance. The Triat brought us together through dreams.”

“This just gets better and better. What was
the dream?”

“The four of us were given the same vision
in our dreams. This was fifteen years ago. We all had the same
dream to meet on April 18, 1995, at midnight. We were to meet and
form a clan called Children of the Night.”

“So you’ve known Atticai for almost
seventeen years now?”

“Not quite. In the mid-1800s, Atticai and I
were in a giant clan on the east coast. So, I met him first during
the Civil War.”

“The Civil War?”

“Yes, Josiah.”

“You have got to be kidding.”

“Josiah, I was born October 18th, 1673.”

“You need to give me a moment here. You are
over three hundred years old?”

“I look pretty good, huh?”

“I’ll say. Okay, so you and Atticai were in
some giant Mani vampire clan during the Civil War? Just saying that
out loud makes me think I’m crazy.”

“You’re not crazy, Josiah.”

“Says the girl who calls herself a vampire.
Go on.”

“Not a vampire. A Mani.”

“Somehow that sounds even crazier. Anyway,
go on.”

“Atticai was the head of our clan. There was
a Mani named Krull who didn’t like the way Atticai ran things.
Believe it or not, Atticai is not about death and destruction. He
defends and protects the will of the Triat, but ultimately, he is a
mediator.”

“Sure, he seemed real peaceful when he
sicced half the rattlesnakes in California on my ass.”

“I can see how you would think that, but the
will of the Triat is what makes him a killer. Mani, such as Krull,
are the real killers. Such Mani are the reason why we often get
referred to as vampires—and why so many Tandra—humans—have died
over the years.” She paused and sat back on the bed.

God, I still wanted her. Did she just say
she was going to have to kill me? Even that statement didn’t kill
my desire for Yari.

She went on, “Krull and others like him want
the Tandra to discover our world because then they have a license
to kill. Atticai knew that’s what Krull and those who followed him
were doing. Atticai put a stop to this, until Krull’s legions rose
up over Atticai’s clan, and Atticai—and many others—were forced to
flee.”

She paused and studied me a moment longer.
Her eyes were so damn hard to read. “Josiah, there is a whole world
of Mani out there that want to destroy all Tandra.”

“Where do werewolves—the Carni—come into
it?” I discreetly moved over to my bag, where I had packed a
pocketknife. I wasn’t going down without a fight. Even if I had to
fight a female vampire.

Yari said, “The Carni are their own species
and are equally protected by the Triat, although they have their
own set of rules. The Carni have not as many rules to live by and
are in constant opposition of the Triat.”

“Why doesn’t the Triat just have them killed
off?”

“It doesn’t work that way. The Triat works
through us and the only way the Carni will be destroyed is by the
Mani.”

“Okay, that’s pretty heavy.”

“And that’s where the Children of the Night
come in. For hundreds of years, there has been a prophecy. A Mani
that will be so powerful, so pure, that he will restore order to
the orderless. It is said that he will bring beauty back to us all
so that we can live in peace.”

I nodded, not really understanding. Not
wanting to, either. Because if I understood, then I would have to
accept things.

Yari continued, “After Atticai, Hector, and
Wyatt, and I all received our visions, we were told to form a
four-person clan, or a cell. Once done, the next step would be
revealed to us in further dreams.”

“And was it?”

“Yes.”

I nodded, guessing this part. “You dreamed
of Atticai being the Chosen One.”

She shrugged. “Perhaps. There is no face to
the Chosen One. At least, not yet.” Her eyes narrowed as she
studied me. “Why do you think it’s Atticai?”

“It makes sense. He fights for humans—well,
for the most part—and he’s a Mani.”

Yari continued studying me, then finally
said, “Unfortunately, there’s nothing pure and beautiful about
Atticai.”

“So you don’t think it’s him?”

“It does not matter what I think, Josiah. I
am an extremely small fish in a much bigger pond. Anyway, most
people think it’s going to be Atticai. Already he is prepping to
harvest a virgin on her twentieth birthday. When he does so, he
will, according to legend, transform into the white eagle.”

“White eagle?”

“As you know by now, all male Mani
transition into ravens and the Mani women into hawks. The Chosen
One, however, will transition into a white eagle.”

“Err, what exactly do you mean by
harvest?”

“A Mani will drain all the life-blood of a
Tandra—or Carni, for that matter.”

“Yeah, Atticai’s a real saint,” I said
sarcastically, shaking my head. “So who’s this virgin that
Atticai’s supposedly going to harvest?”

Yari was quiet.

I pressed. “There’s not too many virginal
twenty-year-olds out there. Is he going to pluck a nun from a
nunnery?”

“No. Our dreams were acutely specific on who
the virgin is supposed to be.”

Confused, I looked at Yari and then it hit
me. Everything now made perfect, twisted sense.

The virgin was Lena.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-five

 


 


“You’re talking about Lena, aren’t you?” I
said. “Shit! Wasn’t it going to be her birthday any day now?”

“We all had the same dream and the same
vision, Josiah. In each of them, Lena fits the image of the
twenty-year-old virgin exactly. And as her twentieth birthday has
come closer, the dreams have been out of control for us. Now we
dream about what is to happen nearly every night. And just
recently, there has been something else added to the dream. A new
twist, so to speak.”

“And what is that?” I asked.

“There is this strong presence of evil. In
the dream, Atticai is freeing us all by receiving the necessary
blood. But there is an evil presence interfering that we can’t
quite make out. We’re not sure if it is a fallen Mani or Carni. But
there is something there, and it is exceedingly evil, and we are
all on guard because of it.”

“Does Lena know any of this?”

“She knows only that, on that special night,
she and Atticai will be joined together throughout all
eternity.”

“But in reality, she’s not. In reality,
Atticai is going to kill her.”

“Atticai is going to fulfill the prophecy,
Josiah. He will then save the Mani. He will fly in as a white
eagle. It has been prophesied for thousands of years. Do you
understand how lucky each of us is to be asked to be a part of
it?”

“About as lucky as a heart attack. And what
if the virgin sacrifice doesn’t go according to plan? What
then?”

“It has to come to plan, Josiah. Everything
needs to come to pass. Every detail all the way down to whatever
evil that needs to be taken care of.”

“Are you still planning on killing me?”

Yari stood up and came over to me. I slipped
my hand in my bag and grabbed the knife. Woman or not, she was a
Mani, and I knew these things were tough as hell.

She said, “If I was, I wouldn’t have told
you everything.”

“Maybe you told me everything, so it would
make it easier to kill me.”

Yari’s eyes burned through me. I knew then
she was in absolute love with me. Her love for me, I knew, was the
only thing keeping her from attacking me, from fulfilling her
obligations to the Triat. Still, I kept the knife in my palm.

“There’s nothing in this world that could
make me harm you, Josiah.” She touched my cheek, and I sensed
genuine emotion from her.

I knew I needed to save Lena. But I needed
more information. Everything I knew about how to defeat a vampire
was from novels and movies. And, from what I was gathering, they
had gotten things wrong. Dead wrong.

There was no doubt I cared for Lena. I
wanted to save her from this crazy shit. I could give a damn if the
Mani and Carni lived in peace or not. It was not my fight. But what
could I do? The only thing I knew to do was to make sure that there
was no way that Atticai became the Chosen One. Because if he did,
Lena would have to die to make that happen. What was I thinking?
These people were crazy, all of them. There was no way I was going
to let Lena become a victim of their agenda, real or not.

I slipped the knife in my back pocket,
leaned in, and put my hands around Yari’s waist. I pulled her in
close and looked her in the eye. “But what if I wanted to harm you
though?”

“You want to harm me?” she asked, with a
soft and sexy surprise in her voice.

“How would a Tandra have a chance against a
Mani like yourself?”

She studied me a moment, obviously debating
how much to tell me. Finally, she said, “There are a number of ways
a mortal could defeat a Mani.” Yari kissed me gently on the lips.
“Why would you want to harm me?”

“Not you,” I said, but that’s all I would
say.

She looked at me for a long time, keeping me
at arm’s length. I could sense her inner conflict. After all, why
should she tell me their deepest secrets, especially the one that
could bring down the entire prophecy? Did she trust me? And why
should she trust me? Hell, just a few minutes earlier, I was
preparing to fight her. Eventually, she shrugged and pulled me in
close. When she spoke, she did so in my ear: “You defeated Atticai
last night. He was forced to transition to escape. I’ve never seen
that happen before. Not from a Tandra.”

“How would I protect myself against your
kind?” I asked.

“There is no protection, but there are two
ways to defeat us.”

“A stake?” I offered.

“A silver stake,” she corrected. “And you
need to pierce a Mani so deadly that it goes in through the front
and out through the back. Complete impalement.”

I shuddered. “So, it doesn’t have to be
through the heart?”

“If you want maximum chance at a permanent
kill, then yes, through the heart.” Yari reached down and began
unzipping my pants with her left hand while we still bantered
face-to-face. Within seconds, she had me free, and in a tight grip,
and after three hundred years, well, let’s just say she was
exceptionally skilled at what she was doing. Blood started to rush
away from my head as my thoughts went in other directions.
Downward.

“And what’s the other way?” I struggled to
say.

“Excuse me?” Yari had clearly shifted her
focus to something else entirely.

I gasped and panted. She was good and
mid-stroke, I asked her: “What...what is the other way a Tandra can
defeat a Mani in battle?”

Yari turned me around and sat me on the bed.
She lifted a leg and was soon straddling me. Within moments, I was
completely inside her. She leaned in and our bodies began moving in
a slow, sensual motion.

I moaned but, trying to maintain my focus, I
repeated my question, in an abbreviated fashion: “Tandra vs. Mani.
How can Tandra win the battle?”

“Well, Josiah,” she said, her voice husky in
my ear, “the other way is to pierce a Mani’s neck from one side to
the other with just about anything. Such a wound prevents us from
transitioning. A Mani, you see, needs maximum air capacity to
transition. After just a couple gasps, a Mani will be done.”

“Done?” I asked, wondering if she meant
dead.

Apparently so, because she said, “So, there
you go, Josiah. How to Kill a Mani for Dummies. Just don’t let our
secret out, or I will have to kill you.”

She grinned and kissed me deeply, and I
wondered how much of what she was saying was true. Had she
seriously given me the recipe for defeating her kind? Just because
I was in her? I didn’t know, and I didn’t have much time to ponder
these questions, because soon Yari was doing delicious and dirty
things to me that I swore I would never repeat to anyone.

And, I’m a man of my word.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-six

 




In the afterglow, I laid on the bed and was
finally able to turn my head to look at the bedside clock. It was
10:00 p.m.

“Isn’t tomorrow night the big night?” I
asked, when my head finally cleared. “Isn’t it Lena’s birthday in
twenty-six hours?”

Yari was curled up next to me. Her body was
warm, which went against everything I had heard about vampires.
Hey, trust me, I was glad she was warm. The last thing I wanted was
something cold and undead lying next to me. She was staring at me
intently, while I looked up at the ceiling with my hands behind my
head, trying to make the question casual, so that she would not
suspect that I was planning anything. Which I kind of was.

She nodded. “Yes, it’s almost time for the
prophecy to come to fruition. I can’t miss it. I’m going to fly
back soon.”

“As the crow flies?”

“As the hawk flies,” she said, pinching me.
“Crows are vile.”

“What’s the difference between a crow and a
raven?”

“Do we really want to talk about it?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. So, does it have
to be this way?”

“What way?”

“The sacrifice and all the bloodletting, or
whatever it is, that Atticai plans on doing to Lena.”

“Yes, Josiah.”

“And where is it going to take place?”

“It’s only going to be the four of us and
Lena. We’re going to do it at the old Savoy Ranch. That’s where it
is in the dream.”

“Savoy Ranch is popular with hikers and
campers. Aren’t you afraid someone will see you?”

“Josiah, we are not afraid of anything. And
don’t get any ideas. I’ve spared you tonight. But if you want to
live, you will stay here and wait for me. Once Atticai becomes the
Chosen One, he might show you clemency. That’s what I’m hoping for,
at least. Otherwise, you’re going to have to spend the rest of your
life on the run.”

“Great. I’m once again at Atticai’s mercy. I
saw what his mercy did to me the last time.”

I rolled over and pretended to go to sleep,
like most Tandra do after having sex. Except, I was not like other
Tandra. Yari was my 4-1-1 to the Mani and their diabolical plans to
slay Lena. Like hell, I was going to stay here. I’ve never run from
a fight in my life, and no seven-foot goon, especially a goon I had
already choked out, was going to stop me from helping a girl I
cared about: Lena.

Once Yari left, I had about 24 hours to
convince Lena not to trust those bastards.

Minutes later, Yari kissed me gently on the
head. I didn’t stir. She opened the window after first peeling off
the tape. I cracked an eye open and watched as she transitioned
back into Daphne, the hawk, and took off out of the screenless
window. In a flash of wings, she was gone, and, as I stared at the
window, all I could think of was that I just watched a woman I had
just slept with—well not a woman but a something—turn into a bird
of prey. A chill went down my spine.

I decided to wait about an hour just in case
Yari decided to come back for any reason, even to see if I was
following her. As I waited, I gathered my things and left $200 on
the bed with a note to the bed and breakfast hosts, saying that we
were sorry for leaving early. That we had an emergency.

An hour later, I was stowing my things in
Tommy’s Mustang. I had a brief moment when the pain of his passing
hit me hard, and I covered my face and sobbed deeply into my hands.
Through all this madness, I hadn’t even had time to mourn Tommy. He
had died only three days ago. Unfortunately, I was now caught up in
a world that I needed to fix. Before another innocent person died.
Her name hammered my heart like a mantra. Lena: A sweet, trusting,
innocent virgin, who ate burgers and fries with me and was my
friend and the gentlest girl who I ever knew.

Even more unfortunate was that I didn’t have
anything close to a plan; that is unless you counted the general
goal: find Lena. Fast.

I fired up the car and headed out. I
intended to do just that.
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I drove all night and got to Lena’s house at
about 7:00 a.m.

There were no cars parked out front, and the
lights were out. The trailer park looked deserted, and I suddenly
felt hopeless. The only other place I could think to look was the
creepy mansion in Victorville. I knocked on the door and waited. I
kept looking in the sky for Daphne. Sadly, I knew that I needed to
avoid her, too. Especially her. With a start, I realized that it
was probably over for me and Yari. Me and Daphne. I was light. She
was dark. And she was in a creepy cult clan with a terrifying
agenda. And I…didn’t want to be.

Finally, I heard the door unlatch. It opened
and Lena was standing there wearing white shorts and a red tank
top. Her hair was messy, and I had obviously awakened her.

“Holy shit, Josiah, you’re alive!” Lena
jumped in my arms and hugged me. “Come in, I don’t want anyone to
see you.”

“Where’s your family?”’

“They took off to Vegas last night.”

Lena grabbed a blanket from the floor and
laid it on the couch. I looked around the living room area. It was
extremely conservative. There were crosses on the wall, pictures of
Jesus, and posters with Bible verses on them.

“Wow, I guess you rebelled, didn’t you?” I
said, referring to all the Christian stuff in the room.

“Don’t even get me started on the hypocrisy
in this house. I am so happy you’re here.”

“You are?” I said, surprised.

“Josiah, I was so upset when I heard what
they had done to you. You have to understand that Atticai had no
choice. I know that on some level, he was hoping you would make it
through the trial of the snakes. He just has to abide by the rules
of the Triat. If Atticai wanted you dead, you would be dead. He
gave you an out, and you made it.”

“Some out,” I said, thinking about all the
snakes. I was going to have nightmares for the rest of my life. But
the thought that Atticai wasn’t such an awful person or whatever
creature he is, intrigued me. Indeed, if he wanted me dead, he
could have just ordered for me to be dropped me from high above. I
would have fallen a hundred or so feet, at least ten stories
roughly. I would have been dead for sure. Instead, he sent snakes
after me. How biblically symbolic of him. Still, the big goon had
nefarious plans for Lena, and that’s where I drew the line.
Atticai, in the end, was no friend of mine. Or hers.

And since when did I start using words like
nefarious, since I started talking about vampires? Vampires and
nefarious go hand in hand.

I shook my head, focusing my thoughts and
pushing them out at Lena. “Well, before he decided to turn into his
little black bird, I almost choked him out.”

“Be glad you didn’t. The other guys would
have ripped you to shreds.”

“Why, Lena?”

“Why, what?”

“Why do you love him? Why do you want that
world? Why do you have to be a part of them? You’re better than
that.”

“Am I, now? Look around, Josiah. I live in a
two-bedroom trailer house where my stepdad finds a way to put his
grimy hands on me every day. And if he’s not doing that, he’s
spying on me showering or changing.”

“Then move out. Go somewhere else.”

“Where? Where can I go?” She paused, perhaps
sensing the silliness of her own question. A nineteen-year-old girl
could go anywhere. At least, she could move in with friends, like
Tommy and I had done. She steeled her resolve and said, “I love
Atticai and he loves me. And that’s enough for me.”

“But he doesn’t love you, Lena. He’s using
you.”

“What do you know? You didn’t know any of
them until a month ago, and now you’re an expert? I know you lost
your best friend, and I can’t imagine how bad that is screwing with
your head, but I’m not you. This is the life I want.”

“Lena, listen to me: if you leave tonight
with Atticai, he will kill you.”

“Kill me?! You don’t know what you’re
talking about—”

“Lena, I know more than you know. I know
about their prophecies. Atticai is to be their Chosen One. He is
going to become some white eagle or something and save all the good
Mani from the bad Mani. I know everything.”

“Then what’s the problem, Josiah? Atticai
and I will always be connected. Don’t you see? It’s beautiful.”

“Wait, you know?”

“I know what I care to know. I know Atticai
needs me to fulfill his destiny, and I’m willing to do whatever it
takes and to do whatever he needs me to do to make that
happen.”

“Even if it means killing you?!” I yelled.
“He’s going to suck all the blood out of your body. You are
basically going to bleed to death. You do understand that you are
not one of them, right? You can romanticize it all you want. In the
end, he’s going to kill you.”

“I see,” she said, but I don’t think she saw
at all. “What do you suggest I should do then, Josiah, since you
seem to have all the answers?”

“Run away with me. I have over a hundred
thousand in the bank from my MMA winnings and inheritance. Run away
with me, Lena, and we’ll start a whole new life together.”

“Are you in love with me or something?”

I looked at her and didn’t know how to
answer that. “All I know is, I don’t want you to die. I want you to
live. I’m willing to do whatever it takes. To save you.”

“Josiah, come sit next to me.” She patted
the couch next to her, and I did as she asked. “I know a lot has
happened since you stuck up for me. To be honest, I cried for hours
when they told me that you were dead.”

I sighed. “We need to get going. Now,” I
said firmly.

“Josiah, I believe that once in every
lifetime, each of us is given a golden opportunity. We’re given a
chance to be a part of something greater than ourselves. Some
people never get this chance. I’m going to take it.”

“But you’re going to die. And for what? So
some hidden underground societies have peace?”

Lena put her arms around me, and I found my
head resting on her chest. I could hear the strong beat of her
heart. She was so amazing. She was so comforting, too. I came here
to try to save her, but instead she was comforting me. I was
exhausted, and soon we both fell asleep in one another’s arms.
There was nothing sexual about it. It was just two friends who
discovered they loved each other.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-eight

 


 


We woke up around noon and I tried talking
her out of it several times. Mostly, she didn’t want to talk about
it. We got something to eat, and mostly I couldn’t eat. How can you
eat, knowing the person sitting across from you, a person you had
come to care about deeply, was going to die in just a matter of
hours? We talked a lot, and I got to know her even more. Every time
I brought up her upcoming birthday, she shushed me with a haunting
smile. All in all, it was an extremely odd day.

Finally, it was about 10:30 at night.

“You’d better leave, Josiah. They’ll be
picking me up at any minute to take me over to Savoy Ranch.”

I walked over to her and hugged her tight. I
hugged her the way I would have hugged my mom and my sister on the
day they got into their car accident, had I somehow known their
fate ahead of time. I knew Lena’s fate if she did not come with me.
I looked down at her and kissed her on the lips.

“Lena, whatever happens, please know that I
care about you. That I always will.”

“I know, Josiah,” she leaned in and held me
tightly and then let go. “You better go.”

I left Lena’s house feeling sick and
disoriented. I needed to control something in my life. Everything
important was spiraling in circles, just out of my reach.

What the hell was I going to do?

One thing I knew I could do was go to the
hospital and try to see where they moved Tommy’s body. Was there a
morgue in the hospital basement, like in the movies? It was a grim
thought, thinking about my closest friend in the world’s lifeless
body, stuck in a freezer, waiting for autopsy, burial, closure. It
was all I had to grip onto at this moment while I waited for Lena’s
sick and twisted demise. She seemed perfectly happy to go to it. I
was aghast at her decision.

So, I went to the hospital in search of my
other best friend, the dead one. I needed to find out where they
had placed Tommy’s body. After all, I still needed to make funeral
arrangements.

The eeriness of pulling into the hospital in
Tommy’s car wasn’t lost on me. I shuddered slightly and felt sick
again. I went straight to the front and asked them about the
deceased. They sent me to the morgue in the basement, just like I
visualized before I went there. After going through a bunch of
doors and two different security guards, I found a pleasant-looking
lady wearing horned-rimmed glasses sitting behind a desk. She
seemed to be waiting for me.

“How can I help you?” she asked.

The room was cold. I shivered. I said, “My
friend died in this hospital a few days ago, and I need to make
funeral arrangements.”

I knew a thing or two about hospitals and
death, since I had lost my whole family. I knew hospitals kept
bodies until family members could make arrangements for a proper
burial.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, and to
her credit, she sounded legitimately sorry. “What’s his name?”

“Tommy Jensen.”

She paused and stared at me. “You’re the
family of Tommy Jensen?”

“Yes, more or less.”

“You need to go back upstairs and speak to
Human Resources.”

“Why?” I said. “I was told to come down
here. What happened?”

“I can’t get into it, young man. You’ll need
to speak to a hospital administrator.”

“What the hell are you talking about? Do you
have Tommy or not?”

