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Every hero has a past…
 
And every legend has a beginning.
 
 


Chapter One
 
They gathered in the dark. Oil lamps lit the darkness of Rachel’s small home. The meager light wasn’t anything they counted on to battle back the monsters outside—one particular breed of monster, only Rachel’s own faith would keep out.
The other, nothing could keep out, but those particular monsters didn’t care for fire or strength. And there were enough men within the small structure to keep them away. Those wolf-creatures fed on fear, it seemed. And although the men and women here were very frightened, they were also determined.
Something had to be done.
They just didn’t know what.
The children slept in the back room, while the adults gathered in the front to speak in hushed tones. None of them liked leaving their homes, especially not at night, but they couldn’t be seen gathering, not like this, not to speak of these—these things. If they were, they could be seen as devils, or monsters.
Not as the people were fighting to rid the land of them.
They were losing though.
Matthew hadn’t been seen in months. Rachel’s husband, they knew, was likely dead. If Matthew—that strong, powerful man—so unafraid, so wise, had fallen to these wicked, unnatural creatures, it was only a matter of time.
Had God deserted them?
Ezekiel lifted rheumy eyes, staring at Rachel. Like so many times, she stood staring out the narrow slit of the window, as though she waited still for Matthew’s return.
Poor woman, how frightened she must be. She lived in the very outskirts of town, so far away from all others, so alone. She refused to come and live closer to town. Refused all offers of help. They knew she still clung to her hopes that Matthew would return.
Closing his eyes, he prayed, God, what are we to do now…
It seemed there wasn’t going to be an answer. There hadn’t been. Not for months and months. The odd twisted creatures—half wolf, half man—had been appearing more and more often, taking more and more of the people from the town, killing man, woman and child alike. Worse, some of the people attacked didn’t die.
Some survived. Only to turn into the monsters on the next full moon.
And other monsters—pale creatures that came only at night, creatures that could beguile you with a look. Creatures that sank teeth into a person’s neck and fed, draining the lifeblood from them. Some died. Others arose to become just like the pale things that had bitten them.
Zeke shook his head, folding his hands atop his cane and resting his chin on them. What were they going to do…
Samuel spoke. “Things have gotten worse, even since we spoke three days ago. We are still two weeks until the full moon but already the men hunting have seen three of the wolf-beasts.”
Rachel said quietly, “You sit here in terror, speaking in the dark. You have to do something.”
“Woman, be silent,” Samuel said wearily. “I know you grieve for your man, but this is something we must handle.”
She laughed bitterly. “Like you have handled it since Matthew disappeared? Talking in the dark, sending men out to search but not kill?”
Samuel rose, shaking his head. “You are a woman. You do not even know what you are speaking of. We are hunting them, trying to learn where they hide, what their weaknesses are.”
Spinning around, she glared at him, hands fisted at her side. She shoved back the cloth that covered her head as she crossed the room. Samuel stepped back, but she didn’t move to him. Instead, she went to the fire and leaned down, grabbing a flaming piece of wood from the fire.
The dancing flames cast eerie shadows on her face as she turned and stared at them. “This is their weakness. The fire. It is all Matthew took with him when he left. Fire. And night after night, he returned, unharmed, victorious. He burned them. Both the wolf-things and the pale monsters burn. The pale things fear sunlight and wood—they cannot take wood in the heart. He has killed them just with pieces of wood. Sticks, you fool. Those are their weaknesses and he told you this time and again and yet you still will not fight as he fought. You cowards.”
It had been Matthew who had discovered one of the creatures’ weaknesses.
They all knew how the pale things and the wolf-creatures alike fled from fire, recoiling in terror at the sight of burning flame. One of the warriors, long dead, had been the first one to actually use flame as a weapon.
But the wood…that had been divine intervention. One of the pale creatures had fought Matthew, wounding him, nearly killing him. Just as the pale one had launched himself at Matthew, the warrior had grabbed a thick tree limb from the ground. The end had been jagged, and Matthew had held that nasty pointed edge toward the pale one.
The pale one’s speed had propelled him onto the limb and he fell down, lifeless.
Weapons of stone and metal had no effect of the creatures. But wood—wood had killed one.
“Wood, you fools. Wood, fire, sunlight,” Rachel repeated, her voice low and angry. “Fools.”
Samuel’s face reddened with fury as a mere woman faced him down with rage in her eyes. Advancing on her, he made as though to speak when Ezekiel rose. The oldest among them, all eyes turned to him and even Samuel’s eyes dropped when Zeke spoke. “Rachel is right. We cannot keep hiding in the shadows. Matthew was our greatest warrior. But he is gone. We cannot keep waiting and watching in silence. If we are to save our town, we must act now and stop this pointless…whatever it is we have done since we have lost him.”
“Ezekiel—”
Zeke just looked at Samuel and shook his head. “No, Samuel. We tried it your way for a time. Now it is done. We must find the warriors within ourselves if we are to even stand a chance at saving ourselves.” Turning his head, he stared at Rachel. The woman still stood, glaring at Samuel with rage in her eyes, the flickering torch still clutched in her fist.
At first glance, she looked to be a vision of strength, of power. But she trembled. Zeke couldn’t even imagine the pain that must be tearing through her. But still, she stood tall and carried on. She would, until the last breath left her body. She believed in what Matthew had started. She would fight.
If she had but been born a man…
There was a knock at the door.
All fell silent. Rachel licked her lips, her eyes dropping to the torch in her hands. “A moment, please,” she called out. Her voice was steady as if she had just been discussing how unusually dry the weather had been of late. Quickly, she turned and threw the torch back into the fire as the men and women silently moved and filed into the underground chamber. In the back room, the two women that had been assigned to watch the children were doing the same with them. It took only a handful of moments. Ezekiel held the lamp as they crouched down in the darkness and they all prayed silently, as they had never prayed before.
If somebody suspected anything was amiss, they would lose yet another.
Not to the monsters, but to the town.
Too many had been killed. If not by the monsters, then by their own neighbors for heresy.
 
