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My name is Jack Templar and I am an orphan.
 Just before my fourteenth birthday, I discovered that I came from a long line of monster hunters. You know, vampires, werewolves, zombies, you name it.
 Not only that, but if monsters around the world could choose one human to kill, it would be me. Why? I haven’t a clue. I’d like to find out some day, but for right now, I’m happy just to stay alive.


WARNING
Yeah, you read it right. I’m a monster hunter. Back before I actually became one, I would have thought that sounded totally awesome. And don’t get me wrong, in a lot of ways it is. But most of the time, I’m either running for my life or hiding in the shadows, praying the monster chasing me doesn’t pick up my scent. And I’m almost always scared to death. In a few pages, I think you’ll see why.
But there are a few things I need to warn you about before I tell you my story. First, this isn’t a cartoon. These are bloodthirsty creatures who will stop at nothing to kill. They are scary. Very scary. Second, the only way to stop them is to kill them first… and that gets gross and messy. Third, this is all real.
You think I’m kidding, don’t you? I can almost see you smirking as you read this. But this isn’t a joke. Monsters are real and the story I’m about to tell you really happened. If you’d rather walk through life believing that monsters are only found in books or on the movie screen, then you should shut this book right now and go do something else.
I give you these warnings because the story I’m about to tell you isn’t for everyone. Not everyone can handle it. The blood. The gore. The monsters.
This life was thrust onto me. I had no choice but to take up a sword and fight. But you can still walk away and pretend this dark world doesn’t exist. Or you can walk through the door that I’m about to open and find out the truth about the world around you.
But I warn you (and this is a big warning), if you read this book, if you learn about the monsters that roam among us and the hunters who fight them, if you decide to learn the truth, then you will become fair game for the monsters to chase.
Make sure you understand what I’m saying.
If you read this book, you will be part of this world and the monsters will come after you too. You will start to see things that no other humans can see. The shadows will move when you walk near them. The creatures of the night will seek you out, testing the doors and windows of your house, looking for a way in.
And, at some point, they will find you, just like they found me, and you will be forced to defend yourself.
So, think carefully before you turn the page, because once you do, there’s no turning back.
Ever.
Once a monster hunter, always a monster hunter.
See you on the other side.
If you’re brave enough.


WARNING #2
OK, so looks like you were brave enough (or stupid enough) to ignore my warning. I would say congratulations, but that might imply that I think you made the right choice. Just promise that you won’t say later that I didn’t warn you.
See, I don’t want you to be a big crybaby later on and complain to me that you can’t fall asleep because of all the creepy-crawlies in your room. Or that it’s my fault that a werewolf chewed off your left foot. Or that one of your eyes was plucked out by a harpy when you weren’t looking.
I especially don’t want any grief from your parents or from your teachers if you’re too scared at night. I’m going to say it as simply as I can:
THIS BOOK IS TOTALLY INAPPROPRIATE.
I’M SERIOUS. IT IS.
If you think there’s someone in your life who’s not going to approve of you reading about monsters eating people in gruesome ways, or of monsters getting killed in even worse ways, then I suggest you do one of two things:
a) Don’t read the book
b) Hide the book and don’t tell them you’re reading it.
And whatever you do, don’t let them read it. That would be the worse thing. Imagine if you started to read this book, then you got it taken away from you before you got done. You’d have monsters looking for you and you’d have no idea how to fight them. You’d be a sitting duck.
So, are we clear? No parents. No teachers. No crybabies.
If you’re still in, turn the page and I’ll tell you a story you’re not going to believe.


Chapter One
Although I was born to be a monster hunter, for most of my life I didn’t know any more about it than you do right now. I mean, I knew about monsters. Who doesn’t? There are monsters on TV, in the movies, books, comics, you name it.
What I didn’t know was that they are actually real and that dozens of them were secretly living in my small town waiting for me to turn fourteen…so they could kill me.
Yep, you heard me right. And not only kill me, but there were elaborate plans on how to do it in the most painful way possible. Fortunately, monsters tend not to be very creative, so I’m pretty sure that all their ideas where just different ways to eat me. But still, it’s the principle of the thing. I mean, what had I ever done to them?
The day before my birthday was when I got the answer to that question.
It started like any other day. I woke up in a panic, realizing that I hadn’t done my English homework. After this initial realization, I quickly moved from panic into guilt, then right into acceptance, and then finally back to sleep. (Don’t judge me. I know you do the same thing.)
And that’s the best sleep, too. Right during the time when you have to get up. I don’t know if it’s the same for you, but I dream a lot more during that sleep. And, on some days, I can control my dreams a little. I clearly remember my dream that morning. It was about Cindy Adams, the cutest girl in the whole school.
Come on! You can’t fake me out that you’re not into girls yet (or into guys if you’re a girl awesome enough to be reading this book). So I don’t want any “ewww…that’s gross” comments during the love story parts of this book. Don’t worry, there aren’t that many. And some of them are super cool.
Anyway, like I was saying, this dream was about Cindy Adams, the cutest girl in school. In real life, the real Cindy Adams wouldn’t give me the time of day. But in my dream, I walked right up to her, even though she was surrounded by a group of her girlfriends, and took her by the hand.
“Come on,” I said. “We’re hanging out together.”
She smiled and nodded her head. Her friends stared as she held my hand and walked away. More than just her friends, the whole school was watching. Cindy Adams was holding my hand like she’d been my girlfriend for years.
Once we were out of sight, I decided to try my luck. I stood in front of her, toe to toe, and leaned in for a kiss. She blushed, but didn’t slap me, start laughing, or run away screaming. (All possible scenarios in my mind.)
She was going for the kiss. Leaning in. Eyes closed. Lips parted...to reveal a row of jagged, pointed teeth in her mouth!
I tried to step back, but she had me by the arms, her fingers digging into my skin. When her eyes opened, they glowed red. She snarled at me, her teeth growing longer, sticking out of her mouth. She pulled me to her to bite my throat, when…
I sat up straight in bed, yelling at the top of my lungs.
My Aunt Sophie came running into my room.
“What is it?” she said.
I lowered my hands from my neck, realizing that it had just been a dream. I was glad that no-one was trying to rip my throat out, but I was a little disappointed that I’d only imagined the whole Cindy Adams thing.
“Uh, nothing,” I said. “Girl problems.”
Aunt Sophie smiled. “You’re turning fourteen tomorrow. That’s when the real trouble starts. Come on. Breakfast is ready.”
Aunt Sophie left and I dragged my lazy bones out of bed and into the bathroom. That’s when I noticed something strange. The kid in the mirror looked pretty much the same as yesterday, only…bigger.
I was the same height, but somehow overnight my muscles had grown larger. Not massive. I wasn’t suddenly going to be mistaken for a bodybuilder as I walked down the street, but something had definitely changed. It’s not that I looked like a wuss before, but there was nothing going on with my physique to brag about. But this morning? Whoa. I was looking good. I flexed for myself in the mirror, marveling at how my biceps formed into a big lump on my arm.
“That is so cool,” I said to myself in the mirror.
Forgetting breakfast (not to mention my English homework), I pulled on my clothes and ran down to our basement where we had a weight bench. Aunt Sophie had gotten it for my last birthday, telling me that if there was ever a year when I wanted to work out and get stronger, this was it.
I had used it a little, but mostly it was just another place where we stored our basement junk.
I grabbed two forty-five pound plates and slid one on each side of the bar.
I eyed the bench press with those big weights on each side. The bar was another forty-five, making it one hundred and thirty-five pounds. No way. The most I had ever done before today was just the bar and twenty-five pounders, and that almost did me in after lifting it once.
Even though I was feeling strong, weirdly strong, I decided that I was being too optimistic. So I slid the forty-five pound plates off, replaced them with twenty-five pounders and lay down on the bench.
With a deep breath, I heaved the bar up, balancing it over my chest with locked arms. Slowly, I lowered it, half-expecting it to drop like a rock and crush me. But it didn’t. I rested it on my chest for a second and then tried to push it back up. My arms shot up like there was no weight at all.
I smiled, and banged out five reps right in a row. No sweat.
I racked the weight and sat up, looking at my arms in wonder.
You know what I did next, right? I grabbed the forty-five pounders and put them back on. I lay on the bench, looking from side to side at the giant weights, having second thoughts. Then I decided to go for it.
I grabbed the bar, lifted it off the rack and, straining more than last time, I lowered it to my chest then raised it back up. Ten times.
“What are you doing down there?” Aunt Sophie shouted from upstairs.
“Coming!” I yelled as I racked the weight.
I felt my chest muscles, not sure what was happening to me. But liking it. Whatever was going on, I wasn’t asking many questions. I decided to just go with it. Maybe this was what turning fourteen felt like.
“Jack Smith!” Aunt Sophie yelled.
I decided I would worry about it later. I ran upstairs and dug into the huge breakfast of bacon, eggs and toast that my Aunt Sophie had fixed. She poured me some juice and combed my unruly hair back with her fingers. She sat at the table, sipping her coffee, looking just a little sad. Even though I was jazzed about what had just happened, I was concerned.
“Anything wrong, Aunt Sophie?” I asked.
She shook herself out of her thoughts and smiled at me. “No, nothing wrong. Tell you what. Tonight’s your last meal before turning fourteen. You can have anything you want. What’s your pleasure?”
“Anything?” I asked.
“Anything.”
“Pepperoni and pineapple pizza from Papagallo’s and a giant bowl of mint chocolate chip ice cream,” I said.
“Really? I mean, even if it was your last dinner ever, that’s what you’d choose?”
I thought about that melted cheese in my mouth, the tangy red sauce, spicy pepperoni paired up with the burst of sweetness from the hot pineapple. Just thinking about it right now is making me hungry.
“Yep, that sounds perfect to me,” I said. “Can I invite someone over?”
“I’d like it to be just the two of us tonight, is that OK?” Aunt Sophie said.
There was that sadness again. I stopped eating. “Are you sure you’re OK?” I asked.
She nodded, but tears welled up in her eyes. She grabbed a dish and took it into the kitchen. Sometimes, when she looked like that, I wondered if she was thinking about my dad. I always had to remind myself that when I lost my father, she also lost her little brother.
My dad had been a soldier, some kind of special branch of the Army or something. One day, according to Aunt Sophie, because I was too young to remember, some of his buddies knocked on our door with the news that my dad had been killed. It was some big Army secret how he had died. Aunt Sophie said she didn’t know. But in the back of my mind, I wondered if she really did know and she was just keeping it from me.
I obsessed over my dad while I was growing up, always thinking of new ways that I could solve the mystery of his death. No matter how often Aunt Sophie asked me to leave it alone, I swore that when I got older, I would do everything I could to uncover the truth.
Don’t get me wrong; I missed having a mom too. She died when I was born and all I have left of her is one photo taken from a distance. But I think having Aunt Sophie basically as my mother made it a lot easier. And she’s awesome. She’s into fishing, rough-housing, playing baseball. She even comes to all the father/son events at school where we beat the other teams at sports, showing up all the jock dads.
Still, even with Aunt Sophie, I grew up feeling the loneliness that only an orphan can feel. That aching sense that something that is supposed to be there, just isn’t. And worse, that it will never be. Into that empty hole, I put all my anger and my frustrations and I used it to focus me on the one thing I wanted more than anything else in life: to find out what really happened to my dad. It may not be true, in fact it’s probably not, but part of me wants to believe that when I figure it out, the hole will go away and the loneliness will be gone forever. I can only hope.
OK. Enough of that. I don’t want to make you think this story’s going to be all mopey. Let’s get on with it. I’ve got to tell you about the first monster I saw that day.
After gulping down enough food for three kids, I grabbed my book bag and ran out the door. The town of Sunnyvale was pretty rural. Our house was set back several hundred yards off the road and backed up to an old-growth forest. Trees lined our gravel driveway and our nearest neighbor was far enough away that you couldn’t see another house until you got out to the main road.
Once at the end of the driveway, it was less than a quarter mile to school, so I could easily walk to class. Most days, I ended up running because I was late. I glanced at my watch. There was no way I was going to make it on time. I tightened my book bag straps and sprinted up the gravel driveway.
Just like when I was lifting the weights, something felt different. My legs were like springs, pounding out long strides as I ran. I was easily going twice as fast as normal. I pushed a little harder and found that I had one more gear left and could go even faster.
I stopped when I reached the road, panting, but not tired. I looked behind me. A trail of dust hung in the air the length of the driveway, just like in a comic book when someone has gone super fast. I grinned. It was pretty cool.
I walked over to the first house on the street. It was empty and the lawn was overgrown with weeds, but it had a basketball hoop set up in the driveway. I slid my book bag off my shoulders and grabbed a ball half-covered in the tall grass.
I sized up the hoop. With a quick look around to make sure that no-one was watching, I bounced the ball a few times, then ran up to the hoop, jumped…and slam dunked it.
I’m not talking about barely getting over the rim and having the ball dribble in, either. I two-handed that bad boy into the hoop like I was an NBA all-star. The day before, I had only been able to get a handful of net with my best jump.
That was the first time I felt a little bit scared. Whatever was happening to me was happening in a big way. And it clearly wasn’t normal. But, honestly, I didn’t feel that scared. Mostly, I just felt totally awesome about it.
Even from a block away, I heard the first bell ring at my school. I grabbed my backpack and ran up the street, unaware that I was about to meet my first monster.


Chapter Two
At first, the monster appeared to be just a normal man walking toward me. I didn’t recognize him, but like I said earlier, Sunnyvale was a nice, quiet town, so there was no reason for me to be suspicious. I was just running by him, enjoying my newfound speed, when this guy stuck his foot out and tripped me.
I tumbled headfirst toward the cement. I was going down hard and I knew that hitting that sidewalk was going to hurt. Bad.
But then the weirdest thing happened. Without thinking, I twisted my body in midair, reached out and found the ground with my hands, spring-boarded off the cement and landed back on my feet, staring at the stranger who had tripped me.
I mean, it was like I had turned into an Olympic gymnast or something.
The stranger looked at me curiously, only mildly impressed by my tumbling skills. I wanted to demand why he had tripped me, but one good look at him and I somehow knew better than to say anything. I felt a chill pass through my body and my skin dimpled over in goose-bumps. I felt a little dizzy and I had to fight down a sudden impulse to turn and run. Whoever this guy was, every fiber in my body was telling me that he was bad news. I should have listened to my instinct and just gotten out of there, but I couldn’t stop myself from staring at him.
The stranger was pale white, with long, colorless, almost transparent hair down to his shoulders. His face was angular, with high cheekbones and a squared chin. I thought he might be an albino, because his eyes were a blue so pale that they seemed colorless. He wore an old-fashioned duster jacket that hung down to his knees and covered black trousers and heeled, leather boots. The outfit made him look like he had stepped out of a different time.
And then there were his hands. They were too long for his body and each finger was capped with a long black fingernail. He raised one of his weird hands in my direction and pointed one of those long black fingernails at me.
“Good,” the stranger hissed, “your change has begun. It will make things more fun when we find you tomorrow.”
Then the stranger smiled and that’s when I saw them. Long, pointed canine teeth, just like the vampires have in the movies. I couldn’t believe it, but not for the reason you’re thinking. At this point, I had no reason to believe that I was looking at a real-life vampire, so I assumed the teeth were fakes…and that the guy was a total freak. It’s one thing to see people walking around town as vampires on Halloween. But when they did that in the month of September, it was just plain creepy. No wonder I had goose-bumps.
I decided that I had seen enough of Mr. Weirdo. I backed up slowly, then turned and got the heck out of there. I heard the man laugh softly as I ran away, but I didn’t stop to look back; I just ran as hard as I could to school and got myself to class.
The school day passed even slower than usual. I tried to focus but all I could think about were my new abilities. On top of that, Mr. Weirdo’s comment kept rumbling around in my head. The more I thought about it, the more it occurred to me that somehow the stranger had known about what was happening to my body. Your change has begun. But how could he have known? What was my change? And if it had only just begun, what was going to happen next? Just how much was I going to change?
More importantly, since he got the part about my change right, I started to worry that there was truth to his other comment: It will make things more fun when we find you tomorrow. I had no idea what that meant, but it certainly didn’t sound good.
I decided to keep all this to myself until I could figure out what was really going on. It was pretty easy to keep it a secret for the first half of the day, but then lunchtime came around.
Usually, I sit with the same two guys at lunch. Will Akers and T-Rex Boyle. In the hierarchy of middle school popularity, I’d say my crew fell right in the middle. OK, maybe a little below the middle. We weren’t the super cool kids that everyone immediately identified as school royalty, but we weren’t part of the geek squad either.
Well, maybe T-Rex was, but we liked him anyway. He lived with his ancient grandma who insisted on making his clothes for him. Her eyesight wasn’t so good and her hands shook, so the outfits he wore sometimes looked like a berserk machine sewed them. T-Rex was chubby, almost to the point of being completely round. While that alone set him up to get picked on by some of the jerks in school, what really did him in was the way he picked his nose all the time.
It was a nervous habit for him, but he did it so much that we all wondered what he was looking for up there. Those two holes were mined so many times an hour that there just couldn’t be any nuggets left to dig out. Still, that didn’t stop him from doing it. One day, Will started calling him ‘T-Rex’. You know how a T-Rex has those itty-bitty arms? Will decided that if only he was a T-Rex, then he wouldn’t be able to reach his nose and all his problems would go away. When his grandma started calling him T-Rex too, we laughed about it for an entire afternoon and the name stuck.
T-Rex was still in line when Will and I headed off to our usual table in the corner of the lunchroom. I say usual, but Will was often in detention instead of the lunchroom. He was constantly in trouble because his mouth ran full-time and typically went twice the speed of his brain. You know how sometimes inappropriate things come into your head but a little voice stops you from blurting it out because you know it might be rude? Well, Will didn’t have that little voice. He just let it all out there.
My Aunt Sophie said Will had short-man’s disease, a diagnosis that had me worried when I first heard it. I thought she was talking about an actual illness eating away inside of him. But then I googled it and got a good laugh at it. All it meant was that short people sometimes over-compensated for their size by being really aggressive.
Will was one of the shortest, if not the shortest, kid in our grade. Heck, probably in the grade below us too. But in his mind, he was the tallest guy on campus. And he had big plans for himself. His goals knew no bounds. He didn’t want to make the football team; he wanted to be the MVP. He didn’t want to be a millionaire; he wanted to be a billionaire.
And, you know what? Listening to him talk about it, you believed him. Whatever Will lacked in height, he more than made up for in confidence. He was like a miniature pit bull, small but with a big bite.
But there was another side to Will that most people, not even the teachers, knew about. He lived at home with his dad since his mom had taken off a few years ago. And there was not a single good thing to say about Will’s dad. He mostly stayed to himself, locked up in their house as it slowly fell into disrepair, the weeds waist high in the front yard, the family car a rusting hulk in the driveway. The only way I knew Will’s dad was still around was that Will would show up for school with a fresh row of bruises up and down his arm.
That day was one of those days. Dark, nasty marks covered his upper arm and neck. I nodded to them and Will shrugged and pulled his sleeve down. “The old man’s still pretty quick when he’s angry,” he said.
“You should tell someone,” I said.
“Same old crap. I can handle it,” he said. “I just can’t wait to get out of here, you know? That’s all I want.”
“We’ll go together,” I said. “You pick the college.”
“College?” Will laughed. “Are you trying to be a good influence on me or something? Besides, of course I’m going to college. I’m just not sure you’ll be able to get into the ones I’ll get into.”
We shared a laugh. We both knew Will’s report cards seemed actually allergic to As and Bs. Oh, he was smart, maybe too smart for his own good. It was just that his intelligence wasn’t the kind that could be measured well with standardized tests. He was street smart though. And he was tough.
“Sometimes I wonder if I can wait that long, you know? Sometimes I just want to hitch a ride and just go. Anywhere but here. Anywhere at all.” Will poked at his food, lost to his thoughts. I knew that he could use a distraction.
“Want to hear something crazy?” I asked.
I described my morning of lifting weights, speed running, dunking basketballs, and meeting total weirdoes. When I was done, I waited as Will thought over everything I had told him.
“That was cool,” he said. “Can you tell me a story about a giant and a beanstalk next?”
“You don’t get it,” I said. “I’m not making this up. This all actually happened.”
“You’re so full of crap,” Will said.
“No, I’m telling you the truth,” I said. “It’s kind of freaking me out.”
“OK, let’s say, for the sake of argument, that you’re not a huge liar.”
“That’s big of you,” I said.
“What you’re describing is basically the onset of superpowers as outlined in the origin stories of countless comic book heroes. Did you get bitten by a radioactive spider recently?” Will giggled. “Maybe injected with an experimental formula by a mad scientist?”
“I shouldn’t have even told you,” I said.
My eyes wandered, as they usually did at some point during lunch, to the table where the utterly gorgeous and most divine creature in the universe sat nibbling on her lunch. Cindy Adams. Ouch, just looking at her actually caused me pain. Something deep in my gut twisted over on itself every time I saw her.
I don’t know if it was that golden blonde hair, the sparkling green eyes, her perfect white teeth that flashed every time she smiled. Or maybe it was that, on top of being beautiful, she also had the best grades, played sports so well that the coaches for the boy’s teams were always trying to recruit her, and was an all-around cool chick.
To my horror, one of her friends caught me staring and nudged Cindy. She looked up before I had a chance to look away. Totally busted. Rookie move, staring like a stalker at the hottest girl in school. Nice.
But she just smiled and gave me a little wave. BAM, it was like ten thousand volts of electricity tore through my body. It felt so good, so utterly great, that I immediately thought I would be sick.
Just then, there was a crashing sound at the far end of the lunchroom followed by a roar of laughter. I looked up and groaned. Dirk Riggle, the biggest bully in the school, had set his sights on T-Rex.
Dirk looked like he had hit puberty right after learning to walk and started working out that same day. He wore super-tight shirts just to make sure we all remembered that he had enormous arms. And he beat one of us up every now and then so we remembered he wasn’t afraid to use them.
Normally, we were able to steer clear of Dirk and his evil band of bully henchmen, but without me there to protect him, somehow T-Rex had fallen into Dirk’s mean-spirited web.
By the time I noticed something was going on, Dirk had dumped an enormous tray of what looked like mac-n-cheese, jello and maybe some mashed potatoes down the front of T-Rex’s shirt. Even from where we were sitting, we could hear Dirk’s man-like voice.
“You’re supposed to eat your lunch, fatty, not wear it,” Dirk said, playing to the crowd who laughed nervously, thankful they weren’t in T-Rex’s shoes.
“Just walk away, T-Rex,” I whispered. “Just walk away.”
But T-Rex stood there, paralyzed with fear, gobs of food dripping off the front of his shirt onto the floor. And then it happened. The worst possible thing. His hand started to slowly move toward his nose. It was like he was fighting an internal battle to stop himself, a battle he was clearly losing.
“Oh, please,” I whispered. “Don’t do it, T-Rex.”
But he did. A pointer finger right up the left nostril, digging around like he was trying to scratch his brain.
The expression on Dirk’s face couldn’t have registered more delight. Not even if he had won a million dollars. A chance to completely demoralize another human being, in front of the entire school no less, was better than five Christmases for Dirk Riggle.
“Nose-picker! Look, everyone! Fatty’s picking his nose!” Dirk nearly screamed.
Now, most of the school, at one point or another, had seen T-Rex pick his nose. It was what T-Rex did. But the combination of the food on his shirt, the nervous energy about being one look away from being Dirk’s next victim, and just how blatant a nose pick T-Rex was performing, made the lunchroom explode into a chorus of laughter and jeers.
Poor T-Rex just stood there, finger lodged in his nose, looking helplessly around at dozens of kids pointing their fingers and laughing at him. Big tears sprang to his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. This took Dirk to a whole new level of ecstasy.
“Look at that, the fatty nose-picker’s crying. Are you crying, little baby? Bwaa-waawaa,” Dirk said.
I’m no hero. I’m embarrassed to say that I had walked past Dirk and his goons picking on some poor kid dozens of times before and had done nothing. But seeing T-Rex crying, frozen in place so that the torture seemed like it would never end, was just too much for me to bear.
I climbed up on my chair and was about to yell something when I heard Will’s voice come from right next to my ear, “Shut up, you big bully! How about you pick on someone your own size?”
The lunchroom went completely silent. Every head in the room turned in our direction, including T-Rex, who was so shocked that he stopped crying. Everyone wanted to see had lost their mind and called Dirk out.
Dirk wanted to know the exact same thing. “Who’s the dead man that said that?” Dirk demanded.
“Over here, loser,” Will shouted back. “Leave him alone.”
I looked around nervously, hoping that a teacher would show up as the crowd parted and Dirk marched toward us, his little band of followers right behind him, literally licking their chops at the beat-down they were about to witness. I climbed down off my chair and stood next to Will. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
Dirk reached us and stopped inches from Will’s face, staring him down, eye-to-eye. Well, Dirk basically looked straight down because he towered over him. Dirk was so worked up that he was breathing hard like he had just run a race. His face was red and he looked like he really wanted to hit something. And that something was Will’s face.
“You’re even uglier up close,” Will said.
“OK, tough guy. Enjoy your time in the hospital,” Dirk barked.
Dirk let out a yell and swung one of his massive fists . Will ducked the first one, but the second landed with a thud right in his stomach. He folded over, the air knocked out of him.
I thought that would be it. But Dirk had other ideas. He stepped up to kick Will while he was down.
I grabbed two of the lunch trays off the table nearest to me, intending to use them as shields. Unfortunately, gobs of food flew off the trays and splattered all over Dirk.
The lunchroom fell into a hush. Dirk wiped the food from his face, now even redder than before.
“I was just going to hurt your little friend here,” Dirk said. “But I’m gonna kill you.”
He leapt at me and I brushed him aside using the trays in my hands. Dirk crashed into the chairs and fell to the ground in a tangle.
For the first time, the lunchroom cheered.
Dirk’s henchmen rushed to his aid and lifted him up. He pushed them away, snarling like an animal. He charged at me.
But he had learned his lesson and stopped in front of me this time, his hands up like a boxer. He swung a right hook; I bashed a lunch tray into the punch. He jabbed with his left. Again, a deflection with the trays.
Frustrated, he unloaded a barrage of punches and kicks. I parried each one with an effortless block with my lunch tray shields. I don’t know how I was doing it, but I was doing it.
Finally, Dirk took a step back to regroup, his knuckles bloody from pounding the tray.
“I bet you’re not so tough without the trays,” Dirk said.
That was when I knew I had truly lost my mind, because the second he said that, I threw the trays on the floor and said, “I’ll take that bet.”
Now, you should know that this was the first real fight I had ever been in. Sure, I had wrestled with friends and gotten into a few pushing fights during sports and stuff, but I had never once been in a real, true-blue fight before. And that wasn’t because I was such a tough guy that people ran away from me. To tell the truth, before that day in the lunchroom, I was usually the person doing the running.
But seeing T-Rex standing there, tears running down his face, being embarrassed in front of everyone along with seeing Will hurt, woke something in me that must have been there all along. I just didn’t know it was there until that moment.
Dirk swung at me and I raised my left arm and blocked it. Another punch and I brushed it off with my forearm. Then, almost like I was watching it happen in a movie, I saw my right fist shoot out and connect with Dirk’s nose.
Dirk staggered back, holding his face. Then blood gushed out from between his fingers. He lowered his hands and everyone could see it; his nose was bent crooked to the side. It wasn’t only broken, it was really broken.
“You broke my nose!” Dirk wailed.
I stepped up closer to him. “And if you ever pick on another kid at this school, I’ll do it again. Understand?”
For a second, it looked like Dirk might decide to keep fighting, but then he nodded, turned and walked out of the lunchroom. The other kids stood silently as he walked by, glaring at him. I don’t know what I was expecting, but when he finally cleared the cafeteria doors and left the room, the kids turned and stared at me.
They didn’t cheer. They didn’t thank me for coming to the aid of every past and future bullying victim of Dirk Riggle. They just stared. Even Cindy Adams, who I was secretly hoping would be particularly impressed with my heroics, stood with her friends, whispering quietly to them, looking at me nervously.
It was the first sense of what has now become part of my everyday life. People want help when they are in danger, but after the danger has passed, people fear you if you’re different. It doesn’t matter if you’ve just rescued them from a bully or just saved their lives by skewering a werewolf with a sword right in front of them. Fear beats appreciation. Every time.
As if on cue, two teachers walked in from the side door of the cafeteria, one of them laughing at something the other had just said. The kids, breathing a collective sigh of relief, returned to their tables and went back to eating. I looked behind me and Will was there, looking upset.
“I could have handled it myself,” he said. “I didn’t need you to jump in.”
“I was just giving you a chance to get your wind back and I got a little carried away,” I said. “I know you could have taken him.”
Will nodded but looked at me weirdly. “All that stuff you were talking about this morning was for real, wasn’t it?” he said.
So, even Will, who I had gone to pre-school with, was keeping his distance from me, looking me over like I was some kind of freak.
I shrugged. “Nah, I’ve just been watching some old kung-fu movies. You should check ‘em out.”
I walked away, leaving him scratching his head. Honestly, I was a little mad at his reaction. The other kids didn’t bother me so much, but when your best friend looks at you like you’ve got cooties, it bums you out.
The one person in the room who I figured wouldn’t treat me like I was some kind of leper was T-Rex. I walked up to him while he was dabbing the food off his t-shirt.
“You OK?” I asked.
T-Rex spun around like I had just poked him with a sharp stick in the butt. He stepped behind a chair. A small gesture but one that told me a lot. He was just as freaked out as the others.
“OK, well, I guess I’ll talk to you guys later then,” I said, turning my back. Man, I had fantasized about standing up to a bully before. I’d even thought about doing it in the lunchroom in front of the whole school. What wasn’t in my fantasy was how miserable and alone even my best friends were making me feel. Maybe the hero business wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. And that was a total bummer.
“Wait, Jack,” T-Rex said.
I turned and his face was bright red. Tears welled up in his eyes. He pushed the chair out of the way, took three quick steps to me and locked me up in a bear hug. I could feel the cold dampness of the food on his chest soaking into my shirt, but I didn’t care. A hug couldn’t have felt better than the one I got that day from T-Rex. (Well, maybe a hug from Cindy Adams could have been better. I’m just saying.)
The bell rang and the other kids stood up and filed out. But Will and T-Rex circled around me, patting me on the back and talking a mile a minute. I smiled, going from feeling totally alone to getting my crew back.
“You guys,” Will said, “we should hang out tonight and celebrate.”
“I can’t,” T-Rex said. “ My grandma hasn’t been doing so well. She’s been forgetting things a lot.”
“Maybe she’ll forget you’re supposed to do your homework and let you come out,” Will suggested.
T-Rex looked upset. I nudged Will to get him to take it easy. “Why don’t you guys come over to my house? We’re having Papagallo pizza and ice cream.”
I remembered that Aunt Sophie wanted to have a special dinner with just the two of us that night. But she was easy going and I knew that she liked both Will and T-Rex.
“That’s closer to my house. I guess I could leave her alone for a little while,” T-Rex said.
“How about you?” I asked Will.
“Are you kidding? My dad won’t even notice I’m gone,” Will said.
“Awesome. Party at my place then.”
Will and T-Rex both high-fived me then we grabbed our books and headed to class.
Even now, thinking back to that day, it’s hard to believe that one of us was going to be dead in less than twenty-four hours.