She stared at me and, amazingly, I saw that
her hands were shaking. What the fuck was going on? I forced myself
to calm down, even though I felt my heart racing.

“Please, what’s going on? Tell me.”

She looked over my shoulder and then behind
her. We were alone. “I’ve been working in this hospital for over
twenty years, and I’ve never seen what I saw with your friend.”

Now my heart figuratively froze in my chest,
but I could feel an actual chill tighten my breathing. “What are
you talking about?”

“I shouldn’t be telling you this. In fact, I
was told specifically never to mention again what I saw.”

I was suddenly finding it extremely
difficult to breathe.

“But you’re here now, and...you have a right
to know.” She took off her glasses and started shaking her head.
“Screw my bosses. Sometimes, you just have to do the right
thing.”

“Please,” I said. My voice sounded strangled
to my own ears.

“Three days ago, I get this body sent down
to me. He’s all scratched up and has bite marks all over it. I’m
thinking this poor young man is a mess. Anyway, I do what I
normally do to prep the body for autopsy.”

She paused again, and I found myself leaning
over her desk, supporting my weight.

“So, I began to wash some of his wounds. But
the weirdest thing happened. I would wash a wound, and the body
would heat up, and the wound would...heal right before me. I called
a couple of my colleagues over and we started cleaning all of his
wounds. Two hours after he was pronounced dead, his pulse
returned.”

“What?!” I yelled. I couldn’t help myself.
The word just burst from my mouth.

“Quiet down. Please. So listen, we are all
freaking out because we have a freaking miracle on the table. My
colleagues and I leave the room to find the doctors...” Her voice
trailed off.

It was all I could do not grab her by her
damn uniform and shake the story out of her.

“What happened to Tommy?” I said
sternly.

She hesitated and then said, “When we came
back...he was gone.”

“What do you mean gone?” I asked.

“His body was gone. We had everyone
searching, but he was nowhere to be found.”

I felt my knees buckle. I leaned on her
desk, almost falling on it.

Tommy was… alive?

“Why, why didn’t anyone call me?”

“This is out of my hands; you’ll have to
talk to someone upstairs. I already told you too much.”

“So, no one saw him leave? Not even the
security?”

She shook her head.

I looked at the clock on the wall as the
elevator closed. It read 11:30. Savoy Ranch was ten minutes away. I
thanked her and left.

I wasn’t sure how but I was going to save
Lena, but I was going to. I also wasn’t sure how I was going to
find Tommy, but I was going to do that, too.

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty-nine

 


 


As I sat in Tommy’s Mustang, I wondered if
Tommy had been back to the house. I also wondered if he had tried
to contact me. He must have. I had been so caught up in all this
crap, and I hadn’t been around to see him. Well, I still needed to
do one more thing and, to be honest I had no idea if I would make
it out of this alive.

We’ll find out soon enough, I thought.

I headed to the ranch. The ranch was tucked
away in the canyon right before you head up the highway for the
mountains. It’s a popular spot for hikers and campers...and
apparently, vampires.

Tommy and I used to train up there, which is
how I know about it since I’m not exactly the outdoorsy type. It
was, admittedly, beautiful up there. Well, tonight there wasn’t
going to be much beauty up there. Tonight was going to be anything
but beautiful.

The Mustang bounded around hairpin turns and
straight cliffs, as I drove wildly, recklessly. A few miles from
the ranch, I turned off my lights. I wasn’t sure how acute a
vampire’s hearing was, but I didn’t want to announce my arrival in
a blaze of headlights, either. Using the moon as my sole source of
light, I followed the slightly glowing road all the way to the
Ranch, the Mustang taking the tight turns like a race car.

As I rounded the final bend, at exactly
11:50 p.m., I saw a flickering glow toward the back of the ranch. A
bonfire. Surrounding the fire were four black-clad figures. No,
there was a fifth, too. Someone dressed in a white gown. Lena.

It was now or never. I had no plan, other
than to fight. Hell, that’s all I was good for anyway. I had a
feeling that I was born for this moment. I may not be a vampire,
but I sure as hell knew how to defeat an opponent, dead or
undead.

On a whim, I opened Tommy’s glove
compartment and could hardly believe my good luck. There was a
long, rusty railroad spike inside. What he was doing with it, I
didn’t know, but I had my suspicions. The spike made for a perfect
stake. Granted, it wasn’t silver, but it would have to do.

I shoved the spike in my front pocket, took
a deep breath, and stepped hard on the gas. Tommy’s Mustang
responded wonderfully. The tires spun, rumbling loudly, no doubt
kicking up lots of loose rocks and shredding rubber.

And I shot forward in the car like it was a
rocket.

The pinpoint of fire that had been the
bonfire grew rapidly in my windshield. Soon the fire and all five
figures filled the glass, and I turned the wheel hard, tires
screeching recklessly over loose dirt. Had the Mustang not been so
low to the ground I might have flipped it. I jumped out of the car.
Breathing hard, my mind was on the railroad spike in my front
pocket.

Atticai, mouth open and as tall and gaunt as
ever, just stared at me. “You’re alive?”

“Surprise, motherfucker!”

He nodded slightly and cocked his head. “I
guess the evil has arrived.”

“The only evil is you, Atticai.” I looked at
Lena, and she looked scared. She looked, if anything, as if she was
having second thoughts about this, her compliance in her own
demise.

“Lena, you don’t want to do this,” I
implored.

Wyatt stepped forward. “Do you have any idea
what you’re doing, Josiah? This isn’t about us. This isn’t even
about Lena. This is about—”

“I know what this is about, Wyatt: killing
Lena so that Atticai can become some super vampire to defeat the
Carni and the fallen Mani. Yada-yada. And they all lived happily
ever, except Lena.”

Atticai crossed his long arms over his
narrow chest. “Oh my, I see someone was given a lesson in Mani
prophecy. And since it’s not the Reader’s Digest version that we
give to Lena, that can only mean....” He turned to another
black-clad figure, the smallest of the four. “Was he worth it,
Yari?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,
Atticai,” she said.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about,
kid,” he said. “Don’t you think that I know you’ve fallen for
Josiah? Don’t you think that I know the only way Josiah’s even
alive tonight is because you saved him from the snakes?”

“It’s not true, Atticai.”

“Oh, it is true, but what I don’t understand
is how the Triat has allowed it to happen?”

“You’re wrong, Atticai. He saved himself. He
deserves your mercy.” Yari was grasping at straws.

“My mercy? A Tandra who refused a chance to
become a Mani deserves my mercy? What the hell had got into
you?”

“Please, Atticai, consider it.”

Wyatt snapped open his cell phone and looked
at the glowing faceplate. “It’s almost time,” he said.

Atticai nodded. “But first things
first.”

He grabbed Lena. Although she didn’t make a
sound, the confident girl I had seen just hours before was long
gone. She looked terrified. I wondered if Atticai had her under
some spell, the same type of spell he had placed on the snakes.

Wyatt and Hector stepped in front of them,
forming a wall between them and me. Atticai walked behind Lena and
looked at his watch on his left hand. “Ten seconds,” he said.

Lena looked terrified. I didn’t blame her.
Shit, she was surrounded by vampires, and her death was just
seconds away. She suddenly began to struggle, the will to live in
her strong and true.

I did the only thing I could think of. I
removed the iron spike from my pocket and ran at them. Wyatt jumped
up into the air, Karate Kid-like, and kicked me full in the face.
Motherfucker, I hadn’t expected that. Not the face! Now I was
furious. Actually, I hadn’t expected him to be that fast.

On the ground, I snapped my head around and
watched as Atticai opened his mouth. Moonlight reflected off his
elongated canines. He looked at me, smiled, and bit into Lena’s
neck.

I jumped up and summoned all my fighting
instincts. This was, after all, going to be the fight of my life.
And Lena’s.

Wyatt came at me again. He tried the exact
same move but I ducked beneath his kick, grabbed his leg and yanked
him down to the ground. I punched him as hard as I could in the
face. The blow rocked him enough that I jumped up and turned my
attention to Hector, who was coming at me from the other direction.
He hit me hard, so hard that I flew backwards and into something
solid. A tree trunk. Air burst from my lungs as I sank to the
ground. Good God, I felt as if I had been hit by a car. Oh God, my
back. Not yet healed from the baseball bat injury, my back was on
fire again.

And before I could fully clear my head and
see through the bright lights that had burst just behind my
eyelids, two powerful ravens—Wyatt and Hector, I assumed—grabbed me
in their massive talons and flew me up into the air. Once again, I
found myself dangling from flying creatures. Being lifted up above
the treetops had a definite way of clearing one’s head. Far below,
in a small glow of fire, I could see three people standing. Atticai
had his face pressed into Lena’s neck, and Yari stood nearby—on
guard, I presumed.

This time I was certain they were going to
drop me—and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. I had
failed to save Lena; in fact, I couldn’t even save myself.

But instead of immediately dropping me, they
flew up, up. Now, Savoy Ranch was far below. They were going to
drop me from hundreds of feet up, making damn well sure I was
smashed to smithereens.

But they surprised me again, they circled
back over a cliff’s edge, where they promptly landed, dropping me.
What the hell? Both transitioned back into Mani and faced me. I
knew then that they were both going to give me a thorough beating
first, just like the undead scum they were. Mani bullies, really.
No doubt they planned to drink from me first, too, and get a
late-night snack squeezed in. After all, why let a good meal go to
waste? Only then would they toss me off the cliff, dead and
bloodless, to disappear in a broken heap of skin and bones.

Well, I wasn’t going down without a
fight.

I charged forward, heaving my right hand at
Hector’s face as hard as I could, while simultaneously kicking
Wyatt with my left leg. It was an advanced move. Not something they
teach you in MMA, since you don’t fight two guys at once. I had
learned this one from Tommy. Anyway, the leverage I generated by
hitting Hector transferred through me and gave my kick an amazing
amount of force, a kick that landed square in the center of Wyatt’s
chest. To my own surprise, the Mani tumbled off the cliff. I had no
doubt he would transition back into a raven before hitting bottom.
I would have looked for myself but, Hector had already jumped on
top of me.

Good God, he was incredibly strong. Before I
could grab the bastard, I felt his teeth sink deep into my neck.
The pain was so intense, I dropped to my knees. The bite had an odd
effect. Almost immediately, it sapped my strength. I reached weakly
for Hector, my hand futilely slapping and grabbing at him. He sank
his teeth even deeper, tearing at my neck. Good God, I heard him
drinking from my neck, sucking on me like a monster.

Black encroached from the edges of my
vision. I had been knocked out enough to know that I was about to
pass out. And that’s when someone—or something—tackled Hector off
of me. Both bodies fell off the cliff. I shook my head and grabbed
my damaged neck. I crawled to the lip of the cliff and, bleeding
and lightheaded, looked down.

It had been Yari, once again saving me. I
looked down and watched as both Yari and Hector transitioned before
reaching the ground. It was like watching two dog-fighting WWII
aircraft, tumbling and battling, wings tangled. Raven and Hawk
clawed at each other, all the way to the ground. Once on the
ground, both transformed back to their Mani selves, and the
fighting continued, only this time Wyatt joined in. Sweet Jesus,
they were beating the crap out of Yari. Sure, she got some punches
in, but two Mani were clearly stronger and more powerful than
one.

Atticai was still sucking on Lena’s’ neck.
Now I could see her fighting him, struggling. If ever someone had
made a poor decision—Well, she wasn’t the only one who had made a
poor decision. Who was currently sitting high atop a cliff at
night, only moments from two vampires returning and finishing their
job?

And the one person who had saved me and had
my back was currently being pinned to the ground by Wyatt. From
high above, I watched in horror as Hector removed something
gleaming. Even from up here, I could see what it was.

A silver stake.

They were going to kill Yari. And Atticai
was going to kill Lena, and any minute now they would return and
kill me, too.

Good job, hero, I thought.

But there was nothing I could do. I was
stuck up here. If I jumped, I would surely die. There is no way I
could survive that fall.

But as I looked down over the cliff,
something amazing happened. Simultaneously, both Yari and Lena
yelled, “Josiah!”

That was all I needed to hear to know my
fate.

 


 


 



Chapter Thirty

 


 


I stared, stunned. But I didn’t know what to
do. But suddenly—amazingly—I wasn’t weak anymore. In fact, I felt
incredibly strong. But they were still so far below. What could I
do? Still, my body felt suddenly indestructible, stronger than I
had ever felt before. I had never taken steroids, but I imagined
this is what they felt like—times ten.

I stood up. I felt ten feet tall. I looked
down...and without thinking, I jumped.

And I didn’t just jump. I dove headfirst, as
if from a high diving board. As I fell, I stretched my hands and
felt the wind thunder over me. I knew I was going to die. I had to
die. What was I thinking? I wasn’t thinking. It had almost been
instinct to jump. But an instinct bore from what? But it didn’t
matter. I had jumped. I had just done it without thinking
twice.

Too late now. Too late to even care.

But what a way to go!

I plummeted down. The wind whipped my
clothes and hair crazily. My body felt unbelievably strong. I
almost felt as if I could fly. Probably everyone who jumps thinks
this. Perhaps this is the last thought all jumpers have before they
hit bottom:

That they could fly.

But I did feel as if I could fly. In fact, I
was suddenly certain I could fly. Of course, I was certain. I had
no other hope to hang onto. I was about to get dashed across the
rocky bottom and who wouldn’t wish they could fly?

And that’s when something amazing
happened.

I stopped picking up speed. In fact, it felt
almost as if I was slowing.

Maybe that was part of death, too.
Everything slowing down, right before I hit bottom.

But I didn’t hit bottom. In fact, I was
slowing down even more.

What the hell?

I looked at my arms, and that’s when I
received the shock of my life. My arms weren’t arms. My arms were
wings. Beautiful white wings. I instinctively angled my arms—or
wings—and I swooped up, just missing the ground and the shocked
faces below. I made my way up into the sky again. I yelled out, and
an eagle-like screech echoed along the canyon walls.

Somehow, I had transitioned. Somehow, I had
turned into...the white eagle.

Lena!

I looked down, and my eyesight was amazing.
I could see all the details below. Lena was still in Atticai’s
arms. Her head was forward. He was fastened to her neck like a
goddamn sucker fish. He was drinking deeply, his throat working,
swallowing her life force. A deep bruise had formed around her neck
where he was sucking her blood, sucking and sucking...

I angled my wings, tucking them in, and dove
down.

I shot through the night, going faster than
I had ever gone in my life. It was exhilarating. Atticai never saw
me coming. Someone—Wyatt, I think—shouted to his vampire leader,
but it was too late.

I slammed hard into Atticai, piercing his
neck with my great, hooked beak. The force of the impact was great.
Atticai was thrown to the side, spinning through the air. My beak,
I saw, had gone in one side of his neck and out the other. Just as
Yari had said to do.

Atticai rolled across the dirt, and I rolled
with him, tucking in my wings. We were still deeply attached.
Finally, we stopped and he opened his mouth, gasping. His
terrified, confused eyes fell on me. And they widened even more as
he realized what he was seeing...a white eagle. His mouth worked.
Blood poured out of his nose and mouth, dripping over my own
beak.

“I don’t understand,” he whispered, unable
to find his voice.

I considered killing him. I considered
watching the bastard die, but he had spared me once—although it had
been a half-assed gesture. Still, I decided to return the
favor.

Except, I didn’t know how to transition
back. What was I supposed to do? And suddenly, within seconds, I
found myself—my normal self—lying next to a bleeding Atticai.
Apparently, just wanting to transition back was all that was
necessary to switch back and forth.

“You...” gasped Atticai, holding his neck
and sitting up. “You were the one in the visions. I didn’t know.
How could I have known? You were the Chosen One.” Atticai coughed,
and more blood dribbled down his chin. “I was the evil. I was the
evil in the dream.”

Atticai closed his eyes and then just
disappeared. In a night, where I had found myself turned into a
white eagle, seeing a man disappear in front of me, really freaked
me out. But I didn’t have time to worry about it. Next on the list
would be to save Yari; that is, if I wasn’t too late.

I scrambled to my feet, and discovered I was
still wearing the same clothes I had been. Okay, now that was a
neat trick.

Focus, Josiah. Find Yari.

But I didn’t have far to go, or much to
worry about. She was standing with Wyatt and Hector, all three of
whom were staring at me, open-mouthed. Yari stood still, staring at
me as if she had seen a ghost. And that’s saying something about a
girl who was already extremely pale faced and was a supernatural
being herself.

“You’re the one, Josiah. You’re the Chosen
One. I can’t believe it.”

“Never mind that, we need to help Lena.” I
turned and spotted her lying on the ground. Blood dribbled from her
neck, soaking into the dirt around her. I ran to her side and
picked her up. She didn’t look as if she was breathing.

“What do I do?” I yelled. “Someone tell me
what to do!”

“There is only one thing you can do,
Josiah,” said Yari.

“What? Tell me!”

Amazingly, the others didn’t seem to care
what happened to Lena. Why should they? They were used to killing;
they were used to death. What was one more dead Tandra to them?

“Tell me, or I’ll rip all of your fucking
hearts out!” I screamed.

“She is lost,” Yari said. “Unless....”

“Unless what?”

“Unless you choose to turn her.”

“What the devil are you talking about?”

“To save Lena, you will need to turn her
into a Mani.”

“I don’t understand.”

Yari smiled gently at me. “You are one of
us, Josiah. You have been bitten three times by a Mani. It takes
three bites to turn her.”

Through my scattered, crazed thoughts, I
realized she was right. The first had been when Wyatt bit me. The
second had been when Yari sucked the poison out of me. And third
had been Hector, up on the cliff. That’s why I was able to
transition.

“You need to help her become a Mani, or
she’ll die. She has lost too much blood.”

“But you just said three bites...”

“This will be her second bite.” Atticai was
obviously the first one. Yari walked over and lifted Lena’s wrist
and bit down into it, drawing a small amount of blood. Blood
dribbled out, but certainly not as much as I would have thought,
until I remembered how much blood Atticai had surely consumed.

“Now, you Josiah,” said Yari gently. “But
you need to get her conscious.”

“Why?”

“Perhaps she should have some say in the
matter?”

“Of course.” God, I wasn’t thinking at all.
Who could, under these circumstances? But I did as I was told. I
patted her face gently. “Lena, wake up.”

I repeated this a few more times until her
eyelids fluttered and finally opened.

“Josiah?” she whispered.

I smiled down at her. She was still in my
arms. “Yes. Lena, I need to know...do you seriously want to become
a Mani?”

Lena smiled. “Of course, Josiah. That’s all
I ever wanted.”

I looked at Yari. “Now what?”

“Bite her anywhere. Allow your new teeth to
pierce her deep enough so that her blood flows into your mouth.
Drink her and swallow. It won’t have to be much. Just enough so
that the bond is felt by the Triat.”

“Okay.”

I ran my tongue over my “new teeth,” pausing
at the canines. My tongue stopped and slid along the full length of
them. They were as long as a mountain lion’s incisors. Hell,
longer.

“Hurry, Josiah,” said Lena.

I nodded, opened my mouth, leaned down, and
sank these new teeth deep into her neck, the opposite side where
Atticai had feasted. Her blood tasted metallic and warm...and
utterly delicious. I stopped, forcing myself to pull back. I
released my teeth and looked down at her. And before my very eyes,
the two puncture wounds in her neck closed. As did the wounds in
both of her wrists. She looked up at me and smiled.

“You can set me down,” she said.

I did so, and she stood and rubbed her neck,
and I could only stare in stunned silence. It was all so much to
take in. I knew that at any moment, I would wake up from some
long-ass dream, no doubt fueled by some highly illegal
hallucinogenic drug, slipped to me by some nefarious means. But for
now, I was awake. Wide awake. And I was a Mani.

“What happened to Atticai?” asked Lena,
looking around. I knew then that she had sincerely loved the tall
bastard.

“Atticai is gone,” Yari said.

“Is he okay?”

Yari shook her head, and Lena covered her
mouth. Finally, she said, “So the prophecy wasn’t fulfilled?”

“Oh, it was fulfilled, just not by
Atticai.”

“I don’t understand,” said Lena.

“Josiah is the Chosen One.”

She stared at me, and it was then that I
also knew that she had strong feelings for me, too. Yari saw the
look that passed between us, and didn’t like it, but she didn’t say
anything. I turned to Wyatt and Hector. Both were openly staring at
me, and both looked nervous as hell.

“Relax, guys.”

“We cool?” Wyatt asked. “I mean, no hard
feelings about us, um, trying to kill you and all?”

“Oh, I’ll be kicking your asses later, but
for now, we’re cool.”

They both grinned, and we all stood there in
silence. I wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, but I knew
more would be explained to me, much more. But for now, there was
only one thing I wanted to do. Well, two.

“Let’s get out of here, guys,” I said.

We all transitioned: Lena and Yari into
beautiful red hawks, Hector and Wyatt into black ravens, and myself
into the great white eagle.

We flew, together, over the San Bernardino
Mountains. I was now part of the Children of the Night. I was now a
Mani. I was now supposed to be their savior. But two beautiful
women, C.O.N. business, and even the ass-kickings of my new
henchmen would have to wait.

My first order of business was to find
Tommy…
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Practice was a bitch. Mo, my trainer, kicked
my ass. These five-hour practices would have to stop once I was
champion. That was a long way off, considering that I only had one
professional fight behind me. I knocked out the poor guy in less
than a minute; I had a long road ahead of me until I got to the
top.

I’m a mixed martial arts fighter in the
state of California. I was a collegiate wrestling champion for
Arizona State, and after college, there wasn’t much I could do when
my only skill was wrestling other guys on a cold, hard mat. So, I
went into mixed martial arts training and got quickly addicted to
the sport. So much so that I decided to make it my career.

Practice was rough tonight because I was
still nursing a pretty serious hangover from the New Year’s Eve
party, the night before. I hardly ever drink, but there are certain
events in the year that qualify as drinking nights, and New Year’s
Eve is one of them.