* * * * *
Nerves danced in her belly as she moved to the door.
Pressing one hand against it, she tried to make it sound as though she had been wakened from a sleep. “Who is it?”
“Rachel…it is Matthew.”
Time halted.
Rachel could swear that her breath, her heart, even the blood within her body stopped flowing. Nothing mattered, except that voice—that familiar, precious voice.
She started to tear at the latch, but then common sense intruded.
How…
It had been months since Matthew had been seen.
No trace of him had been found. She had even gone into the woods to search for him.
No bit of clothing, not his knife, nothing.
It was like he had never existed.
Except she dreamed of him. She remembered how it had felt to have him pressed against her in the night, the feel of his body against hers, how he had kissed her, how he had loved her.
“Matthew…” she whispered brokenly.
“Open the door, Rachel.”
Tears rolled down her face. She couldn’t. If he was here after all this time, then it was because he was one of them. The pale creatures. “I-I-” Something was wrong. She felt in her heart.
“Rachel.” His voice was husky, imploring. “Open the door, let me talk to you.”
“I-I can’t. Where have you been?”
She heard him sigh. “It’s a long story, love. Please.”
Licking her lips, she whispered, “Were—were you attacked?”
Silence. And then finally, a guttural whisper, “Yes. Yes, I was.”
She fell keening to the ground, wrapping her arms around her middle as though to keep the pain inside from tearing her apart. No, she prayed silently, lifting her eyes heavenward. Not my Matthew.
“Rachel, please. You don’t understand. There are things I need to tell you. I know the people are in there. We need to talk. All of us. There’s not much time.”
“Go away!” she sobbed.
By this time, they had heard and she could feel the men and women behind her. Ezekiel knelt down behind her stroking her hair. “Rachel, what is it?”
She lifted tear drenched eyes to his. “Matthew—they got Matthew…”
Samuel drew the sword from his back, lifting it to the door. “Whatever you do, Rachel, do not invite him in.”
From outside, they all heard a sarcastic laugh and then Matthew said, “Samuel, you lack-witted fool. That is my home. I do not need an invitation to enter my own home. The only reason I wait to enter is so that I do not frighten my friends.”
Rachel pressed her face against Ezekiel’s shoulder and sobbed.
Ezekiel, however, studied the door with thoughtful eyes. There was nothing…compelling in that man’s voice. He had fought too many of these creatures, ever since they had first appeared in the lands some fifty years ago. They had come from the east and they could compel a person with just a word and if a weak soul was fool enough to be lulled by one of them, he was done for.
After five decades, Ezekiel had learned to resist that compulsion. Prayer was the strongest resistance and strength in soul and spirit would guide you through. Wouldn’t keep the thing from killing you, but it may save you from having it take your soul when it killed you.
Or so they had thought.
Matthew had the strongest soul of any man he had ever met.
But Matthew had been taken.
“What has happened to you, Matthew?” he asked guardedly.
“Ezekiel, many things. Many, many things, but I am still the man you have known since you taught me how to hunt,” came the familiar voice, one full of weariness.
He lifted his head and caught the gaze of one of the frightened women. Ruth came over and knelt by Rachel. She wrapped the younger woman in her arms and murmured quietly to her.
Ezekiel rose slowly, old bones popping and creaking. He moved to the door, resting a hand on it. He prayed, uncertain of what he should do. In his heart, part of him had hoped and prayed along with Rachel that Matthew had been miraculously returned to them.
God would not be so cruel as to answer that prayer like this, sending the man back a monster.
No. No, He would not.
No. Straightening his shoulders, Ezekiel looked back at his friends. Their faces were filled with varying degrees of shock, fear and hope.
“My friends, he can enter whenever he wants. It is his home. Let us see why he has come.”
Slowly, he opened the door.
The man who stood there looked much as he always had, long black hair that hung past his shoulders, his handsome face a bit paler than before, but Ezekiel saw the same man he had seen months ago, when Matthew had left one night to battle the monsters. Left and never returned.
Matthew’s blue eyes held a faint glow as he stared at Rachel, crouching on the floor, refusing to look at her husband.
He looked exactly as he always had, just more pale. And although his eyes glowed like blue fire in his face, they lacked the unholy light they had seen in so many of the monsters they had all faced.
“Rachel…”
Rachel stiffened. Lifting her eyes, she looked at him, tears rolling down her face. He moved toward her, but when she started to crawl away, he stilled. His eyes closed and Ezekiel watched as powerful strong hands closed into useless fists.
Oh, he had become one of them, Ezekiel could feel it. Those things felt different.
But there was also something unique about him. He still felt like the same man.
The men and women Ezekiel had known who had been changed no longer felt the same. He knew people. He’d always had a—sense for them, for lack of a better word. It was like what had made them human had simply drained out of them along with their blood as they became the monsters.
But Matthew, it was like he was still Matthew. Full of grief as he stared at his young wife, and just as in love with her as the day they had married.
Gently, Ezekiel cleared his throat.
Matthew turned to face him, forcing a small smile. “Hello, old man.”
“Matthew.” To his shock, he felt tears choking him. “It is…good to see you, boy.”
Behind them, Samuel hissed. “He’s one of them!”
Matthew turned and glared at Samuel. “You’d best be silent. You have cost the lives of countless people with your fool ways over the past months, Samuel and you’ll be lucky if I do not beat you bloody for it.”
Samuel took one step toward Matthew. In his hand, he held a wooden crucifix. All of the monsters feared that simple wooden symbol. Matthew, though, just smiled. “I have nothing to fear from the symbol of our Lord, Samuel. I am not one of the damned. I didn’t seek or welcome this change, nor have I turned into a murdering maniac. And you and I will have a reckoning for the lives you have cost. But I’m not here to deal with you tonight.”
Enraged, Samuel lifted one of the oil lamps from the table and lobbed it at Matthew. Matthew batted it aside and took one step toward Samuel. All in the room gasped as Matthew’s eyes began to swirl and glow. “Sit down, Samuel. Be silent and sit before I lose my temper.”
The other man fell to the rush-strewn floor, his eyes glazed.
Matthew turned back to Ezekiel, his mouth grim. “Dark times have come, Zeke. Very dark.” His eyes closed and a shudder passed through him. “Their numbers multiply, more and more with every moonrise.”
Ekekiel said quietly, “I know.”
Matthew shook his head. “No. You cannot possibly understand just how many will rise in the coming days. For a time, they were isolated—we kept them trapped right here.
But they have moved beyond our borders, into the lands beyond the sea, spreading farther and farther, despite how we fought to stop them. It is time that we face them on their own ground.”
A quiet, dark man named Judas stepped from the back. Few liked him, simply for the name he was given at birth. He was as loyal and true as the sun, but because of the name… Matthew looked at him with a lifted brow. “Jude?”
“What is this you speak of, Matthew? Facing them how?”
Matthew took a deep breath and it seemed to Ezekiel that he didn’t wish to speak at all. A great burden seemed to rest on those strong shoulders. What was it that troubled him so?
 
* * * * *
Dear God, give me courage.
Matthew didn’t want to be here. Closing his eyes, he reached inside for strength. It didn’t come from within, though.
He felt a warmth. Like summer sunshine. He hadn’t seen the sunshine in months, and wouldn’t see it again—unless he was ready to die by it. But when he opened his eyes, there, just out of his field of vision, was a warm golden glow. If he tried to turn his head and catch it, he would see nothing.
Time seemed to have stopped. The faces of the people before him had stilled and none of them seemed to be breathing, blinking—they weren’t aware of him at all.
“What is this you have done?”
The voice seemed to come from all around, echoing everywhere, making his heart tremble. I have done nothing. You just needed a moment to prepare. You were given one.
Matthew shook his head. “I don’t know that I can do this thing you ask me. How can I tell them that in order to destroy these monsters we must become like them?”
You are not like them, Matthew. You are the same man you were the night you walked in the woods to fight them. And it was the strength, the courage, the faith that is in your heart that brought you through—the same will see them through.
“Benjamin…” His voice trailed off as he lifted his hands and stared at them. They looked the same. Exactly the same. But just last night, he had used these hands to rip apart one of the wolf-creatures. Rip it apart, limb by limb. The wolf-creatures had taken a child from his home. Would have eaten the poor boy. Matthew had taken the child back, knocked on the door and watched until the father dared to open the door. At first, the father had been afraid, afraid of his own child. Afraid the child was a monster.
Matthew would have rather taken the child inside and placed him sleeping in the bed, but his new body…he was a pale one now. He could enter no home without an invitation save his own. “Benjamin, how can we do this?”
The angel’s voice echoed from everywhere. Because if you do not, the foulness will spread unchecked across the land. Warriors will come, Matthew. People who will stand and battle against these monstrosities. Make no mistake about that.
But would you wait when you know you can make a difference now?
Will you let these people suffer? You can start turning the tide—here, now. Will you let these people perish when you and these men and women inside can save them? Or will you wait until another band of warriors stands ready? It may be a year before more men and women are found ready to fight. A decade. Centuries.
Matthew turned away, weary. Pressing his brow against the door, he muttered, “You know I cannot do that.”
The bright golden glow increased and a wind drifted through the room, almost like the breeze that drifted through a summer meadow. Yes, I know. The glow faded, and with it, the warmth of the angel’s presence.
But Matthew, once more, was resolute.
As he turned to face his friends, he straightened his shoulders.
There was a reason he had survived the attack so many months ago. And if this was it, by God, he would see it through.
 