Chapter Three
The rest of the day passed without any real drama. After a while, I learned to ignore the sidelong glances that kids gave me in the hallway and in my classes. Every once in a while, someone would pass me in the hall and, without making eye contact, offer up a quick, “Good job, Jack,” or “Way to go with Dirk.” But even these awkward exchanges did little to change the fact that I was now a bona fide freak. Just great. During the last period of the day ( my favorite because it was the only class I had with Cindy Adams), a call came in to Mr. Deek, my math teacher. The principal wanted to see me. Everyone in that room, except the clueless Mr. Deek, knew exactly why I was being hauled in front of the firing squad. They watched as I gathered my things and did the walk of shame down the rows of desks.
As I passed Cindy Adams, she whispered, “Good luck.”
BAM, there was that ten thousand volts of electricity again. My insides folded in on themselves as I tried to think of something so outrageously cool that she would swoon over my amazingness.
“Yeah, you thanks,” I said back.
You thanks? Ugh, I was an idiot. A couple of her friends snickered and rolled their eyes, but Cindy smiled. I left the room feeling like I was walking on air. But there’s nothing more effective at bringing you back down to Earth than remembering you’re on the way to meet the principal.
I walked into the front office and the school secretary, Ms. Hester, looked up from her desk. All us kids liked Ms. Hester. She was younger than most of the teachers, somewhere in her early twenties, and drove a totally sweet, red classic Ford Mustang convertible. Every once in a while, she would entertain us by peeling out of the parking lot in a cloud of burning rubber.
And she wasn’t a stickler for the rules. Who am I kidding? She thought all rules were ridiculous. As long as Ms. Hester liked you and no one else was looking, we all knew that a tardy slip sent to the office was just as likely to end up in the trash can as it was to get put into our record. You could chew gum around her. Run in the hallways. Throw food in the lunchroom. Anything you wanted.
With Ms. Hester, there was always a little rebellion just under the surface. Even in school assemblies where the teachers got on their soap boxes about the importance of wearing helmets, or eating right, or respecting school property, we would catch her rolling her eyes as if she thought the whole thing was stupid. Kind of like we did.
The only hot-button issue she had was if boys were rude to girls. If she saw that kind of behavior, all bets were off. She’d haul you into the office as if you had just tried to set fire to the place. I heard about one boy who was calling a girl names until she cried. Suddenly, he started to get detention slips from the front office for being late. Only, he wasn’t ever late. When he complained, the detention slips came twice as fast. Each and every week for two months, he had detention. It was only after he apologized to the girl that the detention slips stopped.
“Hey Jack,” Ms. Hester said when I walked in. “Heard about what happened.” She lowered her voice and winked at me. “Wish I could have been there to see it.”
I smiled, but not for long. From the back office came the shrill voice of the principal, Mrs. Fitcher.
“Is that the Smith boy? Send him in. Now.”
I’m sure everyone feels like the principal at their school is the scariest, most intense person they’ve ever met. I can pretty much guarantee that none of them even comes close to Mrs. Fitcher.
An ancient woman, Mrs. Fitcher was one of the most wrinkly people I’d ever seen. She reminded me of one of those squishy-faced dogs with too much skin for the tininess of their little faces, so the skin just kind of rolls up on itself. She was skinny, so skinny that it was easy to make the mistake of thinking that she was frail. In fact, Ms. Fitcher was not only strong, she was weirdly strong. We once saw her drag Mr. Deek across campus by his ear for some wrong that he had committed.
But the scariest thing about Ms. Fitcher was her eyes. Those cold, steel-grey eyes that didn’t seem to really look at you, so much as cut into your body and suck out your soul.
OK, so maybe that’s a little much. Still, she was pretty creepy.
“What’s this I hear about a fight, Mr. Smith?” Mrs. Fitcher asked.
I was sitting in a wooden chair in front of the principal’s desk. She leaned forward, her elbows on the table, giving me the full staring treatment with those eyes.
“Uh, yeah,” I mumbled. “Just a little misunderstanding.”
“This is quite a serious issue, young man. I expect that you will—“
Mrs. Fitcher lost her train of thought, looked behind me and gave a short wave. I turned and saw Dirk Riggle walk past with his mother, still holding a bloody napkin to his nose. He must have seen me out of the corner of his eye, because he turned his head just enough so that he looked in my direction.
I just couldn’t help myself. I broke out into a huge smile and wiggled my nose at him. Dirk quickly turned away and let his mother walk him out of the building.
I turned back and saw the most remarkable thing. Mrs. Fitcher’s overly wrinkly face was pulled back in what could only be described as a smile. It was fleeting, gone the second I turned around, but I saw it. For the first time since I had gotten the call to the principal’s office, I thought things might actually work out OK.
“You have left me no choice but to issue you a one-day suspension.”
My heart sank. Aunt Sophie would be beside herself when she found out. And it meant that I would be suspended from school on my birthday. I wasn’t sure what that would mean as far as birthday presents went, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t good.
Just as I was rolling the repercussions of my suspension around in my head, things got really strange.
Mrs. Fitcher leaned across her desk and urged me closer with a motion of her crooked finger. I leaned in and she whispered, “Enjoy the day off, Jack. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.” She reached out and grabbed my wrist, squeezing it painfully. “Nice to see your change coming on. It’ll make it more fun.”
My wrist burned from her touch. Literally. I’m talking a little trail of black smoke rose up from her hands. I pulled back but her grip was too tight.
I looked into her eyes; usually cold and lifeless, they now blazed with anger. Her lips pulled back and revealed a double row of black, rotting teeth and a long, black tongue that flicked the air like a snake’s . Her chin jutted forward, her wrinkled skin stretching as her face became longer and longer. I watched in horror as her face contorted into that of a hideous monster.
“That’s all we want, Jack,” she hissed. “Just a little fun.”
I heard a scraping sound as dark, leathery wings unfolded from behind Mrs. Fitcher and fanned out to either side of her. They were ribbed, scabby, with holes ripped through them, the edges tipped with wicked-looking hooks.
I yanked my arm back and finally broke free of her grip. I lost my balance and fell over the chair onto the floor. Just then, Ms. Hester opened the door and walked in. She looked down and saw me sprawled on the floor.
“Are you OK?” Ms. Hester asked.
I scrambled to my feet and spun around to face Mrs. Fitcher…who sat calmly behind her desk as if nothing had happened.
She smiled at me. The black teeth were gone. Her face was back to normal.
“Well, Mr. Smith, are you?” Mrs. Fitcher asked.
I looked down at my wrist. There was a red mark where her touch had burned my skin. “Yes,” I said, watching Mrs. Fitcher closely. “Just fine.”
“Good. You can start your suspension immediately. You are allowed to walk home. Bring back a signed letter from your guardian. Ms. Hester will see to it. Dismissed.”
I turned to follow Ms. Hester out of the office, ready to get the heck out of there.
“Oh, Jack,” Mrs. Fitcher called when Ms. Hester was out of eyeshot. “Let me be the first to wish you a happy birthday tomorrow. A lot of people are looking forward to it. I know I am.”
I walked out and shut the door behind me. I’m not embarrassed to admit that my hands shook as I did it. I jumped when I felt a hand touch my shoulder. I spun around. It was only Ms. Hester. She looked at me curiously.
“Are you all right? You’re not going to let the old bat get to you, are you?” she said.
I rocked back. That was exactly what Mrs. Fitcher had looked like, a giant bat.
“How did you…so you know…” I stammered.
“Know what? Why are you acting so strange?” She handed me a slip of paper with the word “SUSPENSION” written across the top.
I shook my head. Her choice of words had been an accident. By her expression, I could tell that she didn’t really know what I was talking about. I took the suspension note from her and stuffed it into my backpack.
“Sure you’re OK, kid?” Ms. Hester asked. “’Cause you don’t look so good.”
“No, I’m fine. Really,” I said, trying to think things through. Surely the whole thing with Mrs. Fitcher had to be some kind of hallucination. Maybe I was coming down with the flu or something. That was it! That would explain all the weirdness going on. I had the flu and I was just seeing things.
I admit that it seemed unlikely, but it was better than having to accept that any of these bizarre things were actually really happening.
I held up the suspension note in front of me. Regardless of why or how I was imagining these things, the piece of paper in my hand was uncomfortably real. I must have looked pretty pathetic because Ms. Hester took me by the arm as if to steady me.
“I’m supposed to make you call your aunt, but why don’t we just skip that part?” Ms. Hester said kindly.
I nodded my head. Aunt Sophie was going to kill me. No, it was worse than that. If she would just yell at me, I could take it. She was going to be disappointed in me and that just bummed me out.
Ms. Hester nudged me. ”Tell ya what, just bring that paper back signed the day after tomorrow.” She leaned in. “I’m not going to look at it too closely to see who signed it, if you know what I mean.”
I smiled, feeling a surge of hope. “Really?” I asked.
“Sure,” Ms. Hester said. “Consider it an early birthday present. You should always get something nice on your birthday.” She nodded out the window, “See that?”
I looked out the window and into the school parking lot. Right in the front row nearest the office was her cherry red Mustang convertible with the top down. It was one of the old ones, made in 1966. I knew that because every single boy in Sunnyvale Middle School, myself included, had spent time studying that machine’s chromed curves and perfect lines. It just screamed speed and super-coolness.
“Sweet ride,” I said.
“Yeah, it is,” Ms. Hester said. “The best
birthday present I ever got.”
“Someone gave you that car?” I said.
“Yeah…me. I tell ya, kid. If you wait around for someone to give you what you want, there’s a good chance you’ll never get it. Sometimes you have to go out get it yourself.”
“Ms. Hester!” Ms. Fitcher’s voice screamed from behind the door. “Where are the agenda books I asked for? It’s been hours.”
Ms. Hester gave me a wink, “Some people are slow to grasp the concept. Now get out of here. Enjoy your day off tomorrow.”
I watched as she grabbed a stack of agenda books and hustled into Mrs. Fitcher’s office. I didn’t wait around to see if Mrs. Fitcher was still in human form or if she has transformed into something worse than before. I turned tail and got out of there.
You’d think that having your school principal turn into a bat-creature in front of your eyes would be about the weirdest thing that could happen to you in a day. But what happened next blew that completely out of the water.


Intermission
OK, so we need to take a break in the story to take care of a little business. Like I mentioned when we started, since you made the decision to read this book, you’ve opened yourself up to attack by any monsters who might be in your area. As you’ve seen so far, monsters can lurk in the unlikeliest of places. They can be teachers, gardeners, cashiers, or strangers walking down the street. (I have since discovered that most, but not all, school principals are monsters.)
Sometimes they are not disguised as humans at all. Sometimes they just stay in their monster form and slink in the shadows, coming out only at night to prey on their victims. And by victim, I mean you. 
Hey, I warned you not to read this book, but noooooo…you wouldn’t listen. The good news is that by reading this book, you’ll be able to properly identify different types of monsters (even if they are in their human disguises.) I wish that I had time to train you on how to take them out like the butt-kicking monster hunter I know you are, but we’re not going to be able to do that until later.
 
So, until then, there are some things you need to know and some precautions you should take:
1. Reading this book attracts monsters. You emit an energy that monsters can sense and use to track you down. So, you’re most likely to have monsters find you while you are reading this book.
2. Read this book in a secure place. In your house when it’s all locked up is best. (If you’re in your house right now, put the book down and check to make sure all the doors and windows are locked. Go ahead, I’ll wait.)
3. If you can’t find a secure place to read and you just can’t wait, at least read on the move. Change locations every ten minutes or so; that way, the monsters will have a harder time zeroing in on your location. The car is perfect for this, since you’re constantly on the move. (You might want to close the book in a traffic jam when the car stops .)
4. Don’t ever read out in the open for long periods of time. Sitting under a tree in an open field with no one else around? Not so good. You would be a prime target for harpies, giant earthworms, wood trolls, ogres, faeries (not the cute kind), leprechauns, werewolves, various undead entities…the list goes on.
5. Don’t tell your friends about this book unless you’re prepared to share it with them.
 
That last one is seriously important. If you tell them about this book and what’s in it, that might be enough to drag them into this world along with you. Without knowing why, your buddies will be chased by monsters without the benefit of being told how to protect themselves.
Trust me, you don’t want to wake up one day and find out your best friend got snatched up and eaten by a coven of vampire zombies, all because you were yapping to him at lunch about this super cool book you’re reading.
So, what if you’re the kind of person who just can’t keep your big mouth shut? (You know who you are.)
Here’s the rule:
You can tell your friends about the book, but only if you have them read through the warnings first and make their own decision, just like you did. Then, after being properly warned, if they still want to make the same bone-headed decision you did and read the book, then you can go ahead and let them.
Just make sure they lock their doors too, because the monsters will find them. Just like they are on their way to find you, even as you read this page. I’m not kidding. Go lock those doors. Right now.
OK, back to the story. I hope this next part doesn’t freak you out!