The year was 2006, and I had just turned 22
years old. College was a breeze for me; I zipped through my four
years and got a degree in Theater Arts. Yes, that’s right, I said
it; I’m a mixed martial arts fighter who also has a Theater Arts
degree. I took every kind of class when I was at Arizona State and
I found that my acting classes were the most fun. And, I’m all
about fun.

But tonight wasn’t about mixed martial arts
or theater. Tonight was about unwinding at my favorite dive bar. I
wasn’t sure if I was going to drink, considering I drank half the
tequila in Mexico last night, but I still had some party left in me
and I needed to feed the beast.

My muscles hardly got sore anymore unless I
took a pounding in the gym. Tonight, I took such a pounding. I had
recently installed a huge Jacuzzi-style bathtub in my apartment.
So, I figured I’d check out the ambiance of the bar and maybe have
a tiny, little drink. Then I go home and soak my overworked muscles
and joints against the bubbling jets of my Jacuzzi.

I was so hung over and exhausted that I
wanted to go to a bar where I knew I would have zero chance of
getting into a fight. I have to admit, I love to fight and my
specialty is putting douchebags in their place: on the ground, face
down. I’m not talking about the clueless guy who is socially inept
and tends to stick his foot in his mouth repeatedly at a bar when
it comes to talking to women. I’m talking about the meathead, the
abrupt bully who is always trying to physically cut you down to
build himself up. I didn’t pummel douchebags for talking crap, I
pummeled them in physical self-defense. I’m a walking target for
douchebags, because I look like a challenge, I’m about six feet,
two inches tall, and have a thick physique. I have an exceptionally
small waist in comparison to my shoulders, which gives me a nice ‘V
shape’ as the ladies often mentioned. My looks have been compared
to a younger Hugh Jackman with more of a rugged edge. I have to
admit, I love the ladies, and they seem to love themselves some
Tommy. Guys, on the other hand, especially guys in packs, seem not
to be so Tommy-friendly. I usually kept to myself because frankly,
I could fight every night of the week, if necessary. It was as
natural to me as breathing.

So, my dive bar of choice is a place called
Shiners, because everyone knows my name and respects my
contribution to society. I did see the irony in the name of the
dive bar and it was like an “in” joke, every time I walked in past
the sign and patted it, for luck. My goal for my contribution to
society, in Shiners and elsewhere, was to make sure that all of my
women knew that they were delicate, beautiful creatures—I did all I
could to make sure each one was satisfied. Line them up! I liked
all women, big and small, black or white. They are all God’s
creatures and if the night is right, the lucky chosen one would
make a run to my hot tub with me, and walk out with her knees
quivering and a smile on her face. But don’t misunderstand my
intentions, I’m not sexist or a pig. I love and adore women and I’m
a gentleman to the utmost degree. But, I am usually on the prowl,
and the cuter, my prey, the more I raise my game. My game is
simple. I’m the bad boy. Sometimes quiet, sometimes outgoing, but
never the braggart. I usually just give tidbits about myself and
allow their imaginations to infer the rest. My technique seemed to
be working for me. I rarely lacked for female company, but had no
steady girlfriend. I had never felt like I needed or wanted
one.

I pulled my black Mustang into the Shiners
parking lot. The bar is about two miles from my gym. I worked out
in Anaheim Hills at a gym that specializes in mixed martial arts
training. The parking lot was unusually empty for a Thursday night,
but then again, it was New Year’s Day; most people were already in
bed after a long day of watching football and pigging out on
Christmas leftovers and beer. I didn’t have the luxury of eating
like a pig since I had to keep my weight around 175 pounds. And
beer was pretty much forbidden for fighters. It was said that beer
put on weight faster than any food.

I got out of my car and stepped on the
crushed gravel parking lot. It was a reasonably cool evening, so I
decided to grab my leather jacket from the back seat of my Mustang.
It went well with my immaculate white t-shirt and Levis 501
button-front blue jeans that molded to my hips like they were
custom made. I had showered and cologned up at the gym and I looked
and smelled like a warm, summer day. But, because I had a hangover,
I knew my breath was probably yucky. It was Altoid time! I reached
in my left pocket and pulled out a container of wintergreen
Altoids. I tossed a couple in my mouth. Considering Altoids were
the most I had splurged on my diet all day, I thought it would be
okay to knock back a couple more.

I put on my coat, straightened my clothes
and then looked at myself in my driver’s-side mirror. My eyes were
a tad bloodshot from my workout but I didn’t have any eye drops, so
I decided not to worry about it. Besides, it was kind of dark in
Shiners. My dark brown hair seemed a tad messed up, but then again,
I couldn’t walk into a bar looking too immaculate. I had learned
that a slightly scruffy look could be appealing to women.

I walked across the parking lot and counted
a total of five cars. Was there anyone inside? Worst-case scenario,
I could chat it up with Megan, the bartender. She was cute and was
well-endowed and I could at least get my flirt on. Practice makes
perfect.

I opened the door to the bar. The door had
peeled-off paint on the outside, and they covered the inside with
big beer advertisements.

I peeked in and Jonesy, the doorman, was
there sitting on a stool looking bored to death. He was a rather
large man with a giant head. He looked like he could be an extra in
a motorcycle movie.

“Tommy, what’s up, brother?” He stuck out
his fist and bumped it with mine.

“Not much, Jonesy.” I knew I wouldn’t have
to show my ID, and I was actually glad not to. I had been going to
the bar since I was eighteen. If they’d ever wanted to see my real
I.D., they would know I had pulled the wool over their eyes for
four years with a fake one.

Just like I expected, there was no one in
the bar except a couple of the regulars, old guys who would talk
your ear off about politics and the state of the American economy,
if you let them. Not tonight, I thought. I walked to the bar area
and Megan was behind the bar, looking as hot as ever. She was
wearing a hot, black skin-tight top with a pair of cut-off jeans
shorts. The girl sure knew how to get a tip.

“Hey, Tommy, have a seat, cutie.” She seemed
genuinely glad to see me; she was probably bored to tears listening
to the old men talk about elections. I caught some of their
conversation in dribs and drabs. It was tedious.

“Trust me, Megan, there is only one cutie in
this bar and it sure as hell isn’t me,” I said, as I planted my
butt on the high barstool.

Megan smiled at me flirtatiously and said,
“Jonesy is looking hot tonight.”

“Yes, he is. No one but Jonesy is quite able
to pull off the old-school MacGyver mullet hairdo and mix and match
it with a Vincent Price goatee and Elvis sideburns. What’s not to
love?”

She laughed. “That’s for sure. What can I
get you, Fighter Boy?”

I hesitated and then said, “I’ll have a
Patron. Make it a double shot. Neat.” Sometimes, I like to order a
drink to impress, but it’s hard to impress a bartender with
anything but a tip.

“Sure thing.” Megan grabbed a Patron bottle
from the back of the bar. She had to tilt up her body to get the
bottle and thank God she did. I caught a glimpse of an ass cheek.
Wow, that did the trick! I would put that image in my mental vault
and whip out that baby as needed in times of solitude.

I’m not a pig, so I definitely didn’t let on
to Megan that I was pretty turned on by her little
reach-up-to-grab-a-bottle performance. A woman like Megan knows
she’s hot and works it for all she’s got. I’m sure the ass cheek
slid out on purpose from her tiny cutoffs. If I was to comment, it
would just put me in a category of every hard-up creep who comes in
here looking to hit on a defenseless lady bartender. If Megan
didn’t work here and I had met her out in the real world, I might
have hit on her. But there was no way I would do anything other
than harmless flirting. I make it a point not to shit where I eat.
Shiners was my home away from home and I took it seriously that I
should not get involved with the employees. No matter how cute.

Megan turned around and poured me a double
shot and set it in front of me along with a couple of limes and a
salt shaker.

“You know me so well, Megan.”

“I aim to please.”

“I know you do.” I put a little salt on my
wrist and cut a lime in half. “Here’s to the new year!” I licked
the salt, downed the double shot and sucked the lime. It went down
smooth, Patron always does. “Slow night?” I asked.

Megan smirked at the idiocy of my obvious
question. “I expected it,” she said. “I have no idea why the owner
even has this place open. He gives us two vacation days,
Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“Well, I’ll tip you good.”

“I know you will, you always do,” Megan
looked over my shoulder and then paused. “Don’t look now, Tommy,
but a ‘Ten’ just walked in and she’s all alone.”

“Wow, a ‘Ten’ even.” I didn’t look
around.

“She’s hot. I’d do her.” Megan said.

“She’s either really hot, or really nasty,”
I said, under my breath. Hot girls tend to make out with
odd-looking chicks at parties. There’s something about a bad,
genuine hard-ass chick that turns on straight girls. But that sort
of girl does nothing for me.

“She definitely hot! Turn around, you
chicken-shit.”

“I’m not chicken-shit, I’m savoring the
moment. I like to pace myself.”

“Well, Mr. Pacer, you blew it. She just
left.”

“You’re fucking kidding me.” I turned around
and saw the door close. I looked at Megan and gave her a look that
said ‘this girl better be worth going to the parking lot to check
out.’

“Go see for yourself,” she said, and began
wiping down the counter.

I got up and hurried past Jonesy and went
outside. I opened the door and right beside the door on the right
was a beautiful brunette. She was sexy in a hot Playboy centerfold
way, but still had enough girl next door in her to tell she was
grounded. At least, I hoped so, you never know with girls from
Southern California. She was looking at her phone and typing a text
message. I decided I’d better do something, too, so it didn’t
appear like I had only come outside to see her. Which I had. I took
a couple of steps to the left and pretended to text on my
phone.

I mouthed out loud what I was supposedly
texting to give the illusion I was really interested in my
make-believe text. I had to play it like I was completely unaware
of the hot brunette that I was standing next to me in the parking
lot. This kind of move hardly ever works, but it was worth a
shot.

I took my time and eventually looked over at
her to see that the brown-haired beauty and me were about fifteen
feet apart. She caught me looking in her direction and I gave my
sincerest, warmest smile. Her eyes locked in on me. Bingo! She was
interested.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” I said. “Why?”

“I don’t know, maybe it was just the way you
were looking at me.”

“How was I looking at you?” I said,
laughing.

“I don’t know. You looked at me like you
recognized me.”

“Sorry, I was just texting a friend and you
caught my eye.”

She nodded her head like a woman who hears
that kind of thing all the time. She stopped texting and looked up
at me and said, “Why is the bar so dead?”

“It’s usually pretty active. It is New
Year’s Day.”

“Oh yeah, it is. That’s funny, I was up
until noon last night, I took and nap and then came here. So, it
feels like the next day. Even though it’s the same day.”

“That would do it to you. Sleeping during
the day always messes up my internal body clock.”

Then something odd happened. She looked at
me with a concerned, puzzled look. I looked at her and then she
motioned toward her nose. You know, that motion people do when you
have a booger. Are you kidding me? Really? I have a big booger
hanging out of my nose? Apparently, not just a small one, she
looked at it like there was an asteroid hanging out of my nostril.
I was horrified.

She continued to stare right at my nostril
and now her face went from moderate concern to absolute horror. How
big was this booger? I finally reached toward my face and as I did
I felt a drip fall from my nose to the ground below. Holy shit, my
nose was bleeding.

“Are you okay?” she asked, rushing over to
me.

I tilted back my head and the young lady
pulled some tissue out of her purse.

“Don’t put your head back you’ll choke on
your own blood,” she said. “You need to lean forward and pinch your
nose.” She grabbed my hand and led me back inside the bar. She
walked me across the bar to the restroom area.

“It only took you five minutes for her to
punch you in the face, Tommy.” Megan yelled out, laughing, as I was
being swept off by my new brown-haired friend.

She took me into the ladies’ room. She was
still holding my hand while she opened the door to the bathroom.
The first thing I noticed was that there were no urinals and all of
the stalls had doors. There was even a little table with a plant on
top. Are you kidding me? The men’s bathroom was disgusting, and
this bathroom looked like a room at the Hilton.

“Lean over the sink,” she said. “Why is your
nose bleeding? Did you get into a fight?”

I pinched my nose and leaned over the sink.
I looked at myself in the mirror. Damn! Even their mirror was
bigger! The blood flow seemed to be slowing.

“You have a name, bleeder?” the woman asked
wiping my nose for me. She leaned in and wow, she smelled
incredible. She smelled like vanilla and I liked vanilla a lot.

“My name is Tommy.”

“Tommy? Is it short for Thomas?”

“No, and that wouldn’t be short. The two
names are almost just as long.” I counted the letters in my
head.

“Okay, smartass. You never answered me. Is
there a reason why you’re bleeding all over me?”

I owed her an explanation; I mean after all,
she had brought me into the women’s bathroom. “I’m a professional
mixed martial arts fighter and sometimes my nose just unexpectedly
bleeds. It has to do with the fact I’m constantly losing
weight.”

“A professional fighter?” her eyes lit up.
“Nice. That is about the most interesting thing I’ve heard all
day.”

“Is it more interesting than a guy bleeding
in front of you, seconds after meeting him?”

“No, that definitely was more interesting.
You’re two for two in the intrigue department.”

“What about you, Florence Nightingale? Do
you have a name?

“Yes, I do.” She continued to wipe my
face.

“Well...”

“My name is Sasha.”

“Sasha?” I asked.

“Yeah, I know it sounds like a stripper
name, but it was the name I was born with. I’m Argentinean and my
parents were trying to be more American.”

“Bambi or Bubbles wasn’t on your parent’s
radar?”

She laughed. “I guess there are worse
stripper names. I should be thankful.”

“I don’t think it sounds like a stripper,
more like a villain in Batman.”

“There you go. I could be Catwoman’s twin
sister.”

I finally took over and wiped my nose. “Not
too many American girls would do the whole hot-nurse bit routine.
So, I do have to give it up to Argentina.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m all American, I was
born here. My parents are from Argentina.”

“Well, be sure to thank them for me. They
raised an outstanding young lady.”

“Wow, you lay it on thick, don’t you?”

“In any other case, that would be an
accurate statement, but in this case, I couldn’t be any more
serious.”

“You’re sweet.” And then she finally did it.
She gave me the ‘I think you’re hot too’ look.

“Can I buy you a drink?” I asked. It was the
least I could do.

Sasha looked at me in a way a girl does
right before she makes the ‘I’ll hang with you for the next couple
hours’ look. “Sure,” she said. “And you’re in luck. The bleeding
has stopped.”

“That’s good. It would give a whole new
meaning to a Bloody Mary.”

“Now, that’s just gross.”

“Hey, you’re the one who got intimate with
my nose, minutes after meeting me.”

Sasha shook her and laughed and swung open
the door. I looked at my nose in the mirror and it was bright red.
Nice, I look like Rudolph.

Sasha stepped outside the bathroom and took
a seat at one of the many empty tables in the bar. I followed her
and yelled out, “Megan, two more shots of Patron.” I decided to
look at Sasha to see if tequila was okay.

“Patron sounds good,” Sasha said, “and a
beer chaser would be great. I only like imported beer; I’m girlie
like that.”

“Okay, green bottle it is,” I shouted one
more time to Megan. “Make those two shots and 2 green bottles.”

“Wow! Fancy, Tommy. She must have cleaned
you up real good!” Megan winked at me.

I ignored the comment.

Megan made the drinks and brought them over
and Sasha and I talked and laughed for the next couple of hours
until Megan yelled out ‘last call.’

Sasha told me she was a waitress at a coffee
shop in Brea. She had gone to nursing school, but had to quit, due
to lack of funds. We joked and laughed and made fun of just about
everything we could think of. She was my kind of chick; she could
dish it out and seemed to be up for anything.

The bar closed down and I walked Sasha out
to her car. I hadn’t drunk any alcohol since the first shot when we
first sat down. I knew I had plenty of time for the alcohol to make
its way through me. I could pass a breathalyzer test any day of the
week. Sasha, on the other hand, was a buck fifteen at the most, and
she followed her shot and beer with about three more beers and two
more shots.

“You okay to drive?” I asked

“Oh, is this your big ‘don’t drink and
drive’ move, where you convince little old me to sleep over and
you’ll give me the bed and you’ll sleep on the couch?”

“Who said I would be the one sleeping on the
couch?”

“Oh, confident, are we?”

“Not confident. I just have my dates take
the couch. I find it’s the right thing to do once I’m completely
done with the seduction aspect of the evening.”

“Seduction? A girl should be so lucky!”

“Honestly, I thought I’d take you to Denny’s
to get some coffee. I don’t make it a habit to take girls to my
place right after I first meet them.”

“Oh, you live with your parents!” Sasha
began laughing hysterically. “I knew your charm came with a
price.”

“No. I live alone in a two-bedroom apartment
by myself. And, I don’t remember my parents. I was raised by my
grandparents. My grandma mostly.”

“Aww.” Sasha was really buzzed. She began
touching my face in a way that wasn’t the least bit sexy. “That
explains your Southern charm.”

“Southern charm?” Maybe Southern California
charm. There is nothing Southern about me.”

“Trust me; I’ve spent a lot of time in the
South. You would fit right in. They’re all corn-fed like you.”
Sasha then began feeling my muscles. “Damn, you’re really muscular.
How many hours a day do you work out?” She felt my entire upper
body. I eventually stopped her hands before she got to my legs and
put them by her side.

“Look, let’s go to Denny’s. You’re drunker
than I thought. We’ll hang out there until you can think
clearly.”

Sasha had taken out her keys when we first
left the bar, but now she was putting them back in her purse. “I
guess I could use some coffee. Coffee would sober me up.”

“That’s my Mustang over there.” I pointed
across the parking lot at my bad boy.

“Nice, like I said, very Southern. All it’s
missing is a Dale Earnhardt for President sticker on the
bumper.”

I walked her over to my vehicle. I opened
the door and helped her in the passenger side. I shut the door and
walked behind the car and watched as Sasha looked at my door and
noticed it was locked, she leaned her drunk body over and unlocked
my door. One more for Argentina! I loved it when a girl did that.
It shows she’s thinking outside herself. Sasha was drunk and she
still pulled it off. Bravo!
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We went to the Denny’s off of Harbor
Boulevard in Fullerton. During the entire ride, Sasha touched my
arms, well, maybe more like petted them, like they were kittens.
The angel on my shoulder was telling me to go to Denny’s and the
damn devil was saying, ‘Screw Denny’s, it’s time for some loving.’
The angel eventually won the battle.

We got to Denny’s and ordered enough food to
feed six people. I was happy to see that Sasha was throwing down
her coffee like her shots and I knew she’d be sober in no time.

We continued to talk for a good hour until
our conversation led me to ask, “So, Shiners isn’t exactly a
hopping, happening place. What brought you to that hole-in-the-wall
bar on a holiday?”

“I was bored and hoping to play some darts.
That place must be the only bar in the United States that doesn’t
have a dart board.”

“Oh, that’s why you left so fast. I actually
took it personally.”

“You never even turned around. You didn’t
even know I was in the bar!”

“I knew you were in the bar.” I smirked and
took a sip of my soda.

“You’re just the babe-hound aren’t you?”

“Not really. The bartender knows what I
like.”

“You were given the heads’ up? I see how it
is. You let that poor bartender do all your dirty work.”

“She did say you were her type.”

“Well, it’s nice to be adored.”

“You don’t strike me as a woman who is
hurting for adoration.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised. So, when you came
outside to make a text, that was all for show?”

“I did mention earlier on I had a Theater
Arts degree.”

“Nice performance.”

“It’s only fun if there’s an audience.”

“Even if it’s an audience of one?”

“If that audience is you, I’d perform all
night,” I said, winking at her.

“All night? That’s impressive coming from a
bleeder.”

“Did I mention that my erections are like a
locomotive charging through the Midwest, carrying steel as
cargo?”

“You might have glossed over that little
nugget of info.”

“Well, now you know.”

“I’ll be sure to put that in my penis
journal.”

“Are there are lot of entries?” I asked,
smiling.

“These days, not enough.”

“You can also add in your little journal
that I have a beautiful penis.”

“It will be duly noted. Can we get off your
penis?”

“I wasn’t aware that you had gotten on,” I
joked.

“Neither had I!” Sasha slammed the table at
her burn. “Ouch! Game, set, match.”

I laughed out loud. “Now that was fun.”

“You have no idea how much fun I can
be.”

“All right, tell me. What do you do for
fun?”

Sasha liked this question. She sat up and
everything. “I’m an actress.”

“Really?”

“Well, I’m trying to be.”

“What kind?” I asked.

“One who talks.”

“Very nice,” I said, sarcastically. “What I
meant was what kind of actress: TV, movie, stage?”

“Stage and some television.”

“Some television, really?” I was sincerely
impressed.

“Yep, so you’re not the only actor
here.”

“Oh, I’m not an actor. I got a general
Theater Arts degree. It was better than doing math.”

“Well, I’m trying to be an actress.”

“You do look like Audrey Hepburn if she grew
her hair long.”

“I’ve been told that before. And I think
it’s going to be hard for Audrey Hepburn to grow any kind of hair
anymore.”

“Don’t be a downer. I like remembering my
Hollywood divas alive.” I took another drink of my soda and decided
to ask, “What else do you like to do?”

“I like surfing!”

“Surfing?” Are you kidding?”

“No.”

“Where do you surf?”

“Everywhere. Malibu, Newport Beach, you name
it.”

“Okay, let me get this straight. You’re a
beautiful Argentinean woman, who wants to be an actress and loves
to surf?”

“That would be me.”

“Damn, it’s like every man’s dream.”

“All those things are superficial,
though.”

“I know. That’s why it’s every guy’s dream
on paper. The reality is something quite different.”

“The reality of what?”

“The reality of you,” I explained,
plainly.

“You think you know me after a couple of
drinks, and a Moons Over My Hammy. You think you got me all figured
out at a Denny’s at 3 a.m.?”

“I think I do.”

“You’re not being serious, are you?” Sasha
really didn’t like the fact I would have the gall to say something
like that to her.

I looked at Sasha and grinned. “Okay, let me
give it my best shot and if I’m completely wrong, I’ll pay for the
meal.”

“Oh, you’re paying for the meal,
nonetheless, but please enlighten me.”