Chapter Two
 
“How many?” Nicholas demanded, his eyes wide with fear. He was hardly more than a boy. Both his parents had been killed, his father by the wolf-creatures. His mother had been struggling to provide for herself and her sons, but then one night, the pale monsters came. When the call came, she couldn’t resist and she walked out the door.
But it hadn’t been to her death.
It had been Nicholas who had been forced to kill her three days later when she came back. She had tried to rape him, her own son. He had a nasty, ugly bite mark on his neck, but the worst scars were inside.
Rachel wanted to offer him comfort, but she was too afraid. For most of the night, Matthew had talked. The monsters had spread far beyond their borders, flooding what remained of the Roman Empire, traveling eastward over the seas, traveling south, north…like locusts.
Fear had her entire body shaking. Staring at Matthew, she waited to hear him answer. She was a simple woman—numbers meant little to her. Matthew had been educated. Ezekiel had seen to that. Once, long ago, Ezekiel had been an important man. What had happened, she didn’t know. But the old man had taught many things to Matthew.
Nicholas wasn’t asking for numbers, she knew. He wanted to know if they could fight the many monsters hid within the woods, if they had the strength of arms.
As Matthew lifted glittering eyes, she saw the answer there before any of the others could understand.
No. They couldn’t.
“There are many, Nicholas. Even if every man in this village was willing to fight, there would not possibly be enough.”
And those were just the ones that hadn’t moved on.
Voices rose and the men began to speak urgently amongst themselves. Women began to whisper. Some began to weep in silence. And a few even began to cry openly.
Rachel rose. Her hair flowed down her back. Her feet moved along the rushes as she wove through the people, making her way toward Matthew.
He heard her coming. She knew he did, even though he had his back to her. She could see it in the way he tensed, the way his hand closed into one tight fist. “Why didn’t you come back?” she whispered.
Patiently, she waited for him to turn and face her. Rachel wanted to look into his eyes, needed to. But he didn’t turn around. “I could not.”
“Why?” she asked baldly.
“I could not. I had to learn…” his voice trailed off and slowly, he turned.
All voices fell silent as he turned to look at her. Rachel flushed as she felt people watching them, but she didn’t care. She had to know why he hadn’t come back to her. His hand lifted, reaching up. She gasped as his flesh touched hers, the coolness of his flesh—the coolness of death. One roughened fingertip touched her neck and she swallowed as he felt the fluttering pulse there. “I could not,” he repeated, his eyes locked on the wildly beating pulse. “Not until I knew I could trust myself. You see, I am still a man. But now, I battle the hungers of a monster, Rachel. I had to wait until I knew you would be safe from those hungers.”
He wanted to touch her—touch her like he hadn’t been able to touch her in months. The silken feel of her skin under his fingers wasn’t enough. She smelled soft and sweet. The long, black sweep of her hair hung around her shoulders like a cloak—his hands itched to touch it, while at the same time, he wanted to hide her away so that none of the men there could see her. His Rachel. His woman. His wife—he hadn’t made love to her in months. Hadn’t spread her thighs and pushed inside her body…
Hot, blistering need tore through him and his fangs started to ache inside their sockets. Blood started to pound heavily. His cock throbbed and the longer he stared at Rachel, the more he hurt. The pulse in her neck fluttered and her heartbeat sped up as their gazes locked.
They could have stood alone in the crowded room as she stared up at him. “Matthew?” she whispered.
Clenching his jaw, Matthew tortured himself a little more as he breathed in more of her warm scent. “I did come back, Rachel,” he murmured, cupping her cheek in his hand. He rubbed his thumb across her lip, watching as her lashes fluttered closed.
Then he forced himself to turn away before his control snapped.
Ezekiel was watching him with those measuring eyes and Matthew jerked his gaze away. “Indeed you did come back,” the old man mused, folding gnarled hands around his cane. “Why don’t you tell us all, Matthew? You are holding back.”
 
* * * * *
Fear had dried the spit in her mouth.
“A way to become like them.”
A way to become like them…
The words echoed over and over in her head.
He was mad. He had gone mad. Rachel stood staring at Matthew, her arms wrapped around her middle as she listened to him speak.
“You cannot be serious,” Nicholas whispered, tears making his young eyes bright.
“Matthew, they are cursed.” Jude turned away, refusing to look at Matthew. Others wouldn’t even speak to him.
Ezekiel murmured, “It must possible to become as strong as they are without becoming the monster. You stand before me as proof, Matthew.”
Rachel watched as Matthew nodded curtly.
Ezekiel closed his eyes and sighed. When the old man opened them, he lifted his eyes heavenward and whispered, “I prayed for an answer—I prayed for help. I did not expect it to come in this form.”
Matthew laughed bitterly and Rachel felt tears sting her eyes. They had all prayed for help. None of them had realized the cost, though.
“I’ll do it.”
“You cannot, Zeke.”
Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed and he rose slowly, glaring angrily at Matthew as he demanded, “And I’d like to know why not, boy.”
“You are old, Ezekiel. Your time in this world is nearing its end… I can feel it somehow.”
Even though nothing changed on Matthew’s face as he spoke, Rachel felt the pain in his words as he spoke to Zeke. The old man was the closest thing that Matthew had to a father. Tears burned her eyes and she moved forward, wrapping an arm around Zeke.
Ezekiel just continued to glare stubbornly at Matthew. “Even if you can feel it, what does that have to do with anything?”
Matthew smiled. “If your body was still as strong as it was ten years ago, it wouldn’t matter at all. And if your body was as strong as your soul, it wouldn’t matter. But your body is getting weak. The body has to be strong or it won’t survive the Change.”
Ezekiel’s shoulders slumped and for once, he looked weary. Rachel hugged him and he smiled at her. “All is well, Rachel. Our prayers have been answered, after all. We have a way to fight them, finally. Something besides huddling in the dark.”
With that, he turned to face the men and women who were, arms wrapped around each other in the dark corners of the room. “Who is willing?” he asked of the men. “We have strong men here. We have all lost people to these monsters. Wives, children, mothers, fathers.”
Husbands, Rachel thought starkly as nobody answered.
As the silence continued, Ezekiel started to walk through the room. “We have a chance here. We must have strength to fight them. Our prayers have been answered. God sent back our warrior—Matthew is stronger now than he ever was, and just as true. And yet you all stand there as cowards.”
“Zeke,” Matthew said quietly, shaking his head. “They are right to be frightened.”
Rachel said flatly, “We’ve all been frightened. Ever since they came here. We’ve lived in fear. The men and women your age…you were born in fear. The children we have now live in fear. How can we expect that to stop unless we are willing to do something?”
Samuel whispered harshly, “We are doing something. But becoming monsters ourselves?”
Rachel spun to face him, her hands fisted at her sides. “My husband is not a monster. He is the same man he was when I married him. On the inside—I see that man when I look in his eyes. The monsters are the things out there that make me afraid to walk outside in my garden at night. That make you afraid to fish before the sun rises. Those are the monsters and Matthew offers us a way to take back our lives and none of you will dare say yes.”
Her heart pounded in her chest. Her head felt strange. God, do I dare? she wondered. The tears that had threatened to fall most of the night finally broke free.
The life she had once known was over. It had ended the night Matthew hadn’t returned all those weeks ago.
Quietly, she asked, “What would they have to do?”
For the longest time, he wouldn’t tell them. And when he did, the men and women looked even more terror-stricken. The pounding in her head increased and her heart raced so hard, she could hardly breathe. She wiped her damp palms on the long cloth of her robes as she paced, listening to him speak.
It sounded horrifying.
Disgusting.
Dangerous.
Frightening.
Could a person possibly survive it, she wondered.
Moving off to the side, Rachel watched surreptitiously from the shadows as he spoke—she hoped that Matthew had no idea just how closely she was listening. He wouldn’t allow her to do it.
Women had survived what the monsters had done. She’d seen them.
As Matthew had finished talking, Ezekiel turned and faced the men once more. “Who among you has the courage?” he asked quietly.
One man did bow his head and start to stand, but his wife clung to his arm. Rachel moved forward. “Jude, no. Ruth has need of you. She’s lost too much already.”
Matthew turned, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Rachel, but she wondered if maybe he saw something in her eyes. He studied her thoughtfully and then looked back at Jude and murmured agreement. “Indeed, Jude. A man should be able to spend both day and night with his wife.”
When no other man made move to rise, Ezekiel said, “So we have not one soul brave enough?”
Rachel swallowed. “I am.”
And before Matthew could say a word, she took a knife. Lifting her eyes, she forced a smile at him. “You’d never agree, love.”
 