Chapter Four
I walked down the street, back toward my house, working through what had just happened. It had only been ten minutes and already I found myself doubting what I had seen in the principal’s office. It just didn't make sense that a creature like that could hide in plain view.
"Excuse me, but do you have any change?" said a trembling voice laced with a soft English accent. "Just a few coins. Anything you can spare."
I stopped in my tracks and looked to my right toward the voice. There, nestled between two bushes, was an old woman bent over at the waist with a walking stick clutched in a gnarled hand. I noticed that her other hand was missing completely. In its place, there was a wooden hook screwed into a socket on her wrist. I couldn’t help but think of Captain Hook from Peter Pan.
"I'm just a bit hungry. Anything you have," the old woman said.
Now, it had been a pretty strange day already, so the thought crossed my mind that I ought to run away as fast as I could and not look back. But I couldn't bring myself to do that. I’m not a Boy Scout or anything, but when a little old lady asks for help, it’s just plain rude to ignore her.
I dug into my pockets and searched them, only to come up empty. Next, I let my backpack fall from my shoulders to the ground and I unzipped each section and looked for loose change. All I could come up with was three dimes and a nickel. I held them out to the old lady, feeling a little embarrassed.
"This is all I have. But you're welcome to it."
The old woman leaned her walking stick against her stomach and used her one hand to take the coins from me. As she did, I felt her long cracked fingernails scratch my palm and it sent a weird shiver down my spine.
The old woman withdrew her hand and put the coins in a small purse at her side. She gave me a wink, turned and shuffled away.
"Wait. Is there somebody I can call for you? Somebody that can help?"
She shook her head and mumbled without turning, "Such a kind heart you have. So much like your father."
It took me a few seconds to process what she had just said. Even then, I assumed I had misunderstood her.
"Excuse me. What did you say?"
But the old woman ignored me and hobbled away, back between the bushes. I took a few steps toward her.
“What did you say about my father?” I said, my voice coming out louder and more demanding than I intended.
The old woman stopped and turned back in my direction. A smile spread across her face. "I said you’re just like him. Kind hearted. And impatient. Both things that proved to be the end of him. You’d best be careful they’re not the end of you.”
I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. I had never met anyone who had known my father except Aunt Sophie, let alone someone who claimed to have an idea about how he had died. I rushed to catch up to her.
"Wait. You knew my father?"
"Of course," said the old woman. “How else could I know you were like him? You’re not daft, are you, child?”
"Please, I want to talk to you," I said, jogging to catch up to her. We had cleared the rows of bushes that lined the street and had entered the woods. "Can you stop for a second?"
"Can't stop,” the old woman said. “When you stop, they can find you. You really don't know anything, do you?"
"Anything about what?" I asked.
Finally, the old woman stopped and turned to me. She looked up into my face, her penetrating eyes squinting and measuring me up.
“About being a monster hunter, of course,” she said.
I stared back at her, caught off guard. She searched my face but whatever she was looking for must not have been there, because she stepped a bit closer and asked, “You are Jack Templar, are you not?”
“No,” I said. “My name is Jack Smith.”
The old woman laughed. “Smith! How utterly unoriginal.” She leaned down and stared into my eyes. “No, you are the son of Sir Henry David Templar, Third Earl of the Carderon, Fifth Level Hunter, Leader of the Black Guard, Protector of the Light and quite possibly the last in the Templar bloodline.”
I felt my stomach sink as all the hope that had been building inside of me drained. This old woman didn’t know my father. Protector of the Light? Leader of the Black Guard? Templar bloodline? Give me a break. She was just some crazy loon. I felt so stupid to have believed her at all.
“So, you don’t believe me,” the old woman purred, her voice changing, the tremble giving way to a stronger, more confident voice. “You will soon enough. You must remember that everything is not as it seems.”
The old woman stood up straight, the stiffness gone from her movements. She pulled at the dress and it came off effortlessly, revealing an athletic body dressed in a tightfitting bodysuit of soft leather. In various sheaths and pockets were swords, daggers and throwing knives.
She pulled off the wig that she was wearing and long brown hair fell down past her shoulders. Finally, she pulled small pits of plastic attached to her face as part of her disguise and rubbed the make-up off.
In less than a minute, the old woman was gone, replaced by a young girl only a few years older than myself. Bright green eyes, smooth, tan skin, and, I don’t mind saying it, a very pretty face. No, it was more than that. I’ll just throw it out there. She was smoking hot.
I know what you’re thinking. And you’re right. It was totally awesome.
The transformation was so complete that the only way to tell that this was the same person was from her missing left hand. Only the wooden hook was now replaced by a nasty-looking metal hook with a sharp point.
“As you can see,” the girl said, “many things which you believe to be impossible are actually quite possible .”
“Who are you?”
The girl placed a closed fist across her chest as if in a salute. “My name is Eva. I am a third degree hunter of the Black Guard. Sorry about the theatrics. I just wanted to see what kind of person you were.”
“Yeah? Well, I’m kind of wondering the same thing about you. What’s with the disguise?”
Eva glanced over her shoulder nervously. “Come on, we should move. We have much to go through in very little time. Your first fight is just a little over twenty-four hours away.”
My brain was still reeling from the transformation that I had just witnessed right before my eyes (and a little distracted by how good looking the girl was). It took a few seconds before the girl’s last sentence worked its way into my brain.
But once it did, all the alarm bells started to ring.
“Did you say my first fight?” I asked.
“Yes, of course. Sunset on your fourteenth birthday. There will be literally dozens of monsters waiting to do you in.”
“Dozens…of monsters?”
“I was hoping we could just jump into the fighting lessons but I see now that you’re not going to stop with the questions, are you? Ok, here’s the deal. I’ll give you five questions, then we start, deal?”
“Why only five?” I asked.
“Because we need time for lessons,” she replied. “And now you only have four questions left.”
“Wait, that’s not fair. I didn’t mean for that to be one of my questions. Can I take it back?”
“No, you can’t take it back. Three questions left. We’re getting through these quite nicely.”
“Arrgghh!” I moaned. I realized that I had to be more careful. I thought through my next questions more carefully. “Why are monsters going to attack me on my birthday?”
“Ah, that’s better. You come from a long line of monster hunters. Of course, that’s just the common way of saying it. Some of the old-timers go absolutely bonkers if you use that term.”
“So, what do they—“ I stopped myself just in time before I wasted another one of my questions.
Eva smiled, then continued. “ I’ll give you a free one. They prefer being called the Black Guard. Not many of us can trace our backgrounds to the original Black Guard. You know, the Knights Templar?”
“You mean like from the Crusades, back in the Middle Ages?” I asked.
“You really don’t know anything, do you? Your bloodline, if the information I have is true that is, makes you something like royalty among our kind. That’s why so many monsters have gathered to kill you tomorrow.”
I swallowed hard. Having someone talk so casually about my death was a little unnerving.
“What are they waiting for? If they’re already here, why don’t they just attack me now?”
“The Rule of Quattuordecim.”
Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “What’s the Rule of Quarter…Quantero…”
She smiled. “And that’s question five. Quattuordecim. It means fourteen in Latin. Hundreds of years ago, there was a terrible battle between man and monsters. The Black Guard, of course, was at the heart of it all, but the monsters were so brazen that we were forced to enlist the help of normal men to help fight them. In a midst of the war, a terrible mistake was made. Blinded by the bloodlust of war, the Black Guard found and massacred an encampment of monster children.”
“But…they were monsters, right?” I asked.
She looked at me through narrowed eyes. “Yes, but they were still children.” I looked down at the ground, feeling embarrassed. “After seeing what the humans had done, the monsters were overcome with rage. They systematically hunted down the human children of the Black Guard and took their revenge. The pain inflicted on both sides was so great that a meeting was held between man and monster to call a truce. The terms of the truce stated that all children, whether man or monster, were off-limits until sundown on their fourteenth birthday. The Rule of Quattuordecim.”
“So, you’re saying there are monsters all over Sunnyvale, just waiting for me to turn fourteen…so they can kill me?”
“Oh, they don’t only want to kill you. They want to inflict so much pain that you literally beg for death. After they do that, then they’ll kill you.” Eva stood up, drew her sword and sliced it through the air. “ Right,” she said cheerily. “That’s it for questions. Are you ready to get started?”
“ So I’m supposed to learn how to fight off a horde of monsters between now and tomorrow? I don’t even know what kind of monsters are coming after me.”
Eva cried out and lunged at me with her sword. I jumped, falling to the ground, barely dodging her blade.
“Are you crazy?” I yelled.
But she was back on the attack, swinging the sword over her head like it was an ax. I rolled to one side and the sword buried into the soft soil where my head had been only seconds before.
I scrambled to my feet and grabbed a tree branch from the ground. A day earlier, I would hardly have been able to lift the branch, so I was glad to have my newfound strength. I held it in front of me with two hands, mimicking the way Eva held her sword.
With a cry, Eva launched her attack. I fended it off with the tree branch but it was no match for her sword. The metal blade took huge chunks out of the branch with every blow.
Finally, she landed a solid blow and sliced the tree branch in half, then knocked the rest from my hand. Lightning quick, she stepped forward, put a foot behind mine and pushed me over. I landed hard, knocking the wind out of my lungs.
As I looked up, Eva jumped, her sword twirling in her hand as her battle cry filled the air.
I held my hands up to my face and closed my eyes.
But the expected pain never came.
Slowly, carefully, I opened my eyes.
Eva was poised over me, a foot planted on either side of my chest. She was leaning down, her face inches from mine. The tip of her sword hovered over my eyeball, so close that I could feel the blade with my eyelash when I blinked.
“And, just like that, you’re dead.”
It only took me about three seconds to go from scared to irritated. I pushed her to the side and climbed to my feet, brushing leaves and dirt off my clothes.
“That’s very helpful. Thank you,” I said, not meaning it at all.
“Actually, it was. Maybe not for you, but it showed me what I have to work with. You have decent reaction time, your improvisational skills are sufficient, and you’re stronger than you look. Your change must be happening.”
“People keep using that term. What does it mean?” I asked.
The girl rolled her eyes and fingered the handle of her sword impatiently. “We had a deal. Five questions, no more.”
“No, you had a deal,” I said. “I never agreed to it.”
Eva hesitated, looked at the sun lowering in the sky, then turned back to me. “You have the genetic makeup of a fighter. Your body knows you’re a monster hunter even if you don’t. Usually a day or two before your birthday, the change starts happening.”
“Yeah, I noticed. I was pretty happy about it until I found out it’s so I can face certain death tomorrow at the hands of monsters who want to kill me,” I said.
“Torture,” Eva corrected. “They want to torture you…then kill you.”
Finally, something snapped. My body getting all super-human on me? OK. A creepy stranger gawking at me with glowing eyes? Cool. Even my principal transforming into a bat-creature. Weirdly, I could handle that, chalking it up to a piece of bad chicken I’d eaten or something. But the whole thing of being told by a super-hottie that monsters were going to torture and kill me on my birthday because of some ancient truce was finally just too much.
I realized, with sudden clarity, that the entire day had just been a very complex, very creepy, dream.
I mean, where else, other than in a dream, does the old witch-looking messenger of bad news magically transform into a beautiful girl just about your age? Has that ever happened to you in real life? See what I mean?
“This whole day is one big hallucination,” I blurted out. “You. You’re just a figment of my imagination.”
“Oh no,” Eva said, shaking her head. “You’re an idiot. That’s unfortunate.”
“Unfortunate? Really?” I said. “We’ll just see about that. I’ll prove to you this is a dream.”
I stepped up to Eva and leaned in to kiss her on the lips.
BAM! - a very non-imaginary hand slapped me across the face.
Eva stood there, cheeks flushed red. I couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment.
“I knew I should have just come tomorrow with the others.”
“Others? What others?” I asked.
“It’s all a dream anyway, so what does it matter?” Eva snapped. “I have better things to do with my time than babysit a newbie hunter who wants to bury his head in the sand and pretend none of this is happening. I’ll be back here at midnight for training. If you’re not here, I’m leaving town and you can face the monsters on your own.”
Eva turned and walked into the forest. “Do your duty, come what may, Jack Templar. You’re going to need all the luck you can get.”
“Wait,” I called out. “Come back! Maybe I was wrong.”
But before she could turn around, the first monster attacked


Chapter Five
I chased after Eva, second-guessing my decision that the whole day was a dream. I had almost caught up to her when a massive beast erupted from the ground in an explosion of dirt and leaves.
The creature towered over Eva, nearly seven feet tall even with its feet still in the ground. It was naked except for a loincloth wrapped around its waist. The rest of the hairless body bulged with muscles.
The creature’s hands were webbed with thick, yellowed nails sharpened to points. The face was a cross between a man’s and a mole’s. Tiny black eyes, no more than pinpricks, were positioned above a flat pink nose with fleshy feelers sticking out. The creature roared at Eva, showing a mouth full of jagged teeth.
It swung a clawed hand at Eva’s head. She ducked easily, tucked her shoulders and rolled to one side.
The mole-creature screamed and stepped out from the hole, moving more quickly than I would have imagined it could. It raised a massive, webbed foot over Eva, aiming for her head.
“Watch out!” I cried.
Eva rolled again and the mole-creature’s foot slammed into the ground. Even from where I was, I felt the earth move.
Eva was up and running. The mole-creature rampaged through the forest after her, smashing whole trees in his way, ripping down branches. But Eva was quick on her feet, running just ahead of him, ducking the debris that he threw at her.
I ran after them. I didn’t have a clue what I would do if I caught up to them, but I knew I couldn’t just let her face that thing on her own.
I reached a clearing. I saw that Eva had her sword drawn now and was still running hard. The mole-creature grabbed a rock the size of a bowling ball and threw it.
“Eva!” I yelled. But it was too late. The rock hit her in the shoulder so she was thrown off balance; she stumbled and went to the ground. I saw her sword fly through the air and stick into the ground, tip first.
The mole-creature closed in, screaming at its prey. It swung a massive arm at Eva. She blocked the blow but still went flying in the air from the force of it.
Without thinking, I ran toward the creature, yelling as loudly as I could. I waved my arms. Anything to distract it.
It worked.
The mole-creature turned toward me, its pink, fleshy nose quivering. It lowered itself onto all fours and stampeded in my direction.
I felt all the blood rush out of my legs. I couldn’t move. I just stood there, frozen, as that wall of muscles ran toward me.
I braced for impact. But about ten feet from me, the mole-creature was yanked backward as if it had reached the end of some invisible collar around its neck. It fell to the ground, wailing in pain. I just stood there, dumbfounded.
Slowly, the creature climbed back to its feet and shook its head. It spotted me again, stood up tall, pawed the air like a grizzly bear, and roared at me.
That’s when I remembered. I wasn’t fourteen yet. I was off limits.
I took a careful step toward the mole, sizing up whether I was really safe or not. Satisfied that he wasn’t going anywhere, I started getting a little cocky. “You can’t touch me, can you?” The mole screamed at me. “Yeah, go ahead and roar, you ugly pug!” I yelled back.
The mole-creature spun around, lowered back to all fours, and ran straight toward Eva.
“Oh no,” I said. “Eva, watch out!”
Eva was on her feet but I could tell that she was a little unsteady from her fall. She was slow to react and the mole-creature smashed into her and sent her flying into the long grass.
Then everything seemed to move in slow motion.
I spotted Eva’s sword sticking out of the ground just a short distance from me. I ran toward it, reached out and wrapped my fingers around the hilt. The sword felt hot to the touch, but I ignored it and pulled it out of the ground.
As I did, I heard a cracking sound as if something had broken open. Then a buzzing filled my ears, the roaring of the mole-creature suddenly distant.
I spun and saw the mole bearing down on Eva, its massive clawed hands ready to rip into her body.
I ran as hard as I could, carrying the sword at my side.
As I closed the gap to the mole-creature, I grasped the sword with both hands and raised it over my head. I heard a cry split the air, barely registering that the sound was coming from my own mouth.
Eva stood, the grass up to her waist. She reached out toward me. “ No!” she screamed, her voice barely audible over the buzzing in my ears. “Stop!”
But it was too late. I knew that unless I stopped the mole-creature, it was going to kill Eva. I knew what I had to do.
At the last second, the mole-creature turned toward me and raised a clawed hand to defend itself. I swung the sword as hard as I could and lopped the hand off at the wrist. The mole-creature screamed…but only for a second…because I stuck the sword right through its neck.
It slumped to its knees, staring at me. Then it laughed. A deep, taunting laugh that unnerved me more than any roar ever could.
Eva walked up to me and snatched back the sword angrily. With one fast swipe, she decapitated the mole-creature and it fell over on the ground with a thump.
Eva walked back and forth anxiously. “ Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Eva demanded.
“You mean besides save your life?” I said.
“We had time to practice,” Eva said. “The other hunters arrive tomorrow to help protect you. Now what are we going to do? This was exactly what they wanted. Of all the stupid, stupid—”
“Hey, easy there,” I said. “I don’t know why you’re getting so mad. No-one got hurt. Well, except for the mole here.”
“You don’t get it, do you?” Eva said. “You’re only protected by Quattuordecim as long as you’re a non-combatant. The second you swung that sword, your protection was gone.”
“You mean…”
“I mean get ready,” Eva said, “because every kind of monster you can imagine is on its way here right now, every one of them excited at the prospect of being the one who gets to kill you.”
“Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I was just trying to help.”
Eva grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me roughly to her. “There’s more at stake here than you know. More than just your miserable, little life. You got that?”
“Got it,” I said.
“Good,” she said. She threw me her sword and I caught it by the hilt. “Take this. Believe me, you’re about to need it.”
“Look alive,” Eva said. “The next attack could come from any direction.”
I looked around the tree line surrounding the meadow. Every shadow took on a menacing appearance. Every crack of a tree limb made me flinch.
“What now?” I asked.
Eva pulled an odd-looking dagger from a sheath. Instead of a handle, it had a screw at its end. She twisted the hook off her wrist and placed it in a pouch at her side then screwed the dagger in. She pulled a longer dagger from another sheath hidden under her clothes. She flipped it and it extended out into a full sword.
“Now we run,” Eva said. “We run as fast as we can.”


Chapter Six
I could hardly breathe. Every muscle in my body ached from running so hard on the uneven ground of the forest. To make matters worse, as the sun went down, it got more and more difficult to pick my way over the fallen logs and rocks that littered the forest floor. Eva didn’t seem to have the same problem. She moved like a wraith through the forest, as if she barely touched the ground.
Eva had led us to the Savage River and followed the twists and turns of its banks. This was the same river that flowed through town. Only there, with its manicured banks, the fast-moving river was deceptively calm. Out here in the woods, the river turned into a frothy series of rapids with walls of water slamming against sharp boulders.
A thin fog rose off the water and swirled through the tall trees, giving the whole place a ghostly appearance.
“Wait!” I called out to Eva. “Let me catch my breath.”
Even with my newfound strength, Eva ran effortlessly ahead of me. She stopped and jogged back, barely breathing hard.
“We can’t stop,” she said. “I told you when we first met, that’s how they find you.”
I sucked down gulps of air, my pride a little hurt that I was getting shown up by a girl. I pushed off the tree that I had been leaning against and stumbled forward.
“This isn’t the fastest way back to my house,” I said.
“I know, but it’s the safest,” she said. “We need the river in case we get overwhelmed. I’m not familiar with the area, so I don’t know what I’m going to face.”
I held up my sword. “You mean we. I can fight.”
She pushed the tip of the sword down. “I’m more worried about you stabbing yourself by accident. Or worse, stabbing me. Just do what I tell you and we might make it through the night.”
“And then what? I thought you were going to feed me to the monsters tomorrow, anyway. What difference does a day make?”
“I told you, there are things going on here bigger than you. Bigger than either of us,” Eva said angrily. “There was a plan in place. We’ve been waiting for this chance for years and now…never mind…it doesn’t matter.”
“Wait. What plan? What aren’t you telling me?” I asked.
“I said it doesn’t matter anymore, all right?” Eva snapped. “Now, let’s keep moving. Or are you too much of a little kid to keep up?”
That last comment made me steaming mad, and I had a zinger of a comeback ready too…but I never had a chance to use it.
A loud squawking cry erupted right above me.
Seconds later, I was airborne and Eva was twenty feet below me.
I looked up and saw that a grotesque bird-like creature had me in its clutches, talons grasping the back of my jacket. The body was double the size of the largest eagle I’d ever seen. It was covered with mottled feathers that looked dirty and decayed, most sticking out in odd directions.
The creature arched its head down to look at me. From the neck up, it had red skin, blistered and cracked open. The eyes were large and looked human, except they were also blood-red. But it was the mouth that freaked me out the most.
It also looked human, with pencil-thin lips pulled back over rotting teeth. But what was really weird was that the mouth was sewn shut with a heavy black string, loose enough so that it could open its mouth to breathe and probably get small bits of food in, but tight enough so that it couldn’t do much else. As I looked at it, the creature screamed at me, the sound coming from deep in its throat. I found out later that these creatures are called harpies. If you ever come across one, just run, because they are just nasty little buggers.
I looked down and saw Eva being attacked by five or six other harpies. She held her ground against them, sword glistening as she carved the air in front of her, but there were too many of them. I had to get free to help her.
The harpy that had me zigzagged between the trees. I reached out and tried to grab onto branches as they flew past me, but it was going too fast. I tried to strike at the harpy, but from the way it held me by the back, it was out of reach.
The harpy beat its powerful wings and we broke through the trees. The forest stretched as far as I could see toward the setting sun. In the other direction was the small town of Sunnyvale.
Far below, I heard Eva scream.
The harpy shifted its hold on me and I felt my jacket loosen. This was my chance. I looked down. We were at least twenty feet above the forest now. And the trees were at least another forty feet tall.
“This is gonna hurt,” I said to no-one in particular. The harpy snapped its head in my direction at the sound. “Thanks for the ride, you demented chicken.”
I wiggled my arms, pulled them over my head, and slid out of the jacket.
The harpy screamed above me. But that was the least of my problems.
I tumbled through the air, spinning out of control. I hit the canopy of trees, but instead of branches breaking my fall and slowly lowering me to the ground like I had counted on, I hit an open space between two trees. I hardly slowed at all. I kept hurtling down at full speed.
I cried out as the forest floor rushed up at me, certain that I was about to die. Or at least break every bone in my body. I squeezed my eyes shut.
BAM! - I hit the ground.
Feet first.
But the pain didn’t come.
I slowly opened my eyes and realized the impossible had happened. I had stuck the landing. I mean, my feet had hit the ground and somehow my legs just absorbed the impact.
I looked around. I was crouched down, fingertips on the ground in front of me. Feet in small craters from the impact in the soft ground. I carefully stood up, then looked above me at the enormous distance I had fallen. A smile spread across my face.
“That was totally, freaking, unbelievably AWESOME!” I yelled.
But my excitement was short-lived. First, Eva’s scream tore through the forest. She was still under attack. And second, the harpy that I had just escaped came barreling down at me from the treetops.
I dodged the harpy and it hit a tree hard enough to stun it for a second. I took off, running in the direction of Eva’s cries. I jumped over fallen trees, sliding down leafcovered embankments. I heard the harpy smash through the forest behind me, screeching in anger.
The sound of the harpy joined the chorus of screeching coming from the ones attacking Eva. Amid their cries, I heard the clang of metal. Eva was still putting up a fight.
I reached the clearing next to the river where I spotted Eva. She stood with her back to a massive oak tree to protect her blind side. Two harpies lay on the ground near-by. Her sword and the dagger on her left wrist glistened red with their blood.
Three others circled the air over her, dive-bombing in coordinated attacks. She favored her shoulder. Even from where I stood, I could see her garments on that side of her body were shredded from the harpies’ talons. Eva held her ground but it was only a matter of time until they wore her down. It only took one mistake and they would have her. I needed my sword. Bad.
The harpy behind me burst through the tree cover and flew right at my head. I jumped to the side and dodged the attack. Even though the light was fading fast and the fog from the river had grown thicker, I spotted my sword lying half-covered with leaves under a bush farther out in the clearing.
I made a run for it. As soon as I broke cover, the harpies attacking Eva left her and flew at me.
“Oh crap,” I said.
I sprinted for my sword. A screech erupted behind me and I dove forward onto the ground. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as a harpy’s talons clawed into my skin. But I had dodged the worst of it and the harpy sailed over my head.
“Watch out!” Eva cried. I looked up and saw the three other harpies bearing down on me.
I scrambled on hands and knees and reached the bush where I had seen my sword.
It was gone.
I pushed the leaves around, thinking that I might have covered it up by accident. Nothing.
I looked up and saw a harpy sitting on a fallen tree near-by, looking at me with a cocked head. In its talons, it held my sword.
Up until that point, I’m not ashamed to admit to you that I’d been a little scared. OK, I’d been scared enough that I was just lucky I hadn’t peed my pants.
But seeing that creature sitting there with my sword, mocking me with its little cocky expression, made all the fear go away. Suddenly, I was just plain angry.
The other three harpies reached me. I grabbed two large rocks from the ground and held them in my hands like they were boxing gloves. I smashed the first harpy in the face and the others attacked. I delivered blow after blow with my rocks. Shocked by the fight they were getting, they backed off to regroup. The second they did, I threw down the rocks and sprinted at the harpy with my sword.
I moved faster than I ever had before. I barely felt my feet touch the ground as I bore down on the harpy. It saw me coming and lifted off the ground, awkward from carrying the sword.
I jumped, hit the log with my right foot, pushed off and reached for the low-flying harpy. I grabbed it by the leg, back in the position where I was before. Only this time, I was the attacker.
I grabbed the sword but the harpy had too strong of a grip on it. We wrestled back and forth. The other harpies chased right behind us, pecking at me as we flew. The harpy carrying me bashed into trees and tore through branches, trying to force me off.
But the strategy worked against it when one of the heavy thumps loosened its grip for a second. It was all I needed. I pulled the sword out and slashed at the harpy flying below me. It tumbled out of the sky. I looked up at the harpy carrying me and made short work of the creature.
The dead harpy and I fell from the sky and landed hard on the forest floor. Eva was near-by and ran to me.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
I stood up, covered with harpy blood that stank as bad as anything I’d ever smelled before. I grinned. “Never better. And you?”
Eva shook her head and readied herself as the two remaining harpies formed up for an attack. In the darkening forest, they looked like no more than shadows flying between the trees.
“Stand back and let me do this,” she said.
Ignoring her, I took a position behind her so that we stood back-to-back.
The harpies split up, one at each end of the clearing. On cue, they flew straight at us, one from either direction, talons extended out, screaming.
I tried to stay focused. When it reached me, I dropped to a knee and went for the neckline. It flew past me and I thought I had missed, but it crumpled up in a ball of feathers and hit the ground, skidding to a stop. Dead.
The harpy that had attacked Eva flew past and stood at the end of the clearing.
I turned to Eva. “Uh, I think maybe you missed yours.”
Eva wiped her blade clean and put it back in its sheath.
I looked back at the remaining harpy. Its head rolled to one side and fell to the ground.
The emotion of everything I had just been through bubbled up in me. After feeling like I was going to die several times over in the last fifteen minutes, it finally looked like we were safe. We had won!
“Yeah!” I cried out. “We did it.”
I turned to Eva, half-expecting a high-five, or at least a smile. Nope. She was staring at me like I was a turd that she had just found floating in her Cheerios.
“The Creach takes joy in their killing; we do not. It’s what separates us from them.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I thought—”
Eva stepped closer. Even in the dark forest, her eyes caught the little bit of moonlight that filtered down through the leaves. I expected them to be blazing with anger, but instead, I was surprised to find only deep sadness in them. “We kill only because we have to. Because there is no other way. Do you understand?”
I wanted to say something. Anything to make that terrible sadness disappear from her eyes, but no words came. So I just nodded.
She seemed to accept the gesture. “ Good, now we must leave town immediately. Get you to a hunter safe house where we can plan the next move.”
“What?” I said. “I can’t just leave. I’ve got school. My friends.”
“Don’t you understand?” Eva said, all the bitterness back in her voice. “Your life has changed forever. Everything you were before, every dream you thought you had, all of that is gone. And you can never go back. Ever.”
I rocked back, stunned by the outburst.
Eva caught herself and took a deep breath. “ I’m sorry, Jack,” she said softly, “ but that’s the way it is. That’s the way it is for all of us, I’m afraid.”
“OK,” I said, taking a deep breath, “I can do this.”
“Good,” said Eva. “I think it’s best if we stay on side roads until—”
“But I have to go see my Aunt Sophie first. Tell her what’s going on.”
“We don’t...”
“I’m going with or without you,” I said.
Eva weighed the options, then finally nodded. “Quickly, though, five minutes, then we’re out. Agreed?”
“Agreed,” I said.
She turned and walked up the path. I followed close behind.
“What were those things?” I asked.
“Harpies,” Eva said. “You find them in all the old books. Mostly the Greek fables. Brains the size of thimbles, they only get like that if someone trains them.”
“Who would do that?”
“Many of the Creach Lords keep harpies. They are useful for a variety of things.”
We reached the river again. Eva crouched down and we listened to the forest for a full minute. Finally, she seemed satisfied and we stood and continued down the path.
“What do you mean, Creach Lords?” I asked.
“You’re supposed to learn all of this in hunter school,” Eva said.
“Yeah, they didn’t offer that elective at Sunnyvale Middle School.”
Eva smiled. Just a quick one, but it was a smile. “The Creach is the term we use for all monsters. Comes from the word creature . The monsters have separated themselves into groups and each group has a leader.”
“So there’s a Lord of the Harpies?”
Eva laughed. “No, the lower monsters like the harpies are under the rule of whatever Lord owns them.”
“You mean like slaves?” I asked.
“It’s more like having dogs. Harpies are like pit bulls that have been trained to kill. No different. That’s why we don’t celebrate killing them. Someone made them that way. Someone drove them mad.”
“I saw the black string sewn through their mouths.”
“Yes,” Eva said. “That’s the sign of their owner.”
“You know who it is, don’t you?” I said.
Eva pointed to the lights twinkling through the trees. “Is that your house?”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“I will later, I promise. Right now, we have to gather your things and leave town.”
Just then, howls erupted in the distance. I had heard the sound in movies and on TV before, but never around here. Probably because this animal didn’t live anywhere near here. At least not for the last hundred years anyway. Still, there was no mistaking the sound. Wolves.
Eva shook her head. “Wouldn’t you know it.”
“What?” I asked, squinting into the dark forest in the direction of the sound.
“Werewolves,” Eva said, spitting the word out. “I can’t stand those guys.”
“Werewolves? Are you kidding me?” I said. The howls came again; this time, it seemed like they were right behind us. “Shouldn’t we get inside?”
“I need to see one first,” Eva whispered. “I want to know what variety we’re dealing with here.”
“There’s more than one variety of werewolf?” I asked. I spun around in a circle. The howls seemed to be coming from the tree line right next to us.
“Sure, there’s your garden-variety werewolf. Comes out on a full moon, only at night.”
“But there’s no full moon tonight,” I said.
“Exactly, so it rules that out,” Eva said quietly, eyes darting back and forth. “Which is a shame, because they’re the easiest to deal with. Then there are the Germanic, Burmese and South American types. Each one harder to kill than the last.”
Movement to my right caught my attention. As I looked into the black forest, two glowing red eyes appeared, seemingly suspended in midair. I stared back at them, mesmerized.
“The worst of the lot is the devil-werewolf,” Eva whispered. “Instead of a human that transforms into a wolf, it’s a demon that takes the wolf form. Almost impossible to kill. But we wouldn’t see one of those out here.”
“Let me guess,” I whispered. “The devil-werewolf is the only kind that has glowing red eyes.”
“Yeah,” she whispered back. “How did you know?”
“The way this day’s been going, I just figured.” I nudged her and pointed to the red eyes hovering in the dark.
The devil-werewolf stepped out from the trees and bared its teeth, snarling.