I took the last sip of my drink and sat up
straighter for my opening statement. “You’re very pretty. So, you
probably don’t get asked out much. When you do, it’s either by a
rich guy who’s old enough to be your father or a guy who thinks he
is the most beautiful person in every room, not you. Both turn you
off, so that’s why you settle for the bad boy. I fit the bad-boy
image so that’s why you have spent the last 3 hours and 17 minutes
with me. You like the bad boy because you like to think you can
tame him. But you also secretly love the fact that he’s
unpredictable and might not call you for a couple of days at any
given time. But, that gets old and eventually you move on and that
is why you have had hundreds of one-month relationships over the
years. With bad boys.”

Sasha smiled and I knew I had hit some truth
about her, so I continued, “You’re an actress because you like to
escape. You could never be a prostitute or a nun in real life, but
you like the idea of becoming whatever you won’t, with any given
script. You like the idea of escaping in little intervals but
you’re far too interested in your own life to do it for any long
period of time.”

Sasha nearly came out of her skin on that
one. I continued, “You surf because it’s the one thing you know for
damn sure you can’t control, so you don’t even try. You ride each
wave and get turned on by its power and unpredictability. The more
you fall off a board and get back on, the more it gives you a sense
of accomplishment and survival. Both are things that you desire
daily. You thrive on these two things: power and unpredictability.
How am I doing?”

“Go on,” she said.

Now Sasha was looking at me like she had
seen a ghost, so I knew I was reading her better than any psychic
friends network employee ever could. “You’re alone at the moment,
but you have ten guys you can call that would leave a girlfriend, a
wife, or any other person they were involved with to have one more
night with you. That’s because not only are you gorgeous, you are
very passionate in the bedroom, and like to take on all kinds of
roles. You’re afraid to truly let go, out of your fear of real
intimacy, emotional intimacy, I mean But secretly, you’re waiting
for that one guy who completely ‘gets’ you and that’s the moment
you have longed for. That’s the moment that you know in your heart
that when you finally find him, you’re ready to completely let
go.”

Sasha continued to stare at me and slowly
shake her head in disbelief, so I decide to finish her off. “At
this very moment, you are intrigued by my insight and candor, but
yet you’re still afraid that this is ‘my game’ and I’m trying to
back-door you to get you into bed. Part of you doesn’t give a shit,
but the real true part of you, the one that cries at weddings and
Kleenex commercials, is praying that I’m being sincere. All I can
tell you is that I am, being sincere that is, and I think you’re
about the sexiest woman I have ever seen. I say this not as a line,
just as a statement of fact. I couldn’t care less if you believe me
or not, because I know what I’ve said has ministered to your soul.
So, Sasha, girl I met for the first time tonight, how did I
do?”

Sasha stood up from her chair, “Check,
please!”

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Sasha grabbed my hand and dragged me outside
the double doors of Denny’s. She marched me out to the back parking
lot that was parallel to Harbor Boulevard. Sasha, still leading me
by my hand, threw me up against my black Mustang and shoved her
tongue down my throat. She pushed me up against the driver’s-side
door of my Mustang and grabbed my neck so I would be at eye level
with her. I spread my legs wide which I usually have to do to kiss
a woman without having to lower my neck. In this case, my head was
eye level to hers, but nonetheless, she hung on my neck like it was
a monkey bar. She continued to jam her face into mine and kissed me
with an intensity I hadn’t ever quite experienced. She kissed me
passionately with a lot of tongue and even a moan or two. I had to
admit it was hotter than shit and my body definitely let her know
how much this was turning, me on. I wasn’t one to wear underwear.
So, I was at full attention in my 501’s. Sasha pressed harder
against me kissing my lips, my neck, and my face.

“Take me home,” she said.

“What about your car?”

“I’ll get it in the morning. I don’t really
want to peel myself off of you right now.”

I opened my door and Sasha ran around my car
and jumped in. I drove to my apartment in record time. The angel on
my shoulder had gone to bed early and the devil was out in force.
The entire way to my house, Sasha licked my fingers and kissed my
right arm. Can you say, ‘slam dunk?’

We got to my apartment off of Gypsum Canyon.
I parked in my assigned spot, and the two of us nearly sprinted to
my door. I took out my keys and opened my door. I didn’t have much
furniture in my two-bedroom apartment, but at this point, all I
needed was a sofa and TV in the living room and a California King
in the bedroom.

We made our way through my bare hallway and
nearly busted through my bedroom door. I threw it open and we both
fell on my bed simultaneously.

She continued to kiss me, and I was really
taken aback by her aggressiveness. Usually, I let a woman just have
her way if she came at me like this, but Sasha was different. I
kind of liked her. I never had a woman match wits with me like she
had tonight. I couldn’t deny the fact I was craving her body more
than anything else in my entire life

I kissed her back with the same intensity
and hers was off the charts. But I liked to be in control, so I
pinned her down and rolled on top of her. I kissed her neck, then
her aggression let up a tad and I decided to stop. That’s right! I
stopped and just stared at her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m taking you in.”

“Why?”

“Because I like you.”

“I like you, too. Don’t stop.”

“I see that, we both know where this is
going.”

“Yeah, so?” Sasha grabbed me and turned me
to my back and began kissing my chest. I stopped her and said, “Are
you sure?”

“Are you the same guy who talked about his
beautiful penis an hour ago?”

“I am definitely the same guy. And I do have
an epic penis, as far as beauty is concerned.”

“All talk. Put your money where your mouth
is.” Man, she was driving harder than a guy would.

“Let me ask you a question. Are you okay if
this is all it is? Sex?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.” She was
now kissing my stomach.

I looked at this beautiful woman loving on
my body and thought, Screw it!

I looked at her kissing my body and I
thanked God the devil had come back. With that, I grabbed her and
turned her over and ripped off both of our clothes. Sasha then
experienced beauty… and the beast.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


I woke up from a deep slumber and stared at
the digital clock to the left of my bed. It read 11:30. That meant
I had a solid seven-hour snooze. I turned over and my little
brunette friend was still sound asleep. She looked peaceful as she
laid in my bed. I leaned over and kissed her cheek. Her eyes opened
as my lips made contact.

“You are for real,” she said, hoarsely.

“You thought I was make-believe?” I
laughed

“Not make-believe. Just maybe a Greek god
like Thor.”

“Nope. I’m all flesh and bone.”

“Yes, you are. I can attest to that.” She
sat up and grinned. “I can’t believe you almost went soft on me
last night.”

“Soft, I was never—”

“I don’t mean soft like that. I mean you
almost didn’t want to go through with it.”

“Yeah, I did have a Boy Scout moment.”

“Why? Do you make a habit of bringing girls
you meet at a bar home and not scoring with them? Do you have a
whole separate belt for notches that could have been?”

“Honestly, I just knew I wanted to see you
again. I figured the best insurance I had was to still stay
unfamiliar in certain areas.”

“Well, you got pretty familiar.”

“I sure did.”

“You are an interesting man, bleeder.”

“It’s the life of a fighter,” I said,
proudly.

“When is your next fight?”

“In three weeks.” I reached down and felt my
gut. “I need to lose about twelve more pounds.”

“Well, you have three more weeks.”

“You want to go get some breakfast? I’m
starving.”

“I thought you didn’t eat.”

“I’ll have some cottage cheese and egg
whites. It’s my breakfast of champions.”

“That would be fine, but let’s stop by that
bar and get my car.” Sasha stood up and stretched. Damn, she had a
hot little body.

“Want to take a shower?”

“Considering we did have sex, I’d
better.”

“Yeah, you might have my cooties.”

“I hope that’s all it is—is cooties.”

“I’m good, little girl. We did use
protection.”

“I know we did.” Sasha reflected a bit on
the night before. She looked at me and smiled, “You know, you are a
pretty damn good kisser.”

“How could you tell?” I said, laughing.

“What do you mean?” Sasha seemed
confused.

“You seemed to have your agenda in the
kissing department.”

“I do like to kiss.”

“As do I, my lady.”

“That’s good to know because you haven’t
seen anything yet.”

Sasha walked out of my room into the
bathroom completely naked and jumped in the shower. I shook my head
at the sight of a gorgeous woman walking naked in my lonely
bedroom. Wow, some nights it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. I
got up and put on a pair of basketball shorts and waited for her to
get out of the shower. I got in after she was done and took a very
long, hot shower.

When I was finished, we threw on some
clothes and Sasha and I headed out. My apartment was about 15
minutes from Shiners. It didn’t take long to get there. I whipped a
left on Tustin Street and looked to over my left at the bar’s
parking lot where Sasha’s Jeep was parked. There was a fairly large
muscular man standing next to Sasha’s Jeep. He had a giant, black
4Runner parked adjacent to Sasha’s car. I slowed down my Mustang
and looked over at Sasha; she looked on in horror. Oh, this wasn’t
going to be good.

“Tommy, remember last night when I asked if
you had me figured out and you spouted off all those details?”

“Yes,” I said, hesitantly.

“You were right on just about everything.”
She took a deep breath. “Everything, except the part about me being
single!”

“Seriously, Sasha, that overgrown heap of
muscle is your boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“About a year.”

“Fucking great. Now this meathead is going
to want to try to kick my ass.” I pulled my car in the driveway
expecting this guy to charge my car and pull me out of the window.
I slowly inched my way through the parking lot. I stopped and put
my car in park almost a hundred feet from where he was parked. I
wasn’t taking any chances.

Sasha got out of the car with her hair still
wet from her shower. “I’m sorry, Tommy. I left my number by your
television at your apartment. This situation is complicated.”

Complicated? Was she kidding me?

Sasha slammed the passenger door and walked
over to her boyfriend who stood by her car. I knew I shouldn’t whip
out of the parking lot because that would look bad and was
definitely the cowardly dick move. And I was anything but a
coward.

I watched as Sasha talked to the fellow with
the dark brown hair. Surprisingly, he didn’t seem upset. He just
leaned back and listened. He was at least 6’5 and weighed 250
pounds. He looked like he should have been playing linebacker for
the Green Bay Packers.

Sasha turned around and walked toward my
car. Then she stopped and motioned for me to come out of my
vehicle.

Was she serious? This was the last thing I
wanted to do.

But I had no choice. I slowly got out of the
driver’s side. I rolled my eyes as I turned around and gave my best
Hollywood, good-guy smile that I had in my arsenal in times of
turmoil. I confidently walked over to Sasha’s Jeep.

“Hey, brother,” the large man said.

“What’s up?” He eyed me in a way to see what
I was about trying to read me before we even began to engage in a
conversation. I gave him a sincere, warm stare not knowing what
Sasha could have possibly told him.

“Thanks for taking care of her last
night.”

“No problem,” I said, just going along with
it.

“Not every guy would help a drunk girl and
not try anything.”

Try anything? There wasn’t much we didn’t
try last night! But that was definitely not something to blurt
out.

Meathead continued, “Thanks for making sure
that creep that was hitting on her didn’t take advantage of
her.”

Wow. Sasha laid it out and gave him a
detailed story. A lie. Oh, she was good.

Sasha jumped in, “I told Gary about that
jerk that was grabbing my arm and not letting me get in my
car.”

“Yeah, what a douche,” I said, with zero
expression in my voice. “He was a real asshole.” I emphasized
asshole, so Sasha could tell I was referring to her.

“Well, maybe you and your wife would like to
come over and barbecue sometime,” said Gary the meathead.

Huh? My wife? Okay, I’m cool with helping
someone get out of trouble, but don’t get me hitched, not even in
fantasy land.

“Yeah, I told Gary that you and your lovely
wife let me sleep it off in your guest room. You two were great.”
Sasha smiled at me innocently. Wow, she was a piece of work.

“That’s what we do, my wife and me, we love
thy neighbor,” I said. Hell, if she was going to lie, I was going
to go all in, too. “And don’t worry about the bed,” I continued.
“We knew you were drunk and everyone wets the bed, once in a
while.”

“You wet the man’s bed!” her boyfriend said,
disgusted. He stared at Sasha with an embarrassed, horrified
look.

“We don’t have to go into that,” I said,
reassuringly. “She got real crazy and free and ran outside naked.
My poor wife chased her down the block.”

Sasha looked at me as if to say, ‘Are you
kidding me?’

“Why the hell would you allow yourself to
get that drunk?” Now her boyfriend was irate.

“Yeah, she gave those junior high boys an
eye full.” I said, piling on.

“Junior high boys?” Now, he was about to
explode.

“Yeah, they were more like our local street
gang,” I said, pressing the point.

“Where the hell do you live?” Meathead
apparently didn’t like my pretend address.

And like I said, I went all in.
“Unfortunately, I live in a not-so-safe neighborhood in Anaheim,
but we only had one drive-by shooting last week, so it’s
improving.”

“Let me get this straight, Sasha. You got so
drunk that some jerk tried to take you home forcefully. And then
this poor guy helps you out and lets you sleep it off at his
house…in what appears to be downtown Compton. If that wasn’t bad
enough, you stripped naked and ran down the street and this guy’s
poor wife had to run you down at four in the morning. Are you
serious?”

Sasha looked stunned and just had to nod.
She was in no position to dispute anything, so I couldn’t resist,
“Don’t forget she peed our guest bed, and maybe even pooped in it a
tad bit.”

That was it! Gary was done! “New rule, you
are to never go out anywhere again unless I’m with you.” Gary then
turned to me. “Thanks, bro. You are good man. Please apologize to
your wife for me.”

“Oh, I will. She’s at the Laundromat washing
the sheets.”

Then Gary reached into his wallet and pulled
out forty bucks and handed it to me. “I hope this covers it.”

It didn’t exactly. All the drinks and food
she ate last night came closer to about sixty, but it was a good
gesture, even though he thought it was for the sheets.

“Let’s get the hell out of here, Sasha. I’ll
deal with you when we get home.” Then Meathead walked past me and
jumped into his giant truck and slammed the door.

“Thanks,” Sasha said to me. “Thanks a lot,”
she said sarcastically.

“No problem!” I said, stoically, then turned
around and walked back to my car. That was the story of my life—bad
decision after bad decision. I meet someone great, and she turns
out to be a cheater, a liar, and most importantly, a bed
wetter.

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


For the next three weeks, I trained my butt
off and lost the weight I needed to by eating a 1400-calorie-a-day
diet and kicking my ass in the gym. My opponent was a fighter named
Jorge Vasquez; he was an established pro and had a 16-6 record with
twelve knockouts. He was the opposite kind of fighter than me, he
was a striker and I loved the ground game. I worked on some
standing techniques with my trainer, Mo. For the most part, my job
was to take him down and pile on the elbows and maneuver him in a
way to do one of my infamous submission moves.

The night before my fight, I had a light
workout. I was going to be on the under card at the Staples Center
and was the first fight out of the gate. I knew I needed to get
some rest, so I got home and went to straight to bed. I wanted
eight solid hours, no more, no less. I quickly fell asleep, as I
usually did after a glass of warm milk.

I had started out in a very deep sleep and
then I began to hear a constant beeping in my dreams. It didn’t
matter what I was dreaming, from unicorns to bikini babes, there
was this damn beeping sound in the distance.

Finally, I woke up and right beside my hand
was my cell phone. I stared at my cell phone screen—23 missed
calls. Are you kidding me? They were all from a 714 area code
number that I didn’t even recognize.

I got up and went to my bathroom to wash my
face. I was apprehensive about calling back. Whoever it was didn’t
mind blowing up my phone in the middle of the night before my big
fight. Maybe it had something to do with my grandma. I knew I
needed to call the number back, but I was groggy and tired and
needed at least four more hours of rest.

I went into my kitchen and sat at my table.
I knew I needed to call the number back because it could be an
emergency. It wasn’t every day I got 23 missed calls in the middle
of the night. I sighed and I pressed ‘call back’ on my cell phone.
The phone rang once and a woman answered the phone.

“Tommy,” the woman yelled.

“Who is this?” I asked. My voice was louder
than I wanted it to be in trying to match her volume.

“It’s Sasha!”

“Who?”

“Sasha! From a couple weeks ago.”

“Sasha! Are you okay?” I asked. I was pretty
shocked that, of all people, she was the one blowing up my
phone.

“No, I’m not. I’m stuck in Balboa Beach. I
have no money and my boyfriend left me.”

“Why are you in Balboa Beach?”

“I was having drinks with a friend, and he
turned out to be a freak. He fell asleep and I slipped out of his
house and I’ve been walking around in circles and have no idea
where I am.”

“What do you want me do?”

“Could you come get me?”

“Don’t you have someone else you can
call?”

“No, or I wouldn’t have called you so many
times.”

“How did you get this number anyhow?”

“I got it from your phone when you fell
asleep the other night.”

I really didn’t want to help her, and I
wasn’t quite sure if she truly was broken up from her behemoth
boyfriend, but for whatever reason, she did call me. She probably
didn’t have too many options available if she was calling me.

“Listen, I have my fight tomorrow and I need
my rest.”

“Tommy, please! I’m almost to the point
where I am going to hitchhike.”

“Don’t do that,” I said. Shit, I was never
one to leave a damsel in distress hanging out on the streets in the
middle of the night—even one who lied to me. “Where are you
exactly?”

“I’m on PCH near Harbor.”

“I know where that is.” I had gone down
there plenty of times.

“I’m at an all-night donut shop called
Cakes. It’s on the corner.”

“Okay, I’ll be there in a half an hour.” I
ended the call and just stared at the clock on my microwave. It was
three in the morning. You have got to be kidding me. I was running
out in the middle of the night before a big fight. Part of me
wanted to turn off my phone and let her rot at the donut shop. I
should make her whore herself out for a ride home, but I wasn’t
that kind of guy. I’m a man of my word, and in the end, that’s
really all you’re left with—your honor. She might not have had any
honor, but I did. I went to my bedroom and put on a pair of
basketball shorts and a Lakers T-shirt and shoes, then headed out
the door, keys in hand.

It didn’t take long to get there and I
pulled into the donut shop’s parking lot. There she was, sitting in
the front, looking miserable and bereft. I motioned for her to come
to my Mustang from my car. She got up and walked over to my car. I
unlocked the passenger door and she got in the passenger seat.

“Thank you, Tommy. I was running out of
options.”

“You must have if you’re reaching so far
back in your rolodex that you’re calling one-night stands from two
weeks ago.”

“You know you were more than that,” she
said, in a flirtatious way that I was definitely not in a mood to
hear.

“No,” I said. “I was definitely just a
one-night stand. That’s all it was and nothing more.”

I slowly backed out of the parking lot,
turned my lights back on and pulled onto Harbor Boulevard. I
stopped at the red light and sighed. I didn’t feel like talking to
her but I needed to know where I was taking her. “Where to?” I
asked.

Then the most bizarre thing happened.
Someone jumped on the hood of my Mustang. “What the fuck?” I yelled
out.

Then that same guy punched my front window
with his fist. I jumped out of the car and saw that there were
three of these assholes.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I yelled at
them.

The person who had just punched a hole in my
windshield with his bare fist said, “Why don’t you ask your
friend?” He had long brown hair and looked really dirty.

I looked at Sasha, “You know these
fuckers?”

“Oh, she knows us. We heard from a little
bird that she was stranded out here. But it looks like she got
herself a Cub Scout to come help her.”

“Did you call these guys to come pick you
up?” I yelled to Sasha, who was still sitting in my car.

“No, I called Gina and she must have told
them!” Sasha yelled back.

I could give a rat’s ass about who Gina was.
This piece of shit had just busted my windshield, not mention put a
big dent on my hood. This guy wasn’t that big and I definitely
could take him in my sleep. His two friends weren’t much bigger.
They were all in their mid-twenties, and all of them could have
used a shave and a shower.

Now, the guy who slammed my window was to
the right of me and the other two were on the left.

“Look, dick,” I said. “You’re going to pay
for my window.”

“What are you? A lawyer?”

“No, I’m a guy who is about to kick your
teeth in for fucking up his Mustang.”

The long-haired guy looked at Sasha and
said, “I guess a guy who runs a surf shop wasn’t good enough for
you.” Great, this douchebag was a scorned lover, too. How many exes
did she have?

“Eddie, we dated over a year ago. Get over
it,” Sasha yelled, from inside my vehicle.

She was still sitting in the passenger seat,
expecting me to just get in and drive off. That isn’t how I handled
my business. No one screwed with me, and especially, no one touched
my Mustang.

“OK, Eddie. You’re going to find out real
quick I’m not a lawyer and you just made the worst choice in
judgment anyone ever has by thinking you can smash my car.”

I was a professional mixed martial arts
fighter and I needed to be discreet about that specific detail
because this guy could sue me once he realized he just got
slam-dunked by a professional. But I didn’t care; this guy was
going to pay for his indiscretion. I charged to my left and grabbed
Eddie and threw him on the trunk lid of my car. He was a lot
stronger than I expected. He was like a little ball of iron.

He bounced off my trunk and then did a back
flip in the middle of the street. Cool, I thought. I got an athlete
on my hands. This will be fun kicking his ass. Luckily, there was
no traffic at 3 o’clock in the morning.

Eddie made a hand motion to his friend,
basically telling them to back off and that he would take care of
me. Little did he know what a bad-ass he’d just run into. Eddie
charged me, and tried to kick me in the nuts. It’s the most
predictable technique move in the street-fighting handbook. It’s a
bitch move—you kick your opponent as hard as you can in his
package, and just unload punches on him. But I was far too savvy to
let a twerp like this get over on me. I easily blocked his kick,
using the karate kid wax-off technique. It actually does really
work. I smacked his leg down and that relentless little turd tried
to kick me again. I caught his leg and lifted it straight up,
forcing him to fall on the ground. I knew grappling and wrestling
this guy was a risky move because his friends could jump on me in
seconds. I figure I would choke him out fast until he saw
stars.

On his back, Eddie came up at me. I took my
left arm and wrapped around his head in a reverse head lock. I just
cranked that baby down against his windpipe and it was lights out
for Eddie. I let go of him and he slumped against the asphalt.

Suddenly, I felt an elbow crack into the
back of my head. It was one of Eddie’s friends. Then I felt a
sensation I had never felt in my life. The motherfucker bit my
right shoulder but not a minor bite; he bit it like he was biting
into a rack of lamb. I never felt that sensation before. What the
hell just happened? This crazy asshole just bit a giant gash in my
shoulder. I literally heard him spit out my flesh.