* * * * *
Strength, speed, agility—all these things he had, and he couldn’t move fast enough to stop his wife from slashing her smooth flesh with a knife. The ripe, rich, sweet scent of her blood called to the monster inside of him even as anguish ripped his heart wide open.
He caught her as she stumbled. Blood fountained out. He clamped his hand over her wrist, squeezing until he had staunched the blood flow. “You little fool!” he bellowed.
She stared up at him, her eyes stark in her pale face. “Do it, Matthew. The life I once knew is over. I cannot live like this, not without you.”
“Rachel,” he whispered. “No.” Lifting his head, he found all of them just staring at her. “Zeke, get me something to bandage her wrist with.”
Zeke arched a brow. “You asked for one willing, Matthew, my friend. You were given an answer. I am sorry you weren’t prepared for it.”
Matthew snarled, infuriated. Enraged, he reached out, catching the front of Zeke’s shirt and dragging the old man forward. “She is not a warrior.”
Zeke arched a brow. “Why? Because she is a woman? Or because she is your wife?”
“Not my wife!”
Calm eyes held his. “So another man’s would be acceptable? Nicholas has two young brothers, hardly more than babies that he has to take care of. Is he acceptable? Why? Because he is a man? What about Jude? He is all his wife has. She has a new baby. The monsters killed her family. She has nobody in town—without Jude, where will she go? But is Jude acceptable? Who are you to decide?”
Matthew growled. No. He wouldn’t do this. Not Rachel.
But the ultimate decision, it would seem, wasn’t going to be his.
That odd eerie silence fell again. The warm spring breeze, smelling of sunshine and flowers filled the room. “I’m cold, Matthew,” Rachel whispered. “Do it, please… I smell flowers…”
Matthew closed his eyes. “Benjamin. Not her.”
The angel laughed. It wasn’t my choice,Matthew. It was hers.
Rachel smiled, lifting her face and staring past Matthew. “I would have told him that, if I thought he would have listened.”
Stubborn men like him rarely listen.
Rachel said in a wry voice, “He certainly never has listened to me.”
“You hear him,” Matthew murmured, shaking his head. He looked back down at her wrist. Blood oozed between his fingers—the pulse pounding against his fingers felt strong and steady still, but he had to get her wrist bandaged. He couldn’t keep holding the wound like this. And they had to clean it—it was deep. If they didn’t keep it clean, she could lose her hand. “What were you thinking?” he said hoarsely, shaking his head.
Just that she wanted to be with you. Just that you needed somebody brave. Somebody young and strong. She made her choice. Do what needs to be done, Matthew.
Lifting his eyes, he stared at her face. Her skin hadn’t even started to pale. “Let go, Matthew,” she murmured. “You’re holding me too tight.”
He swallowed. “If I let go, you’ll bleed to death.”
“I have to bleed, so you can do this,” she whispered.
Matthew was going to choke on the knot in his throat. Tears burned down his face as he forced his fingers to release her wrist. “Monsters shouldn’t be able to cry,” he muttered.
Blood start to flow once more and he watched as she opened her eyes and smiled up at him. “You’re not a monster…”
No. He is not.
But nothing they said could change that Matthew felt like one as he sank his fangs into Rachel’s soft flesh. And the rich, hot wine of her blood filled his belly like something so desired, so forbidden. He’d only fed on animals and the other monsters he’d hunted, never a human.
His own wife—she lay dying in his arms as he took more and more of her life blood. Her body shuddered and Matthew closed his eyes, drawing back. “She’s close, isn’t she?”
You do not even need me here, do you? Benjamin murmured.
Bitterly, Matthew said, “All I have ever needed is dying right in front of me.”
He watched as Rachel’s head hung slackly over his other arm. Their silent, still audience was still frozen and Matthew found it bitterly ironic that they were all so unaware of everything that was happening. He raised his arm, sinking his teeth into his wrist.
The blood that flowed down was deep red, far darker than it had been when he had been human. It filled her mouth, running down her cheeks, but she didn’t swallow. He shifted a little, using his body to brace hers, then he placed the fingers of his uninjured hand against her neck, rubbing slowly.
“What in the hell have I done?” he muttered hoarsely as she started to swallow.
 