Chapter Seven
Eva pulled out her sword and stepped in front of me. Even though I had only met her hours before, I could tell this latest threat scared her. I raised my sword too, ready for anything.
The devil-werewolf stepped out farther from the trees.
It was larger than I could have possibly imagined. I guess there was no reason for me to expect a certain size or shape. I mean, what did I know about werewolves anyway? Still, when the beast came into full view, I could hardly breathe.
Even though it was on all fours, its head as high as my own. Its massive paws were tipped with nasty-looking claws. Black, greasy fur covered its enormous body. It shined in the little moonlight there was, like it was wet. But it was the face that really threw me.
I expected a wolf’s face. Instead, it was grotesque and hairless, like a stone gargoyle on an old church. Small, pointy ears. A long, twisted nose. A mouth filled with jagged teeth stretched open in a silent scream. The whole thing made it seem like the creature was in constant pain.
The glowing red eyes capped the whole thing off. They burned inside the devilwerewolf’s head, pulsing brighter and darker, as if in time to its pulse.
“Run to the house,” Eva hissed under her breath.
The devil-werewolf stopped and stared at both of us. Its breath came out in low grunts.
“I’m staying,” I said.
“I can handle this by myself,” Eva said. “Now go.”
“Make me,” I said.
Eva risked a look in my direction. If looks could kill, I’d be one dead monster hunter.
“Fine,” she said. “Suit yourself.”
We both looked at the devil-werewolf. Its eyes burned even brighter. It pawed the ground with its huge claws as it dragged a blood-red tongue across its teeth. It raised itself up on its back legs, balancing on its hindquarters. The creature was massive.
I shook in place, thinking that I should have taken Eva’s advice and ran while I had a chance.
The devil-werewolf took another step toward us. I took a step back, then noticed that Eva had held her ground. Swallowing my fear, I stepped back into position, shoulder-toshoulder with Eva.
“Any advice?” I whispered to her.
“Yes,” she replied. “Don’t die.”
The devil-werewolf took another step, but this one was different. Its leg seemed to twist and shift shape. Then it was the other leg. The arms. Everything contorted, muscle and skin twisting and churning. Slowly, painfully, the devil-werewolf transformed into its human form right before our eyes. And if that wasn’t crazy enough, it was actually the human it turned into that left my mouth hanging open in shock.
Aunt Sophie.
And even though the woman who had raised me my whole life had just transformed from a werewolf right in front of my eyes, all I felt was embarrassment. Aunt Sophie stood in front of us completely naked. I lowered my sword and turned my back. Eva didn’t budge. “ What are you doing?” she hissed.
“Jack, I am so sorry you have to find out this way,” Aunt Sophie said. “There have been so many times I’ve wanted to tell you.”
Eva looked back and forth between Aunt Sophie and myself. “Wait, you know her?”
“Yeah, she raised me,” I said.
Aunt Sophie spoke quietly. “I felt it when you broke the seal and attacked a Creach. I’ve been searching the forest ever since. Finally, I came back to see if you were already here.”
“Uh…Aunt Sophie,” I said.
“Yes, hon?” she said.
“Can I ask you to do something for me?”
“Anything. You name it.”
“Do you think you could put some clothes on?”
Aunt Sophie laughed, covering herself with her arms. “Sorry, of course. Let’s walk to the house.”
She led the way. Eva never lowered her sword even once while we were standing in my backyard . Aunt Sophie walked over to where a robe hung on a hook against the garden shed and put it on.
“Sorry about that,” she said. “Right after I’ve been a wolf, my human instincts take a while to come back. Modesty about being naked being one of them. ”
Eva stepped forward, her sword still pointing at Aunt Sophie. “Human’s a bit strong, don’t you think, demon? I don’t care who you are; you’re not getting past me.”
Aunt Sophie’s expression hardened and I saw a flash of anger in her eyes that I’d never seen before. “Use your head, monster hunter. If I was a threat, I would have stayed a wolf and I’d be eating both your throats right now.”
“Aunt Sophie!” I said.
“You have to stop thinking of her that way, Jack,” Eva said. “She’s Creach and all the Creach are the same. You can’t trust any of them.”
“I’m so sorry, Jack. I was going to tell you. Tonight. I swear it,” Aunt Sophie said.
I tried to say something but I couldn’t. Aunt Sophie was all I had. She was both my father and my mother. Finding out that she was actually a demon trapped in a werewolf’s body was kind of hard to swallow.
I didn’t know how to react. I was angry, confused, hurt, all of it, all at one time.
Aunt Sophie saw my expression and her face took on that incredible sadness I’d seen in her recently.
“I wouldn’t have hurt you,” she said. “I swear it on my life.”
Eva laughed. “An easy thing to say. We both know full well that you wouldn’t have killed him. Your master wouldn’t have wanted that. He wants Jack alive, doesn’t he?”
“You’re right. My instructions have always been to keep Jack alive so that he could be delivered to my master after Quattuordecim. But if I was going to follow those instructions, then I’d have stayed a wolf, monster hunter, and you’d already be dead,” Aunt Sophie said.
Eva gripped her sword. “You’re always welcome to try your luck, Creach.”
“Enough, both of you!” I shouted. “Sounds like you both know a lot more than you’re telling me. Delivered to your master? What are you talking about?”
A small, quiet voice came from behind us. “If this is a bad time, we can come back later.”
The three of us spun around. T-Rex and Will stood at the patio door. They looked a little shaken up, what with Eva holding her sword, my aunt in her bathrobe and me yelling at both of them. T-Rex raised a hand to his face and planted a finger in his nose.
“What in the crap is going on back here?” Will said.
“You guys look busy. They look busy, Will. We can just go…” T-Rex mumbled.
I looked back at Eva and Aunt Sophie. “I’ll take care of this. You two play nice and meet me inside. No stabbing with your sword and no ripping out anyone’s throat. Got it?”
I didn’t wait for an answer. I walked up to Will and T-Rex, arms open wide and grinning ear-to-ear. I high-fived Will, who looked at me suspiciously.
“T-Rex, my man,” I said, “good to see you.” I put up a hand for a high-five. He pulled his finger out of his nose and slapped it. I wiped my hand on my pants as I herded them back inside.
“You kind of stink, Jack,” T-Rex said.
“You really do,” Will said. “What’s that stuff all over you? It smells terrible.”
I realized that I was pretty much drenched with harpy blood (which I mentioned earlier does really stink). But I wasn’t about to tell them the truth.
“This? Yeah, we’re doing a play,” I said.
“A play? Awesome!” T-Rex said.
“Really,” Will said, unconvinced.
“Uh…yeah. You saw the sword and heard the shouting, right? Just practicing for a play down at the community center. This is fake blood from a fight scene.”
T-Rex bought it. He went from being uncertain to being jealous in a second. He stabbed at his nose with another finger. “Do you think I can be in the play? I’m a really good actor.”
“Sure,” I said. “We’re looking for more people. I’ll get you in, I promise. Just not tonight, OK? I messed up and forgot about rehearsal when I invited you guys over.”
Will stopped and got in my face. “You know what I think? I think you’re full of it.”
I froze, thinking that he had somehow figured it out. Will was sharp. He barely passed his classes but when it came to street smarts, Will had his PhD. Suddenly, he grinned.
“You’re trying to hook up with that hottie, aren’t you?” he said.
I let out a deep breath and tried to look embarrassed, like he’d just busted me.
Will smiled, pleased with himself. “ I knew it. I knew you were full of it. You can’t pull one over on me.” He checked Eva out a little more closely. “I don’t know, man. She might be out of your league. Maybe I should…”
“I’ve got it,” I said. “I’ll call you guys later, OK?”
“Does that mean we’re not having pizza?” T-Rex said.
Will threw his arm over T-Rex’s shoulder. “No, it means we’re not having pizza with Jack. He’s abandoned us, T-Rex. He’s followed the siren’s call and is headed straight to the shores of heartbreak and sadness.”
T-Rex looked at him, confused.
“Come on, I’ll explain it to you later,” Will said. “We’re outta here. Let’s go into town and get our own pizza.”
“Thanks, guys,” I said. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”
I heard T-Rex mumble as they left through the front door, “As long as we’re still getting pizza.”
I shut the door on them and turned around.
Eva and Aunt Sophie were standing in the kitchen, one on either side of the breakfast bar. I walked in. “All right, so who’s going to tell me what’s really going on here?”
Eva nodded at Aunt Sophie. “How about you, Creach? You want to tell him?”
Aunt Sophie glared at Eva, but when she turned to me, her expression softened again. “I’m sorry, Jack. I know this is a lot to take in all at once, but it was for your own good.”
“Ha!” Eva laughed.
“Quiet,” I said. “Let her finish.” I looked Aunt Sophie in the eye. “Tell me the truth. All of it.”
Eva stepped back into the corner of the kitchen, brooding.
Aunt Sophie nodded. “I’ll tell you what I can. Some things you know. Your mother died when you were born. Your father, not long after. I never met him, but all the Creach knew who he was. And who you were. When he died, he had you with him. You were just a baby, so the Creach who killed your father couldn’t kill you because of the truce. So they took you to Ren Lucre instead.”
“Who killed my father?” I asked.
Aunt Sophie held up her hand. “Patience, I will tell you everything. The Creach had you in their possession but the law of Quattuordecim forbade any Creach to hold a human child captive simply to kill him when he reached fourteen . A clever solution was discovered. If you chose to live with a monster, then Quattuordecim would not be violated. You were brought into a room with several of us. You had to choose one of us and only then could we stay with you.”
“And I chose you?” I asked.
“You were only a toddler, a little over two. I wanted nothing to do with any of it, but I was forced to comply. I stayed in the corner of the room and remained in my demon form. The others fawned over you, tried to get you to choose them to gain the master’s favor. But you walked right past them and pulled on my hand. I tried to scare you away. I bared my teeth and snarled, but you only laughed. You wouldn’t let go. Then you climbed on my lap and cuddled up to me, falling fast asleep. My master commanded that I raise you among the humans, as a human. And that is what I did.”
“So it’s all been one big lie? All of it?” I asked.
“At first, yes,” Aunt Sophie said. “I changed your name from Templar to Smith, hoping to make it harder for the hunters to find you.”
“So, my name is Templar. Everyone has been calling me that,” I said, wrapping my mind around the idea.
“Changing your name was the easy part. Moving here to Sunnyvale to live among humans was like the worst imaginable torture to me. I hated everything about what I had been asked to do. For hundreds of years, I had hated humans, and suddenly, I was living among them, caring for the child of the most hated human of all.”
“The most hated human of them all? Why would you say that?” I asked.
Aunt Sophie glanced over to Eva, who shook her head slightly.
“Let me finish my story first, then you can ask her why. I’m sure her answer will be different than mine,” Aunt Sophie said. She sat down in a chair, looking drained. “For the first year, I considered leaving, but I knew that my master would find me no matter where I went. So, I stayed. And the strangest thing happened. I fell in love.”
“What?” I said. “I never saw you with anyone.”
Aunt Sophie shook her head. “I mean with you, silly boy. You didn’t treat me like a Creach monster; you treated me like your mother. Every time you hugged me. Every time you kissed me on the cheek. Every time you ran to me when you were scared or hurt. Every time those things happened, I fell in love with you a little more.”
“Oh please,” Eva said.
“But still you watched over me for your master?” I said. “Waiting for the day you could turn me over to him?”
Aunt Sophie looked hurt. “Honey, if that was the case, I would have already killed this little girl you brought home and we’d already be on our way. I told you, I’m not going to hurt you.”
“Then what are you doing here?” I demanded.
“I’m here to save you. I know what he plans to do to you. I won’t let him do it. I just won’t.”
“Who do you keep talking about?” I asked. “Who wants me so bad and why?”
Aunt Sophie looked at Eva. “Do you want to tell him or should I?”
Eva hesitated, then said, “I don’t know what you mean. How should I know who your master is?”
Aunt Sophie smiled. “Oh, you know. I can tell. And you say it is the Creach who cannot be trusted. Watch this one, Jack. She is more clever than she lets on.”
“I’ve had about enough of this, old woman,” Eva exclaimed. “If you want—”
Aunt Sophie stood. “It is Ren Lucre who searched for you, Lord of the Vampires, Protector of the Dark Realms, Eater of Souls, Overlord of all the Creach.” She turned to Eva. “But then, you already knew that, didn’t you? The Black Guard used my child as bait. Was that your idea, monster hunter? Or did your Master Aquinas decide this war was more important than one boy’s life? You ought to be ashamed. All of you.”
I looked at Eva. “Is it true? Is that why you’re here?” Eva looked away from me, trying not to make eye contact. “So, it’s true. I’m just bait to catch this Ren Lucre guy.”
“You pronounce it loo-cray. Ren Lucre. And yeah, I’m here to kill him. The Black Guard has their reasons, but I have my own.”
“And that’s why you came here early, isn’t it? Before the others,” I said.
“That’s right. I’m here to take care of this on my own. That’s how I do things,” Eva said. “He’ll come for you and I’ll have my chance. And nothing will stand in my way. Not you, not some devil-werewolf. Nothing. Got it?”
“You fool,” Aunt Sophie whispered. “Even if you were a match for him, which you’re not, Ren Lucre will not travel here, so far from his stronghold. Jack will be taken to him.”
“Ren Lucre,” I said, pronouncing it properly. The second I did, a memory flashed in front of me. The man this morning with the pale skin, long fingers and black nails, and those pale blue eyes that seemed to look right through me. Suddenly, I knew. “No, you’re wrong. He’s already here. He’s in town.”
“No,” Aunt Sophie said. “I was to bring you to him. The journey takes several days.”
“I saw him this morning,” I whispered, shivering. “I know it was him. I don’t know how, but I know.”
“Then we must get you out of here right away!” Aunt Sophie cried.
“No,” said Eva. “This is what I came for. We have the element of surprise. We need to seek him out.”
Aunt Sophie bored into Eva with her eyes. “You truly are a fool. You don’t know what you’re facing. You don’t stand a chance.”
“I think we should…” I fell silent as Aunt Sophie held up her hand.
Aunt Sophie whispered, “They’re here.”
Eva stood up straighter, her eyes darting to the windows in the front of the house. She clutched her sword and pointed it at Aunt Sophie.
“I told you she couldn’t be trusted,” Eva barked. “You kept us here until they could arrive. Out the back door. Go, go, go.”
We ran toward the back of the house but the yard was filled with rows of halfdecayed bodies gathered in a half-circle around the back of the house. Zombies.
We turned and ran to the front door. It was already open and trolls and goblins streamed into the house, knocking over furniture and smashing holes in the walls for no good reason.
Finally, Mrs. Fitcher, now in her Creach form, walked in with her mottled, black wings trailing behind her. She grinned when she saw me and gave me a wink. My skin crawled at the sight of her.
“Hello, Jack,” Mrs. Fitcher said. “It’s so nice we could all get together a day early. I didn’t have time to get you a birthday present…so I got you two.”
She turned to one side and my heart sank.
Goblins dragged two struggling humans into the house.
Will and T-Rex.
Mrs. Fitcher smiled. “Isn’t that nice? This way, you won’t have to die alone.”
T-Rex had a finger in each nostril and Will stared at me like he was mad at me for holding out on him.