Motherfucker! That fucking hurt! I did the
only thing I could; I threw my head back so hard that the back of
my skull cracked the guy’s nose. I heard his nose break as I
connected with it like a bowling ball hitting a walnut.

I turned around and the guy who bit me fell
straight back onto the asphalt. The third guy came at me and I
grabbed his head and knee-kicked him in his scrawny little chin,
then I slammed his head on the back of my car.

All three guys were semi-conscious and
crawling their way to the sidewalk. I could have stuck around and
finished them off, old-school, but I was better than these street
thugs. I got back into my car where Sasha was still sitting in the
passenger seat, looking on with exhilaration in her eyes. I
obviously just made her wetter than a Slip ’n Slide. I was the
ultra-bad boy in her eyes and had just proved it by kicking some
serious ass and wiping up the street with three guys. A girl like
this was probably more turned on than she had ever been in her
entire life.

I sat in my driver seat and looked straight
ahead at the spider crack in my windshield. Luckily, the putz
wasn’t that strong so he didn’t break through the glass. I still
had to drive back Ace Ventura-style, with my head sticking out of
my window.

I decided to just go down PCH toward
Huntington Beach. I looked over at Sasha, whose eyes were still
locked onto me like she had just discovered a million-dollar
diamond.

“Really?” I said. “Really? Are you kidding
me? That’s the kind of people you associate with? Grown men jumping
on cars?”

Sasha leaned over and touched my bloody
shoulder. My shoulder hurt in a way that it never had felt before.
I knew I had just jeopardized my fight tonight and that made me
more pissed than she’d ever know. “We are going to the E.R. I need
stitches. What the hell did you get me into?”

“I’m so sorry, Tommy. Those guys had no
reason to be there. He is just a jealous boyfriend and he was
really drunk.”

“Oh, really? That’s supposed to make it
better? I have a professional fight in nearly 12 hours. That’s my
livelihood. That’s how I make my living! I can’t even raise my arm.
Do you know how hard it is to get a shot in my sport? I’m fighting
at the Staples Center! Do you understand how huge that is? The
Lakers played there.”

“I’ll pay for your windshield.”

“You’re damn right you’re paying for my
windshield. But at the moment, I could give a rat’s ass about my
windshield. What I give a shit about is the two-inch gash in my
right shoulder. I’m right-handed Sasha. Seventy-five percent of my
coordination and strength comes from the right side of my body! How
can I fight like this tonight?”

“Can I go with you to the E.R.?” she
asked.

I looked at her and she seemed as concerned
as anyone could be in a situation like this but my Spidey senses
were out and this girl was a world-class con-artist. That was the
only explanation, and why she was running around with guys who
jumped on cars and fought strangers in the middle of a busy street.
“Yeah,” I said. “You’re coming with me because I don’t have time to
drop you off.” From a distance, I saw a hospital near Beach
Boulevard.

I turned right and made my way around the
block to the emergency room. I hobbled into the back and filled out
the necessary paperwork and waited almost five hours for them to
fix me up. I didn’t say a thing about my fight later on. There was
no way I’d be cleared by this guy to participate in my match
tonight. I was not going to let anyone else know about my
injury.

I had already been checked out by California
Commission Doctors and cleared to fight yesterday. They would have
no idea that some idiot would bite off a chunk of my shoulder the
night before my fight and there was no way I was going to say
anything. I would fight one-handed if I had to. Southpaw, even.

It was 10 a.m. by the time I got out of the
E.R. I was scheduled to fight at 6:00 p.m. that night. I could have
gone home to get four to five hours of sleep and still have been
reasonably refreshed. I purposely didn’t take any of the pain
medication that the E.R. doctor had prescribed for me because I
didn’t want to be loopy. But damn, my shoulder was killing me. I
figured I could use the pain as motivation for my fight.

I started driving down Beach Boulevard.
“Okay, where do you live?”

Sasha was quiet.

“Where do you live?” I demanded.

Sasha sighed loudly.

“I’m waiting,” I continued.

“I don’t really have a place to stay.”

“Huh? When did your boyfriend break up with
you?”

“He didn’t exactly break up with me.”

“Did you break up with him?”

She paused, “No.”

“Well, where is he?”

“I don’t know, he’s kind of missing.”

“You mean he just up and left!”

“That’s what I’m hoping. My boyfriend was
married himself and was putting me up at an apartment in Brea.
About a week after I met you, he just quit contacting me. I called
him several times and even drove by his house. I can’t exactly call
his wife or go to the door and ask her where he is.”

“I hate to tell you, Sasha. He wised up and
went back to his wife.”

“They usually do.”

“Then maybe it’s time to quit living a
hundred miles an hour and get a real job and quit all this shit of
living on the edge 24-7.”

“I know. You’re right. He never paid the
January rent at my apartment. About a week ago, I was evicted.
Then, I was staying with a friend in Balboa, and he got real needy
and possessive. He got physical with me tonight, and I didn’t want
our friendship to go there, so, I waited for him to fall asleep and
I took off.”

“Where is your car?”

“A couple of days ago, it got
impounded.”

“For what?”

“Unpaid parking tickets.”

I just drove, staring straight ahead. It was
a cloudy day, and this was far too much drama for my taste. “Let me
get this straight. You have no car and no place to stay. Do you
have a job?”

“Well, I’m an actress.”

“That’s not a job unless you get royalties
for a commercial. Let me put this another way, do you have any
money for a motel?”

“No.”

“You’re broke?”

“I have about $17.00.”

“And that is why you called me, you knew I
was a good guy and you thought you could weasel yourself in my life
for a couple weeks until your next move.”

“You have it all wrong, Tommy.”

“Do I?”

“You do!” she said, emphatically.

“How so?”

“I’m running.”

“From who?”

“I’m running because I’m afraid I might have
done something really bad.”

I pulled over into Carl’s Jr. parking lot.
“What did you do?”

“I’m not sure.”

“That’s not good enough. How do you not know
if you’ve done something bad or not?”

“There is more to me than meets the
eye.”

The nerve of this girl! She was talking to
me all cryptically after what I just went through for her. “What?”
I said. “Are you a special agent or a bounty hunter?”

“Not exactly.”

“What are you?” I was now getting pissed
off.

“You’re not going to believe me, so I just
shouldn’t tell you.”

“Look, you turned my entire night upside
down and you probably fucked up my fight. So guess what? You are
telling me exactly what your deal is!”

Sasha paused and then looked me in the eye,
“I’m a werewolf.”

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


 


I hit the brakes, pulled over, threw it in
park, and stepped out of my Mustang. I walked to the sidewalk that
was parallel to Beach Boulevard, breathing hard. What kind of nut
job did I get myself involved with?

Sasha stepped out of my vehicle and walked
over to me. Cars were whizzing by and it was pretty chilly. I was
still dressed for a pickup basketball game at a local park, but I
didn’t care. I had heard enough. I needed to take this woman to a
halfway house where they treated mentally-ill patients.

Sasha sat next to me on the curb. I didn’t
even feel like arguing with a crazy person. I didn’t feel like
talking at all and needed to get home so I could rest.

“Do you believe me?” Sasha stared deep into
my eyes. What a con job. She was good. Her eyes were as sincere as
I had ever seen in my life.

“Do I believe you?” I repeated.

“Yes, do you believe me?”

I looked at her and gave her a look that
said, ‘You can’t be serious.’ I just laughed out loud.

“So, you don’t believe me.”

“Sasha,” I said. “A werewolf? Really? It
gets more ridiculous by the minute with you. You’re not well.
You’re either crazy or a pathological liar. Either of those choices
isn’t someone I need to be associated with. Listen, I’m going to
take you to the Radisson Inn and I’m going to pay for three nights.
Stay there and figure out your next move.”

“How secure are their rooms?”

That was a strange response. “They’re
secure. It’s a fancy hotel.”

“Can you padlock yourself in from the
inside?”

“I don’t know. I would imagine so. Why?”

“Because tomorrow night is the first full
moon.”

“Oh, you’re right.” I said, condescending.
“We better make sure we lock down the furniture so you don’t break
anything, being that you’re a werewolf and all.”

“We should!” Sasha said, as serious as a
heart attack. Wow, she was Looney Tunes.

We went back to my car I drove down a couple
of streets and pulled into the Radisson Inn. I got out and went to
the front office and paid the guy cash. I had to show a credit card
and that made me nervous. I didn’t know if one of Sasha’s many
wonderful traits were that she was also a kleptomaniac. I walked
Sasha up to her room and stopped in front of her door.

“You want to come in?” she asked.

I gave her a look that must have answered
the question before I said it, “No, I’ll pass. I’m exhausted. I
need to go home and sleep. I’m done, Sasha. Have a good life.”

Sasha looked at me and with a wishful tone
in her voice said, “I wish you believed me.”

“So do I,” I said. “It would at least
explain your erratic behavior.” I turned around and walked down to
my car and didn’t look back. I got into my Mustang and headed onto
the freeway and got to my apartment in about 20 minutes. I went
straight to my bed and crashed. I looked over at my clock, it read
10:15. Maybe I can get four hours in.

I closed my eyes and I had a bizarre itch
come over my body. I scratched all over and each scratch felt a bit
euphoric. I was sure satisfying the itch in a way that was almost
therapeutic.

I rolled over and protected my shoulder and
fell asleep almost instantly. I woke up about one hour later.
Someone’s car alarm was going off outside. What an asshole! Turn it
off!

I got up and went outside to yell at the
jerk. I could hear the alarm and it was loud as ever. I began
walking down the street, trying to find the car alarm. The closer I
got to where the sound was coming from the more my ears felt like
they were bleeding.

I must have walked a half mile down the
street. How fucking loud was the asshole’s alarm? Finally, I got
into mini mall parking lot and there was a little yellow Volkswagen
bug alarm just screeching away.

There were people outside and I was shocked
they weren’t floored by the noise like I was. This was the loudest
alarm I had ever heard. It sounded like ten sirens going off at the
same time. There was a guy walking toward me and he seemed pretty
unaffected by the noisy alarm.

“WHY ISN’T ANYONE TELLING THAT GUY TO TURN
OFF HIS ALARM!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

The guy mouthed “Why are you screaming? It’s
just a car alarm. It’s no big deal.”

“JUST A CAR ALARM?!!” I screamed even
louder. “IT COULD WAKE THE DEAD!”

“No, asshole, your voice can wake the dead.
Get a grip, will you?” The guy walked past me and got into his
car.

Huh? I looked over at another man calmly
walking out of a bagel shop, pressing his keys that stopped the
blaring obnoxious alarm. His alarm stopped and I could finally hear
again. My ears were literally stinging. Damn, that was loud!

The guy got into his little yellow bug and
left. I looked around; there must have been a dozen people outside
and not one of them cared. That alarm was so loud it woke me from a
mile away. A mile?

I turned around and went home. Well, so much
for sleep. I had a fight tonight, and Mo wanted me there by 4:00
p.m. Los Angeles was about an hour away on a Saturday, so I thought
that I better just get ready. I could sleep when I was dead. Which,
at this rate, wouldn’t be much longer.

I put my fight bag together and then took a
long shower. I thought about my opponent and how Mo trained and
prepared me for my fight. I needed to quit worrying about one-night
stands and car alarms.

I wrapped my shoulder good and tight, so
that no one would know that I was butchered the night before. I
would need to let them know I was wearing the bandage as a
precautionary measure. A lie. I hated lies.

I got to the arena and I met with Mo in the
training room. We were the first one up, so, I needed to get my
head on straight. I told Mo I slept on my shoulder wrong and that’s
why I bandaged it up. He wanted to look at it, but I told him it
wasn’t a big deal. Little did he know how bad my shoulder ached and
that I had 45 stitches in it.

My opponent was exactly my size, but I was
younger and quicker. My ground game was one of the best in the
business. Mo and I went over a few key points and soon it was time
for my second professional fight.

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


 


I stepped out into the ring for a
professional fight with a veteran fighter and could only use the
left side of my upper body. The only strategy I had, considering
the condition I was in, was to break him down and get him to the
mat so that I could do a submission move. I was in for a painful
night.

After the opening announcements, I went back
to my corner and Mo was outside the cage yelling instructions.
“Just like we ran it in practice Tommy, you got this.” Little did
Mo know what I was truly dealing with.

Round one. I rushed out and Vasquez circled
me. He knew he didn’t want me to shoot into his legs and have our
fight on the ground.

I threw a left. He blocked it easily. I
telegraphed it too much. Vasquez came into me and we began to
pummel our arms, trying to gain control. I locked my arms around
his head and shot underneath his legs with my left arm and got him
in a fireman’s carry. There was a problem with that move; I was
forced to use my right shoulder. Crap, the pain was intense! The
pain only made me angrier. I slammed Vasquez to the floor of the
ring and took control. I shifted my weight, trying to get my legs
inside his legs. Vasquez was face down on the mat and I was riding
him like a cowboy on a bull. Except, I had this bull under control!
I dropped a series of elbows with my left arm.

“Use your right arm!” Mo yelled at me.

I was waiting for just the right moment
where his neck would be left open so I could sink my arm in for a
choke submission.

He was guarding it beautifully, and it was
impossible for me to get my arm through. So, I continued to hammer
down my left arm on the back of his head and neck.

I went into complete spastic mode. I
unloaded 10-12 consecutive punches and elbows and I could see
Vasquez weakening.

Just give me an opening, I thought. I’ll
choke you out and then we can all go home. Then it happened—he used
his arm to try to get position by placing them on the mat. And for
a brief second, his neck was exposed and that’s all I needed. I got
my left arm underneath his Adam’s apple in a blink of an eye. I
yanked up and tightened it with my right arm which gave me an
immense amount of pain.

He shifted his body, trying to get out. He
was a veteran and he wouldn’t tap out lightly. He fought me off for
a good 20 seconds, and then I saw the most beautiful thing in
sports: my opponent tapped out. That only meant one thing. He gave
up and threw in the white flag. I had my second first-round
knockout.

I jumped up and I looked at my shoulder and
I was bleeding through my shoulder wrap. I had torn out a number of
my stitches. But it was worth it, I was still undefeated. Granted,
I was only 2 and 0, but I’d take it.

Mo came into the ring and he hugged me and
looked at my face. “I didn’t notice you were sporting a beard
before.”

Huh? I never grew facial hair in my life. I
had an easy routine where I shaved in the shower each day. That was
an odd thing to say. I felt my face and felt stubble and hair. What
the hell? I shaved before I came down here. That was odd.

The announcer said I was the winner by
knockout and the referee raised my right arm and I nearly passed
out from the pain.

I showered up after the fight and the arena
doctor re-stitched my arm and warned me to never fight again
without coming clean about an injury. He told me that would be my
ticket out of MMA because I put the company in jeopardy with the
state by fighting while injured. He told me that luckily, I was
still ‘a nobody’ so it wouldn’t make ESPN. It was nice to be
considered ‘a nobody’ by his own organization after my two
consecutive first-round knockouts.

I headed out to the parking lot by myself. I
looked up in the sky and saw the full moon as huge as I had ever
seen it. I stopped in my tracks and just stared at it. It was
weird. I had never gazed at a full moon or any kind of moon for
that matter. But for some reason, this particular moon on this
particular night was almost giving me a religious experience. I
felt this intense feeling and it was all directed at this moon that
I was staring at in the middle of the Staples arena parking
lot.

I got into my vehicle and drove home alone
which seemed a bit sad, considering the night I’d just had. I
didn’t have many friends and that was just the way it was. I didn’t
party or celebrate that much. I was exhausted and I wanted to go
home for a long winter’s nap. If I properly set the mood in my
bedroom, I had a good 14 hours of sleep ahead of me.

When I got to my apartment, I checked on my
stitches that were redone by the fight doctor. I knew I was going
to be out of commission for a while. This sucked, but that’s what I
got for getting involved with a girl who was trouble.

I got in my room, put on my favorite musical
soundtrack, Les Miserables, London, on my CD player and went right
to bed.

I laid still, listening to the greatest
musical score of all time and tried to nod off. But I couldn’t fall
asleep. I felt hot and itchy and it seemed like I could hear every
single car on the freeway passing by, every car door shutting and
every dog barking. It was starting to drive me nuts. One hour
became two hours, and two hours became three hours. I had to face
it, I couldn’t sleep.

I needed to do something that would tire me
out. You would think after fighting an MMA match with one of the
toughest motherfuckers in the world at my weight and with a bum
shoulder, that would be enough to send me to sleepyland. But that
wasn’t the case tonight. I needed a sleeping pill or some NyQuil. I
decided to find a 24-hour drugstore. I also felt weary and I
couldn’t quite make out what was wrong with me.

I began sweating profusely as I went out to
my car. I got into my car and just sat there, staring at the full
moon. What was it about this damn moon that seemed to be the only
thing to make me feel right?

I looked at the spider-web crack in front of
my windshield and it made me even more nauseous. I decided to head
out. As I drove my body felt as hot as it has ever been. It was
like I was having a fever and breaking one in the same moment. Then
the weirdest thing happened: I didn’t feel like driving to the
convenience store. I passed it and got on the freeway. Why? I had
no idea. I felt sick and gross and the more I drove toward the moon
it seemed to settle me down and made me feel better. I followed the
moon all the way down to San Bernardino. Why? I had no idea. I took
the 91 freeway east and went on the 15 to Bakersfield. Where was I
going? I passed a couple more freeways and could tell I was heading
in the direction of the San Bernardino Mountains. I didn’t know
what possessed me to pull over to the side of the road, but I
did.

The moon lit up the sky like a chandelier. I
stepped out of my Mustang and made my way to the right, where there
was nothing but desert for miles.

I could hear growling and snarling in the
distance. What the hell was that? What could be out here in the
middle of nowhere? I had a pair of binoculars in my glove
compartment. I got them, got out and stood on my hood in about the
same place where that asshole had put a dent into it the other
night. I looked through the binoculars in the direction of the
snarls and moans. I looked on and what I saw nearly made me pee my
pants. I saw about a half a dozen bonfires, and surrounding the
bonfires were the biggest wolves I had ever seen. I kept watching,
trying to figure out what the hell I was looking at. There were
black ones, white ones, brown ones and others that seemed to be
calico-colored. They were all 6 to 7 feet in length. Some were
howling and others were wrestling and growling.

How did they find the bonfires? Did these
beasts kill the humans who left the fires?

From above I heard a horrid sound—the sound
of a thousand birds screeching across the sky. I looked up and I
could barely make out what appeared to be a huge flock of black
ravens circling the wolves below.

I looked on as if I was watching the most
bizarre episode of Animal Planet ever aired. All the birds landed
about 500 feet away from the wolves. Only sand and tumbleweeds
separated the birds from the beasts.

Then I saw something that made me feel I had
fallen asleep and was now dreaming. The birds seemed to be
transforming into human beings. The hundreds of black birds became
an army of humans. They were all dressed in black clothing and made
up of all races. There was an exceptionally tall one that seemed to
be the leader. I zoomed in and this guy looked eight feet tall and
from this distance, he looked like the guy in that Crow movie.

What the hell was I watching? I pinched my
arm, and my shoulder moved, so I knew I was wide awake. Then I saw
something that looked like a scene out of Braveheart. The hundreds
of men charged the wolves.

The wolves caught a glimpse of these crazed
people and charged at them also. It looked like a battlefield scene
from every gladiator movie ever shown on the silver screen. The
only difference was that it was humans versus wolves. I noticed
that all the humans seemed to be holding silver spears in their
hands. They were shorter than spears; they were the size of daggers
or stakes.

What I saw next nearly made me get in my car
and pray to God. As the humans and wolves battled, the wolves were
biting into the necks of these guys and the humans were piercing
the wolves in their hearts with their silver weapons. Then what I
saw made me clearly think I had lost my mind. As each wolf and each
human apparently died—they just disappeared into thin air. As I
looked on, I noticed that they weren’t all men fighting the wolves.
In fact, there was a red-headed woman doing a lot of damage. She
literally walked to injured wolf after wolf, stabbing them in their
hearts to finish them off. She was merciless about it, too. No
expression on her face, at all.

There was an exceptionally large wolf that
was fighting the eight foot, bean-pole giant. They were having an
epic battle. It reminded me of a MMA match. The tall motherfucker
wouldn’t allow the beast to get a hold of him. The beast would claw
and grab at him. The tall man did a series of kicks and punches to
keep the wolf at bay. He still had the silver stake in his hand. I
could tell he was waiting for an opening.

The wolf leaped on top of the statuesque man
and then he found his opening and pierced the animal right in the
chest. Then, the wolf was gone. Poof. Vanished.

In a matter of minutes, half of the wolves
had disappeared and the humans seemed to have only lost a couple of
soldiers. The remaining wolves all took off running. The
black-clothed humans all jumped up and cheered.

Who the hell were these people and why did
they feel the need to attack these animals minding their own
business in the desert?

I got back into my Mustang. I couldn’t get
over the fact that I could have sworn the humans were birds before
they fought. My mind was playing tricks on me. I was tired and had
lost a lot of blood in the last 24 hours. That had to be it. None
of this was real this was a hallucination. That had to be it. I
started my car and flicked on my lights. Right in front of me stood
two black birds. I honked at them to get out of the way. The birds
flew on top of my hood. I tried to shake them off by reversing and
getting right on the freeway. I headed down the 215 and went from
lane to lane, trying to shake the birds off my Mustang. Those
little fuckers wouldn’t fly off, even though my speed got up to 90
miles per hour.

I pulled off the freeway and went into a
Union 76 station. I opened my door and jumped out.

“Where are you going?” said a voice on top
of my hood. The birds were gone and two men were sitting on the
hood of my car. I was obviously losing my mind. I needed to get
home and get to bed. I ignored the illusion and began to walk into
the service station to buy a bottle of water.

Within seconds, both men stood before me. I
decided to just continue to walk, after all they here just a
figment of my imagination. Or so I thought. I walked right into one
of them.

“Hey, watch where you’re going,” the man
said.

Great, these fuckers were real. “Sorry, I
didn’t see you.”