Chapter Three
 
It burned like fire.
The very blood within her veins was boiling, she knew it. Opening her eyes, she stared up at Matthew. Rachel was aware of each tear that fell down her face—they hurt. Breathing hurt. Her heart beating in her chest hurt.
Sweet Lord, it felt as though even the air brushing against her body hurt.
Forcing a smile, she waited until the last of the spasms faded before she dared to speak. “It is not as bad as it was.”
Matthew turned his face away. “It will only get worse until you feed and you cannot feed until your fangs come,” he said bleakly.
Rachel closed her eyes and resisted the urge to scream. She could have done without hearing that. But she didn’t dare give in and scream, or worse—cry. Matthew looked like he was just barely clinging to sanity—his eyes were glowing. It frightened her. At the same time, though, she wanted to wrap her arms around him and hold him close. He looked lost. Her strong, brave Matthew looked so lost.
Oh, he was angry at her. She could tell. He wanted to yell at her, wanted to shake her. The fury inside him was awful, she could feel it, but he kept it under control.
Cuddling against him, she breathed in the familiar scent of his skin. They’d left their home. She barely remembered it. Where they were now, she wasn’t sure. It was a cave—dark, warm, high above the valley where their small town was nestled.
She shouldn’t have felt so safe. Not out in the darkness, lacking the protection her own home provided. The wolf-creatures could come inside her home, but fire kept them at bay.
But what would keep the monsters from coming inside this cave?
Yet she felt safe—incredibly safe, alone inside these rock walls with Matthew. His hand cupped the back of her head, threading through her hair, combing out the tangles. He’d felt cool earlier, but now his body had gotten warmer and that familiar scent flooded her head, surrounding her.
The need for him that struck her in the belly caught her by surprise. Heat ripped through her—she hadn’t forgotten this heat. But she hadn’t ever expected to be able to satisfy it again. Not with Matthew gone.
Only he wasn’t gone. He was here.
Pressing her face to his thigh, she kissed him. Her breath left her in a shaky sigh as she murmured, “Matthew, I missed you so much. I ached for you in the night and I cried, knowing you wouldn’t be there. Didn’t think you’d ever be there again.”
His hand stilled, pressing against the back of her neck. “You need to rest,” he whispered gruffly.
“No.” Shaking her head, she traced her tongue against his side, pushing up his tunic. Through the coarse, rough fabric of his braies, she cupped him.
“I need my husband. I need to feel alive again. I’ve been dead inside since you disappeared. Bring me back to life.”
At the softly murmured words, Matthew groaned. The hunger he’d kept banked inside him exploded out of control. Selfish bastard. His wife lay in agony, and grief and guilt choked him, but the moment she looked at him like that, he lost it.
Shaking his head, he fisted his hand in her hair and tried again to shove the monster of his own lust aside. Her mouth was moving higher up his thigh though, the hot caress of her breath driving him ever closer to madness. “Rachel, your body needs to rest while it can. You cannot understand what is happening to it. Rest…”
Fire started to dance inside his veins as she loosened the ties that held his braies up. Sliding her hand inside, she closed her hand around him and started to pump slowly up and down his length. Matthew’s air left him in a hiss and he arched into her touch, staring down at her in the dim light.
“I do not want rest,” she said quietly, lifting her head and staring at him. Although he knew she couldn’t see him well, he could see her quite clearly. There was a glitter in her eyes that was nearly feral, very desperate. “I’ve done little but sleep and cry—barely existing without you. I’ve rested enough. I want to live right now.”
She bent low over his lap then. Her flesh was hot, feverish from the Change raging through her and the heat of her mouth all but scalded him as she took the head of his cock inside her mouth. Without releasing him, Rachel shifted around until she had her bottom in the air and Matthew slid his hand down, palming the rounded flesh with one hand.
He fisted his free hand in her hair, pulling the heavy locks aside so he could stare down at her.
Hoarsely, he muttered, “You think I don’t understand. Damn me to hell, but I’ve been lost without you. I knew all this had come to pass for a reason, and none of it mattered without you. I just wanted my life back, my wife.”
She hummed softly in her throat and the vibration of it made his balls draw tight against him. “I wanted to have you with me again. If I had known these things would come, I would have taken you away from here months ago and all else be damned,” he growled, his head falling back.
Hunger roused inside him and he groaned as he felt his fangs slide down, pressing against his lip. That hunger should have been satisfied—but the scent of Rachel’s hungry body, the feel of her soft, sweet flesh under his hand, the warm wet caress of her mouth on his cock—all of it drove him to distraction. Did one hunger feed to the other, wake the other?
With his hand fisted in her hair, he tore her away from him and tumbled her to her back. “Enough,” he rasped as she glared up at him petulantly. “Too long—you want to feel alive? So do I. And this is how I feel alive.”
Matthew pushed her thighs apart as he shoved the long cloth of her robe to her waist. Her hair tangled around her shoulders, her face flushed with the fever, and still half-clothed, Matthew was certain she had never looked more beautiful to him. “I always knew I would come back to see you again,” he whispered, lowering his mouth to kiss her gently.
She didn’t want gentle, sweet kisses though. Rachel wrapped her arms eagerly around his neck and pushed her tongue greedily inside his mouth. The sharp edge of his fangs nicked her tongue but she didn’t seem to care. As the taste of blood filled both of their mouths, he pushed inside her, his entire body shaking. She welcomed him—the soft, sweet recesses of her body stretching around him.
Tearing his mouth away, he pressed his brow to hers. “I knew I’d see you again,” he repeated. “But I didn’t dare believe that I could touch you again. I didn’t pray that you’d still look at me with love in your eyes.”
Her eyes narrowed and she glared at him, then slowly, the glare faded and she pushed onto her elbows, pressing her mouth to his chest.
“Ouch!”
He all but had to pry her off and she only let go of him when she chose to. Rachel stroked her hands down his chest, her lashes fluttering a little. Matthew shoved up onto his hands, staring down at the neat little circle her teeth had left on his chest before looking at her.
“I do not like it when you act like a fool, Matthew,” she murmured, her lids low, her voice drowsy as she rocked her hips back and forth. “You did not think I’d look at you with love…” her voice trailed off for a moment as she looked away. Then she looked back at him and her eyes were just a little clearer. “There is nothing but love inside me for you. How can anything change that?”
Then she reached up, pressing insistently against his chest, until he rolled over, taking her with him. Rachel smiled down at him, holding his gaze with hers, as she started to rock her hips against his. “Nothing changes what is within me for you, Matthew. I have loved you since I met you. I will love you until I die…”
Her head fell back, exposing the long pale line of her throat. The savage beast of hunger tore through him and he reached up, fisted his hand in her hair and pulling her down to him. He raked her neck with his teeth, watching as a fine line of blood welled up. He licked the precious drops slowly away.
She shuddered around him, little pulsating caresses that drove him mad. Grasping her hips in his hands, he started to thrust against her harder, listening to the soft, hungry moans falling from her lips, hearing the rapid pace of her heart speeding up even more as she started to buck and plunge wildly against him.
Alive…her words echoed in his head and he brought her mouth to his, taking it hungrily as they both started to come.
She screamed into his mouth, her sheath clutching around his cock, squeezing and caressing his length until she had wrung him dry. Her hands clung to him, soft little whimpers occasionally escaping her even as her body slowly relaxed.
“I love you,” she whispered softly.
He smiled sadly, staring up into the darkness overhead. “I love you,” he murmured against her hair. She fell asleep against his chest, and he clung to her as the sun slowly rose outside.
The worse was yet to come for her—if only he could have prepared her for it.
But he could hardly stand to think of it himself.
 
* * * * *
It was worse yet as the sun rose in the sky. Retreating with her in the very depths of the cave, Matthew watched as Rachel’s body arched up off the stone floor of the cave. Her fangs had yet to break through but the fever continued to rage.
Exhaustion weighed heavy on him. He wanted to sleep. The need to take his own rest was to powerful, it took all his willpower not to lie down next to her and sleep. But he couldn’t.
Something was wrong.
It had been too long. Her fangs should have broken through. She needed to feed. Closing his eyes, he murmured, “Benjamin, where are you?”
There was no answer.
The angel that had given answers and comfort to Matthew in the long, dark months seemed to have deserted him. Rising, Matthew began to prowl the confines of the cave. “I shouldn’t have fed her,” he rasped, closing his eyes.
Behind the shield of his lids, though, he kept seeing what she had done. The blade against her wrist, the hot splash of blood, his own hungers tearing through him even as his wife’s blood spilled to the ground. Pressing his hands against his face, he tried to shove the memory away.
“Damn it!” he roared.
He spun around and drove his fist into the wall, hardly even feeling the pain, even though he heard the stone walls crack, and heard bone break. Blood welled and he could feel it trickling down his clenched fist, heard drops plopping onto the ground as he stared dumbly at the wall.
Behind him, Rachel whimpered, tossing her head. Slowly, he turned, staring at her flushed face. Her eyes were opened, but she saw nothing, staring blindly up at the ceiling.
She was dying. In his gut, he knew it.
“So I am to lose you after all,” he whispered brokenly, moving to her side. He sank to his knees and reached out, drawing her against him.
“Matthew…” she moaned, cuddling against him. “I am so hungry—my belly, it’s empty.”
He lifted his hand, staring at the blood trickling down his wrist. She couldn’t feed well, not on her own at all, until her fangs broke through. But he couldn’t keep her here, starving, wasting away until they came through. He placed his bloodied wrist to her mouth. “Here, sweet. This will help for a while.”
Rachel turned away. “No—I want food. Matthew, food, please.”
Food…bitter anger raged through him. “You cannot, Rachel. Not any more.” Even the thought of food turned his belly.
“But I want it,” she moaned. Curling up, she started to shake. “I want food—eat…eat…I want food, so hungry!” Her voice ended with a wail and when she lifted her head to stare at him, her eyes were glowing, swirling with that odd glow of power.
 