Chapter Eight
“Why is Principal Fitcher talking about killing us?” T-Rex squeaked. “My grandma isn’t going to like this.”
“And why does she have wings, Jack?” Will said, staring me down. “You knew all this was going on and you didn’t tell us. Some pal you are.”
The goblins were about my height but thick with bulging muscle. They sneered, twisting their giant hooked noses as they shoved T-Rex and Will forward.
I caught them so they wouldn’t hit the ground and helped them stand. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was trying to protect you.”
“Oh yeah?” Will said. “How’s that working so far?”
“Enough!” Mrs. Fitcher shrieked, her wings flapping behind her and knocking picture frames off the walls. She walked up to Will and stuck a long pointy finger in his chest. “I have to bite my tongue all day long as I deal with you little human fleas at school. Here, I get to do anything I want. I could bite off your fingers. Cut off your noses. Do you boys understand?”
T-Rex and Will nodded their heads.
“Good,” Mrs. Fitcher said. She turned her attention to Eva. “I see you’ve met a new friend, Jack. The one-handed monster hunter. I’ve heard of you.”
Eva held out the dagger on her left wrist . “Come over here. Let’s shake hands.”
Mrs. Fitcher smirked. “Such an attitude, even when you face certain death. I admire that. Under different circumstances, I would have enjoyed fighting you one-on-one.”
“I would have too,” Eva said. “Maybe you’ll get your chance some day.”
“Oh, I don’t think so, monster hunter,” Mrs. Fitcher said. “I’m afraid all of you will be dead before sunrise. Except you, Jack.” She walked up to me and stared into my face. “You’ll just wish you were dead.”
Aunt Sophie stepped in front of me, blocking Mrs. Fitcher. “The boy is my prisoner. Ren Lucre gave me, and me alone, the task of bringing the boy to him.” Her voice was deep and raspy, full of authority. “You are all in violation of his will by being here. You all know his power to punish those who disobey him.”
The monsters that filled the house stirred uncomfortably at this statement. They looked from one to another nervously.
Aunt Sophie’s voice transformed completely into that of the demon. Her eyes glowed red as she roared, “I command you to leave this place! Leave at once!”
The goblins, who are always the first to run in a fight, scrambled over each other to get to the door. The others looked to Mrs. Fitcher. She stood her ground and stared at Aunt Sophie through squinted eyes.
“I don’t believe it,” Mrs. Fitcher whispered. “It’s not possible.”
Aunt Sophie squared her shoulders and returned Mrs. Fitcher’s stare.
“You think that you can save him,” Mrs. Fitcher said. “Have you lost your mind?”
Aunt Sophie’s eyes flashed with red fire again. “Perhaps, after all these years, you’ve forgotten who I really am. Forgotten what I’m capable of.”
“No, I remember,” Mrs. Fitcher replied. “I think perhaps it is you who have forgotten who your master is. Forgotten what he’s capable of. You can’t save the boy. No-one can.”
“We’ll just have to see about that,” Aunt Sophie growled.
T-Rex whimpered in the corner. Will put an arm over his shoulder. I eyed my sword that was on the other side of the kitchen. Eva crouched low, ready for battle.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
It was so out of place in the middle of the tension, that we all turned and looked. There was a second knock.
“Well, don’t just stand there,” Mrs. Fitcher hissed at two trolls by the door. “Open it and bring whoever it is inside.”
The troll, an ugly blob of hairless flesh, opened the door.
A person in a long, hooded cloak stood under the glare of the flickering porch light. A gloved hand reached out from the cloak and slid the hood back.
It was Ms. Hester, the school secretary.
She pushed back the cloak so that it draped behind her like a cape. This revealed an armory of weapons attached to a form-fitting leather outfit, almost identical to Eva’s. A bolt of lightning lit up the sky behind her, followed by a clap of thunder that shook the house.
“Now, that’s an entrance,” Will said.
“You?” Mrs. Fitcher hissed. “How can that be possible?”
Ms. Hester grinned. “Sorry, I’m late,” she said, nodding at Eva and saluting her by placing a fist to her chest just as I had seen Eva do when I first met here in the forest. “Did I miss the party?”
“No,” Eva said, returning the salute with a quick nod. “I think it was just about to start.”
“Get her!” Mrs. Fitcher screamed at the trolls.
Then everything turned to chaos.
I watched in horror as Ms. Hester pulled a dagger out from one of the sheaths in her leather suit and threw it at me as hard as she could.
Without thinking, I reached out and snatched it out of the air by the handle. Then I realized that she wasn’t throwing it at me; she was throwing it to me.
Within seconds, there was a goblin on me, swinging a nasty pick-ax at my chest. I dodged it and stabbed him in the shoulder. The goblin screamed and ran out of the back of the house. I saw him run right into the line of zombies in the yard. They closed around the goblin, dragged him to the ground and started to eat him right on the spot. I made a mental note…stay out of the back yard.
I looked back into the room and saw Eva fighting two trolls, landing brutal kicks as they lumbered after her. Ms. Hester was cutting her way through a pile of trolls and hobgoblins (who don’t scare quite as easily as their goblin relatives).
Someone grabbed me from behind. I spun, my dagger lifted, but stopped when I saw that it was Aunt Sophie. She pulled me close. “No matter what happens, just know that I love you. That was never a lie.”
Even as the fight roared around us, I knew that she was saying goodbye. I hugged her tight. “I love you too.”
Aunt Sophie smiled, as if hearing those words cured everything bad in the world. “Creach and humans don’t have to hate each other,” Aunt Sophie whispered in my ear. “Promise me you’ll remember that.”
She suddenly went stiff in my arms. I looked behind her and saw a goblin sticking a spear into her back. When he saw me, he turned and ran for cover. “Run, Jack,” she said. “Take your friends and run. Don’t look back. Just run.”
I held onto her, tears streaming down my face. But her body bulged under her clothes. Soon, they ripped and fell away. Within seconds, Aunt Sophie was gone. In her place was the devil-werewolf. And it was mad.
The werewolf clawed at its back and yanked the spear out like it was no more than a splinter. It turned to the group of trolls, hobgoblins and ogres. They all froze in place, uncertain what to do.
Mrs. Fitcher screamed, “Kill her!”
They charged through the living room. The devil-werewolf leapt toward them, ripping the first wave of creatures apart with her claws and teeth.
I saw my sword near-by. I scrambled across the floor and grabbed it. I got to my feet, found T-Rex and pushed him toward the door to the backyard. I looked for Will and saw him fighting a hobgoblin with a pair of scissors.
Eva ran by me. “I’ve got him,” she said.
She jumped off a chair, onto the breakfast counter, then jumped through the air to connect a vicious kick with her boot to the hobgoblin’s face.
Behind her, Aunt Sophie was wreaking havoc on the monsters. Then Mrs. Fitcher jumped on her back, biting into her with those rows of jagged teeth. The werewolf roared in pain. Injured, she fell to the floor and the monsters piled onto her.
“Aunt Sophie!” I cried out.
Covered with monsters stabbing and biting her, she still somehow made eye contact with me. She roared and, with a burst of energy, she stood, swatting away the attackers. But they were too many and they jumped back onto her.
Ms. Hester fought her way through a wall of trolls and reached us. She grabbed me. “We have to go. Come on. Don’t let her sacrifice be for nothing.”
Eva led the way outside, pushing Will and T-Rex in front of her. I let Ms. Hester drag me along, Aunt Sophie’s cries becoming weaker as more monsters attacked her.
We got outside and remembered why we hadn’t escaped this way to begin with.
Zombies.
The entire backyard was still filled with them. In the middle of them was the goblin’s clothes and armor heaped in a pile. They had eaten everything else.
Will took one look and nudged Ms. Hester with an elbow. “I could use a weapon.”
Ms. Hester nodded approvingly. She pulled a wicked-looking blade with jagged teeth from her leather suit and handed it to him. She looked at T-Rex and handed him a tiny dagger that looked like a steak knife. “Try not to hurt yourself.”
I surveyed the backyard. The zombies formed a line around the entire backyard. They just stood there, staring at us, probably a hundred of them. I didn’t see any way out of this one.
OK, timeout. I know we’re in the middle of an escape, but now is as good a time as any to give you some quick tips about fighting the undead. Also, most towns have at least a couple of zombies roaming around, so the chances of you running into one before you finish this book are pretty high. Like I said before, I don’t want you complaining to me if you lose a body part or two just because you didn’t listen to me, so pay attention.
The deal with zombies is that they usually have someone else controlling them and giving them instructions. Being undead, they’re not the smartest tools in the shed, but what they lack in brains they make up for in persistence. So the trick is to figure out what their instructions are.
If a zombie (or a wraith, ghoul, or shade-creature, for that matter) has been instructed to guard something, you might decide to fight them just to rid the world of a zombie. But if you’re in a hurry, you can just take a pass and go around it and that zombie will just leave you alone and guard whatever it’s guarding. But if that zombie has been instructed to kill you, it’s not going to stop until one of two things happens:
1. The zombie eats your brains.
2. You cut off the zombie’s head.
So, to successfully defeat a zombie (and by successful, I mean cut off its head), you have to forget that the zombie was at one time a living, breathing person. This can be hard because, depending on the type of zombie, you’ll likely be dealing with a reanimated corpse. This means they will be wearing the clothes they were buried in and kind of look like the person they used to be. This can play tricks on you and you might hesitate when you should be hacking away.
My trick is that I focus on all the nasty things going on with their body. Decayed flesh, worms crawling in them, bones sticking out, brains exposed. The works. This reminds me that the thing in front of me is no longer a person. It’s a zombie. And it wants to kill me and eat my brains. Thinking of it this way always makes it easier to take care of business.
This may seem like no big deal now, but like I was saying earlier, since you decided to read this book, you are guaranteed to have a zombie come after you sooner or later (probably sooner). And the first time that happens, it will freak you out. Guaranteed. So, remember these tips and you might just survive with your brains uneaten. OK, back to the story.
Standing there on my back patio, T-Rex and Will on either side of me, looking out on a sea of decaying flesh walking around my backyard, I was totally freaked out. The zombies held their ground, shifting side-to-side and moaning about brains in that annoying way that zombies do. Clearly, they had been told to keep us from leaving. And by the look of them, they were serious about doing their job.
Hester walked over to me and placed a necklace over my head. It was medallion of hammered metal on a heavy chain. I lifted it up and saw the faint outline of writing etched into the surface. It was a language I didn’t recognize. Eva noticed that I was looking at it.
“Cloaking medallion. Good idea. You must be Ms. Hester,” Eva said. She closed her right fist and thumped it against her own chest in a kind of salute. Hester quickly did the same.
“Just Hester is fine. I already know who you are,” Hester said, speaking quickly and pulling weapons from her suit. “They told me that you were coming tomorrow.”
“I came early,” Eva said, unscrewing the dagger from her left wrist.
“I noticed,” Hester said.
The screams of the Creach inside mixed with the roar of Aunt Sophie as a devilwerewolf.
“Ok,” I said, “now everyone knows everyone. Now what?”
Hester looked at Eva. “I’ve been told to follow your orders. This is your show.”
“Good, Jack’s with me. You two are with Hester.” Eva pulled a longer blade from a sheath on her leg and screwed it into her wrist. “Draw them left and Jack and I will break through to the right by that tree.”
“Where do we meet?” Hester asked.
“In Will’s basement,” I blurted out. “You’ve got to keep him alive so you know where it’s at.”
“Then let’s use my basement!” T-Rex cried out.
Hester smiled. “I’m the school secretary; I know where you both live.” She winked at me. “But don’t worry, I’ll take care of your buddies. We’re the good guys, Jack.”
Eva looked at me. “Go for the head. Nothing else will stop them. You might feel like you’re winning when you chop off a leg or an arm, but they don’t feel anything.”
I gripped my sword. “Go for the head. Got it.”
“And don’t let the screaming throw you off,” Hester added.
“What screaming?” I asked.
Eva just smiled. She turned to Hester. “Do your duty,” Eva said.
“Come what may,” Hester replied, clanging her sword off Eva’s.
Before I could ask what they meant by that, Eva yelled and jumped off the back porch. Hester did the same, swinging a sword in one hand and an ax in the other. The second they hit the grass, every zombie opened its mouth in a blood-curdling scream.
I looked over at Will and T-Rex. We swallowed our fear and together let out the loudest battle cry we could. Brandishing our weapons - Will with the dagger that Hester had given him, me with my sword and T-Rex with his tiny knife - we jumped into the yard and ran toward the screaming zombies.
For being undead, the zombies reacted pretty quickly to our movement.
Once we hit the grass, the first line of zombies broke ranks and ran right at us. These weren’t the lumbering, barely-awake zombies that you see in the movies, either. These guys could move.
Three big males reached Eva in front of me. Their screams were a combination of fury and pain; their mouths stretched open, showing their black tongues and decayed teeth. All three attacked Eva simultaneously. She blocked two of them, but the third landed a brutal blow on her stomach, bending her over in half.
But when she jerked back up straight, she swung up her left hand - the one with the blade screwed into it - and landed a lethal uppercut that took the nearest zombie’s head clean off.
I reached her just as she swung her sword and took off another head. I ducked just in time, her sword cutting through the air just over me so close that I felt it graze my hair. If I hadn’t moved, I would have been a goner.
She took her eyes off the approaching zombies. “Are you all right?” she asked.
“Watch out!” I cried.
But it was too late. A zombie reared back and smacked Eva in the face with a bony knuckle. I jumped up and swung my sword, chopping off the zombie’s arm. It hardly noticed. It used its remaining arm to punch at me, so I chopped that one off too. But it kept coming, kicking at me.
“The head! Go for the head like I told you!” Eva yelled.
I twisted my body like I was up to bat at home plate and I unleashed my homerun swing. I contacted perfectly, right above the neck, and the zombie’s head flew, end over end, through the air.
“I did it!” I yelled at Eva.
But Eva was already fighting five zombies at once. Heads flying left and right. No time for celebrating, I joined in. We fought side-by-side, grunting at the effort. But no matter how many we killed, there were two more to fill the gap.
I stole a look over to the other side of the backyard . Hester was a lethal whirlwind, wielding different sets of weapons from her arsenal. Even Will was holding his own and I saw him take out an enormous zombie with his dagger. T-Rex held his little knife with as much fearsomeness as he could muster, every once in a while poking at zombies that got within reach.
Still, all around us, there were zombies lined up, five or six deep. We were running out of time. I knew that Aunt Sophie wouldn’t be able to hold off the monsters in the house for much longer.
I spotted the trellis that went up the side of the house, all the way to the second floor. If you’ve never seen a trellis before, it’s designed to let plants grow and looks just like a ladder.
“Over here, guys!” I shouted at T-Rex and Will. “Hurry up.”
Even over the screaming zombies, Will and T-Rex heard me. They broke off from the zombies and ran over to me. Hester continued to fend off the advancing zombies, but walked backward toward us.
“What are you doing?” Eva yelled.
“Getting us out of here,” I yelled back, pointing at the trellis.
I watched as her eyes traced the trellis up to the top of the house, across the roofline and to the trees that were reachable with a big jump. “OK,” she said. “Let’s do it.”
I pushed T-Rex up the trellis. Will climbed next to him, shouting at him to hurry.
Hester reached our spot, a broadsword in one hand, a spiked ball on a chain in the other. “Go!” she yelled. “I’ll cover you.” She swung the ball on the chain and smashed a zombie’s head right off its body.
Eva and I jumped onto the trellis and pulled ourselves up. We reached the roof quickly and stood next to Will and T-Rex. I looked down and realized how pointless our fight with the zombies had been. More of them continued to stream out of the forest into the backyard . There were hundreds of them. And now, they were all crowding in on Hester, who was trying to get to the trellis to come after us.
“Climb up!” I shouted down at Hester.
“Come on,” Eva said, pulling my arm. “I need to get you out of here.”
I pulled my arm back. “Hester! Come on!”
Hester hacked off the nearest zombie’s head and jumped for the ladder. She climbed but the zombies charged forward and grabbed her leg. She kicked hard and finally broke free, scrambling upward.
Behind her, zombies jumped on the trellis and climbed after her.
The nails holding the trellis in place started to loosen from all the extra weight. I grabbed it, trying to keep the trellis from pulling all the way out and falling backward.
“Help me!” I yelled.
But the roof was too steep where I stood and the others couldn’t reach me. I pulled as hard as I could on the trellis, but it got heavier as more zombies climbed on.
Finally, the nails pulled out and I was the only thing keeping it from falling backward. I braced myself with my feet in the gutter and held on for all I was worth.
Hester’s head was now just below the roof. The weight of the trellis slowly pulled me forward. Any second and I would topple over the edge with it, but I refused to let go. She immediately saw what was happening. I could tell by her face that she already knew what I didn’t; I wasn’t going to be able to hold on.
“Make it all worthwhile,” she said. “That’s all I ask. Make it all worthwhile.”
“Wait, I can hold it,” I cried. “Don’t give up.”
She smiled, put her fist to her chest, then thrust it out toward me. “Do your duty, come what may, Jack Templar. You are the One. I know it.” She turned her body and, arms stretched out, jumped from the trellis into the mob of zombies below.
“No!” I cried, falling back onto the roof. I let go of the trellis and it fell away from the house, the zombies on it screaming as they fell.
I looked down into the yard below and saw a feeding frenzy where Hester had landed, her body completely covered with feasting zombies.
Eva grabbed me and pulled me away from the roofline. I trembled from what had just happened, but Eva shook me hard.
“Hunters mourn the fallen only after the fight. Understand?” Eva said.
I nodded and looked to Will and T-Rex, who were standing at the end of the roofline next to the attic entrance. “OK,” I said. “Let’s get the heck out of here.”
We ran to the edge of the roof where a huge oak tree grew next to the house. More importantly, from this tree, we could climb tree-to-tree to any direction in the forest. It was our way out. Only a ten-foot jump stood in our way.
Eva cleared it with little effort. She took a position on a heavy branch and waved us forward. Will took a running start and just made it. Eva grabbed onto him and helped him get a better hold. He quickly climbed deeper into the tree and disappeared.
I turned to T-Rex who stood there, finger in his nose, shaking.
“You can do this, T-Rex. I know you can,” I said.
“Come on,” Eva hissed. “If that bat-creature sees us, we’ll be fighting monsters all night.”
“I can’t do it, Jack. I just can’t,” T-Rex said, his voice quivering.
I looked at Eva, then back at T-Rex. Below, the zombies fell silent. Mrs. Fitcher’s voice filled the air.
“Where are they?” she cried. “Where are those nasty, disgusting children?”
Eva mouthed the words to me, “Leave. Him.”
I shook my head, grabbed T-Rex’s arm, and crawled along the roof to the attic window. I carefully lifted it. Locked. My heart sank; we were totally exposed on the roof. It was only a matter of time before they saw us. I tried the window again, willing it to open.
It did. It wasn’t locked at all, just stuck from years of not being used.
Carefully, we piled into the attic and closed the window behind us.
“What do we do now?” T-Rex whimpered.
Two black shadows flew up from the backyard and landed on the roof. Harpies, my favorite. One walked right toward us.
“Shhh…” I said. I pulled T-Rex to me and together we crouched as low as we could to the ground under the window.
Right above us, I saw the shadow of one of the harpies slowly come into view. TRex stifled a cry and the harpy leaned in closer, its beak dragging against the window glass.
We held our breaths. The harpy was literally inches above us. If it looked down, it couldn’t help but see us. My heart pounded in my chest. I was sure it was loud enough that it would give us away.
After what seemed like an eternity, it slowly moved on, finally taking flight and flying back down to the yard below.
T-Rex let out a breath and started to cry.
I cracked the window open and started to crawl out.
“Wh—where are you going?” T-Rex blubbered.
“I just want to see what they’re doing,” I said. “You stay here.”
“Yeah, you bet I am,” T-Rex said.
Down below, I heard Mrs. Fitcher’s voice shriek, “What do you mean, they’re gone? How can this be possible?”
Then there was a new voice. Low, like distant thunder, but clear and distinct even over the collection of grunts, screams and bleats from the assembled Creach horde.
“Yes, I agree,” said the voice. “How can this be possible?”
The reaction to this new voice was incredible. Every other noise came to an abrupt halt, as if someone had pressed the mute button. The only sound was that of the breeze through the trees. I froze in place, my view of the backyard still blocked by the roofline, not daring to make a sound.
“I will ask again,” the voice said; its soft, calm tone somehow still made every word sound like a threat of violence. “How can this be possible?”
The backyard erupted in a babble of terrified noises. I used the opportunity to sneak forward to the roof edge and look down.
The menagerie of Creach monsters filled the backyard . A group of black-caped minotaurs pushed their way through the horde and formed a pathway. They stood at attention, their muscular human bodies and massive bull’s heads glistening in the light.
The monsters around them fell to the ground, bowing down as a tall creature in a black robe walked among them. It was the same man that I had seen on my way to school that morning. The creature who wanted me alive only to give me the slowest death possible.
Ren Lucre.
"Come back,” T-Rex whispered from the attic, “come back. They’re going to see you.”