“You most certainly did. You made direct eye
contact with me and you gave me and my friend a nice little ride on
the hood of your car for the last 10 miles.”

I have surely lost my mind. I was now
communicating with an imaginary person. A man walking out of the
station looked over at me. “Sir!” I yelled. The man looked up at
me. “How many people are over here?” He shook his head and
continued walking. “No, I’m being really serious, please tell
me.”

The man said, “There’s three, counting your
crazy ass.”

I nodded and knew I was fucked.

The man across from me then said, “Oh, we’re
most definitely real.”

I looked at him perplexed. How did he know
that was what I was thinking? I decided to treat this like any kind
of street fight. I needed to forget what I’d seen and get to the
bottom of what these assholes want.

“So, what do you need?” I asked

“Need?” the man laughed. He was a
light-skinned, black man that had bleached-white hair and two
hooped earrings. The other guy was about an inch or two shorter and
seemed to be this guy’s sidekick. He had black hair and very pale
skin. Both seemed in pretty good shape. “I don’t need anything,” he
continued. “I just want to know if you enjoyed our party?”

“You mean the battle of humans versus wild
animals out in the desert?”

“Humans?” the man laughed again.

“Hey, Patrick. You hear that? We’re
Tandra.”

“He obviously has no clue, Nero,” Patrick
answered.

“Huh?” I asked, surprised. “What are you
then, aliens?”

“He’s cute,” Nero said, “It’s a shame he
knows too much and we have to kill him.”

My heart sank. I had never heard that phrase
come out anyone’s mouth before in my life. Kill him.

“Look, man. I saw nothing and I know nothing
so if you have a piece, just put it away.”

“A piece? This guy is a crack-up. We don’t
need guns to kill you, silly rabbit.” He then leaped on top of me,
opening his mouth. That was when I saw two little fangs protruding
from his mouth. HOLY SHIT! I threw a left cross and caught him in
his right temple and he went flying to the left. The other guy
leaped on me and tried to bite me also with his fanged teeth. I
smacked him in the head and he slid across the pavement. As I did
so, Nero jumped on me and bit into my arm. What the fuck? What the
hell is going on with all this biting?

I got a hold on Nero and clamped down on his
neck and began choking him out. I clamped down harder than I had
ever done in my life. This would have killed anyone else. At least
I made him pass out. He gasped for air. But I cranked harder on his
neck.

Patrick then jumped on my back and tried to
bite into the back of my neck. Holy Shit! I got up still holding
Nero in my vice-grip choke hold and swung him around; his legs
belted Patrick in the face. I dropped Nero on contact and watched
as he slid across the pavement and a silver stake flew out of his
pocket. I grabbed the stake off the ground before he could get to
it. As I did so, the white-haired devil jumped on top of me,
grabbing the stake from my hand. This guy was trying to kill me
with the fucking stake! I did the only thing I could. With all I
had, I turned the stake around as we both had our hands around it
and crammed that motherfucking piece of metal into the guy’s neck.
He instantly let go of me and rolled over with his face in the
pavement.

I jumped up and looked down. He gasped for
air and rolled to his back, trying to breathe. But the stake was
all the way through his neck. His eyes locked into mine.

“You’re not a Tandra,” he said. “I should
have known.” Then poof! He was gone. He just disappeared into thin
air and I had no clue what had just transpired. The second guy was
waking up and gasping for air.

I jumped on top of him. “Who are you guys?”
I screamed in his face.

“Please don’t kill me,” he said. “I’ve only
been a Mani for a week. I don’t know what I’m doing. I didn’t ask
for this.”

“Mani? What is a Mani?”

“I’m a Mani! It’s what I’ve become.”

“Are you okay?”

“No,” he said. “I think I ruptured my
larynx.”

“Sorry about that,” I said, helping the guy
up. “Patrick? Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, Patrick, you shouldn’t attack people
if you don’t want to get hurt yourself!”

He put both his hands around his neck. How
he was still alive, I didn’t know.

“What’s your name?” he coughed out.

I looked over at the empty ground where his
friend once laid. All that was left was the stake that was once
lodged in his neck. “I guess my name is Killer,” I mumbled.

“Kyro?” he asked.

“Yeah, I said. “My name is Kyro.”

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


 


I don’t know why but I trusted Patrick,
considering he had just tried to kill me. I knew in my gut he was
being real and not conning me. This poor guy had obviously gotten
caught up in something he couldn’t handle. I was still questioning
if any of this was real, but at this point, my safety was more
important than my sanity.

I helped Patrick into my car. He was pretty
jacked up, but then again, this asshole had tried to kill me. What
was I supposed to do? I shut the passenger door and went behind my
vehicle, staring at the silver stake that still laid in the middle
of the 76 station’s parking lot. I decided to pick it up. After
all, it did have my fingerprints all over it. I jumped into my
Mustang and felt as much pain as I could ever remember
experiencing. My shoulder was killing me, I’m pretty sure I had
busted out a few more stitches. And now, compliments of Nero, my
arm was killing me. I backed my Mustang out at the driveway and
headed back to the freeway.

“Where am I taking you, Patrick?” I said.
Patrick was pretty fucked up, to say the least. He was spitting up
blood all over my interior. I felt bad, but I had to keep reminding
myself, he and his friend had attacked me first. I had been minding
my own business.

That was two attacks in three nights. Not to
mention that I had a MMA fight, too. I had to admit, I was an
American Bad Ass who had clearly lost his mind.

I looked over at Patrick and this poor guy
was coughing and wheezing. He might have been choking to death. I
didn’t know what to do. If I took him to a hospital, I’d get
arrested because I was the one who kicked his ass and my
fingerprints were all over him. I needed to take him back to my
apartment. I looked at my clock. It was almost 5:00 a.m.

I had so many questions for this guy. I had
seen him become a bird, and then a man. I didn’t know if I was
hallucinating on the pain pills, but this motherfucker had, most
definitely, been a bird. If I had lost my mind, I needed to
continue to believe my hallucinations. Just like anything else,
when your mind spirals out of control, if you quit fighting it and
ride it out, you can usually figure out how to steer it in the
right direction.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I
asked.

“Don’t let me out in the sunlight. It’s
almost morning. I need to get indoors.” I think I heard him right.
Sure, why not?

Patrick grabbed my right arm with his left
hand. “Kyro,” he said. “Help me, I’m hurting real bad.”

“I know you are, dude. I’m taking you to my
place.”

“You do understand what I am right?”

I was afraid to answer.

“I’m a vampire.”

After a moment, I said, “Of course you are.”
That was when my brain went numb. I put my foot on the accelerator
and I was suddenly going 110 miles per hour on the freeway. He said
vampire, I said to myself. Of course he’s a vampire, I mumbled.
He’s also a fucking bird and some other kind of thing called a
Mani.

Patrick squeezed my arm with his left arm
and then passed out. Was he dead? I didn’t think he was, I could
see him breathing ever so slightly. Plus, the other guy had
disappeared when I killed him. Then, it dawned on me: I fucking
killed someone! A horrible dread spread through me.

I got to my apartment and helped Patrick
into my room. I laid him on my bed. I could see the sun peeking
over the horizon. How was I going to keep the sun out? Could he
really be a freaking vampire? And if he was… what the hell was I
doing nursing him back to health?

I had some cardboard boxes in my backyard
and I grabbed some nails and a hammer. I covered my bedroom window
with the cardboard and I nailed the sides in the drywall
surrounding the window. I must have put a hundred nails in that
cardboard. There does my deposit on the apartment, I thought. No
outside light was coming in, I made sure of it.

I rolled Patrick on his side and got him
some water and some ice. I wasn’t sure if I could fall asleep or
even rest. I definitely couldn’t stay here, I needed answers. I
looked in the mirror and my beard was gone. Did I shave before I
left? I had no clue about anything. I decided to go to the only
place I knew to go. After all, she did say she was a werewolf.

I jumped into my car and headed back to the
Radisson Inn over on Beach Boulevard. I parked my car and went up
the stairs and to room 202 where I had left Sasha. I knocked on the
door and there was no answer. I yelled out, “Sasha!” Nothing. I
knocked as hard as I could, and then I heard some rustling from
inside the room. In a few seconds, I heard the door unlatch. It
opened a little and I saw Sasha. Her hair was soaked. She must have
just taken a shower.

“Hey there,” I said. “Can I come in?”

Sasha stared blankly at me. “The room isn’t
exactly the same as you remember it.”

“Just let me in,” I persisted.

Sasha opened the door, and I could tell
right away something wasn’t right in the room. It looked like a
tornado of wild animals had come through it. There were claw marks
everywhere. The door looked like a million cats had gotten to it.
Cats with huge paws and claws.

“What the hell happened in here?” I asked,
surprised beyond words. Sasha didn’t say anything. I continued to
look around the room; the bed was turned over and shredded, the TV
was on the floor, both lamps were busted in the middle of the
floor. It even looked like something had gnawed on all of the
cords.

I repeated my question and this time I
wasn’t playing around. “What the fuck happened, Sasha? I used my
fucking credit card! They are going to make me pay for all this.
There’s at least ten thousand dollars’ worth of damage in
here.”

Finally Sasha whispered softly, “I told you,
Tommy. You didn’t believe me.”

I shook my head in disbelief. I sat on the
shredded mattress and just stared at the room in absolute horror. I
think this was the straw that broke the camel’s back, I was now
finally about to have a nervous breakdown.

I just closed my eyes and calmly said, “So,
you’re really a werewolf.”

“I told you, look at this place. Do you
think in my wildest dreams I could had done this? Look at the door.
It would take me years to do that to a door as a woman.”

“But you did do it,” I said, even more calm.
“You did it as a werewolf.”

“What else would explain it?”

I truly had no clue what could explain this
sight. When I came over here to talk about the vampire asleep in my
bed, the last thing I could’ve imagined was that I’d be sitting in
the middle of downtown Nightmare Alley. I continued to look around
the room and I thought about all the crazy shit that had been
happening. Now everything was coming together. In a bizarre,
crazy-ass way, this was all starting to make sense.

“We need to get you out of here. We need to
tell management that we left, and when we got back, the room looked
like this. There is no way in hell they have ever seen anything
like this. They will have to believe some kind of coyote got in
here—a whole gang of them.”

“Let’s get out of here.” Sasha grabbed her
purse that, ironically, that had nothing wrong with it.

We left the room; I peeked my head in the
room one more time and just sighed.

We began to walk down the stairs to get to
the front desk.

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

“I’m taking you to my place, and I have a
visitor.”

“A visitor? Who?” Sasha asked

“A vampire,” I said. “And he thinks my name
is Kyro.”

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


 


The Radisson staff didn’t quite know what to
make of the room. They were more worried that we’d be the ones
suing them because a wild animal had gotten into the room so they
just made sure we were okay and left it at that. Thank God.

We arrived back at my apartment. I checked
up on Patrick. He was in the exact same position I had left him.
Sasha had some nurse training. I thought when he woke up that she
could check on him. I felt like a turd for not taking him to the
hospital. I still considered it, but first I needed to process this
and as far as I could tell, he was breathing fine. If he was
suffering some internal life-threatening injuries, that remained to
be seen.

I walked out into my living room and Sasha
was sitting on my couch.

“Thanks, Tommy.”

I just stared at her, perplexed.

I didn’t even know how to respond to that
statement. Thanks? I wanted to say, You’re not welcome. Since
meeting you my entire life has spun out of control. But I held my
tongue.

“We need to get you a cage,” I said.

“A cage?”

“Yeah, I’m putting this werewolf thing to
the test, and sticking your rabid ass in a cage tonight is the only
thing I can come up with.”

“I don’t have rabies. Where will you find a
cage to hold a werewolf?”

“Where you find everything you need,
Craigslist.” I went on my computer that was on a desk in my living
room.

I got onto the site and went on Orange
County and its surrounding areas.

I typed in. “Large animal cage.”

“Wow,” I said out loud. “There’s a page full
of cages here. What kind of cage do you want?”

“You’re really going to put me in a
cage?”

“I saw what you did to that room. I just
recently got new furniture.”

“Look here,” I read out loud. “It says,
‘large cage—used to hold a gorilla—strong bars—nothing gets in or
out.’ Damn! $2,500!”

“$2,500?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s way too much.”

“It is,” I said. “But I’m looking at these
other cages and I do not trust how small they are. The expensive
cage is gigantic!”

“Do you have $2,500?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. I knew she
was a con artist. So she didn’t have to know anything about my
income. I just recently had $80,000 given to me when my grandfather
died and there was no way in hell she was going to find out that
information.

I called the number and the guy said I could
have it for two thousand if I picked it up in San Diego. How in the
world was I going to get to San Diego and haul a two-ton cage 100
miles before tonight? I had to do it but I needed to go down there
and rent a U-Haul.

“We’re taking a trip to San Diego, girly
girl,” I announced.

“Can we stop by the store?” Sasha asked. “I
need some girl items.”

I looked at her with zero expression and
said, “All right, I don’t need to know any more.”

We stopped in at Walgreen’s and then we
headed down to San Diego and got ourselves a cage big enough to
hold a mountain lion. I drove the U-Haul back to O.C. while Sasha
drove my Mustang. I called ahead and got some movers to meet me at
the apartment to get the thing inside my apartment.

After the movers helped me get the gigantic
cage into my living room, they gave me a look like ‘why do you have
a ten-foot cage in your apartment?’ I told them Sasha was kinky and
I tipped them well. I also told them to keep it on the down-low
that I had a cage.

So, now it was just time to wait for the
full moon to come out.

I checked on Patrick. He was still sleeping
and looked awful. I asked Sasha to check him out. She actually
didn’t want to look at him because he was a vampire. I pointed out
to her that she didn’t have a choice. She saw it my way.

My bites from the night before were killing
me. My shoulder ached. I was pretty jacked up. I was sitting in my
living room, staring at the cage, wondering how strong Sasha was
when she turned. Could she knock over that cage? I couldn’t even
believe that I was having these kinds of thoughts. I kept reminding
myself, ‘go with it, gain control of it, and then all of this might
make sense.’

Sasha came back out of the room after
looking at Patrick. “He’s pretty messed up.”

“Did he wake up?” I asked.

“Not really. He definitely didn’t know a
werewolf was checking on him. He needs a doctor and if he is a
vampire, a lot of red flags will go off.”

“Like what?”

“There is a reason why the Triat has our
bodies disappear when we die.”

“The Triat?” I asked. “What the hell is a
Triat?”

“The Triat is everything.”

“You mean God?”

“No. More like the heart of God.”

“Look, spare me this tale. If you truly turn
into a werewolf, you can give me all the paranormal history you
want. But as of right now, let’s take care of tonight. I’m thinking
I also need to chain you.”

“Chain me?” Sasha did not like that.

“Yeah, you might be really strong. Also,
where will you go to the bathroom? I’m going to put some cardboard
in there.”

So, we left again and went to Home Depot and
I bought the strongest chains they had. When we got back, I locked
the chains from inside the cage, I had no idea what I was doing and
the more I was taking this seriously, the more I was convinced that
I was in some alternate universe where truth and love have been
replaced by werewolves and vampires.

I stepped out of the cage and realized this
damn thing took up my entire living room. It took almost the entire
open floor that separated the TV from the couch.

I looked outside and said to Sasha, “Well,
how does it usually happen? The whole turning from human to
werewolf thing.”

“I really don’t know. I have almost no
recollection when I become a werewolf.”

“Of course you don’t,” I said,
sarcastically. “Seriously, that would be too easy. What I don’t
understand is, if there are werewolves running around, why aren’t
there more instances of attacks?”

“There’s a strict code the Carni live by. We
drive off to remote areas that are far away from the Tandra.”

“And Tandra is what you call humans?”

“Yes.”

“Then, why are you here and not in some
remote area?”

“I don’t really have anywhere to go. I’m
pretty much an ostracized werewolf. A lone wolf, you might
say.”

I looked at her and just thought, of course
she is.

“And what about my little vampire friend in
the bedroom? He referred to himself as a Mani.”

“Mani are vampires,” Sasha said plainly, as
if she was saying something you hear every day.

“Okay.” I shook my head trying to wrap my
mind around all of this crazy information. “He didn’t become a bat
either,” I said. “He actually became a black bird.”

“A raven.” Sasha corrected me. “Mani
transition into black ravens and red hawks.”

“Red hawks?” I asked.

“Yeah, men become black ravens and women
become red hawks.”

“What do Carni become?”

She laughed. “We become werewolves.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot that part. But you can’t
control it, but vampires can?”

“Yeah, it’s not fair, but that’s the hand we
were dealt.”

“How does someone become a werewolf?”

“They get bitten by a Carni when it’s a
werewolf and survive the bite.”

I thought about the other night. “Hey, those
three guys I fought on the street. Were they Carni?”

Sasha was quiet. “Um.”

“Were they?” I persisted.

“Yes.”

“Were you ever going to tell me that?”

“How could I? You didn’t even know I was one
until today.”

“So the one that bit my shoulder was a
full-blown werewolf?” I asked.

“He wasn’t when he bit you.”

“So, what happens when one of these freaks
bite you and he or she isn’t a werewolf?”

“I don’t really know. I never heard of that
happening before, especially the kind of bite you got.”

“Great, I’m a trailblazer,” I said,
sarcastically. I sat down on my couch and had to put my feet up so
they wouldn’t smack the cage. “Sasha, some weird crap has been
happening to me the last couple of days.”

“Like what?”

“Like at times, my hearing is off the
charts.”

“Really.”

“Yeah. I could hear car alarms that
are—”

“—blocks away.” Sasha finished what I
said.

“Holy shit!” I continued. “I also had an
extreme amount of facial hair last night and then it went away in
the morning.”

“What about your eyes? Did you notice they
were yellow?”

“I didn’t even look at my eyes.” I sat there
dumbfounded. “What do you make of it?”

Sasha shook her head and said, “It’s like
you’re in some weird werewolf purgatory. It’s like you’re not fully
a werewolf, but you have the potential to become one.”

“You’re fucking kidding me. I don’t want to
be a freaking werewolf. How do you reverse it?”

“You can’t reverse it, Tommy.”

“What does that mean?” I shouted.

“It means that you are becoming immortal and
there is no secret antidote!”

I began sweating. I could feel my heart rate
go up. The room began spinning. Holy shit! I’m was having a heart
attack! My chest felt tight. I fell to the floor and blacked
out.

The next thing I remember was that Sasha was
sitting me up on the couch and giving me some water.

“Tommy? Tommy?” she asked. “You all
right?”

I put my hand on my chest. “I don’t know. I
think I had a heart attack.”

“I doubt that. You wouldn’t be able to
breathe. You had a panic attack.”

“A panic attack?” Who was I? Tony Soprano? I
don’t have panic attacks.

“It’s to be expected. I just told you that
there’s a good chance that you’re in some kind of werewolf limbo
phase.”

I looked at Sasha and just wanted to scream
at her at the top of my lungs. Why did I go to Shiners that night?
And why did I go outside to talk to her? This was crazy. Maybe she
was crazy. Maybe none of this is true.

I sighed and got up. “I better get you in
the cage,” I said. “I’m not going to put chains on you, but if you
get out of hand, I might.”

“You think you can put chains on me once I
become a werewolf? Good luck!”

“What are you? A buck-ten?”

“When I become a werewolf, I’m bigger, my
clothes become a part of me and I become heavier and larger.”

“Oh, that makes sense.”

“It might not make sense, but that’s what
happens.”

“Get in the cage,” I said, with as much
authority I could muster. This woman walked into my life and
screwed it up in so many ways. Look at me. I was completely fucked
up. I had insane bites all over my body. I had a vampire sleeping
in my bedroom and now an almost-werewolf in my living room, in
fact, she was moments away from transition to a werewolf. All I
could do was continue to play this out. “How you doing in there?” I
asked.

“I’m all right. You better lock the
door.”

“Oh yeah, what was I thinking?” I got up and
locked the door and I sat on the couch facing the cage. The sun was
setting and I looked on, staring at Sasha. And even though I was
pissed, she was damn sexy. She looked good in her little white
shorts. It’s been awhile since I fired one off, so to say I was
horny was an understatement.

Sasha caught me looking at her with my big
bad intentions.

“What?” she said, in a sexy way only a woman
as hot as her could pull off.

“I’m hoping you don’t turn! And you’re full
of shit.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to go in there and rip
your clothes off and make passionate, animal cage love to you.”

Sasha stepped up to the cage bars. I stood
up and reached in. I grabbed her from her waist and pressed her
body up against mine with the cage bars separating us.

We both tilted our heads just right and were
able to kiss through the bars. Her breath smelled amazing. She was
oozing with estrogen. I wanted her so badly that I nearly stripped
off my clothes. I had no idea why I was turned on at this moment
but I was.

I kissed her passionately and cupped her
buttocks with my left hand. I pressed her hard against me. I looked
her in the eyes. “You know,” I said. “This whole thing is foolish.
You and I both know there is no way you’re a—”

Suddenly, Sasha’s blue eyes turned bright
yellow. She looked like a damn demon. I jumped back onto the couch
and let go of her. I hopped onto the floor and scurried away from
the cage. There was at least ten feet separating me from the
cage.

Sasha dropped to the ground and began to
roll. She looked like she was having a seizure. Hair began
protruding out of her body everywhere. It was like watching a
fast-motion film where you watch a flower grow in at hyper speed.
But this was actually happening. Within seconds, she had enlarged a
foot in height, had black hair, and her head went from a gorgeous
brunette to a sleek wolf.

She stared at the window where she could see
the full moon and howled.

“Shhh,” I yelled. I couldn’t believe what I
was doing. I was shushing a damn wolf.

She must not have known I was in the room.
Because her head turned to me and she growled and barked at me as
if I was a hundred miles away. She began scratching the carpet and
ramming her body into the cage. Thank God, the cage was holding up.
But damn, she was louder than hell. The neighbors weren’t too far
away. How the hell was I going to calm her down?

I thought about grabbing some meat from the
fridge but I didn’t know if it would help. Plus, all I had were
twenty-dollar steaks.