* * * * *
Did not listen to me…damned man, they never listen…men never do… Rachel rose from the floor, pacing in circles as she waited for the sun to set. There was a voice murmuring to her, a lovely, bell soft voice had circled around and around in her head.
Do not be so angry—do not curse him so, he worries for you…
“I would be fine, if he would just listen,” she had muttered, ignoring the odd looks her husband had given her.
Men rarely listen, Rachel—it is just in their nature.
Oh, that man couldn’t have been more right. No, Matthew didn’t listen.
She needed to eat. There was an insistent little voice in her head, telling her to do just that. She couldn’t explain why she had to do it, but she had to eat. Her gums itched and her jaws ached, but her belly, it was like an empty, aching pit and she needed to fill it.
He was watching her. She could feel his eyes on her, knew he was worried. But she just had to eat. Had to get some food inside her.
Had to…
The sun set.
Rachel turned, staring at Matthew. His eyes glittered and the empty knot of her belly quivered, the ache fading for a moment as a hunger of a different kind made itself known.
But then that voice started to whisper again. Go…eat…food…
Spinning on her heel, Rachel darted out into the night.
He caught up with her just as she hit the tree line.
Her hand closed over the apple. It wasn’t ripe yet—not even close, but she didn’t care. She bit into it and the sour taste flooded her mouth like the sweetest nectar. She had to fight to swallow, though. Her throat didn’t want to work. Matthew’s hands closed over her shoulders, his fingers biting into her skin as he shook her slightly. “Damn it, Rachel, what are you doing?”
She jerked, trying to tear away from him. Matthew wouldn’t let go so she just ignored him, taking another bite of the apple. It hurt to swallow, but the knot in her belly loosened a little. The ache in her gums faded some—her mind cleared a little with each bite she took.
“Rachel, you can’t feed like you’re human…” Matthew murmured, but as she continued to eat the apple, his voice trailed away and his hands loosened.
Rachel dropped the core of the apple to the ground and lifted her eyes, staring up at the tree. She didn’t wanted fruit.
She wanted something else. Meat. Or bread—something warm and yeasty, fresh from the oven.
Had to be something more solid. Yes, that was what she needed. Fruit was all well and good, but it wouldn’t stay long in her belly. Bread and meat, that was what she needed.
“That’s what I will go and find,” she whispered, delicately licking away the juice from her fingers before she moved away from Matthew.
Dragging air into her lungs, she started to wander toward town. Rachel was barely aware of the ground under her feet, not even hearing Matthew moving behind her.
Everything felt so surreal. The colors of the night hadn’t ever seemed this bright, this rich. The hard-packed dirt road under her feet felt dry and coarse, but her feet felt so much more sensitive and walking was almost painful. The air on her skin was a touch almost too harsh.
Everything was just too much.
The only thing that kept her from running back to the cool solitude of Matthew’s cave was the hunger in her belly.
In the air was the rich smell of meat roasting. It filled her nostrils and she licked her lips, following it. It led down the path through the town, down a familiar road and when she stopped, it was a place she had seen before.
Many times. Crossing her arms, over her chest, she stood there, staring at the door, her brow wrinkled.
“Rachel, come with me now,” Matthew demanded, his voice low and insistent.
“I’m hungry, Matthew,” she murmured.
“You will not feed here.”
She cast him a petulant look. “The food smells good.”
It was Zeke’s home.
 
* * * * *
His wife had become a monster. Matthew reached out just as the door opened, intent on grabbing her and carrying her away. What he would do with her, he didn’t know—could he kill her? His own wife?
But before he could touch her, Rachel lunged forward, knocking Zeke aside.
And she entered the small home freely. The threshold posed no obstacle for her.
There was a wild, animalistic look on her face. Matthew lunged for her, but he slammed against an unseen wall at the door. “For the love of God, Zeke, invite me in,” he rasped, staring at Rachel with horror.
“Come in, Matthew,” Zeke said weakly as he shoved his weary body up from the ground, staring at Rachel.
Matthew entered, feeling the vestiges of whatever power kept him out of the home fall apart. He went to grab Rachel and then he stopped dead in his tracks. He hadn’t even noticed the rich scent that filled the air.
But apparently it was what had Rachel so enraptured.
She was sitting in front of the fire and in her hands, she held a hunk of meat, the juice coating her hands as she sank her teeth into it. Moans of ecstasy slid from her throat with each bite. And Matthew found himself getting hard as he stood there and watched her eat.
And he was also confused as hell.
She was eating.
He had thought she was going to rip out Zeke’s throat. She had the look in her eyes of a creature starved, staring at the door like a woman possessed.
And she had indeed come looking to feed—on human food. She’d eaten an apple. And right now, she was feasting on what was likely Zeke’s dinner.
But damn it, the Change had started on her. It made no sense. The things that made her alive had changed, her heart, her breathing, even the color of her skin had changed. She was paler. Her heart was slower. The scent of her skin had changed.
She wasn’t human any more.
Sinking to his knees beside her, he stared at her, watching her eat.
One thing was certain, though. Rachel wasn’t wholly one of the pale creatures either.
“Matthew.”
Lifting his eyes, he found Zeke staring at Rachel with a very puzzled expression on his face. “Hello, Zeke,” he said tiredly, scrubbing a hand over his face.
“Matthew, I’m a little confused.”
“Brother, as am I. As am I.”
Zeke lowered himself onto a bench, resting his back against the wall. “She took your blood, Matthew. I remember that much before you disappeared. You have been gone for three days. By this time, she should either be a pale one, or dead.”
Matthew simply arched a brow. “I know full well what should have happened by now.” He looked down at Rachel. She looked completely unaware of them as she tossed down the bones, licking the juices from her fingers. Her eyes were downcast, the thick fringe of her lashes hiding her eyes from them.
Finally, she polished away the hunk of roasted meat and sighed, a look of satisfaction on her face.
She arched her back, stretching her arms over her head. Then she smiled and looked up at them, blinking sleepily.
Matthew heard Zeke’s startled breath behind him. “She has Changed, Zeke,” he murmured, watching as his wife from the ground. “I am just not sure what she has Changed in to.”
Rachel smiled at him and then she stretched out on the floor, curling up in front of the fire like a cat.
Within moments, she was asleep.
“She is not one of you.”
Matthew turned and studied Zeke. “I know I am no longer a man. I am no longer able to walk in the sun and I can no longer sit down and break bread with you. But I am not the same as one of them, either.”
Zeke offered a small smile. “I am sorry, my friend. I know that—this is—this is just very strange.”
Matthew sighed as he knelt down by his wife. Reaching out, he stroked a hand down the long, gleaming black banner of her hair. The fear and worry that had eaten at his gut had eased a bit, but now he was full of confusion. Driving a hand through his hair, he muttered, “Strange—that does not even begin to describe it. What is going on?”
Matthew, one day, would learn not ask such vague questions. He’d learned that Benjamin liked to arrive at just such times—if Matthew hadn’t thought angels to be above such trivial behavior, he would think it amused the man.
If you wanted to know what was going on, perhaps you could have asked?
The look on Zeke’s face was quite amusing—Matthew was certain he would have laughed, if he could have gotten past the surprise of realizing the old man had heard the angel speak.
“Lord be praised…” Zeke fell to the floor, pressing his face to the ground.
I am nothing so high as the Lord, Ezekiel. Just a messenger, a friend to help in these dark and troublesome times. Do not kneel before me.
“What is becoming of Rachel?”
Matthew kept his voice level and he hoped the anger he felt didn’t show in his voice, but he was angry. So angry, so afraid. Nothing had gone as planned—Rachel wasn’t supposed to have become a warrior. She should have been safe, lived out her life… And the Change had gone all wrong—
Actually the Change went exactly according to plan. It just was not YOUR plan.
Matthew lifted his head.
For once, just once, he would like to see this man as he spoke to him. “Benjamin, must you always speak in riddles?” he asked wearily.
The laugh that filled the room, for once, sounded a little more solid. Startled, Matthew turned and the sight that stood before him was completely unexpected.
The man that stood before him wasn’t a man at all. Or just barely. Benjamin seemed hardly more than a child. The top of his head was covered with a gleaming cap of gilded curls that barely reached his shoulders.
He met Matthew’s eyes and smiled. “Hello, Matthew.”
Matthew couldn’t speak. He just stood there and stared, his heart pounding, his throat dry and tight. Benjamin chuckled as he walked by and moved to look at Rachel. His eyes softened, sympathy moving through them. “She is having a hard time,” he murmured.
Narrowing his eyes, Matthew realized he wasn’t frozen after all. “Damned right, she is!”
“Matthew!” Zeke hissed, his voice full of horror and fear.
Benjamin glanced at Zeke. “He wouldn’t be much of a husband if he wasn’t worried for his woman, now would he?” Kneeling down by Rachel, he touched his palm to her brow. Matthew realized, that even though Benjamin looked solid enough, the boy glowed. His skin had a soft gleaming sheen to it and the light from it cast faint shadows on Rachel’s skin as he touched her. She moaned at the angel’s touch but then she fell silent and the lines of pain that had marred her face for days were gone. “She will rest now,” Benjamin whispered, his face somber.
Rising, he turned and faced Matthew. “We need a warrior—you understand that.”
“Rachel isn’t a warrior.”
“Why? Because she is female? Because her heart is soft and her muscles aren’t as developed as yours?” Benjamin made a face. “Her heart is soft. And that is why we need her. Some of the people we must fight for are the ones warriors would kill out of habit. She will see them—through her eyes, you will learn to see them as well. She has strength now. She will learn to fight as well as you do, and better, because she hasn’t the weaknesses that you do.”
“What weaknesses, Benjamin? Tell me, please! I have done all that has ever been asked—what weaknesses?”
Benjamin smiled and there was a world of sadness in it. “The weaknesses of many a warrior, Matthew. The weakness of many a man, in fact. You see what is before you—you do not often see what is inside. Rachel can and she will.” Benjamin smiled, glancing to Zeke, an appraising look in his eyes. “Now this one, he can see inside the soul, quite well. But his body is weak.”
Benjamin looked once more at Matthew. “You cannot win a war by might alone. I thought perhaps you understood that. You knew that sacrifices would have to be made.”
“Sacrifices,” Matthew whispered bitterly, the word like ashes on his tongue. Part of him wanted to move toward Benjamin, wanted to fight, wanted to scream. Rachel, his soft, sweet wife, she wasn’t a warrior. She was his woman, his comfort. “Damn you,” he rasped, shaking his head. “She isn’t a warrior.”
Benjamin shook his head. “She had to become one—as did all of you the day this darkness came into this land. Why can you not see that?”
“And this is what my God would have me do? Ask my woman to fight battles?” Matthew raged. “She should be home—safe.”
“And ever lonely. Away from you, mourning you, for the rest of her life. For she will never love another, not the way she loves you. Especially now that she has seen you again, now that she knows you live still.” Benjamin shook his head. “It isn’t just the monsters you must face. You must learn how to make warriors from those they have changed—men and women who will become what you are. You are a warrior and have been from the beginning, Matthew. But Rachel, she was made into one. She knows how to do what you do not. She looks inside a person. And she sees inside the heart. And there’s more—so much more.”
Matthew clenched hands into angry fists as he stared at Benjamin. “More to what?” he demanded.
Benjamin smiled and obliquely said, “More to her.” Without another word, he faded away and was lost to sight.
 