Chapter Nine
I fought down the urge to do just that. I imagined climbing into the attic and finding the best hiding place possible so that I could curl up in a ball and just wait this whole thing out.
I looked down below and the feeling of dark dread filled me again. It was the same as when I had seen Ren Lucre before; only this time it was much stronger. There was a pit in my stomach and chills passed through my body. I had been scared all night. From the mole creature and the harpies all the way to the zombies, there hadn’t been a second when I hadn’t been terrified.
But this was different. It was hard to breathe. Hard to think straight. It was a paralyzing terror that I knew would overwhelm me the very instant I stopped fighting against it.
I turned to T-Rex and I waved him back inside. I needed to see what happened. I needed to find out who this creature was that hated me so much.
I turned my attention back to the scene below. Ren Lucre was walking among the dozens of Creach monsters, all lying on the ground, many whimpering in fear. I leaned forward so I could better hear.
“I had only one instruction,” Ren Lucre said. “Bring the boy to me alive. Was I not clear on this?”
No one dared to answer.
“I could sense him from the second he broke the seal. A power I hadn’t expected. And, only a few minutes ago, nothing. He just disappeared. I will ask again, how can this be?”
I clutched the medallion around my neck. Suddenly, I understood. Whatever signal my presence sent out that attracted the monsters was being covered by this medallion .
“Either he was given a cloak of some type or he has already been killed,” Ren Lucre said. “Either is unacceptable. Was I not clear enough with my instructions?”
Ren Lucre leaned down and grabbed a rock troll by the neck. The troll’s legs thrashed as if electricity coursed through its body. The troll’s skin turned black where Ren Lucre touched him. The farther the blackness spread throughout the troll’s body, the more it jerked around in pain.
“I said: was I not clear?” Ren Lucre shouted.
The rock troll collapsed, its entire body now black. Ren Lucre let go and kicked the troll. The body disintegrated, nothing but dark ashes.
Mrs. Fitcher scampered forward, still bent low to the ground. She waved to something behind her. I stretched my neck out as far as I dared and gasped at what I saw.
A group of ogres dragged the werewolf body of Aunt Sophie out from the house. A wide swath of blood trailed behind her.
The ogres threw the body at Ren Lucre’s feet. And, impossibly, Aunt Sophie raised her head to look at him. She was still alive.
Mrs. Fitcher ran up and kicked Aunt Sophie in the face. I put my hand to my mouth to stifle my cry.
“Sire,” Mrs. Fitcher said, “she is the one responsible. She is the one who let the boy get away.”
Ren Lucre held up his hand and Mrs. Fitcher lowered her head and backed away. Ren Lucre walked to Aunt Sophie and bent down to her so that they were inches apart.
“Can this be?” Ren Lucre whispered, but somehow his voice still reached up to where I was on the roof. “Could it be possible that one of my own betrayed me? Is it true?”
Aunt Sophie transformed from the devil-werewolf to her human form. From where I was, I could only see from her shoulder up because of the monsters crowding around. Part of me was thankful because I knew that her body would have the same wounds that I saw on the devil-werewolf.
Something bumped into my side. I turned and saw T-Rex next to me. He stared wide-eyed at the scene below.
I looked back down as Aunt Sophie struggled to raise her head to meet Ren Lucre’s gaze.
“Did you do this thing?” Ren Lucre whispered.
Aunt Sophie smiled. “He’s not the One. He is not the Templar.”
Aunt Sophie’s body seized up with pain and she cried out, trying to force it back down. I inched forward but T-Rex put his hand on my shoulder. We both knew there was nothing we could do to help her. Ren Lucre placed a hand on her and the pain seemed to subside enough for Aunt Sophie to regain control.
“He’s from a powerful hunter family to be sure,” Aunt Sophie wheezed, “but he’s not the One from the prophecy. I’m sure of it.”
“That cannot be,” Ren Lucre snarled. “He was torn from his father’s arms.”
“A decoy. Meant to buy time for the real child, the true last Templar,” Aunt Sophie wheezed, her breath coming painfully. “And it worked, didn’t it? Somewhere in the world, the real Templar boy grows into a man. Unhunted. Unwatched. Probably trained by Master Aquinas at their Academy for all these years.”
Ren Lucre grabbed her violently by the hair and pulled her face up next to his, staring into her eyes. The seconds ticked by in total silence.
Finally, Ren Lucre snarled. “You lie. I can see it in this pathetic human mask you wear. You seek only to protect him.” Even as he growled at her I could hear the doubt in his voice. “How dare you betray your own kind? How dare you betray your master?” Ren Lucre removed his hand from her and the pain returned like a freight train.
“No,” Aunt Sophie gasped, her words coming in short bursts due to the pain. “I only chose not to betray my own child. You, most of all, should be able to appreciate that sacrifice. You, most of all, should be able to understand my pain.”
Ren Lucre tilted his head as if he were studying her. He reached out and placed a hand on her cheek.
“Yes, my dear, I do know your pain,” Ren Lucre said.
Aunt Sophie froze as black lines spread across her face, following the veins beneath her skin.
Ren Lucre leaned and hissed into her ear, “But never suggest that you know mine.”
In seconds, her face was black and the darkness spread to the rest of her body.
“No-one betrays me,” Ren Lucre said. “Not ever.” Ren Lucre stood and Aunt Sophie’s body collapsed under its own weight and fell into a pile of ashes.
I bit into my jacket to keep from making any noise. It had been painful enough to leave her behind as she covered our escape, but to see her die in front of me in her human form, and knowing that she had sacrificed herself for me, was almost too much to bear.
Below, Ren Lucre’s voice bellowed over the congregation of beasts and monsters. “ Find the boy! Go from house to house in this miserable town and kill the humans one-byone if you have to. Just bring him to me alive.”
Mrs. Fitcher scurried forward and bent low. “Sire, if I may be so bold. While a most excellent plan, going house to house may bring unwanted attention from the humans. And if I understand correctly, we are not yet ready for an all-out war.”
“Do you suggest I fear the humans?” Ren Lucre’s eyes narrowed.
“Of course not, Sire. Why would you?” Mrs. Fitcher groveled. “Only, it would be such unnecessary effort when you only need to capture one human.”
“Get to the point, woman,” Ren Lucre snapped.
“I know this boy. I’ve watched him every day. If you want to bring him to you, you need only capture one human. A girl named Cindy Adams.”
“Oh no,” I said.
Mrs. Fitcher continued. “If we have the girl, the boy will come to us. He’s brash and emotional, just like his father.”
Ren Lucre hissed at the mention of my father. Mrs. Fitcher bent low and quivered at his feet.
Ren Lucre shook his head and looked into the forest, lost in thought. His eyes narrowed as if he sensed something hiding in the trees. I felt a pang of fear that Eva and Will were about to be found out. But after a few agonizing seconds, Ren Lucre turned to Mrs. Fitcher. “Bring the girl to me.”
Mrs. Fitcher led the horde of Creach monsters as they streamed back through the house. With a wave of his hand, Ren Lucre sent most of the zombies back into the forest. I wondered if they were being sent to search for whatever he had sensed moments earlier. I hoped that Eva and Will were smart enough to be far away by now.
“Follow me,” Mrs. Fitcher shouted at the others. “I know where the Adams girl lives.”
T-Rex and I waited until the backyard emptied out. He turned to me and whispered, “They’re going to get Cindy. What are we gonna do?”
I saw a flicker of movement down below and hushed T-Rex.
Ren Lucre re-entered the empty backyard. He looked around as if he were sniffing the air. He scanned the roofline and we ducked, holding our breaths . Finally, I dared to raise my head back over the edge to see what he was doing.
Surprisingly, he was crouched next to the pile of dust that, minutes before, had been Aunt Sophie. He scooped up a handful of dust and let it slide through his fingers, mumbling something quietly under his breath. I know it sounds crazy, but if I didn’t know that he was the one who killed her, I would have said that he was mourning her death.
A rock troll wandered into the yard and Ren Lucre quickly threw down the rest of the ash, stood and strode out from the backyard.
“That was weird,” T-Rex whispered.
“Yeah,” I replied, fighting hard to fight down the emotions churning inside me. “But what about tonight isn’t weird? Come on, we need to find the others.”
We crawled along the roof, keeping our profile low enough that any Creach in the backyard would not have been able to see us. We got to the far end of the roof, but were in the same situation as before with the jump in front of us. When I turned back, T-Rex was already in tears.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” T-Rex said. “I know I’m ruining everything. I can’t go any further.”
“You can do this,” I said.
“You don’t get it,” T-Rex said. “I can’t get caught. My grandma will—”
“You’re grandma will what? Get mad at you?” I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. “Listen, she wouldn’t want you to get eaten by monsters, would she?”
“You don’t understand. They’re going to take my grandma away,” T-Rex blurted out.
The words were like a dam breaking inside of T-Rex. He just stood there, shaking and crying.
“Who’s taking her?” I said. “The Creach?”
“No, no…it’s not like that. Just these people. From the government. They came last week for a meeting. Told me she can’t take care of herself anymore. That she can’t take care of me. If I get caught out here…doing all this…they’re gonna take her away for sure.”
I heard grunts coming from monsters below us in the courtyard. I put my arm around T-Rex, to both comfort him but to stifle the sound a bit. “Why didn’t you tell me last week?” I said. “You know, she is getting really old. Did you ever think maybe it might be better for her in a nursing home? You know, safer?”
“You’re still not getting it,” T-Rex said. “If they put her in a home, they’re going to take me away too. Probably put me in foster care in a different town.”
He buried his face into his hands and cried softly. This was almost too much for my brain to process. This night just couldn’t get any worse.
“It’s gonna be OK. I promise. I won’t let them take you away, you hear me? I won’t let them.” T-Rex nodded and wiped his nose on my shoulder. The grunting below us got louder. “But do you think we could talk about this after we put a little distance between us and those monsters?”
T-Rex wiped the tears off his face. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be safer if we just stayed here and hid? You know, wait the whole thing out?”
“No,” I said, “if we stay on this roof, they’re gonna catch us for sure. If you really want to help your grandma, we’ve gotta make this jump.”
T-Rex eyed the distance again between the roof and the tree. “You really think I can do it?”
“I know for a fact that you can make this jump,” I said. It has nothing to do with the muscles in your legs.” I tapped his head. “It’s all in here. We believe something because we’ve decided to believe in it, no other reason.” I grabbed him by the shoulders and turned him toward me. “All I’m asking is that you believe in yourself this one time, TRex. Believe in yourself as much as I do. Can you do that?”
T-Rex slowly looked over at the jump, then back at me. He nodded.
“All right, good,” I said. “I want you to get a running start, take off right from the edge. I’m going to jump first so I can help you when you land in the tree, OK? I’m not going to be able to jump back over if you change your mind, so we’re good, right?”
“We’re good,” T-Rex said. “I’ve got this.”
“Good man,” I said. I did a quick survey to make sure the backyard was clear, then ran to the edge of the roof and launched myself through the air. With my newfound strength, I cleared the distance easily and grabbed hold of the tree.
I looked back to T-Rex and knew right away that he wasn’t going to jump.
“I want to jump. I want to help you, but I just can’t. I’m sorry, Jack,” he said. “I really am.”
“Come on, buddy,” I whispered. “You can do this.”
But he was already inching his way back across the roof to the attic window. He turned and waved at me, stuck a finger in his nose and pulled himself inside.
There was nothing I could do. Without a running start, I couldn’t get back up on the roof. And from where I was, I could see there were still Creach monsters guarding the inside of the house.
T-Rex had fought in the zombie battle (although he had only poked a few with his tiny knife), so I knew that he was fair game. The Creach would kill him if they decided to search the attic. But they hadn’t yet. So, with no other option, I convinced myself that TRex would be safer staying behind than in the zombie-filled woods.
Especially considering my next steps were to find Will and Eva, arm ourselves the best we could, then go rescue Cindy Adams before they did anything bad to her.
Yeah, I thought to myself, T-Rex was probably better off in the attic. I turned and climbed quietly through the branches of the tree.
In this part of the forest, the trees grew close together, so it was easy to jump from tree to tree to cover ground quickly. I moved like this as carefully as I could for about ten minutes. I say carefully, because quite often, I would pass over a hobgoblin or rock troll wandering the woods below.
But after a while, I started to get anxious that I wouldn’t be able to find Eva and Will. Or worse, I began to consider the possibility that they had been captured or killed. I felt an overwhelming sense of loneliness wash over me. I realized that with Aunt Sophie gone, Will, T-Rex and, in some ways, Eva, were now my only family. And they were spread out, isolated, and possibly dead.
An owl hooted right over my head, close enough that I flinched and ducked down.
A snickering sound quickly followed. I looked up and saw Eva, obviously the source of the owl call, perched in the tree next to Will, obviously the source of the snicker.
They climbed down to meet me. I quickly told them everything that I had seen and about T-Rex’s decision to stay behind.
“Ren Lucre was there?” Eva said incredulously. “You actually saw him?”
“Yeah, tall, pale, pointy teeth, real bad attitude,” I said. “I saw him, all right. I wish I never had.”
Will squeezed my forearm. “Sorry about Aunt Sophie. She was always nice to me. It was kind of like she was my mom too,” Will said. “Are you all right?”
Was I all right? No, not at all. And, somehow, deep inside, I knew that I never would be again. But I took comfort in Will’s concern for me and I felt tears spring to my eyes from the simple gesture.
“Yeah,” I nodded. “Thanks for asking.”
“But Ren Lucre wasn’t supposed to be here personally. That was never part of the plan,” Eva mumbled to herself.
“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about this plan of yours,” I said. “At what point were you going to tell me that the hunters were using me as bait to get to Ren Lucre?”
Eva looked taken aback. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I—”
Will and I stared at her, not buying it. Soon enough, she figured out that she wasn’t going to be able to fake her way through it.
“OK, it’s true,” Eva said. “We’ve known for years where you were. But we knew you were safe until your fourteenth year. Just in case, you have always had a hunter guardian or two assigned to you. Hester was just the most recent one. But they were always deep undercover, careful not to tip off the Creach that we knew you were here.”
“Because you knew Ren Lucre wanted me taken to him after I turned fourteen. Why?”
“He has his reasons. But what you must know is that Ren Lucre is the most insidious, most cruel leader the Creach has ever had. He has ruled with an iron fist for over a thousand years.”
“A thousand years?” Will said. “That’s impossible.”
“He’s a vampire, isn’t he?” I asked.
“Yes, but he’s more than that. He’s a dark soul who wages the fight against hunters with nearly a crazed ruthlessness. He doesn’t only want to defeat us; he wants to make us suffer. And his hatred doesn’t stop with the hunters. We believe he’s preparing a final battle of Creach against all humans.”
“Can he do that?” I asked. “I mean, is that even possible?”
“You only know the very surface of our world, Jack,” Eva said. “And you only understand the smallest bit of how important your place in that world is.”
“Yeah? Well, I just heard my Aunt Sophie tell Ren Lucre that I’m not who he thinks I am. Turns out I’m just some kind of decoy. This Templar kid is still out there in the world somewhere,” I said.
“That’s impossible,” Eva said. “She must have been trying to protect you.”
“A few hours ago you said she was just a Creach monster that you couldn’t trust,” I said. “Now suddenly you believe she was willing to lie to protect me? Which is it?”
Eva turned away, lost in her own thoughts. I glanced at Will who shrugged at me, not sure what to do.
“Did Ren Lucre believe her?” Eva finally asked.
“I don’t know. He said he didn’t, but…that’s not really the point,” I stammered. “If I’m not this Templar person, then there’s no way I can stand up to these monsters. I mean, this is bad, right?”
Eva shook her head. “I just need Ren Lucre to believe you are still what he’s looking for. I will fight him…and I will kill him. Simple as that.”
“Simple as that?” Will said. “Well, why didn’t you just say so earlier?”
“The only thing you need to know now is that killing Ren Lucre is more important than any of our lives. Yours and mine. If he’s here, we must use this opportunity to kill him. The Black Guard hasn’t had a chance like this in over a hundred years.”
I still didn’t feel like Eva was telling me the whole story. The one thing I had no doubt about was her description of Ren Lucre. I shuddered at the thought of facing him again, but somehow I knew it was inevitable. I tried to push that aside. We had a more immediate problem to deal with.
“I know their next move,” I said. “ They’re kidnapping Cindy to draw me out.”
“Why would they do that?” She looked at me, and even in the dark, I felt my face flush in embarrassment. “Oh, I see, she’s your girlfriend.”
“Uh…well…I wouldn’t exactly say—”
“He has a major crush on her. Everyone knows it,” Will chimed in, a little too eagerly I thought.
“Isn’t that cute?” Eva said. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought her voice had a twinge of jealousy to it. “How old is she?”
The question hit me like a slap in the face. She had her birthday a few months earlier. “She’s already fourteen,” I said. And that meant she was fair game for the Creach to kill.
I took off through the trees in the direction of Cindy’s house.
“Jack, wait!” Eva called out behind me.
But I couldn’t wait. The thought of Cindy and her family being taken and killed by that Creach horde all because of me was too much to bear.
Faster and faster, I jumped tree to tree until I was almost running across the top of them. A quick glance behind me showed Eva in close pursuit but Will had fallen far behind, struggling to keep up.
Within minutes, Eva and I were crouching next to Cindy’s house, both of us gasping for air.
“Not much of a team player, are you?” Eva said.
“I am, actually. When I feel like I can trust my teammates to tell me the truth. Besides, you’re always the one wanting to do things on your own.”
Eva ignored the comment and turned her attention to Cindy’s house.
“Looks quiet,” I said. “Is it possible we beat them here?”
Eva shook her head. “Look at that,” she said, pointing.
The back door to the house hung at an awkward angle, half-torn off its hinges.
We climbed down from the tree and crept across their backyard. I pushed open the back door and stepped inside.
I had only been in Cindy’s house once. It had been last spring when Mrs. Adams had invited me in when I stopped by, selling candy bars for the baseball team. As she went to get her money, she suggested I go upstairs and say hi to Cindy…in her room. I guess adults forget what it’s like to be fourteen, because walking up those stairs and knocking on the door to Cindy’s room nearly gave me a heart attack. I was sweating all over; my heart was pounding, my hands were shaking, the works.
She probably thought it was one of her girlfriends stopping by, because she told me to just come in. What I saw next would be seared into my mind forever.
Cindy stood there in the middle of her pink bedroom, wearing nothing but her underwear.
We stared at each other in absolute horror. (OK, I wouldn’t say my expression exactly said “horror”, more like total appreciation that there really was a God.) But after a glorious three-second pause, Cindy’s mom showed up behind me in the hallway with the check for the candy bars.
“I made the check out to…what’s going on here!” she shouted. I grabbed the check from her hand and I hightailed it out of there.
I thought about that day as I walked silently through the Adams’ house. Squinting in the dark, I could tell the Creach had been there but they also must have been careful. The furniture in the living room had been shoved just a little out of place. One picture frame lay smashed on the floor. But I had expected the place to be ravaged like they had done at Aunt Sophie’s. I nodded toward the stairs that led to the second floor. Eva followed me up.
We crept down the hallway, past her parents’ room until we reached her room. I slowly opened the door, half-hoping that she would be sleeping peacefully in bed.
Her bed was empty.
There were more signs of a struggle in this room. Overturned furniture, sheets ripped from the mattress, clothes thrown everywhere. We were too late; she was already gone.
Just then, the unmistakable bolt action of a shotgun sounded right behind us.
“Hands up where I can see ‘em,” said a man’s voice.
Eva and I raised our hands and turned, looking sidelong at each other.
Cindy’s dad held the shotgun, but he lowered it once he saw that we were kids. Cindy’s mom snuck up behind him in the hallway.
“It’s the underwear kid. The one I caught sneaking into Cindy’s room when he was selling candy bars,” Mrs. Adams said.
Mr. Adams raised the shotgun back toward me. “Is that right? What in the heck are you two doing here? Is this some kind of prank? A dare or something? Because it isn’t funny.”
“I can explain everything,” I said, not really sure I could.
Mrs. Adams pushed past her husband and walked toward Cindy’s room. Eva stepped to the side and blocked her way.
“What on Earth do you think you’re doing?” Mrs. Adams demanded. “I’m going to get Cindy. She’ll be terrified if she wakes up and hears voices.”
“Step aside,” Mr. Adams said, suddenly a little more suspicious.
Eva did as she was instructed and Mrs. Adams walked into Cindy’s room. She screamed and came running back out. “She’s gone. What have you done with her?”
Mr. Adams pushed past his wife and looked for himself. He came out rattled. “You better tell us right now what’s going on.”
“We’re not responsible,” I said. “We thought this might happen, so we came here to try to save her.”
“Save her from what?” Mr. Adams said. “What are you kids mixed up in?”
“They can tell it to the police. I’m calling. I’m calling right now,” Mrs. Adams said, dialing her cell with shaking hands.
Eva leaned over to me. “Half the police in town are Creach monsters. She makes that call, we’re done for.”
I nodded. “Just don’t hurt them, OK?”
Eva grinned. “You worry too much.”
A few minutes later, I held Mr. Adams’ shotgun as Eva finished tying Cindy’s mom and dad up with duct tape. A couple pieces of tape already covered their mouths. Will finally caught up to us and walked into the room.
“Whoa, I leave you guys alone for five minutes and this is what happens?” he said.
I ignored him and took a knee next to Cindy’s parents. “Look, I wish I could tell you exactly what’s going on. Honestly, I don’t think you’d believe me anyway. Just know that we’re the good guys. We’re going to find Cindy and bring her back safe. I promise.”
Eva rolled her eyes and pulled the tape extra tight around their wrists.
I weighed the shotgun in my hands, not sure what to do. I decided that since I’d never shot a gun before I be just as likely to blow off my own toe as take down a monster. I put the shotgun down on the kitchen table and left it behind. With one last look at Cindy’s parents struggling against their bindings, we left the house.
Outside, we gathered together to plan our next move.
“Where would they take her?” Will asked. “Back to Jack’s house maybe?”
Eva shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s isolated but they have to be worried that the noise they made earlier will attract unwanted attention. They’re not going to risk that kind of complication right now. It’s why they left her parents alive.”
“Then where?” I said, rifling through the options in town that could make sense.
“There’s a way to find out. But it’s dangerous,” Eva said.
“A little late in the game to worry about being safe, isn’t it?” I replied.
“Ren Lucre has not stopped searching for you with his mind. I can feel it, even with this.” She pulled out a medallion from under her shirt, identical to the one that Hester had given me.
“Hey, why don’t I have one of those?” Will complained.
“You’re not a true monster hunter yet,” Eva explained.
“Neither is Jack,” Will said.
Eva locked me up with those intense green eyes of hers. “Whether he likes it or not, wants it or not, Jack was a monster hunter from birth.”
“OK, but I’m just putting it out there, if we kill Ren Lucre, I want a medallion,” Will said.
“So how can we use the fact that he’s still searching for me to our advantage?” I asked.
“If you remove the medallion, you remove the cloak. Every monster within a mile will know where you are. More powerful members of the Creach will sense it from even farther. The Five Creach Lords will know where you are no matter where they are in the world. Including the one Lord over them all.”
“Ren Lucre,” I said. “But that’s only if I really am a Templar.”
“Whether you are or not, you obviously come from a hunter bloodline,” Eva said. They are searching for you so they should be able to pick you up regardless. The hope is that you’ll be able to see where he’s at as well.”
“You said this was dangerous,” I said. “Do you mean because the monsters near-by would be able to find us?”
“No, we can handle them. The risk is that Ren Lucre is pushing so hard against the power of the medallion to find you, that when you remove it, his power basically explodes your head.”
“Cool,” said Will.
I slowly turned and looked at him like he was crazy. “No, not cool. Not cool at all.”
“You’re right, sorry,” Will said. “It was just the way she said it.”
I shook my head and fingered the medallion. “And what do you think the chances are that my head will…you know…explode?”
Eva shrugged. “I have no idea. If you were a normal hunter who broke the seal the day before his fourteenth birthday, with no training, and no background? I’d say a 100%. Maybe not explode, but that at least your memory would be completely erased and you’d turn into a drooling vegetable.”
“And since he’s ‘born to be a monster hunter’?” Will asked.
Eva looked me over. “I say there’s a fifty-fifty chance. But I don’t think there’s any other way.”
“Great,” I said. “Just great.”
Eva looked at me. “Clock’s ticking. What are you going to do?”
I fingered the medallion, trying to come up with any other way to find Cindy. But I couldn’t think of anything.


Chapter Ten
Slowly, I lifted the medallion up, first to my chin, then my nose. I closed my eyes and every muscle in my body flexed in the anticipation of the incredible pain that I imagined would accompany my brain being turned to mush.
With a deep breath, I lifted the medallion completely off my head.
Nothing.
I opened my eyes and looked at Will and Eva.
“I guess it didn’t—”
A searing pain exploded in my skull. I dropped to the ground, grabbing the sides of
my head. There’s no other way to describe it, except to say my brain felt like it was on fire. A wave of sound washed over me like a windstorm. A million voices all shouting at once. My vision blurred from the intensity of it.
The world around me turned dark and Eva and Will looked like shadows, even though they were right in front of me. I could just make out that they were mouthing words, but it was muffled and I couldn’t understand what they were trying to say. I held my head with both of my hands and squeezed as hard as I could, trying to ease the pain.
Oh no, I thought. Eva was right. My head is going to explode.
Slowly, I was able to take some control over the sounds. I blocked some out, shifted others to the background. The pain eased up a little. Then from among the chorus, five voices slowly rose and became more intense. I turned toward them and searched them out.
The five voices rushed toward me like storm clouds rolling in from the horizon. As they approached, the other voices became quiet. The voices melded together into a chant, deep and rhythmic. They took on form and shape, black shadows dancing in the sky above me as they chanted in unison. Long dark strands from each shape reached down like the fingers of a tornado and coiled around me, holding me, comforting me.
Then the shadows twisted tightly around me like they were ropes. The five shadows pulled as hard as they could, crushing my body. The chant continued. Louder and louder.
I screamed.
Suddenly, with a high-pitched cry, the shadows released their grip, pulled back up into the air, and disappeared.
Silence. The only sound was the wind in the trees and my own jagged breath as I lay there on the forest floor, panting from the exertion. Eva pulled me up and propped me against on her lap. “Easy, breathe,” she said. “Breathe now.”
I grasped my chest and found that the medallion was back in place.
“How did—”
“I couldn’t take it,” Will sputtered. “You screamed like you were dying. It was horrible.”
“I shouldn’t have suggested it,” Eva said softly. “It was a stupid idea.”
“No, it was working,” I said. I told them about what I had seen.
When I was done, Eva looked at me strangely. “They must have been the five Creach Lords,” she said. “But that’s impossible. They must be thousands of miles away. I’ve never heard of them being able to physically touch something from that distance.”
“What were they saying?” Will asked.
“I couldn’t make it out.” I shuddered at the thought of it. “I felt like they were pulling me toward them. Like I was being pulled out of my body.”
“Sounds like that’s exactly what they were doing. Lucky we put the medallion back on you in time,” Eva said.
“Did you see Ren Lucre?” Will asked. “Do you know where he has Cindy?”
I shook my head. Eva stood and walked away. “I guess we will have to figure out some other way.”
But nothing had changed. There was still no other way to find them.
I grabbed the medallion and lifted it off my head again.
The sound roared at me, but this time, I was ready for it. I opened my mind to the sea of voices, probing, searching. It felt like I was airborne, flying through it.
I heard the chanting from the five shadows, but I turned from them and they faded into the roar.
Then I saw a pillar of black fire, churning like it was a fiery tornado. I can’t explain why, but I immediately knew that it was him. Ren Lucre.
I dove into the black tower of fire, and suddenly, I saw a clearing in the woods that I knew. Over by the river. Right next to Swallow Falls. There were hundreds of Creach. At the center, Cindy sat on a rock with her knees up to her chest, sobbing.
My point of view moved toward Cindy, but then switched to the right at the last moment. Suddenly, I was looking at a still pool of water, the half-moon shining off the surface. Slowly, the face of Ren Lucre slid into view, reflected in the water.
That’s when I realized that I was looking through Ren Lucre’s eyes.
“I know you’re there, Jack,” Ren Lucre’s voice whispered. “I’m waiting for you.”
I felt myself flying backward, away from the clearing, out of the black tornado, through the roar of voices and back to where Eva and Will stood.
I opened my eyes, breathing hard.
“Are you OK?” Eva whispered.
I looked down and saw that I still had the medallion in my hand. I slowly put it on and looked at Eva.
“How did you do that?” Eva asked.
I picked up my sword from the ground. “I know where they’re at,” I said. “Let’s go.”
Will followed first, falling into step right next to me. “This is crazy; you know that, right?”
“The real crazy thing is that I think you’re having fun,” I said, smiling.
“Yeah,” Will said. “I guess I am.”
Eva caught up to us. “You know the old saying: it’s all fun and games until someone gets eaten by a mug-wump.”
After a few beats, Will and I erupted into much-needed laughter. Eva looked shocked at our reaction, the expression obviously common to her. But eventually she cracked a smile and then finally laughed along with us. It felt good to laugh as a group, especially since we were about to enter a fight against insurmountable odds, which none of us was likely to survive.
Twenty minutes later, that laughter felt a million miles away as we slid into position behind a huge oak tree at the edge of the clearing that I had seen.
Only now it looked different. Most of it was the same: the clearing, the churning rapids, the roar of Swallow Falls downriver . I could see Cindy sitting in the same place, hugging her knees to her chest, rocking as she cried. While the moon would have been enough light to see by, the Creach had lit dozens of torches along the edge of the river. With so much light, the forest glowed like it was day. This made what was in front of us even harder to believe.
All the Creach were gone.
Only Cindy remained, looking small and frightened.
I peered into the edge of the forest outside of the reach of the flaming torches. Even there, I couldn’t see any movement.
“What happened?” I whispered to Eva. “Is it possible something chased them off?”
Eva shook her head. “It’s a trap. It has to be.”
“What are you talking about?” Will said. “There’s no-one here .”
“I think Eva’s right,” I said. “We need to stick to the trees and move around the outside. See if we can find them first.”
Eva nodded her agreement but Will huffed in frustration. We moved to the right. I should have paid more attention, but it never occurred to me that Will would decide to do his own thing.
Eva and I climbed silently from one tree to the next, careful to scout the area below the tree first to check for Creach monsters hiding in the shadows. We were three trees over before I heard Eva hiss under her breath. I glanced over at her and she pointed to the clearing.
Will was already at the rock, trying to untie Cindy’s ropes.
“Will, no,” I said. But it was too late.
From every direction around the clearing, and rising up from the water right next to Cindy, Creach monsters closed in on Will. He held up the short sword that Hester had given him, but a harpy flew at him and easily snatched it out of his hands.
The Creach howled and screeched, many pawing the ground.
Then they fell silent. Ren Lucre strode out of the woods, flanked on either side by his personal guard of minotaurs . The Creach parted to allow a path to the new prisoner. When Cindy looked up and saw Ren Lucre, she looked terrified.
I knew how she felt. Seeing Ren Lucre brought back the same paralyzing fear I had felt before. My mouth was dry and my body shook at the sight of him.
I glanced over to Eva and saw that she was also frozen in place. She stared at Ren Lucre, her lower lip quivering. At first I thought it was fear, and that for all the talk of wanting to face Ren Lucre, she felt the same way I did. But when she turned to me, even though she had tears in her eyes, I had no doubt that what she was feeling was not the fear that gripped me. It was rage. Pure and simple rage. Whatever she felt toward Ren Lucre, it was personal and it was intense. I wondered what had happened to her to cause such pain.
Down below, Ren Lucre reached Will. An ogre had forced Will to his knees and kept his head down to the ground so that he bowed to Ren Lucre as he approached.
“So, you are the last Templar?” Ren Lucre said. “I’ve waited a long time for this moment. And not a Jerusalem Stone in sight.”
“He thinks it’s me,” I whispered. “What’s a Jerusalem Stone?” Eva ignored me and continued to stare at the scene playing out by the river.
Will shook off the ogre holding him and stood, moving in front of Cindy, his shoulders squared. Although I was scared to death for him, I felt a surge of pride at his bravery.
Ren Lucre looked at Will in confusion. “You’re not the Templar boy. How can this be?”
“Not what you expected?” Will said. “I feel the same way about you. I kinda thought you’d be taller. Maybe not so scrawny.”
The Creach grunted and squawked at this insolence. A goblin laughed hysterically, only to have a minotaur draw its sword and lop off its head. The Creach fell silent.
Ren Lucre shook his head and spun around to look at the trees.
“He knows we’re here,” whispered Eva.
“Templar!” Ren Lucre shouted. “Where are you?” Ren Lucre grabbed the sword from his minotaur bodyguard and grabbed Will, holding the sword to his throat. “Is this what your bloodline has become? That you send a boy to die for you while you hide? Can it be that you are such a coward?”
I wish I could tell you that this was when I turned brave and heroic. That I jumped out of the tree and charged into the Creach horde with my sword raised over my head, yelling a battle cry at the top of my lungs.
But that’s not what happened. In reality, I froze. I was so scared that I couldn’t move. I watched Ren Lucre hold the sword to Will’s throat; my entire body shook and I felt like I might throw up. I felt completely helpless. Worse, I felt that maybe he was right. Maybe I was a coward.
Ren Lucre spun in a circle, looking at the tree line. “He is of age!” Ren Lucre shouted. “I can feel his life force in my hands.” He grabbed Cindy and held both of them. “Come to me, Templar, or I will slit his throat and then feast on the girl.”
“We can’t just stay here,” Eva hissed. “We have to help them.”
I looked at her, the fear overwhelming now. I shook my head and looked down, embarrassed.
“Great,” Eva said, the disappointment clear in her voice. “That’s just great. OK, you can stay here. I’m going to—”
The tree all around us exploded in furious movement. Giant spiders with hairy legs and foot-long pinchers attacked us from every direction. Eva sliced one open with her sword and yellow goo poured out.
But the attack was too fast. The spiders wrapped both of us up in thick, sticky webs, and in less than a minute, we were both immobilized in cocoons with only our faces showing.
“There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” Mrs. Fitcher said from far below us. I looked down and saw her climbing up the tree, the hooks on her wings grabbing hold as she climbed, looking more like a bat than ever. She reached us and smiled. “My master will be so pleased.”
The spiders lowered us to the ground on thick strands of web. They dropped us unceremoniously from a few feet off the forest floor, so we hit hard with a thump. The spiders climbed down, lifted us up and carried us forward.
Mrs. Fitcher walked triumphantly in front of the procession of spiders toward the torch-lit circle, waving her wings in the air. She pushed her way through the monsters to the center of the circle, where the spiders dumped us in a pile at Ren Lucre’s feet. “A gift, sire,” Mrs. Fitcher said, bowing low.
Ren Lucre pushed Will and Cindy aside. The minotaur guard grabbed them roughly.
I struggled against the webbing, but it was pointless. It was too strong. Ren Lucre looked us over. “Stand them up.”
Three ogres and a rock troll lifted us up and balanced our cocoon bodies vertically. The Creach bellowed and squealed. Ren Lucre held up his hand and the clearing fell silent once again.
Silent except for the sound of my own heart hammering in my chest.
Ren Lucre took a massive sword from one of his minotaur guards and walked around us in a circle, studying us.
Suddenly, he lunged forward and slashed at both Eva and me with a few fast movements of his sword. Then stepped back. The spider cocoons that held us prisoner peeled away and fell to the ground. Amazingly, he had cut through them perfectly, right next to our skins. We were free.
Well, we were still standing in the center of a circle of over a hundred monsters, facing the Lord of Darkness himself, but at least we were out of the cocoons. And we still had our weapons.
Eva wasted no time.
In a blur of motion, she pulled knives from her suit and threw them at Ren Lucre.
Almost effortlessly, Ren Lucre knocked the knives out of the air with his sword.
Eva launched herself at Ren Lucre, aiming a kick at his chest. Again, he effortlessly deflected her attack and dropped her to the ground in a heap. A thickly, muscled minotaur grabbed her by the arms and held her tightly.
Ren Lucre smiled. “Did you really think it was going to be that easy? That you could avenge your family with the flick of a knife?”
Eva struggled against the minotaur, but it was too strong.
“Oh yes, I know who you are. I remember the taste of your mother. Your father. Your brothers and sisters. When I saw you cut off your own hand to escape your bindings, I thought to myself: there is a hunter with the proper spirit. That’s why I let you go.” He leaned into Eva. “What’s your next trick? Are you going to cut off a foot?”
Ren Lucre gave a nod to the minotaur and it threw Eva to the ground. The Creach horde erupted in cheers, eager for bloodshed.
Eva picked herself up and stood next to me. The minotaur had taken her sword. Unarmed, she stared Ren Lucre in the eye. “No, I was thinking more of cutting your heart out,” Eva said.
Behind us, I heard Cindy’s voice call my name. I turned as she and Will ran up to us. To my surprise, Cindy hugged me. I have to admit, even with everything going on, even with certain death around the corner, I still felt a little jolt of electricity go through me from her touch. That is, until I realized she was sobbing in my arms.
“Shhh…you’re going to be OK,” I lied. “You’ll see.”
“That’s not it, Jack,” Cindy sobbed. “I know what it means that you’re here. It means you’re going to die.”
Eva was right next to me. I looked at her, but her eyes were fixed ahead of her. Her breathing was quick and shallow.
“Turn around, boy. Let me see you,” Ren Lucre said.
I pushed Cindy over to Will. As I did, Will mouthed the words “I’m sorry” to me. I nodded, then turned and found myself facing Ren Lucre.
“So, are you really Henry Templar’s son? Or are you just a decoy?” Ren Lucre intoned, searching my face. “I see the resemblance to your father. The same arrogance in the way you stand. The same stupidity in your eyes. Not to mention, the same innocent Creach blood on your hands,” Ren Lucre said.
I trembled as I stood there. I tried to think of something brave to say in return, but my throat was too tight. I just stood there.
“What?” Ren Lucre said. “You have nothing to say? I’ve been waiting for this moment for twelve years and you just stand there and stare? Say something. Let me know I have finally found my vengeance.”
“I’ll say something,” Eva said. “Die, die a thousand deaths, you monster.”
Eva kicked the minotaur holding her between the legs, grabbed her sword and swung as hard as she could at Ren Lucre.
Without taking his eyes off me, he raised his own sword and easily blocked her blow. The Creach screamed at her from every direction as she swung her sword again.
“You let your friends fight for you, Templar? Could it be that the devil-werewolf was right after all? Maybe you are not who I thought you were. Maybe you are not the One,” Ren Lucre said. “Or are you simply the end of a bloodline that has been marked by cowardice all along? Your friends have courage, even though you do not. Now, watch them die for you.”
Ren Lucre turned his attention to Eva and easily parried a series of blows from her. There was no form to her attack. She was fighting with pure rage, as if she could strike him down by somehow cutting through his sword.
“Back up to the river,” she yelled at me.
As if waking from a dream state, I pulled my sword and herded Will and Cindy back to the water’s edge. We climbed onto a large, flat rock that extended out into the fastflowing rapids.
Ren Lucre was now on the offensive, clearly playing with Eva who could barely keep up with his powerful thrusts. Finally, she turned and jumped up onto the rock next to us.
Eva, Will and I stood next to each other, swords in hand. Ren Lucre turned to the Creach horde, arms raised, basking in their cheers.
Eva looked behind us into the raging, black waters and down at the edge of Swallow Falls. She looked me in the eyes. “You have to believe in yourself. You’re our greatest hope. There’s more riding on your shoulders than you know. More than you’ve been told.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I‘m so sorry.”
“There’s no time for that now,” Eva said. “Next time you will find the strength to fight him. I know you will.”
“Next time?” I said.
“Can you swim?” Eva asked.
”Yeah, of course.”
“Good luck, Jack,” Eva said. She thumped her fist to her chest. “Do your duty, come what may.”
With that, Eva shoved me hard in the chest, pushing me off the rock and into the icy cold, black waters of the river rushing below us.
I tumbled under the water for several long seconds before I was able to claw my way to the surface. The ice-cold water took my breath away and I was moving so fast through the rapids that it was hard to get my bearings.
I looked back toward the light of the torches and saw the shadowed outline of Eva and Will fighting a wall of creatures. I saw the unmistakable figure of Ren Lucre swinging a sword over his head.
Then, the current sucked me back under. I curled up with my arms around my head, trying to protect myself as I bounced off the rocks. I still had my sword and the thought crossed my mind that I might accidentally stab myself with it unless I was careful.
Somehow, I grabbed hold of a rock for a few seconds and slid my sword back into its sheath at my side. The water ripped me from the rock and I went tumbling again.
The water carried me faster and faster. Even though I was half-drowned, I remembered that Swallow Falls was just ahead of me. I knew that if I went over the falls, I was dead.
I clawed at the rocks as the current dragged me downriver. It was impossible. There was no way to stop.
I felt the water calm for just a second and I knew that I was at the edge. I kicked and raised my head out of the water and took a giant gulp of air. The last thought as I spilled over was shame that I had been too scared to help my friends when they needed me most. Now it was something that I would never be able to fix.
Down, down, down I fell. Then I hit the water. Every nerve in my body screamed from the shock. I felt my head smack against a rock and there was an explosion of light from the pain. My body went slack. Everything stopped working. I couldn’t move. My mouth opened and water slowly filled my lungs.
And then I died.