She looked in the direction of my room and
went absolutely berserk. She didn’t like something in my bedroom.
She must have smelled Patrick. What was I going to do? I couldn’t
calm her down. She wasn’t having any part of me. As matter of fact,
my presence in the room seemed to be making matters worse. It
wasn’t like she and I had developed any kind of rapport, so she
could even consider listening to me.

I looked in the cage at this beautiful,
black wolf. She was a sight to behold. Absolutely spectacular in
her perfect wolf form. I had to admit, she was scary looking, but I
wasn’t intimidated. She still had a level of femininity that made
her seem more delicate than I imagined.

I put my hand to my chin and scratched and
when I did I scratched a hand full of beard. Crap. I ran to the
bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror, fully expecting to
have a Michael J. Fox Teen Wolf moment, but to my surprise, it just
looked like I hadn’t shaved in a couple of weeks. There were
scattered patches of hair that looked more like a teenager’s sad
attempt to grow his first beard than the makings of a werewolf. I
looked at my eyes and there was a hint of yellow. Something was
wrong. I was caught in between what I used to be and what Sasha had
become.

I didn’t know what to think. Part of me felt
like I had just died and gone to hell, but another more competitive
part of me wondered what kind of bad ass I could become. And not
just in the ring.

“Hey, is anyone here!” A voice yelled from
my bedroom. It was Patrick and he must have wondered where he was
and why a werewolf would be hooting and hollering in the living
room.

I went into my bedroom and Patrick had sat
up. He was taking several deep breaths and caressing his
throat.

“How does it feel?” I asked, referring to
his cracked larynx.

“It hurts to swallow and inhaling is a
bitch. So about every 2.2 seconds I’m in excruciating pain.”

“Look, you attacked me. I was fine to just
leave.”

“I know. It wasn’t my idea, it was Nero’s.”
Patrick paused. “You know, the guy you killed.”

Damn, that didn’t sound right. This wasn’t a
video game where I eliminated an opponent in Halo. I fucking killed
a man or Mani or whatever the fuck he is...was.

“I’m still wrapping my head around all of
this,” I said.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to do for a
week.” Patrick added.

“You said you were new to all of this.”

Patrick leaned back against my bed post and
rested. “Yeah, this was the last thing I wanted.”

“You and me both.”

Patrick stared at my face with a puzzled
look. “I don’t remember you having a beard before.”

“I’m having my own issues,” I said.

Patrick didn’t seem like he was up for an
inquiry. He closed his eyes and took a big swallow. I had just
noticed Sasha quit barking and snarling. “Hold on,” I said, and I
dashed to the living room. Sasha was sound asleep. I sighed. At
least she’d be quiet for the time being.

I went back in the room and it appeared that
Patrick had gone to sleep also. It was night! Why weren’t my
vampire and werewolf awake?

I left and went into my kitchen. I sat at my
oak table and looked across my living room where I had a werewolf
sound asleep. I was exhausted, too. I had barely slept, and I only
had one bed. Even though I barely knew Patrick, he was going to
have a bunk partner tonight.

I went into my room. I put a large pillow
between us. There would be no vampire spooning in my bed. I laid
down and turned my head and faced my cardboard-covered windows.
Within seconds, I was out like a light.

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


 


I was awakened a few hours later by my new
alarm clock, known as a pissed-off werewolf, Sasha. She was yelping
up a storm and I looked over at Patrick. He was no longer next to
me in bed. I instinctively felt my neck, I don’t know why I thought
he might have sucked my neck while I was asleep, but what the hell
did I know? I was sleeping next to a freaking vampire.

I walked out of my room cautiously and made
my way out to the living room. Sasha saw me and began acting like a
junkyard dog on crack.

Right next to the cage was a black raven,
just chilling and staring at the crazed, overgrown dog. When did my
apartment become an episode of Wild Kingdom?

“Patrick?” I called out to the bird.

The bird flew and landed in the hallway
where I was standing. Then, as if right out of a Tolkien novel, the
black raven transitioned and became Patrick. He collapsed to the
floor and I grabbed his arm.

“I’m still not great with the whole
transition thing, Kyro,” he said, as if I could ignore the fact he
just went from bird to man. Err, to vampire. Mani. Whatever he
called himself.

I just stared at Patrick and mumbled, “How
did I get mixed up in this?” I grabbed Patrick’s arm and we went
outside my apartment to the porch. I closed the door behind me.
“Maybe a time out will shut her up.”

Patrick walked over and sat on a bench that
is adjacent to my apartment. “You need to start getting used to
your world being completely turned upside down. Everything you ever
knew is wrong and everything that is actually true, you couldn’t
come up with even in the darkest parts of your imagination.”

I stared blankly at my new friend and walked
over to where he was sitting and sat next to him. “Why were you the
bird just now?”

“It seemed to make your female werewolf
friend less upset.”

“How do you know she is female?”

“I checked.”

“You weren’t perving in there, were you?” I
said, disgusted.

“Sick. No! She’s got four legs. I wouldn’t
hit that,” Patrick assured me. “If she is hot in her Carni human
form, well, then I might make an exception.”

“You’re funny,” I said.

“Who knew?” he laughed, and then coughed
like a fifty-year smoker.

“You all right?”

“Yeah, I’m okay. It’s hard to be funny while
fighting for your life. Also, it’s easier to breathe when I’m the
raven.”

“You’re really going to milk this breathing
thing aren’t you?”

“I’m sorry, you did crush my windpipe. A
little. And you mashed my face.”

He was right. I not only choked him out but
used his body as a weapon to knock out his friend. “So. What’s the
deal? Where do you live?”

Patrick was quiet. Uh-uh, I had to kick a
homeless vampire’s ass.

“You don’t have a place to stay?” I
asked.

“My parents kicked me out a month ago.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty.”

“Well, that’s about the time parents start
kicking out their kids.” I looked at Patrick. My instincts were
that I liked him. He seemed genuine. He appeared to be a legitimate
guy like myself who got dealt a crappy hand as of late. “You
work?”

“I can make money.”

“Can you make money legally?” I asked,
direct.

“Yeah, I have a storage unit filled with
sports memorabilia. When I’m strapped for cash, I sell stuff on
eBay.”

“Cool,” I said. I was a huge fan of the
Raiders and Lakers, so this guy was right up my alley. “Look, you
can stay here for the meantime; just pull in enough money to get
your own food.”

“I really don’t eat. My stomach is pretty
unpredictable.”

I looked Patrick in the eyes. “You don’t
kill people do you?”

“Of course not.”

“How do you feed your … you know…
desire?”

“I haven’t been a vampire for very long, but
my sister works at a hospital.”

“And she gave you blood?”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Cause it’s fucking weird, that’s why,” I
laughed. “She didn’t ask what it was for?”

“I told her.”

“You told her?” I asked, shocked.

“I had to.”

“And she believed you?”

“The whole turning-into-a-raven thing pretty
much seals the deal in the belief department.”

“Yeah, that pretty much convinced me,” I
stated.

“There you go, Kyro, there you go.”

The sun began peeking out of the sky.

“I think your friend probably turned back,”
Patrick said, making a motion to the inside of the apartment with
his head.

“It happens that fast?” I asked

“Put it this way, Tommy. Your beard is gone.
And my skin is burning.” I felt my face and sure-enough, I was
clean shaven. “So what’s the deal with that? Are you some partial
werewolf?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, Patrick.” I
got up and opened the front door to my apartment. Sasha was in a
fetal position in the middle of the cage, soaking wet.

“Why is she soaked?”

“It’s what happens to werewolves. It’s like
sweat or a secretion.”

“That’s disgusting. The word secretion makes
me shudder.”

“I actually think it’s kind of hot.” He
laughed.

“It’s not funny,” I said. “I might be
halfway there.” I turned and faced Sasha. “Sasha,” I called into
the cage. She opened her eyes. She seemed disorientated.

“Tommy?” She asked.

“Yeah.”

“Let me out. I need to pee.”

I took the key out of my pocket and unlocked
the cage. Sasha rushed past me and made her way to the bathroom. I
looked into the cage and the carpet was scratched up and mangled.
Oh well, I thought. There goes my deposit.

“She’s pretty hot.” Patrick said.

“Oh, she’s a hot mess of trouble.”

“Female werewolves usually are. They are a
rare breed.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Because if a woman gets bit by a werewolf,
she usually dies. Only really strong and tough women survive. You
have to survive the bite to become one.”

“Doesn’t say much for the women’s movement,”
I said. “My experience is that women can take a lot more pain than
men.”

“We are wimps, aren’t we?” Patrick grinned,
then coughed. We could now hear that Sasha had started a shower and
Patrick rolled his eyes at me.

“Throat any better?”

“A little.”

“I want you to know I’ve been bitten twice
in the last few nights and you don’t hear me complaining.”

“You like pain?” Patrick asked.

“I was a street fighter growing up. Now I’m
a professional one, so pain doesn’t play a big part in my life,
except that I can use it as an edge in a fight.”

Patrick cracked a smile and said, “Says the
guy with a bandage covering his entire shoulder.”

“Again,” I said. “You’re funny.”

“So, did you hit that?” Patrick looked
toward the bathroom and was referring to Sasha.

“For real, dude?” I asked.

“I would. She’s hot.”

I don’t kiss and tell, and I wasn’t going to
start now. “She’s a lovely, young lady, Patrick. You need to learn
to respect women.”

“Oh, I respect them, Kyro. Especially when
they are down on all fours.”

I shot him another look.

“I’m kidding, I’m kidding,” he laughed.

“I think I liked you better when you
couldn’t talk.” I motioned again to the bathroom at Sasha. “I’m
telling you, she’s trouble.”

“Trouble, or not. Damn, she can drip sweat
on me anytime.”

“Enough, dude!”

Sasha eventually got out of the shower and I
gave her some workout shorts that were kind of small on me, but
looked like a trash bag on her. I actually had a woman’s pink
Raider jersey I had received as a gag gift from a friend of mine
for being a Raider fan. So, I let her wear it.

Patrick went back in my room and laid down.
He had barely introduced himself to Sasha. He apparently was all
talk; he was really shy around Sasha. It was almost humorous. Sasha
didn’t seem too interested in my pale vampire friend.

It was weird; I had been alone for such a
long time. The life of a fighter is a lonely one. It was nice
having people around. Be how it may, they weren’t exactly people,
but it was nice having friends. Damn, I’m pathetic.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


The following night was more of the same
with Sasha. We had to blast the radio and act like we were having a
party a couple of times when Sasha decided to lose her mind and
make enough racket to wake the whole block. But, we did get through
the night without any problems, and in the morning, Sasha seemed
very grateful that Patrick and I were there for her.

For the next two weeks, the three of us
became inseparable. It was odd to have close friends again. I
hadn’t realized how much I missed joking around and being stupid
with people. Patrick continued to get better and my injuries were
healing pretty quickly. I told Patrick my real name was Tommy, but
he said he liked calling me Kyro better. I told him I’d make an
exception for him and let him call me that.

Sasha and I continued having some sexual
tension. We would kiss here and there, but I would never take it to
the next level. I truly was having too much fun and didn’t want to
blow it by turning us into ‘friends with benefits.’ I knew I didn’t
have a desire to be her boyfriend, but I did want to be her friend.
I went out and got a queen-size bed at a yard sale. I stuck it in
the spare bedroom, so Sasha had a place to sleep. Patrick always
slept in my bed because of the whole sunlight thing—being that my
room was the safest place in the house. I, however, would sleep
anywhere in the house: sometime next to Patrick, sometimes with
Sasha, but mainly I would sleep on my couch. It was damn
comfortable and in the end, that’s all that matters when it comes
to a good night’s rest.

I also got my windshield fixed at a local
shop and the damn thing cost me $400. I let Sasha know she would
pay for it by doing the dishes and keeping the apartment clean. She
looked relieved at my offer. With that being out of the way between
us, for the first time in my life I had real friends and I was
having the time of my life. The three of us seemed to be as close
as three oddballs could get.

I woke up late on a Saturday afternoon, as
that seemed to be the norm these days, considering I was keeping
Patrick’s vampire hours. I was having the sleep pattern of a
vampire and that wasn’t the healthiest way to live my life. I know
the value of a good night’s sleep, as I am a fighter, but I was
having too much fun to worry about that right now.

I had fallen asleep on the couch, watching
some morning show. I had to look through the bars of the cage to
watch TV, but if I tilted my head just right I could see the
television without seeing any bars. Oh, the little things.

I got up and grabbed some orange juice from
the fridge and took out some eggs and made myself an omelet. I
wasn’t the greatest cook, but I knew how to make eggs. It was two
in the afternoon and both Patrick and Sasha were still asleep. I
didn’t want to wake either of them and I was enjoying my omelet a
little too much to share it.

I went into my room and changed and decided
to go for a ride and pick some things up at the farmer’s market.
There was a giant one that I especially liked in San Bernardino. I
needed to start eating healthy again because I was healing up. My
shoulder was still jacked up and my arm still looked like a dog had
gotten to it. It would be a few months before I could really train
the way I was accustomed to. So, for now, I was going to have to
let my undefeated record stay idle for a few more months.

I had checked in with the Commission last
week to let them know how I was doing. We were aiming for me to
fight again in six months. That should be plenty of time for me to
get right again.

I went out to my car and could hear every
siren, call door, and car alarm in a three-mile radius. I was
learning to ignore it, but I couldn’t believe I was actually
sympathizing with canines. I drove up the 91 freeway toward San
Bernardino. I hadn’t paid much attention to the gas gauge as I
pulled off the freeway onto “D” street. I looked down and I noticed
it was on empty. I needed to find a gas station fast. I looked
around and there wasn’t one to be found in any direction. So, I
kept driving, hoping to run into something, but it was too late. My
car did that regurgitate noise that cars do right before they run
out of gas. You know that dry heave that comes out of your
engine.

I knew my car was done and it desperately
needed some gas. I coasted to the right and parked on the street. I
had no idea where the next gas station was and, unfortunately, I
forgot my cell phone at my apartment. I knew I had to get out and
walk but, luckily, I had a gas container in my trunk. I grabbed it
and started hiking up the street.

I walked about three miles until I finally
saw a gas station on the left. I decided to take a short cut by
cutting through a back alley.

I walked around a corner building and heard
some commotion. I ducked behind a trash dumpster and looked out to
what appeared to be some type of altercation. There were a group of
high school kids in a circle, all confronting a tall, gangly kid
wearing a black hood. I could tell he was young by the way he
talked. He appeared to have been at the wrong place at the wrong
time. I could relate to that.

The kid in the black hood was outnumbered
four to one. “You really should just let me go,” the young man
said. “I really don’t want any trouble.” Unfortunately, by the look
of these guys, they were all about trouble. I watched on and then
heard something that shocked the hell out of me. The boy in the
black hood made a specific demand to the group of thugs that had
surrounded him. He said, “You have ten seconds to let me go through
or I’m going to kick everyone one of your asses and not feel bad
about it.”

Holy crap! Are you kidding me? The balls on
this kid!

The group of thugs looked at each other and
just busted up laughing. Every single of the other guys were taller
and wider than the young man. But that didn’t stop the kid from
doing a count down, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, oh
fuck it,” the black-hooded kid said, “Now, I will kick your
asses!”

Are you kidding me!

I was about to jump out and make sure it was
a fair fight, but this kid didn’t need my help. He attacked them
all like a superhero defending his city from super villains. I felt
like I was watching an action movie where you root for the
underdog; this young man quickly proved that he was no underdog! He
beat them up individually, in pairs, and at one point, the kid had
one in a headlock while high-kicking another, and with his free
hand, he right crossed another guy, knocking him to the pavement.
He wiped the floor with these guys in a matter of seconds. I wanted
to walk out and give him a standing ovation; it was by far the
coolest thing I had ever seen on the street. This fourteen-year-old
kid either knocked them out or they ran off in fear of another
beating.

He finished off the last guy and wiped his
hands. He looked at his masterpiece: three guys laying on the
ground and a fourth one a mile down the street. He smiled as if he
had just finished planting a garden. He sighed and the turned
toward where I was standing behind the Dumpster. He smiled at me
and nodded his head in triumph.

“Hey,” I yelled to him, “What are you? Some
kind of black-headed Superhero?”

“Who’s asking?”

“I am, you little shit,” I said.

“You have a name?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure do. My name is Tommy.” I looked
at this kid and he hadn’t even broken a sweat. “You’re about the
baddest motherfucker I have ever seen fight. What’s your name?”

The kid pulled off his black hood and he had
long, flowing blond hair. He grinned at me with his piercing blue
eyes. “Well, Tommy. I’m glad you enjoyed the show. My name is
Josiah.”

 


 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


I stared at this blonde-haired, blue-eyed
kid and was astounded that he had just taken out four guys like
they were kindergartners.

“Josiah, huh? Sounds biblical. Do you have
God on your side?”

He smirked. “I might have an angel or two
watching my back.” Josiah wiped his brow and stretched his neck and
then said to me, “You’re not some creep hanging out in alleys, are
you?”

For the first time, I noticed his stance.
Even though we were having a peaceful exchange in dialogue, his
footwork would say otherwise. The kid was a trained fighter. Only
someone who has Jujitsu training or some kind of boxing training
would stand with his momentum potentially ready to spring forward.
He wasn’t sure if he could trust me. How could I blame him? I was a
twenty-two year old man in a bad part of town hanging around
Dumpsters. I was probably sweaty and dirty from my three-mile
hike.

“Well, you’re in luck,” I said. “I’m not a
creep. Even if I was, I don’t think I would want to mess with you
after that display.” I once again noticed his body language and
this punk still wasn’t sure if he could trust me. “Hey, Josiah,” I
said calmly. “Stand down. I’m one of the good guys.”

He looked at me with a curious stare. “How
did you know I was on my guard?”

“I’m a professional fighter and your body
language displays that in a blink of an eye, you’re ready to
protect yourself.”

“You can tell that by just looking at
me?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I could also tell you were
in protective stance and didn’t want to attack me. It’s subtle, but
a guy like me can see it a mile away.”

“Wow, you really know what you’re talking
about.” Josiah eyes widened and then he finally relaxed. “A
professional fighter? So, you get paid for it?”

“That would make it professional,” I
answered, with a little snark in my voice.

“Where do you fight?”

“I’m in the California Commissioned
MMA.”

“Bullshit!” Josiah was impressed.

I grinned. “I’m 2 and 0.” Why I felt I
needed to validate myself to a young teenager was beyond me, but I
guess after what I just witnessed, he deserved it.

Josiah looked at me with his piercing blue
eyes and then his eyes brightened, “Wait! Did you say your name is
Tommy? Did you fight a couple of weeks ago at the Staples
Center?”

“Yeah, I sure did.”

“That is so awesome. I was there. I had
horrible seats, but I remember your match. You kicked the crap out
of the guy while only using your left arm.”

“You saw that?”

“Yeah.”

“You could tell I was only using the left
side of my body?”

“Yeah, I was thinking this guy is so good
he’s fighting his opponent with one arm tied behind his back.”

“Trust me, it felt that way. I had an injury
to my right shoulder.”

“I figured as much, unless you’re such a
badass that you only fight guys one-handed.”

“I’m impressed you noticed that. Not even in
the write-up on Yahoo was that mentioned.”

“How could I not? My right hand is my bread
and butter. The first thing I watch in every fight is how explosive
an opponent’s right arsenal is.”

“Are you training?”

“I’m a boxer.”

“That’s a good place to start. Are you any
good?”

“What do you think?”

I looked at the spot where he easily took
care of four guys and laughed. “I guess so.”

“I’ve been Golden Gloves champ three years
in a row.”

“That is impressive. You plan on doing the
Olympics?”

“Hell, no! My dad would love that. But, I
want to do what you do. Olympics are a waste of time. There is no
real money there. I want to get into the ring the second I’m 18 and
kick ass as much as I can.”

“Well, you’re off to a good start!” I said,
with obvious intentions.

Josiah looked down the street and noticed
the guys he kicked the crap out of had gotten up and left. “Hey,
Tommy Boy, we better split, I have a feeling those guys will be
back with a few more friends, if you know what I’m saying. Unless
you’re prepared to fight about twenty guys with me, we should take
off.” I nodded and followed Josiah in the opposite direction I had
come from. “By the way, what is a MMA fighter doing in an alley?
You buying crack?”

“Not quite, my car ran out of gas.”

“Oh, that sucks. Where’s it at?”

“A couple miles back near the freeway.”

Josiah pulled out his cell phone. “Let’s go
to this Starbucks that’s down the street and I’ll have my sister
come pick us up. Then we’ll drive you to a gas station.”

“Ah shit!”

“What’s wrong?”

“I just remembered. I left my gas can back
there by the Dumpster.”

“Don’t worry,” Josiah said. “Well get one at
the station.”

“They are like twenty dollars.”

“Who said anything about paying for it?”
Josiah winked at me and I shook my head at the young punk. I had to
admit, I really liked him. He reminded me of myself, a little more
out of control, but he was definitely a cool kid.

We made our way to the Starbucks and sat
down. Josiah called his sister and she told him she would pick him
up in about ten minutes.

I looked at Josiah and he seemed to have an
insane amount of poise for a kid his age. He sat there with the
confidence of three grown men. “Are you thirsty?” I asked.

“I don’t drink this stuff,” Josiah laughed.
“They are just caffeinated shakes.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more. You’re
better off getting a real milkshake; you would have less of a
chance at heart attack.”

Josiah’s eyes lit up, “But I love their cake
lollypops. They are only like 150 calories. It’s like God himself
baked them.”

“God himself? He would make some cook!” I
laughed.

“Dude, you have got to try one. I had a
mouth orgasm the first time I had one. My sister likes rocky road,
but I’m in lust with the birthday cake one.”

“Let’s do it,” I said. “I need to splurge
now and then.” I got up and walked over to the counter where a
there was a cute blonde putting out items behind the display area.
She stopped what she was doing and looked up at me.

“I would like two cake lollipops, one rocky
road and one birthday cake.”

“Oh, I love the rocky road,” the young
blonde girl said. “They are to die for.”

“Apparently so, my friend claims they were
made by Jesus himself.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, smiling.
“Maybe an angel or wise man.”