Chapter Four
 
She looked better. Much better.
Almost disturbingly so.
Matthew hadn’t seen another pale one who had color quite like Rachel had. She looked almost like she had when she was human—a soft flush high on her cheeks, her lips rosy. But her heart rate was far too slow, and she only breathed a few times a minute.
She kept glancing at the horizon with a nervousness in her eyes.
Matthew stayed just at her shoulder, watching her closely as they walked to the cave. Sunrise was still a bit away. They had time. He understood the fear though. He could feel the coming sun himself and he wanted to be deep inside the caves before the sun even neared the horizon…
A wolf-creature.
The smell of the male was unmistakable. The monsters seemed to be in an almost constant state of rut. Heavy in the air, he smelled the scent of fear, excitement and sexual hunger, a miasma that followed the wolf-creatures everywhere they went.
Some of them didn’t need the moon to change.
Those were the stronger ones. And the most deadly, it seemed. They changed at will and when they bit a human, the person almost always survived the sickness and come the next moonrise, they changed into a wolf-creature as well.
“Go back to the cave, Rachel,” Matthew said flatly. The heavy press of his fangs throbbed in his sockets and his gums itched. His mouth watered, already craving the taste of wolf blood and his heart pounded in anticipation of the coming fight.
It wasn’t until he started to head away from Rachel that he realized she hadn’t headed back to the cave.
Instead, Rachel stood staring in the direction of the wolf, her head cock, her eyes wide, that odd fey look to them he’d seen earlier.
And she looked almost as hungry now as she had when she’d been following the scent of roasting meat to Ezekiel’s home.
“It smells good,” she whispered gruffly, her lids drooping.
The smell of fear—damn it.
She shook her head, muttering to herself. “Bad man, wicked thing. Shouldn’t be allowed out…”
Then she took off running and she moved like the wind, moving past Matthew with a speed that made him feel like he was standing still.
When he did finally catch her, it was because she had stopped. Perhaps stopped wasn’t the word. Rachel had launched herself at the wolf-thing and Matthew’s heart split in two as he watched her tear it. Fear ate him—Rachel knew nothing of how to fight, but there she was, tearing at the wolf like a woman possessed.
He needed to get her away.
But on the ground, there was a battered, bloodied woman.
The wolf-creature had raped her and she bled all over from a dozen nasty bites. Matthew couldn’t stand her screams.
It would take only moments to lull her into sleep and Rachel—he shoved his fear for her aside. She was stronger now. It would take moments and then whatever wounds the wolf-monster did—
Matthew would have to live with the guilt. He had done this to her. He and he alone. She wouldn’t die. The wolf-creature wouldn’t kill Rachel easily. Matthew knelt by the screaming woman’s side, catching her eyes with his. She stared at him, her torn mouth open, tears streaming down her face.
“Sleep now,” he whispered. “Sleep.”
The scream cut off abruptly and her face went slack. He was aware of the silence behind him—terror filled him. Rachel was alive. He could hear her heartbeat. She was alive—he would take care of her. Whatever harm had been done to her…
Matthew rose, tensing his body prepared to lunge and instead found himself staring dumbly at Rachel.
The wolf-creature lay on the ground, all but slack with terror. She sat atop him, staring down at him with a solemn face. Her eyes glowed, her mouth gleamed wet in the moonlight and the delicate point of fang showed as she spoke, “You’re to die, you understand that.”
The wolf-creature just stared at her.
She sighed, shaking her head. “Change back. Do not lay there like some animal when I know some part of you understands me. You know what you did was wrong—I feel that inside you. Change back and face your sentence like a man.”
Sentence… Matthew thought, watching her. He started toward her. “Rachel, there’s nothing left inside him of the man he was. Just a monster.”
She lifted her gaze up. Shaking her head, she murmured, “There is. I feel it, Matthew. Just like I feel that she will not become the foul thing he is. He chose it—he wanted to be a monster. You chose not to become a monster. I chose not to become one. He wanted to be one.” Her voice dropped to a ghostly whisper and she repeated it one final time, “He wanted to.”
Then she snapped out, “Change back.”
Matthew stared, shocked, as the fur slowly receded back into flesh, as the elongated bones shifted and the wolf-man became simply man. A man he knew. His name was Robert. Matthew had known him since they’d been boys—Robert had always been weak-willed. Although Matthew would not have called him evil.
“Robert.”
Robert snarled up at him and tried to shove Rachel off. She simply planted her hand in his face and shoved back. “Be silent. Be still,” she warned. Lifting her eyes, she stared at Matthew. “We have no fire.”
He drew the silver knife he carried at his waist and said, “I will deal with him.”
Rachel lifted a brow. “No. This is mine.”
“Rachel.”
She shook her head. “This is mine. I found him. I judged him—his sentence is mine to carry out.” She held out her hand for the knife.
And for some inexplicable reason, Matthew found himself handing it to her. He watched in sheer, dumb shock as she lifted it over head, driving it straight into Robert’s heart and the man stared up at her stupefied as the knife flashed down like a silver streak.
Smoke rose from his chest as Rachel slowly and thoroughly twisted the knife, destroying the heart completely.
Slowly, Matthew asked, “What is this talk you speak of…sentences and judgment? Judgment is not ours.”
Rachel rose slowly, stepping delicately away from Robert’s still body. “No. It is not. But he cannot be allowed to roam among our lands—and what man can stop him? There must be peacemakers—there must be balance. Men cannot find these things. We must. And we will.”
Then she looked to the woman laying on the ground, her face crumpling. “Oh, she hurts. She hurts so badly.” She moved to the woman and knelt by her side, stroking her hand down hair tangled and matted with blood. “It will be all right, love. I promise you, it will.”
Matthew didn’t want to add to the grief he saw in Rachel’s eyes. How could he explain that within a few weeks, the woman’s mind would be eaten up with the madness that came with the moon? She would soon want nothing more than to feed her hungers, both physical and sexual.
“No, she won’t.”
Matthew started. Rachel gently brushed bits of dirt away from the woman’s face. “She has a good heart, a strong soul. That is the heart of a Hunter. The heart of a warrior.”
“A Hunter.”
The warm golden glow manifested before them as Rachel said quietly, “A Hunter.”
Benjamin stepped forward and his eyes darkened with rage as he stared at the woman. He knelt beside her, touching his hands to the nasty bites that marred her flesh. Every place his hands touched, a golden glow was left and when that golden glow faded, only healed flesh remained.
“I cannot take away the memories. The memories are what gives a warrior, a Hunter, her resolve,” Benjamin said quietly as he worked. “It would be like if I made you forget your Rachel, Matthew. With nothing to hold on to, perhaps you as well, would have become a monster.”
Matthew curled his lip. “So you leave her bitter memories?”
“No. I leave her with the understanding of why she must fight the evil that did this to her, so that another woman might never know it,” Benjamin replied levelly.
Benjamin’s hands passed over all the injuries that Matthew’s eyes could see and then the angel rested his hands low over her belly. Those injuries there must be the worst and he did not want to imagine the pain she suffered. “Although I have dulled her memories some, even if I could completely remove her memory of this night, I would not. It is not my place. Memory is a personal thing—if she is to forget, then she will.”
“She shouldn’t forget.”
Matthew looked at Rachel. Her voice was low, angry and passionate. Tears glimmered in her soft brown eyes and her voice was hoarse with the anger that he sensed within her. “And she won’t. There is too much anger and fear inside her. She fears it happening again. She’s angry it happened at all. And she’s afraid it could happen to another—she has a daughter. Sisters. She’ll be one of us.”
“You would have her remember this?” Matthew demanded, slashing a hand toward the dead body laying just a few feet away.
Rachel shook her head. “No. I would that it never happened. But it did. And now what I want is more people who are strong enough to help Hunt the monsters who would do this. To keep them from doing it before it can happen.”
There was something about the way she said it…Hunt. Almost like it became a different word entirely. Matthew caught a glimpse of Benjamin from the corner of his eye and he was watching Rachel with approving eyes.
Benjamin flicked Matthew an odd, sidelong glance. “There must be balance, Matthew. Always.”
 