Chapter Eleven
I f you’ve ever died before, you know it’s a pretty weird experience. If you haven’t died, I suggest you wait a long as you can before you try it. (I hope your decision to read this book doesn’t make that too hard!)
The strange thing about my death was that I really didn’t know I was dying. At first, I felt myself go numb. Then slowly warmth crept in, like I had just cozied up to a roaring fire. Next, I felt like I was drifting upward into the air.
I looked down and that’s when I saw my body lying face-down in the river, bobbing along in the current. The sight of my body didn’t shock me. I felt more curious about it than anything else. It seems strange now, but I found myself wondering where my body would eventually end up. It wasn’t that I was worried; it was just a mild curiosity.
In fact, I wasn’t worried about anything. I was warm now. There was no danger. I was free to fly around the forest and go wherever I wanted.
In the back of my mind, I knew that there was something important I was supposed to remember about Will and Cindy. And another person. A girl. I could picture her face. Tall and beautiful. I just couldn’t think of her name or what was so important about her. I couldn’t remember what was so important about any of them.
The only thing I knew was the deep, glowing warmth I felt and the elation at my new power of flight.
I moved my head and shoulders to the side and I flew that direction, away from the river. I saw a body in the river, floating face-first, and wondered who it was. Too bad for that guy, I thought. But I didn’t have time for that. This flying thing was awesome.
I spread my arms and soared away from the river. I dove down low over the treetops, yelling from the rush. I twisted up into the sky and aimed toward the moon. In seconds, I was hundreds of feet in the air, laughing from the fun of it.
Still, there was something nagging at me in the back of my mind. Like I was forgetting to do something. But nothing came to me. I dive-bombed the forest again, whipping in and out of the trees.
“Jack,” a woman’s voice whispered in my ear. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
I pulled myself up, hovering in mid-air.
“Who was that?” I asked.
The voice came again, barely audible. “I said, aren’t you forgetting something?”
I knew the voice was right. I was forgetting something. Something important. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t think of it. Finally, I pushed it from my mind and soared into the sky.
“Jack,” the voice boomed, shaking the air around me like a clap of thunder. The power of it made me tumble out of the sky, down, down, down until I hit the forest floor.
I looked up and a woman, surrounded by a blue light, walked toward me. She wore a robe with the hood pulled down so I couldn’t see her face. I scrambled to my feet and drew my sword. But as the woman got closer, she pulled back the hood. I dropped my sword and fell to my knees.
The kind eyes. The fine features of her face. The hair falling to her shoulders. She was exactly how I had always imagined she would look.
“Mom,” I whispered.
She looked into my eyes and smiled. She placed her hand over her heart and slowly closed her hand so that it became the salute of the Black Guard. Then she reached down, picked up my sword and handed it to me.
I reached out and touched her hand. The second I did, images of the last twenty-four hours came flashing back to me with perfect clarity. I saw all of it in a matter of seconds. And at the end of it, I saw myself being a coward who was too scared to stand up for my friends. I felt terrible and looked down at the ground, embarrassed by my actions.
A hand bathed in blue energy reached out and lifted my face.
“No time for regret. We cannot change the past,” my mother said. “You must only learn from it, and then leave it behind you.”
I shook my head. Tears streamed down my face. “But I failed them. They’re dead because of me. Because I was too afraid.”
“They live still. I can feel their life force. Close your eyes and search for them.”
I closed my eyes and focused. I felt something distant, like a sound you can barely hear but you’re sure is there. It was a feeling, a certainty that I couldn’t explain. Yes, my friends were still alive. My heart leapt at the possibility.
I opened my eyes and the blue light glowed brightly around me. My mother’s eyes brimmed with tears. “You must face him, my son. It is the only way to save them.”
“But how?” I asked. “It will be the same as before. I can’t do it.”
“You already know the answer. Your words to your friend, T-Rex. You said we believe something only because we choose to,” she said. “Believe you can. Believe you cannot. Either way, you will be correct. It is your choice to make.”
“I was just trying to get him to jump. It’s not that simple. It can’t be,” I said. “I can’t become something just because I believe it.”
“No, but only if you truly believe in yourself will you give everything you have to accomplishing your goal. Belief is the source of courage and true belief is the hardest of all things to have,” she said. “But it is also the most powerful.”
“Am I the last Templar? Am I the One they keep talking about?”
My mother looked at me kindly as if searching for the answer herself. “Does it matter whether I said you were or you were not? It would change nothing.”
“It would change everything,” I said. “If I knew for certain, then I could believe.”
My mother smiled. “You have your father’s spirit in you, Jack. You have the blood of a thousand heroes coursing through your veins. But the courage to do this will not come because of your birthright or because of something I tell you. It will only come from a decision deep inside of you.” She placed a hand in the center of my chest and warmth spread through me. “All that matters is what you know to be true here, in your heart.”
“I don’t know if I can face him again,” I said.
“Do your duty, come what may,” she said. “It is the defining idea of the Black Guard. I’m so sorry the burden has fallen on your shoulders, my son, but it has.”
“But what if I fail?” I whispered.
“What if you don’t try?” she replied softly. “Believe in yourself, Jack. There’s so much good inside of you to believe in.”
A loud thump echoed through the forest. The earth moved like there was a small earthquake. My mother didn’t seem to feel it.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Listen to me carefully. If all else fails, you must challenge him, man to monster. It is the only way,” she said.
It happened again. Thump. And the ground shook so hard that I staggered to catch my balance.
“I don’t understand? What do you mean, challenge him?”
Another thump.
My mother took a step back away from me.
“Goodbye, Jack,” she said. “I will not have the power to come to you again. No matter what you find out about me, please know that I love you more than anything. Forgive me. What I did, I did only to protect you. Please believe me, no matter how it seems.”
“Forgive you? Forgive you for what?” I called out. “I have so many questions. What happened to you? What happened to Dad?”
But she only took another step backward, sadness filling her beautiful face.
“What I did, I did for you,” she whispered.
A massive thump, and this time, the earth shook so violently that I did fall to the ground.
Only the ground wasn’t there. I fell once again, waving my arms as I dropped through darkness, until I finally hit the ground.
I felt cold. Really cold. Chilled to the bone and wet. I rolled over and coughed up a bunch of water. I felt someone patting me on the back.
Squinting, I rolled over and was completely shocked to find myself staring at a wideeyed T-Rex. There was a pause when we both just stared at each other, then he locked me up in a bear hug.
“Boy, you really scared me,” T-Rex said. “I thought you were a goner, for sure.”
As he let me go, my head was still swimming. I looked up into the night sky and searched for that blue light. I felt a sense of profound loss as I realized that meeting my mother must have been a hallucination.
I looked around and saw that the river had carried me pretty close to town. I clutched my throbbing head and looked at T-Rex, who was still beaming ear to ear. “How did you…how did I…” I stammered, trying to get my bearings.
“You mean, how did I escape the house and end up here just in time to save your life? I’ll tell you,” T-Rex said, “but you’re not going to believe it.”
After all the strange stuff I’d been through over the last day, I found it funny that TRex would think there was anything I wouldn’t believe right now. “Try me,” I said. I sat there and listened as T-Rex told me what had happened to him.
Apparently, right after he had crawled into the attic, T-Rex immediately regretted the decision. But faced with harpies flying all over the place and a house full of monsters, he figured that he was stuck. But to make matters worse, minutes after I had left, the monsters decided to search the attic.
T-Rex heard the pull-down stairs that led into the attic creak as someone (or something) extended them down. Then heavy footsteps came up the stairs.
With little time, T-Rex jumped into the nearest hiding spot he could find: an old suitcase. He pulled the top over him and zipped it up as much as he could. Through a hole, he could see a single rock troll walk up into the attic.
It wasn’t much taller than T-Rex, but it looked ferocious in its leather-padded battle armor and full helmet. It held a spear in one hand topped with a nasty-looking barb. TRex shuddered at the thought of being skewered by it.
The troll pulled his helmet off. Even in the dim light, T-Rex could see the troll’s flat, chiseled face marked by a mouthful of jagged teeth.
He closed his eyes and listened as the heavy steps crossed back and forth across the creaking wooden floor. Then the footsteps stopped and a new sound started.
The troll was taking a pee. Right there on the floor, no more than a few feet from TRex’s suitcase. And it smelled awful. If you’ve ever smelled troll pee, you know exactly what I’m talking about. It makes a skunk seem like perfume.
T-Rex carefully raised his hand and squeezed his nose to block the smell.
The troll finished his pee and T-Rex heard the footsteps walk back down the stairs. Or so he thought.
When T-Rex unzipped the suitcase and climbed out, the troll stepped from the shadows behind him and grabbed his shoulders.
“Gots you, you itty bitty worm,” the troll grunted.
T-Rex cried out as the troll’s fingernails dug into his skin and he struggled to get free.
“Yous not be goin’ nowheres,” the troll said.
But as he dragged T-Rex forward, he stepped in his own puddle of pee, slipped and fell down hard. There was a dull thud as the troll’s head smacked into the corner of a heavy marble table.
T-Rex rolled to the side, ready for the troll to get up and run after him. But the troll didn’t move. He just lay there, flat on his back. And he wasn’t breathing.
T-Rex crawled over and waved his hand in front of the troll’s face. Then he noticed black blood oozing from the back of the troll’s head.
“So that’s why Grandma always makes me wear a helmet ,” T-Rex said. There was a commotion downstairs. T-Rex knew that with the stairs open, it was only a matter of time before another monster came up to see what was going on.
Then he had an idea.
He rolled the troll over and peeled his armor off and put it on. Then he found the helmet and pulled it over his head. It was way too large for him and rolled around uncomfortably unless he held it in place. It wasn’t perfect, but he decided that it would have to do.
He picked up the spear and cautiously walked down the stairs.
Immediately, he found himself surrounded by Creach monsters. Werewolves, hobgoblins, bat-creatures that hung from the ceiling, you name it. They were turning the house inside out, searching every inch for something. T-Rex kept to the side as he walked through the hallway, down the stairs, through the living room and out the front door. Every time a Creach grunted at him, T-Rex shook his head, pointed forward with his spear, and just kept walking. And it worked.
Before long, he had walked the length of my long driveway and reached the paved road. With a quick look around, he took off the helmet and ran as fast as he could to get away from the monsters.
“OK, so that explains the outfit, and the smell,” I said after T-Rex was done telling me about his escape, “but how the heck did you get here?”
“I thought you brought me here,” T-Rex said.
“What are you talking about?”
“I was running home to get help, when this glowing blue ball came out of nowhere and bobbed up and down in front of me, then took off into the woods,” T-Rex said. “I can’t explain it, but somehow, I just knew it was you. And that you needed my help.”
“Well, the needed-help part was right,” I said. “You saved my life.”
T-Rex smiled at the acknowledgement. “If you didn’t send that glowing ball to get me, then who did?”
I remembered the image of my mother, glowing with blue light. And I remembered the words she had said to me.
“It was my mother,” I said.
“But I thought your mother is dead,” T-Rex said.
I nodded. “She died when I was born. Then my father was killed only a couple years later.”
T-Rex sat there with his mouth open. “Did she say anything to you?” he whispered.
“Yeah,” I said, standing up with my sword in hand. “She said it wasn’t too late to go save my friends and beat up that old, ratty vampire, Ren Lucre.”
T-Rex scrambled to his feet and grabbed the troll spear and his helmet. “You mean, it’s not too late for us to save our friends.”
I smiled and held out my hand. T-Rex stood up straight and shook it. It seemed like a very adult thing to do. We didn’t high-five. We didn’t knuckle-bump. We shook hands. Because we both knew that we were no longer kids.
That night, we were members of the Black Guard.
We were monster hunters.


Chapter Twelve
I lifted the medallion over my head and the chorus of Creach voices filled my ears. I moved through them, searching for the black, twisting column of fire. I saw it far in the distance moving away from me.
“Ren Lucre!” I shouted as loud as I could.
Despite how loud everything was around me, my voice boomed in the air. The millions of voices fell silent.
“Ren Lucre!” I shouted again. “We’re not done here.”
The black tornado, which had been so far out on the horizon, bore down on me with incredible speed. Within a few seconds, the giant spinning vortex swirled in front of me, lightning flashing inside its black folds.
“You live,” Ren Lucre’s voice hissed at me. “How is that possible?”
“Are my friends still alive?” I demanded.
“Where are you?” Ren Lucre asked.
“ Tell me what happened to my friends I’ll tell you where I am.”
In answer, I suddenly heard the murmuring voices of Eva, Will and Cindy. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear snippets of what they were saying.
“Where are they taking us?” said Cindy.
“I don’t know,” Will replied. “Eva, is Jack really dead?”
“I don’t know,” Eva said. “I thought he might survive the fall, but I just don’t know.”
The tornado’s fury increased and the voices disappeared.
“Now tell me where you are,” Ren Lucre said. “Unless you are still too much of a coward.”
“Tonight I’m going to remind you what my family is capable of,” I said. “Prepare to die.”
The Creach voices erupted in a tidal wave of sound. Over the ruckus, I told Ren Lucre where to meet me an hour later.
I put the medallion back on and the Creach voices stopped. T-Rex stared at me, and from his expression, I could tell that he had heard my side of the conversation.
“Uh…I don’t get how telling Ren Lucre where and what time to meet us is a good idea. Doesn’t that just give up the element of surprise?” T-Rex said.
“Look, we can’t go to the police, right? Eva told us that half of them are Creach. Parents will just go to the police, so that’s no good,” I explained. “So it’s time to call in the cavalry.”
“The cavalry?” T-Rex said. “You mean like horses?”
“I mean like horses,” I said with a smile. “Come on, we have less than an hour to get ready.”
We marched off toward town.
An hour later, nearly four o’clock in the morning, we were on school grounds, crawling on our bellies up the hill behind the football stadium. As we crested the hill, we saw exactly what I had hoped for.
The stadium lights were on, bathing the field in bright, white light. It was set back far enough from town that no one was likely to notice. The field and bleachers were full of Creach monsters. Trolls, goblins, two-headed dogs, minotaurs, wraiths, werewolves, vampires, you name it. At the center of it all, stood Ren Lucre, surrounded by his minotaur personal guard. He held a heavy rope in his hand and at the end of it, tied together, was Eva, Will and Cindy.
“There they are,” T-Rex whispered. “They’re alive.”
As I looked down at the hundreds of Creach monsters and the towering figure of Ren Lucre, the pit in my stomach returned. The fear rose up in me. Suddenly, I found it hard to breathe.
But I took a closer look at my friends down there. I heard my mother’s voice echo in my mind:
You have the blood of a thousand heroes coursing through your veins. But the courage to do this will not come because of your birthright or because of something I tell you. It will only come from a decision deep inside of you.”
I felt the power in her words. The desire to save my friends was stronger than my fear, but it wasn’t going to make my fear go away.
But it was my choice how I would let that fear affect the kind of person I was. Whether I would let it control my actions and stop me from doing what I knew was the right thing to do. I put my hand on my chest where my mother had placed hers. Still more scared than I’d ever been in my life, I made a decision.
“Let’s do this,” I said.
“What if this doesn’t work,” T-Rex asked.
“What if we don’t try?” I said. “If we do nothing, our friends die. We can’t stand by and let that happen.” T-Rex swallowed hard and nodded. I patted him on the back. “You never know, we might just pull this off.”
“That’s reassuring,” T-Rex said.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go.”
I can only imagine how what happened next must have looked from the point of view of the Creach horde.
At the hour mark, Ren Lucre raised his hands for the Creach to be silent.
“The time is at hand, and yet, the young Templar is not here,” Ren Lucre told his flock. “Just like his kind. A coward and a liar.”
Just over the hill, where T-Rex and I had just spied on the group, came the roar of a car engine.
The Creach looked over in the direction of the sound. The engine revved again.
“What kind of treachery is this?” Ren Lucre said.
Just as the words came out of his mouth, T-Rex and I flew over the hill in Hester’s red convertible Ford Mustang. And when I say flying, I don’t just mean that we were going fast. I mean we were literally in the air.
For my first time driving, I didn’t think I was doing a bad job. Driving from Hester’s house to the school had given me a feel for the car. But now, with my heart pounding, I had the gas pedal pegged to the floor. We caught major air coming off that hill.
We hit hard, bounced around and fishtailed on the grass a little before I got it back under control.
“Yeah!” T-Rex shouted.
“Get ready!” I shouted back.
We crashed through the chain link fence surrounding the field. The Mustang’s wheels churned up the grass and I aimed into the center of the Creach horde. It was pandemonium.
Monsters ran in every direction, trying to get out of our way. The ones that were too slow bounced off the front of the car. The slowest ones went under and I felt the tires bump over them.
Not all of them were running, though.
Some were more disciplined and took swipes at the car as we passed, snarling and barking at us.
The worst were the minotaurs. Two of Ren Lucre’s guard chased after us as we cut back and forth across the field. One grabbed hold of the back bumper and held on tight as we dragged him across the field. Then I spotted him in the rear view mirror as he crawled over the back trunk and into the back seat.
“T-Rex,” I cried. “Behind us!”
“Got him!” he shouted.
T-Rex stood up in the passenger seat with his troll spear. He stabbed at the minotaur, but the beast blocked his blow. The minotaur raised his sword over his head to chop me down.
“Hold on!” I shouted at T-Rex.
I spun the wheel and the minotaur lost his balance. Because I had warned him, T-Rex recovered faster and lunged forward with his spear. He caught the minotaur in the throat and the creature tumbled out the back.
I spotted Eva, Will and Cindy, still tied up together, but now separated from Ren Lucre.
I steered toward them and slid the car to a stop right next to them.
“Jack!” Cindy yelled.
“About time,” Will said, smiling.
I jumped out of the car, sword in hand, and sliced the ropes off them. Cindy hugged me, but when I looked at Eva, she was angry.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “You should have escaped when you had the chance.”
“And miss all the fun?” I said. “No way.”
T-Rex was busy throwing each of them a weapon, courtesy of the armory we had found in the Mustang’s trunk. Even Cindy held a short sword. The Creach were getting over the shock of the car and now were closing back in.
“Get in the car!” I yelled. “Let’s get out of here.”
Eva went to get into the front passenger seat, but Cindy blocked her way and climbed in first. Eva scowled at her but jumped into the back seat with Will and T-Rex.
I looked up to see that the Creach had parted into two groups, leaving an open path down the field. At the end of the path was Ren Lucre, with a sword at his side.
I revved the engine.
“Do it,” Eva said. “You can end this.”
“Come on, Jack,” Will shouted. “Get him!”
I revved the engine even louder.
Then I felt Cindy push up against me from the passenger seat. Her mouth was next to my ear. And so was her sword.
“Turn off the engine, Jack,” Cindy whispered.
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I turned to look at her. As I did, her eyes glowed red.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “You’ve been one of them the whole time?”
Eva held her own sword at the back of Cindy’s neck. “Drop your sword or I’ll run you through, Creach.”
The skin on Cindy’s face pulled back tight and her teeth transformed into fangs. Her eyes turned bright red and she hissed at Eva with a long, serpentine tongue.
“Sorry, Jack, but your girlfriend’s kind of ugly,” Will said.
I winced in pain as Cindy’s sword punctured the skin on my neck.
“I said, let him go,” Eva hissed.
“Doesn’t work that way, monster hunter,” Cindy rasped. “He would be dead before I felt the smallest amount of pain. You know it’s true or you would already have struck.” She reached over with her spare hand and turned off the car’s engine. “Now get out of the car, all of you.”
By this time, the car was surrounded by Creach, all pointing a weapon at the car or snarling with claws or fangs exposed. We had no choice but to do as she said.
“This explains why your house wasn’t messed up when they kidnapped you,” I said.
“And why you didn’t run when you were left unguarded at the river,” Eva said.
“And why such a good-looking girl would like Jack,” Will added.
I glared at Will.
“What?” Will said. “I’m just saying…”
“I should have seen it,” Eva said. “She’s a siren. She draws men in only to feast on their flesh.”
“Only I’m sorry to say that I will not have the chance to feast on you, Jack,” Cindy said. “Not that I wouldn’t have wanted to,” she said suggestively. “But you have other plans, I’m afraid.”
Ren Lucre walked forward. He nodded at Cindy then turned his eyes to me.
“I admit I underestimated you. I didn’t even think you’d show up, let alone put up so much of a fight,” Ren Lucre said. “But now this foolishness is over. Take the boy, kill the others.”
“Wait!” I cried. “Take me, but leave them alone. Let them go. Please.”
Ren Lucre turned and smiled. “All right, Templar, I will give you a choice. They can die here or they can come with you to my castle to be tortured alongside you while your father watches.”
I felt the air rush out of me. I couldn’t have heard him right.
“What did you say?” I whispered.
“Oh yes,” Ren Lucre said, “despite what you’ve been told, your father is alive.”
I looked to Eva but she wouldn’t look me in the eye. She already knew and hadn’t told me.
“Tsk…tsk…” Ren Lucre mocked. “It’s always a shame when even friends deceive you.”
I looked back at Ren Lucre. “He’s…he’s alive? Where?” I stammered.
“Well, barely alive. My dungeon is not the most comfortable place in the world. Especially after twelve years of torture.”
I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience. My father was still alive. He was alive.
“But why?” I asked. “Why do you hate my family so much?”
Ren Lucre spat on the ground. “Because it is your bloodline who are the monsters, not mine. I swore that one day he would suffer the same as I have suffered. The same way it was done to me during the Great Sadness.”
“You mean the Atrocity, you Creach monster,” Eva said. “How many innocents were killed by the Creach during that time?”
“I was there, monster hunter,” Ren Lucre hissed. “Can you say the same?”
“Stop!” I yelled. “This is getting us nowhere.” Eva fell silent. I turned to Ren Lucre. “You offered me terms. My friends can either die here or come with me to be tortured. I say neither.”
The Creach that were gathered around us laughed and snorted. Even Ren Lucre had a smile on his lips.
“Neither?” Ren Lucre said. “I’m sorry, my young hunter, but there was not a third option.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “I challenge you to a duel.”
The Creach horde howled at this. Even though my eyes were locked onto Ren Lucre, I could see Eva shaking her head.
T-Rex leaned over to Eva. “What’s he doing?”
“I don’t know. A challenge like this is only between two members of Creach blood. If the Creach who is challenged does not accept, they die the most painful of deaths. This is very old magic.”
“But Jack doesn’t have Creach blood,” Will said. “Does he?”
Eva didn’t reply. She watched the Creach carefully, especially Ren Lucre.
The Creach horde slowly fell silent as they took stock of Ren Lucre’s reaction to my challenge. What they had thought to be a ridiculous request now seemed suddenly plausible as Ren Lucre stared me down.
“I said I challenge you, Ren Lucre,” I bellowed. “Do you accept?”
Ren Lucre’s eyes burned with hatred.
“I do,” he hissed. “Prepare to die.