“There you go, I guess everyone agrees that
there is some divine intervention taking place when these things
get made.”

“You just might be right.” She rang me up
and I paid for the lollipops and put a two-dollar tip in the jar.
The cute ones get me every time. I took the rocky road and gave the
birthday cake to my new friend.

“Thanks, man,” he said. “I’ll get you next
time.” Josiah took a bite out of his birthday cake lollipop and
closed his eyes and had what I swore to be a spiritual experience.
He ate each bite slowly, savoring each nibble as if it was his last
meal. When he finished, he looked up at me and said, “Better than
sex.”

“What do you know about sex? You’re like
fourteen years old.”

“I’m sixteen,” Josiah said, proudly, “or I
will be, in a week.”

“And you know about sex?”

“I know about orgasms!” he proclaimed out
loud.

“I believe that. You probably spend more
time alone than a monk.”

Josiah was quiet and grinned. “I do have a
wild imagination. Trust me, if I wanted to, I would have plenty of
options.”

“Why don’t you want to?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I want to real bad. I’m
just not quite sure what my hang-up is.”

“Maybe cause you’re twelve years old.”

“I’m almost sixteen!”

I looked at this strange, honest kid and had
to just smile. “Does Josiah want to wait until he’s in love?”

“What’s wrong with that?” he answered,
indignantly.

He did! I had to admit I was impressed. I
wasn’t about to give a teenager a hard time about being abstinent.
I just smiled at him and said, “There’s nothing wrong with it. When
you’re ready, you’ll know.”

“Everyone says that.”

I thought about that statement for a second.
“Actually, you won’t entirely know. It will just sort of happen one
night and the whole time you will be having an out-of-of body
experience.”

“Is that the way it happened with you?”

“It was definitely an out-of-body
experience. I was just a kid fumbling around in back of a truck, up
in the mountains.” I thought about that moment and said, “She
didn’t know it was my first time.”

“She didn’t?”

“Nope.”

“Why didn’t you tell her?”

“I didn’t want to her to think I was
inexperienced.”

“Would that have been such a big deal?”

“It seemed big at the time, but I have
always regretted not telling her.”

“Why is that?” Josiah’s eyes were now locked
in on me and we were definitely having a ‘bro moment.’

“I don’t know. I guess I wanted her to know
I was going to remember her for the rest of my life. I thought she
should know she experienced something I will never forget. She
didn’t know any of that. Instead, she walked away, assuming I was
just a player and used her to get my rocks off.”

“Well, you did get your rocks off!”

“Yeah...but—”

“But what?”

“It was a defining moment. I should have
told her.”

Josiah’s eyes never stopped looking at me
the whole time I spoke. He was like an apprentice, soaking up all
the wisdom of his master. Then Josiah looked through the window.
“Hey, my sister is here!”

I looked out the window and saw a small,
white Toyota Corolla pull up. She parked the car and stepped out of
the driver’s side. I had just taken my first bite of my rocky road
lollipop, and it literally fell out of my mouth the second I saw
Josiah’s sister. Josiah’s sister was the most beautiful woman I had
ever seen. She had beautiful, long blonde hair and amazing blue
eyes like her brother. She was about five feet, five inches tall
and was wearing a light blue tank top with white shorts. Her legs
were long and curvy. She had an amazing body, but what was more
amazing was her smile. I was absolutely swept off my feet. It was
the first time in my life I had fallen for someone and had not yet
spoken a word to her.

Josiah and I got up and walked to the door
and she met us at the entrance. She walked up to Josiah and said,
“Let me see your hands.” Josiah put his hands in his sweatshirt
pocket. “Take them out, you little turd.” Josiah reluctantly took
out his hands and showed them to his sister. They were swollen and
he had a couple of knuckles that were cut up. “You can’t even go
for a jog without fighting?”

“They started it,” he said, like a petulant
six year-old.

“They always start it,” she said,
disappointed.

I decided I needed to defend my young
friend. “They really did start it,” I said. “I was there. He was
only defending himself.”

Josiah’s sister looked at me and her eyes
lit up. “Who are you?”

“Just an innocent bystander who would have
helped your brother out, but he took care of business on his
own.”

“I bet he did.” She looked at me and seemed
a little embarrassed. I couldn’t tell if she liked me or if she was
just shy. “So, did you bring him here from wherever the fight took
place?”

“Actually, no. My car ran out of gas by the
freeway and he and I walked here.”

“What kind of car do you have?”

“It’s a black Mustang parked on D
street.”

“Oh, I saw that beauty,” she said. “I
noticed it off the freeway and was so jealous.”

“It’s a nice car.” I couldn’t keep my eyes
off this woman and she seemed to not be able to quit looking at me
either. “So, Josiah’s sister? Do you have a name?”

“Yeah, I do. It’s Maya.”

“Maya? That’s a pretty name.”

She smiled. “Well, thank you, Mr.
uh....”

“Mister? How old do you think I am?”

“I’m actually not sure. You could be
anywhere from 21 and 30 years old.”

“Thirty?” I was horrified.

She quickly stated, “A very handsome,
dignified thirty.”

“Well, I’m a very handsome and sexy 22 years
old.”

She looked me over and said, “Oh, are
we?”

“Just fishing for a compliment,” I said,
smiling at her. I looked over at Josiah and he seemed to be very
put off that I was flirting with his sister, seconds after I met
her.

Maya again looked me over and said, “Well,
the fact that I said handsome and dignified is all I can give you
at the present moment. If you’re sexy, that remains to be
seen.”

“Are you two done?” Josiah finally asked. “I
told Tommy we would take him to get some gas and give him a lift
back to his car.”

“Well, Tommy,” Maya said, “Aren’t you just
the damsel in distress. I’ll just have to jump on my white horse
and bring you to get some gas.” She then smiled at me in a way that
completely melted my heart. I had never been more attracted to a
woman in my life. She then turned around and slowly walked back to
her car. Josiah and I followed behind her. Something told me I just
made two very good friends. At least, I hoped so.
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Chapter One

 


I looked over the Lady’s sleeve and drank in
my beautiful city. The stunning fireworks had finished, and once
again, I was left overwhelmed at the majestic magnitude of the
city. The party boats had left the harbor with their floodlights,
raucous cheers, and commotion that commemorated the first
anniversary of the renaming of the city. What was once named
Manhattan had been replaced by the name Verona.

I stood by the silent, virtuous Lady, just
on her left shoulder. Balancing my feet on such a great statue was
always tricky. I could taste her overwhelming wet, coppery scent in
my nose and mouth. The aroma was reminiscent of fresh blood, not
altogether unpleasant.

I looked up into the dark cold night. It was
unusual to see stars over our city, but the night was crisp with
them, twinkling sparks on a black velvet nightscape, such a clear
night that diamond rays from starlight illuminated the night sky
like Jacob’s ladders extending from deep sky to tall buildings. It
was a radiant night.

We were fortunate to have most of our land
bought out for re-gentrification by a billion-dollar Prince. Prince
Escalus. His very surname as a visionary developer was a legend in
his own time. Not only was he rich, he was powerful, and masterful
at rejuvenating entire cities. His approach into developing cities
and remaking them was that his philosophy was simple: Keep the
peace.

There was no place that needed peace more in
this time than New York City. More specifically…Manhattan.

As I looked out from my 300-foot-high perch
in the night shadow of the bosom of the lady, I marveled at the
beauty of my Verona. My city was like a beautiful woman to me and
my city had two competing lovers and a divided heart. I was
reminded of which immortal species ruled these parts. Vampires and
werewolves were as legendary and infamous in these parts as
celebrities. In fact, we even had our own media network.

Verona was run, in part, by the two immortal
families: the Capulets and the Montagues. They couldn’t have been
more different in their culture and in their immortal forms.
Montagues were from the wrong side of the tracks: a ruthless,
cutthroat band of scorned misfits who succeeded anyway, with all
the odds against them. They were crass and abrupt, and they always
needed a shave, a bath, and a good haircut. But that came with the
territory. The Montagues were cursed by a comedy of errors but
brazenly got to their feet, every time.

Now the Capulets, they were cultured and
liked the finer things in life: big houses, expensive cars, and
especially, flaunting it to the Montagues.

As different as the two sides were in
culture, they stood even further apart in their unlike immortality.
The Capulets had chosen to live their remaining years here in
Verona—it could be a million years, as they were long-lived as
vampires. It fit their smug elitist attitudes to be so long in the
tooth and aggravated the Montagues that there was no way to get rid
of them.

The Montagues lived their days as
werewolves: meat-eating, ass-kicking, moon-howling werewolves who
lived day by day, close to the earth, as close to raw passion as
creatures could ever get. Montagues were warm-blooded and
therefore, had passion soaring through their veins. The Capulets
had to take their blood from others, like the leeches on society
that they were, by virtue of their curse. Most of them, save her,
were passionless, elitist, and cold. Only she was different. I
swore inside of me that I had never laid eyes on a wonder of the
world more captivating than she.

The problem was twofold. Immortality,
dominance, and bloodlines separated Verona into two sides, nearly
split right down the middle at Times Square. There were two
immortal families in my city, bloodthirsty rivals who gave each
other no quarter, and none was asked. They mostly kept to their own
turf, and to their own kind. The two families were split along
Times Square.

To the north of Times Square in the Upper
East Side, the Capulets had bought out mansions that were turned
into apartment buildings…that were now turned back into mansions.
The family owned just about every building and had turned the
section of the city into a place that turned up their noses at the
Hamptons.

To the south of Times Square, and all the
way down to the Financial District, was where the werewolves
roamed. They were definitely not as rich as the Capulets, but they
lived better than most folks. If werewolves were roaming, then one
would likely see a Montague in their midst. Nearly all Montague men
had chosen to live their days as werewolves. Montague families were
spread out pretty evenly among Chelsea, and the East and West
Villages. One could even find families in SoHo and Chinatown.

Until now, there had only been small
skirmishes between the two dissonant factions, but my extraordinary
senses of premonition and danger detected that all hell was about
to break loose in a populous that was deep in celebration about the
rebirth of art, culture, education, and creativity. A resurgence of
passion for the city swept like a fiery new religion into the
corners of every borough. It was as if people were crying out for a
deeper purpose. I knew I was.

Things in this part of the world had been
quite different for some time. In reality, the entire world was
different. A hundred years ago, there had been a technology
revolution that spurred the inevitable. We’d touched the moon and
the planets with our humanity and our machines shot into outer
space, and could go no further without bankrupting every country. A
realization set in that we now needed to get in touch with our
mortality, our inner space.

It was time for the world to turn on its
fulcrum. I felt it. Time for the immortals to take their rightful
place as the world’s muscle and minds. Religion and politics tried
to prevent it from happening, but eventually, immortality reigned
over mortality. Now, just two immortal factions stood at the helm
of society, glaring at each other from opposite corners of the
city.

In the madness, I had been given a gift from
the gods. I had been given visions of a wondrous place. A place of
peace, of hope and love. I had only seen it in my dreams, but on
this night, I felt that my special place was near, as if I could
almost touch it with my hands. Of late, something had come over me
and it was only intensifying. I looked up at the stars and the full
moon that pierced my mind’s eye with a pull that I knew well. I
howled into the night sky. I howled from my deep place, where I had
only seemed to been able to howl from as of late. I had been told
that my howl was unique in that it had both the sounds of music
playing and the reverence of a man crying out in prayer. It was a
howl that had reduced some to tears when they heard it, such was
its unique vibration, timbre, tone, and range. It was a yodel from
across the Alps, a chorus of angels with one harmonized chord. My
howl is my prayer and my song of all that I was, all that I am, and
all that I shall be. Inside of me roiled a yearning for something
more, hungering for something more. I howled in agony and ecstasy
until tears dripped from my face and wet my body like scorching
rain.

When I was finished, I looked over my city
of Verona and cried out so loud that my throat roared, “My name is
Romeo Montague and I am a Werewolf!”
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Chapter One

 


It was the last day of summer and I was
going into the sixth grade. I woke up feeling pretty impatient, as
I always did on the day the school posted the classroom lists. Each
year, the day before Wenchester Elementary School began, the school
posted a list for each classroom so that the students could see
which class they would be in during the year.

For some reason this had always been a huge
event in my life. I anticipated it the way little children
anticipate Christmas morning.

This year would be a tad different. I had
finally made it. I was at the top. I was a sixth grader!

At Wenchester, there were two sixth-grade
classrooms. The teachers were Mr. O’Neil and Mrs. Phyllis. Mr.
O’Neil was tall, slender, and non-threatening in his appearance. He
had a reputation of being real strict. Mrs. Phyllis, on the other
hand, was simply young and beautiful. She had blonde hair and blue
eyes that hid behind red glasses that made her look like a
secretary. So, given the two choices for having a teacher, I
thought it was fair to say I would rather be in Mrs. Phyllis’s
class.

“Wake up!” screeched a female voice outside
my room.

“You actually thought I might be asleep?” I
yelled back.

“Mom wants us to walk to the store and get
lunch.” With that, she threw open the door. It was my sister,
Carrie. Everyone said we looked alike. We would both argue to our
deathbeds that we didn’t. She was a year younger than I was. The
sad part about it was we were in the same grade. I was held back a
year by my mother. She said it was for emotional reasons. If you
ask me, I thought my mother wished she had given birth to twins.
She figured that even though we didn’t come out at the same time,
she would make us go to school at the same time.

I used to live in Arizona with my mother and
father. My parents divorced when I was three years old. My dad
moved to Texas with his girlfriend a year later. I would only speak
to him about four times a year. I saw him once at Christmas time
when I was seven years old. We didn’t have much of a father-son
relationship. I was supposed to love him because he was my dad. It
was hard to love someone you never saw, especially when that
someone chose not to see you.

My mother, sister and I live in Southern
California. The three of us moved here after my mom and dad
divorced. I figure I’ll probably leave California someday when I’m
older, but, for now, it’s an okay place to live, I guess.

“Blayne called, he said he’ll meet you at
the basketball courts at two o’clock,” Carrie said with a smile. My
sister has a crush on Blayne since we were little kids.

“Did he mention if Timmy would be there?” I
asked.

“What am I, your personal answering
service?”

“You are when Blayne calls.”

“I don’t like Blayne,” she protested. “You
always say I like Blayne. I might have thought he was cute when I
was little, but I don’t like him anymore.”

“Whatever,” I said, pushing her out of my
room.

It was hard not to be overly excited knowing
that the classroom lists were going to be posted. I wanted to have
five people in my classroom. I wanted Blayne Ward and Timmy Lawson
because they were my two best friends. I also hoped to have Tanya
Taylor and Ali Moore because they were the two prettiest girls in
the sixth grade.

Then, there was the new girl. She moved here
at the end of the year. She wasn’t in my class.

Her name was Sarah Davis. She was the type
of girl who seemed very mysterious. She didn’t say much. She would
just keep to herself at recess. I always paid attention to her
though. We walked home in the same direction from school.

On the last day of school, I decided to do
something that was very unlike me. That day I decided to pass my
house and go to the market and get a candy bar. I was curious to
see where Sarah lived. I walked behind her for about a mile. She
happened to walk into Pete’s market. It was the only place to go,
aside from the Laundromat.

I walked in after her and grabbed a bag of
chips and a soda. I noticed Tommy Madkins was in there with a
couple of his friends playing video games. Tommy was by far the
biggest bully to ever go to Wenchester Elementary School. He
started to get a reputation when he was in fourth grade. It was
fair to say we had a lot of jerks in the sixth grade.

I walked up to the counter and Sarah was in
front of me. All she had in her hand was a loaf of bread. She was
much shorter than me and had sandy brown hair. Her eyes stood out
the most. She had these big green eyes.

I stood behind her, admiring her, when I
heard, “Greer!” I hated when someone called me by my last name. I
turned around to see Tommy and his clan of jerks laughing. “Is that
your girlfriend?” Tommy asked, laughing even harder. This made
Sarah turn around and look at us.

“No,” I said, “I don’t even know her.” I
felt stupid. It was the truth though. I had never even spoken a
word to her.

She looked at me and gave me the most
innocent smile.

I smiled back. However, whenever someone
caught me off guard with a smile, I would try to smile back but it
usually looked odd, like I was posing for a toothpaste commercial
or something. She paid and went out the door.

Then I heard, “Let’s go!” It came from
Tommy’s direction. He and his buddies ran out the door. They ran
behind the market and picked up a plastic bag full of water
balloons.

I knew this wasn’t going to be good. And
what happened next was something I could have never imagined.

I ran outside. Tommy and his friends were
chasing Sarah. It was crazy. They had the water balloons and were
hurling them at her.

Sarah started to run down the street with
Tommy’s clan close behind. I dropped my bag of chips and soda, and
ran as hard as I ever had in my life. I was always a fast runner. I
caught up to them pretty quick. I grabbed the bag of water balloons
out of Tommy’s friend’s hand and threw it in the street. A semi
truck driving by, hit the bag and all the water balloons
exploded.

Tommy was still ahead of me with the last
water balloon. He was gaining on Sarah. I was amazed how fast she
could run.

I caught up to Tommy. At first I didn’t know
what to do. This was the toughest guy in the school, but I didn’t
care. I jumped on top of him and tackled him hard to the ground. We
were both wearing shorts. I knew the cement hurt him as much as it
hurt me. Before I knew it, I found myself in the middle of a fight.
We were both throwing punches. It lasted for about a minute. Then
all of sudden, a man grabbed me by my shirt and pulled me off
Tommy. That man was Tommy’s father. He yelled at Tommy and told me
to go home.

I had never been in a fight before. From the
looks of it, I didn’t think Tommy had either. We both got in some
good hits, but neither one of us were bleeding.

I looked over and Sarah was still standing
there. She saw the whole fight. She smiled and took a couple steps
towards me. My heart dropped. She looked right into my eyes. It was
like she said thank you without saying a word. She then turned
around and ran down the street. I just stared at her until I
couldn’t see her anymore. At that moment I didn’t even realize the
significance of what had happened. All I knew was I had done
something I had never done before and that I was in love with a
girl I never said a single word to.

I didn’t tell anyone what happened. There
would have been too much explaining to do. Nonetheless, it was
quite an experience.

I heard that Tommy moved over the summer,
but I never heard anything about Sarah. I couldn’t help wondering
about her.

“Are you ready to go?” Carrie yelled from
the living room.

“I’m coming,” I answered.

Carrie and I walked to the store. My mom
left us two dollars each. It was enough to get a soda, candy bar,
and a bag of chips.

We then headed off toward Wenchester
Elementary School. Carrie never got as excited as I did when it
came to the classroom lists. It was partly that she didn’t like
school as much as I did.

From a distance, I could see Blayne and
Timmy at the basketball courts.

“I’m going to go wait over by the bulletin
boards,” Carrie said. Then she took off running.

I looked at my watch. It was ten minutes to
two. I jogged up to the courts where Timmy and Blayne were
standing.

“What’s going on guys?” I asked.

“Just standing around waiting,” Timmy
answered.

“You know what guys? I think it’s about that
time,” Blayne said.

I really hoped I would get Blayne and Timmy
in my class. Every year since kindergarten I had had one or the
other in my class. I never had them both at the same time.

With all this wishing I had been doing, one
thing I knew for sure was that I wouldn’t want my sister in my
class. We had never been in the same class. I guess the school
didn’t want brothers and sisters to be in the same room together.
They were probably afraid we would cheat on our homework or
something.

“You guys ready to go?” Blayne asked as he
made the ball into the basket.

“Let’s do it,” I said. As we walked toward
the office, we were all silent. Although we were silent, we all
knew what each other were thinking.

We reached the buildings and made a right at
the cafeteria, which put us right in front of the office. There
were a group of kids including my sister all huddled around the
bulletin boards.

“They’re up,” I said.

“Yep,” Timmy replied.

Tanya and Ali were riding up on their bikes.
They parked their bikes and walked over to the bulletin boards.
They were two of the prettiest girls in school, and they knew it.
They were best friends and were inseparable.

The three of us approached the bulletin
boards and were silent.

Timmy uncharacteristically said, “I really
hope all of us are in the same class.” Blayne and I smiled.

The three of us had this unwritten agreement
that one would look and not say anything until all three had seen
it.

Timmy was first. He looked at the board for
about thirty seconds, and then grinned and backed away so Blayne
could look. He also looked for about thirty seconds and had a real
surprised look on his face.

I could tell it wasn’t good. I knew Blayne’s
expressions. That wasn’t a good one. He backed away so I could see.
I walked up to the bulletin board and just closed my eyes.

Before I could open them, I heard my sister
yell. “We can’t be in the same class!”

I quickly opened my eyes. When I did, I saw
Mrs. Phyllis’ class first. I went to the boy side of the list and
spotted my name, but there was no Blayne or Timmy. I quickly looked
at the girl side. I saw Sarah Davis, but then I thought I saw
something that had to be a misprint. I saw the name Carrie Greer,
my sister. There was no Ali or Tanya. I looked over at Mr. O’Neil’s
class and sure enough all four of them were in the same class.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I was alone. I
was alone with my sister. The person I saw every day. This was
horrible. But wait, Sarah Davis was in my class. I couldn’t talk
about it though because my friends didn’t know I liked her. Or did
I like her? All I knew was that she was the only reason that I had
to smile.

“Sorry,” Timmy said.

“I really wanted us to be together,” Blayne
followed.

“You know, Blayne and I have never been in
the same class,” Timmy continued.

“I’m happy for the both of you,” I gave them
both an obvious fake smile. “Hey, let’s get out of here. Let’s go
to the ice cream shop and get a shake and kick back in the tree.”
The tree was our secret hangout. It was in the back of the school.
We discovered it when we were in third grade. It was always a good
place to go and think or to just get away and talk.

So there it was. The big event in my life
was over. All that was left now was the first day of school. As we
walked to the ice cream shop, I felt empty inside. I felt sort of
isolated and alone. I felt almost as if I was the outcast of the
group. These were my best friends. I had known them since we were
little. They would treat me the same no matter what, for sure.

“Hey, Cody?” Blayne said.

“Yeah?” I replied.

“There is always recess.”
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