Chapter Thirteen
Eva pulled the straps on the troll armor that T-Rex had given to me. It was made of stiff leather but was flexible enough at the joints for me to move freely. She placed chain mail my head that hung down to my shoulders. I gripped my sword in my right hand and a shield hung on my left forearm. Eva looked grim as she tightened my armor.
“Be ready to give ground when you need to. Watch his center; it will tell you which direction he’s going,” Eva said. “Let him attack if he presses, but don’t let him get you on your heels.”
I tried to concentrate on the advice but I couldn’t stop thinking about the revelation that my father was alive. Somewhere in the world, in some dark dungeon, he was alive. I wondered whether…
Eva slapped me hard across the face. “Do you want to die? Is that it?”
I noticed for the first time that she was worried. Really worried. “ Sorry,” I said, shaking my head to focus. “Don’t get him on his heels, got it.”
“No,” Eva said, “don’t let him get you on your heels.”
“I know,” I grinned. “I was just testing you.”
She shook her head and pulled the last strap tight.
“I heard what you said before,” I said to Eva. “About Creach blood. Because he accepted my challenge, does that mean I have Creach blood in me?”
Eva looked up in shock. “So, you don’t know? I thought…” Eva smiled. “You were bluffing.”
“My mother told me to challenge him, so I did. But she didn’t say anything about Creach blood.”
Eva looked at me oddly. “Your mother? How?”
“If we get out of here, I’ll tell you all about it.” I turned to T-Rex, who was holding the troll helmet. It was all metal and came down to my ears except for on narrow piece that extended from my forehead to my mouth. A leather strap was attached on either side, kind of like a football helmet. He handed it to me.
“I put some padding in it, so it should fit,” he said. “Be careful, OK?”
“He’s about to have a swordfight to the death against a thousand-year-old vampire, T-Rex,” Will said. “How careful do you want him to be?” Will clapped me on the back, but I noticed a quiver in his voice. He pulled me into a tight hug. “But he’s right; be careful out there.”
I was about to put the helmet on when Eva stopped me. She leaned in and kissed me on the lips.
“Do your duty, come what may,” she said, before stepping back with the others.
I felt my face grow hot from the kiss. I pulled the helmet on, thankful that it covered most of my face so that Eva couldn’t see me blush.
I turned, sword in hand, shield in the other, and faced the field of battle.
The minotaurs were bunched up together in front of me. They stepped back in unison and revealed Ren Lucre. He now wore an ornate black armor, filigreed with winding red serpents. He held a massive sword of black metal that glistened under the stadium floodlights as if were already coated with blood. One of his guards handed him a helmet, but he batted it away with the back of his hand.
We marched toward each other. My heart pounded and my legs shook as I walked. The Creach horde circled around us as we closed the distance, until finally, we stood in front of one another in the center of the field.
“This changes nothing,” Ren Lucre spat.
“Except that no matter how this fight ends, you won’t get what you want, ” I said. “If I win, you’re dead. If you win, I’m dead and you lose the only thing you want: the chance to torture me in front of my father.”
“I guess I’ll just have to settle with presenting him with your dead body,” Ren Lucre said, as he lunged forward with a great sweep of his sword.
I raised my shield just in time and caught the blow. It clanged off and nicked the top corner of my helmet. The force of it was enough to send me staggering.
With a snarl, Ren Lucre was on me, beating the shield mercilessly as I stumbled backward.
The Creach roared like we were gladiators in the arena. Over their howls and grunts, I heard Eva scream, “Get off your heels!”
Easier said than done. Ren Lucre continued his brutal assault and it was everything I could do to block the blows.
Finally, I stumbled into the line of Creach monsters. A particularly nasty-looking hobgoblin caught me under the armpits as I fell to the ground. He hoisted me up and threw me back into the ring where I landed with a thump. The crowd cheered.
I climbed to my feet as fast as I could. Ren Lucre stood in front of me, not even breathing hard. He twirled his sword in his right hand.
“Wait,” I gasped, “I have an offer for you.”
“The time for talk is over,” Ren Lucre snarled.
He stabbed at me and I jumped to my left, knocking his thrust away with my sword. He immediately changed directions and swept low at my knees. I tried to block him but I was too late. His sword sliced into my leg, just above my knee.
I fought the impulse to grab it with my hand, knowing that it would give Ren Lucre a clean shot to my head. The pain screamed up my leg like it was on fire. But I forced myself to focus on the attack.
The blows kept coming, harder and harder. I stumbled backward, and again, I ended up smashing into the line of Creach. This time, the first few rows of goblins parted in a panic and I ran into one of the minotaurs. It felt like running into a stone pillar. I bounced off and hit the ground, groaning.
Mrs. Fitcher happened to be near-by. She swooped in and kicked me in the backside until I stood up.
“Get out there, you disgusting, little boy,” Mrs. Fitcher shrieked. “Get what you deserve!”
I staggered back into the circle. I reached down and felt my leg. My hand came back covered with blood.
Ren Lucre stabbed the ground with his sword and left it there. He raised his hand toward one of his minotaurs and it threw him a mace, a pole topped with a metal ball with nasty spikes on it. He strode toward me.
“Wait,” I said. “You can still get what you want.”
“What do you mean?” Ren Lucre said, circling me as he shifted the mace from hand to hand.
“Let my friends go and I’ll withdraw my challenge,” I said, eyeing the mace. “They go free, and you get to torture me in front of my father all you want.”
Ren Lucre swung the mace from side to side then launched his attack. I dodged left, dodged right, the spiked mace ripping into the ground next to me each time, barely missing. Then I stumbled and fell backward to the ground.
I looked up just as Ren Lucre swung the mace with full force down at my head. I held up my shield and crouched beneath it.
The spikes pierced right through the shield, one of them stabbing through my forearm. I screamed from the pain.
With a grunt, Ren Lucre heaved back on the mace, pulling my shield off with it. I cradled my arm to my stomach.
The Creach roared in triumph. They knew it was only a matter of time now.
Ren Lucre threw down the mace and called for a new weapon. A minotaur walked out onto the field and handed him a long, curved sword. Ren Lucre tested the edge of the blade with his finger and smiled.
“I don’t understand,” I said, leaning on my sword,. The blood loss from my wounds was making me dizzy. “I’m trying to give you what you want. Just let my friends go and you win.”
Ren Lucre shook his head. “You fool. You invoke the oldest of magics but you know nothing about it. A challenge cannot be revoked. One of us must be defeated on the field. It cannot simply be withdrawn.”
“That would have been good to know about ten minutes ago,” I said, buying time so that I could catch my breath. I winced at the pain in my arm and leg. It was slowly dawning on me that I didn’t stand a chance of winning this fight.
Ren Lucre circled me slowly. “I can see hope leaving you. You’re just like your father, defeated in your heart long before your body.”
I looked up sharply at these words. I felt my heart pound harder in my chest and my hand clenched into a fist.
“Do your duty, come what may,” I murmured under my breath.
I stood up straighter. My pain faded into the background.
“Do your duty, come what may,” I said louder.
Ren Lucre eyed me curiously. “It is the curse of your family. Always to believe you can do something which you cannot.”
“See, you’ve got it all wrong,” I said. “It’s because we believe that we never stop. And that’s why you fear us so much, isn’t it?” I lifted my sword and held it up defiantly at Ren Lucre. “You said I’m like my father? That’s the best compliment I’ve ever gotten from a thousand-year-old, half-demented, pathetic-looking vampire.” I waved him forward. “Bring it on, you loser.”
Ren Lucre cried out and rushed toward me, the curved sword flashing in the bright stadium lights. I ran toward him, yelling at the top of my lungs.
We met in a clash of metal. We snarled and grunted as our battle reached a fevered pitch.
Ren Lucre’s sword was a blur of motion. But, somehow, impossibly, I kept up with him.
There was no time to think; I just allowed my body to react and it seemed to know what to do. I blocked every one of Ren Lucre’s thrusts with the skill of a master swordsman.
Finally, he stopped and stood in front of me, still not breathing hard, but with a look of complete frustration on his face. And, for the first time, I thought I saw fear in his eyes.
But seconds after the barrage from Ren Lucre’s sword stopped, the pain from my arm and leg roared back. I gasped for air, exhausted and barely able to breathe. My mouth was so dry that I couldn’t even swallow.
As I tried to catch my breath, somehow I understood that whatever had just happened, however I had managed that flurry of sword fighting that had seemed to come out of nowhere, it had been my best chance to win. But now my body was too tired. Too broken. I felt it in my bones. My best chance to defeat him had passed.
Ren Lucre walked over to a rock troll and snatched up its spear, a long weapon with not only a razor-sharp tip, but wicked barbs along the shaft that looked like fish hooks.
I looked back to Eva, Will and T-Rex. I could tell by their faces that things did not look good for me. Eva held up her left hand, tipped with a sharpened hook, and yelled her encouragement. My heart was beating so loudly in my ears that it sounded like she was a hundred miles away. I couldn’t help but feel like I was seeing my friends for the very last time.
I turned back to face Ren Lucre, now armed with both the curved sword and the troll spear. A cruel grin spread across his face.
“Tired, young hunter?” Ren Lucre said. “It happens to humans when they lose too much blood. Trust me, I know.”
I wanted to say something clever back, something to show him that I wasn’t going to die being afraid of him. But my mouth was so dry that I couldn’t make a sound.
I switched my sword to my left hand and closed my fist with my right. Staring at Ren Lucre defiantly, I raised my fist to my chest, then thrust it out in the salute of the Black Guard.
I looked over and saw Eva, Will and T-Rex follow my lead and do the same.
We might have been about to die. But we weren’t ever going to be defeated.
Ren Lucre flew into a rage and launched his attack.
I barely had time to grip my sword and raise it to block his first blow. He hit it so hard that it lifted me off the ground. The troll spear came next. I heard it swoosh by my head right next to my ear.
The Creach horde smelled blood and they roared into the night sky, louder than ever.
Ren Lucre swung again, even harder.
I stumbled and tried to catch myself, but I couldn’t. I fell to the ground, my sword flying from my hand. In a second, Ren Lucre was on me, the troll spear pointed at my throat.
“No!” Eva yelled.
The monsters hushed as Ren Lucre stood over me. I turned my head, ready for him to end it. When I did, I saw I had ended up close to Will, Eva and T-Rex. All three looked terrified.
Ren Lucre wore a twisted smile on his face. “You see? No matter your bloodline, no matter the sword you use, even if you had the Jerusalem Stones themselves, you are the inferior creature.” He turned to the Creach and bellowed, “This is what becomes of any who oppose me!”
I looked over at Eva and was surprised to see tears streaming down her face. I tried to shout something to her, but my mouth was so dry that it came out as only a hoarse whisper.
Eva shook her head to indicate that she didn’t understand. Ren Lucre continued to play to the Creach crowd. I tried again.
“Give me…a…hand,” I said.
She looked puzzled, then suddenly understood.
She twisted and disconnected the hook on her wrist. Taking careful aim, she chucked it straight at me.
I grabbed it just as Ren Lucre raised the troll sword to finish me off. I banged the spear aside with the hook, and then sank it into the back of Ren Lucre’s leg.
He yelled in pain and fell on one knee. As he did, he dropped the troll spear onto the grass.
I grabbed it, spun around, and skewered him right through the chest.
Everything went silent.
Ren Lucre’s eyes bulged as he looked down at the spear sticking out of his body. He clutched it and staggered backward. Finally, he looked up and sought me out, the hatred burning in his eyes.
He smiled at me with blood-covered teeth. “You think you’ve won? This…this isn’t over, Templar,” Ren Lucre said, his voice faltering as he choked on his own blood. “This isn’t over…until…you’re dead at…your father’s feet.”
His eyes rolled upward and he fell to the ground like deadweight.
The Creach horde stood in stunned silence. I dropped to my knees and watched, certain that at any second, he would get back up and come after me.
I felt a hand on my shoulder and flinched. I looked behind me. It was Eva. Her face showed that she was as amazed as I was that I was still alive. Will and T-Rex crowded around me.
Then a piercing scream erupted from right behind us.
We ducked down as a dozen harpies, led by Mrs. Fitcher, flew at Ren Lucre. They grabbed his body and lifted it into the air.
With great beats of their wings, Ren Lucre disappeared over the tree line and off into the night.
I looked around at the Creach horde. Every rock troll, wraith, werewolf and zombie stared at us.
Slowly, a few of the monsters turned their backs to us…and walked away. The few turned into more and more, until finally, every Creach turned and walked away into the night.
Cindy ran toward us, now back in her human form. She approached me, looking concerned. “ Oh, Jack, are you OK? You were so brave,” Cindy said.
Even though she had betrayed us and almost gotten us killed, her soft voice felt like music. I smiled at her. “Uh…thanks…I just…”
Eva stepped from behind me, seeing the goofy grin on my face. “Give me a break,” she said. She reared back and punched Cindy hard in the face, dropping her to the ground. “Move on, siren, or I’ll really give you something to sing about,” Eva said.
Cindy got to her feet, holding the side of her face. With one last look at me, she turned and joined the retreating Creach.
I sagged forward, suddenly exhausted. Not just from the fight and my wounds, but from all the emotions of the night: losing Aunt Sophie and Hester; finding out that my father was still alive; actually dying and seeing my mother, before coming back to life; and the ever-present dread that I was going to die. All of it suddenly hit me and I almost collapsed under the weight of it.
I felt Will, T-Rex and Eva grab hold of me to support me. Never in my life had I felt so thankful to have friends.
“Come on,” I heard Eva whisper in my ear. “Let’s get out of here.”
I suddenly realized that I had been crying. I wiped the tears away and stood with Eva’s help. I let them guide me to the Mustang, but I kept looking back at the spot where Ren Lucre’s body had lain.
I can’t tell you how I knew, but I’d never felt so certain of anything in my life.
This fight wasn’t even close to being over.


Chapter Fourteen
I walked through my house for the last time, carrying the single suitcase that I had filled with things from my room. I crossed the living room, limping from my wounds. Eva had wrapped them and the bleeding had stopped, but the pain was still there. I walked gingerly through the disaster zone. At least the Creach had carried their dead away. Incredibly, the item I was looking for was still on the fireplace mantel.
It was a picture of Aunt Sophie at a beach somewhere, holding me when I was just three or four years old. She was smiling and looking at me like I was the one thing that she loved most in the world.
And I realized that this had been true. Even though she had started from a place of hatred, tasked with the assignment to raise me only so that I could be put to death, she had found love in her heart. The picture showed the true Aunt Sophie and the true way she had felt about me. After her sacrifice, this was how she deserved to be remembered.
I packed the framed photo in my bag, took one last look around the house, and left it for the last time.
Outside, Eva, Will and T-Rex sat in the Mustang. Eva started up the engine as I jumped in.
“You all right?” Eva asked.
I nodded. Truth was, I was pretty choked up, but I was tired of crying. I was ready to move on.
Eva put the car in gear and rolled slowly down the driveway.
Next, we stopped at Will’s house. It had grass growing two feet high, shutters falling from the windows, and a white fence that was half-eaten through by termites. He stared at it for a few long seconds, then turned to us.
“There’s nothing for me here. I want to go with you guys,” Will said softly.
I looked at him, not sure what to say.
“C’mon, you know what they’re like. They’ll probably be glad to have me out of their hair. Besides, it’ll probably take them a few weeks to even notice I’m gone,” Will said.
I looked at Eva . I could tell the choice was mine.
“We’re not coming back,” I said. “Not ever.”
Will nodded. “I wouldn’t want to. Being a monster hunter might be the one thing I’m good at. You leave me here and I’ll end up like those losers down at juvy hall. You know I will.”
“Well, I could use someone to watch my back,” I said with a smile. “I’ll need all the help I can get to find my father.”
“Yeah!” Will said, high-fiving me. “This is going to be awesome.”
Eva eased the car forward and we rolled down the street toward T-Rex’s house. Noone spoke. We knew we were just seconds away from a very difficult goodbye.
“Stop,” I whispered to Eva. “Stop right here.”
Eva slowed to a stop at an intersection. If we looked to our right we could see down the street and see T-Rex’s house. Unlike the rest of the sleeping neighborhood, all the lights were on and there were people walking around. The front door was wide open.
“Grandma,” T-Rex cried out, trying to climb out from the back seat. Will held him in place. He pointed to the van parked out front. Printed on the side in neat block letters were the words Child Protective Services.
I turned in my seat. “You told me some people were trying to take your Grandma to retirement home, remember?”
T-Rex nodded, “And take me away from her.”
“That’s what Child Protective Services does,” Will said. “If I hadn’t lied for my folks, they would have taken me away ages ago,” Will said.
“If you go over there, they’re going to put you with another family,” I said. “It might not be that bad.”
T-Rex wiped his tears. “No, you guys are my family. I’m going with you.”
Eva shot me a look that said this wasn’t a possibility. There was no way T-Rex was cut out for the hard journey ahead of us, let alone ready to be a hunter. I grinned. I’ve never been one to let little things like that get in my way.
“Then you’ll come with us,” I said. “The more help I have to find my father the better.”
Eva looked at me hard. “We talked about this; you can’t go after your father. Not yet.”
“I just defeated Ren Lucre,” I said. “I think I’m ready.”
“You were undisciplined and reckless. If those monsters had attacked us at the end, we’d be dead now,” Eva said. “If you’re going to do this, do it right. Get the training first, then go for him.”
“But I—”
“If you do,” Eva said, “I will go with you on the rescue. And I can bring others.”
“And if I don’t go to the training?” I asked.
“Then you and Will are on your own. I won’t go just to watch you die,” Eva said.
My heart told me to go search for my father right away, but logically, I knew that Eva was right. Without her, I would already have been dead several times over.
“This guy, Aquinas…” I said.
“Master Aquinas, “ Eva said. “And she’s a woman.”
“She knew my father? Can she can tell me what really happened to him? To my mother?” I thought back to the last thing my mother said as she left me: Forgive me. What I did, I did only to protect you. I hadn’t mentioned it to the others, but the words ate at me. What had she done? Why would I need to forgive her for it?
And there were so many other questions. Was I really the last Templar? Had Ren Lucre accepted my challenge out of caution, or did I really have Creach blood in me?
Eva took my hand in hers. I felt the blood rush to my face and suddenly I could think only of the kiss she had given me right before the battle. I looked into her eyes and found them looking at me kindly. “I can’t promise you’ll find answers to all your questions, Jack. Only that you will find more there than I could ever give you.”
“And can she tell me what the Jerusalem Stones are?” I asked.
Eva dropped my hand and her eyes turned instantly cold. “What did you say?”
“Jerusalem Stones. Ren Lucre mentioned them two different times. At the river. Then again which we were fighting. What are they? Some kind of weapon?”
“That also would be a question for Master Aquinas,” Eva said. I could tell she knew more than she was letting on, but I already knew her well enough that I wouldn’t get anywhere pressing the issue with her.
I looked back at Sunnyvale. There was nothing for me there. All the answers I sought were ahead of me. And it seemed that many of them were to be found at the Academy.
“All right,” I said. “ You win. We’ll go to the Academy first.”
Eva put the car into gear and slowly rolled through the sleeping streets of Sunnyvale.
As we approached the town limits, I asked her, “So, what’s this place like?”
Eva grinned. “It’s no summer camp. It’s hard-core monster hunter training. It’s grueling. The instructors will push you harder than you thought possible, then they’ll push you some more. Over half the candidates don’t make it past the first week.”
“What could be so bad that they’d quit so fast?” Will asked.
“Not all of them quit. Some of them are too injured to continue,” Eva said. “It’s by far the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. And considering some of the things I’ve done, that’s saying a lot.”
“Sounds great,” Will said.
“Sounds like it’s exactly what I need,” I said.
“Do they have pizza there?” T-Rex asked.
Eva made the last turn and reached the town limits. We were on the crest of a hill overlooking a wide valley to the east. As if on cue, the sun broke the horizon and the sky glowed orange with the sunrise.
“Next stop, Monster Hunter Academy,” Eva said.
She floored the gas, the wheels spun out and we were on the road to our next adventure.


A Last Note
I’m at the Academy now and the things I’ve seen and done here are unbelievable. I thought my first night as a monster hunter was incredible, but what’s happened here at the Academy blows all of that out of the water.
This place is way more intense than I ever imagined. Eva didn’t do it justice when she said that it was the hardest thing you could do. It’s the hardest thing you could do… times ten.
Not only that, but I found out some things while I was here that could change everything. I’m not sure who’s reading my mail that I send out from this place, so I can’t tell you about it right now. It’s so nuts that you might not believe me anyway.
If I get out of here in one piece, I’ll write down everything that’s happened here. It’s so incredible that it deserves a book of its very own.
If I don’t get out of here, I just want to make sure that you’re taking the necessary precautions.
Don’t forget that you are part of the fight now. You may only be a recruit, but because you chose to read this book, you are still a monster hunter. And the monsters know it and they will find you.
Be careful out there. Double-check the shadows. Lock the doors. Bolt the windows. Stay in groups, if you can.
I hope you survive long enough to hear about my adventures at the Monster Hunter Academy. Because it will blow you away.
Do your duty, come what may.
- Jack Templar
 
By the way, I’ve set up a website to keep you posted on what’s happening and help you to protect yourself from the Creach:
WWW.JACKTEMPLAR.COM.
The password for the secret area is MONSTER.
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