* * * * *
Her name was Mary.
In the cool darkness of the cave, Rachel watched to make sure she continued to sleep before rising and turning to Matthew. He had carried the sleeping woman back here silently and now he just stared at Rachel silently.
What was he thinking?
He looked at her so strangely.
Had ever since he’d come on her to find her rising from that wolf-creature, the thing’s blood hot in her mouth. Rachel honestly didn’t remember feeding on him. She didn’t remember the fiery hot pain as her fangs broke through so fast, didn’t remember lunging for him, none of it.
Well, she remembered feeling almost euphorically satisfied. But then the euphoria cleared—like icy water splashed in her face, she realized where she was and what had happened. And too much of what happened. It was no monster that she had fed on. It was a man, and one she knew.
Robert wasn’t a man she’d ever particularly cared for, although she wouldn’t have thought he’d be a rapist. The flaws inside his character had always been there. But the change he went through brought them out, made them worse. He hadn’t been a monster—until he chose to become one.
Matthew stared at her. His dark blue eyes were opaque, unreadable. He didn’t know what to make of her, of what had happened.
Rachel sighed, casting a glance over her shoulder at Mary. It had been justice, what she had done. Robert had needed to die. If he hadn’t died, then he would have killed again, and again, again and again. Her gut murmured that if Matthew had killed Robert, it would rest easier on his soul, but it bothered him that she had done it.
He looked at her and didn’t understand what he saw.
Rachel, though, had never seen so clearly. Destiny wasn’t something she understood, but she already accepted it.
Her and her husband’s lives lay planned out before them—they had to hunt down the creatures like Robert—save the ones like Mary, ones who’d become the warriors, the Hunters. Kill the monsters. Train the Hunters.
It was all so clear.
She just had to make him see it.
Right now though—she had other plans in mind.
Licking her lips, she gestured to him, leading him past a rock formation that jutted out from the cave wall, hiding them from view. Before Benjamin had left them, he’d said he wanted Mary to rest until her body recovered a little so he had placed her mind into a resting state that would last a day or so.
Right now, she lay sleeping peacefully by the fire, covered with a rough cloth. Rachel had tucked her into one of Matthew’s tunics until they could get Mary some clothing.
But Rachel didn’t want to make love to her husband in view of another person, whether the woman was asleep or not.
“Rachel—”
She could see the worry in his eyes, the questions, the need to talk. He had questions about what had happened earlier. About what was happening to her, to them, to their lives. She had no answers for him, but Rachel didn’t need any.
She had everything she needed right here in front of her.
Lifting a hand, she covered his lips with her fingers. Softly, she murmured, “Hush.” She moved against him, rising on her toes as she wrapped one arm around his neck. Her breasts crushed into his chest and she moaned hungrily as his hands came up to cup her hips. “Just touch me—nothing else matters now, does it? We are together, alive, safe. Isn’t that all we need?”
So many questions, she could see them lingering in his eyes. “Shhh,” she whispered, leaning into him and replacing her fingers with her lips. She licked at his mouth delicately, shivering as his taste flooded her senses.
That taste had always intoxicated her, but it seemed so much more now. Everything seemed so much more. Life seemed so much more. The love in her heart seemed so much more. She shivered as he groaned, the vibration of it rumbling against her breasts. Her nipples tightened to the point of pain.
She felt it, the second his control snapped and whatever questions and doubts he had simply faded away. Matthew’s arms came around her and he whirled, pressing her against the smooth, cool wall of rock at her back.
His hands shoved the swaths of cloth covering her to her waist as he tore his mouth away from hers, his head moving down her throat. She gasped at the hot sensation of his teeth raking along the sensitive cord of flesh there. “You are right,” he rasped. “You are with me—this is all that matters for now.”
Between her legs, she felt the hot, thick column of flesh pressing against her then he was inside. Sharp discomfort lanced through her as he pushed inside, deep and fast—but she clung to him with greedy hands. Within moments, she was as wet as he was hard, the slick flesh of her sex clutching at his cock.
“I love you,” he muttered, his mouth pressed against her neck. Rachel brought her hand up, pressing his head against her, hungry to feel his mouth on her. “I love you so much—I ached for you, longed for you while slept the daylight away. And I had to force myself to stay away from you through the nights. Do not ever leave me, Rachel.”
He thrust against her as he spoke and she arched into him, taking him as hungrily, as desperately as he took her. “I will not, so long as you never leave me,” she promised, one hand fisted in his hair, holding him to her. She clutched at his shoulders with her other hand, keeping him as close as she could.
There was a fiery yet icy cold pain at her neck that faded almost as soon as she felt it, replaced by a blissful lassitude. Her eyes flew wide as she realized he had bitten her—the shock of it spurred a new hunger and she screamed, arching her back and bringing up her legs, wrapping them around his waist, her heels digging into his back.
“Matthew!”
He pummeled his hips into the cradle of hers and the power of his thrusts, the iron hard feel of his cock felt almost brutal, yet she craved more. The tension mounted inside her body, building and building, yet she couldn’t seem to reach the peak of it, arching against him, clutching at him with desperate hands.
His mouth came up and covered hers, his tongue pushing greedily into her mouth. She caught it in her teeth, biting down lightly and he growled against her. One hand came up, cupping the back of her hair, fisting in the long locks and dragging her head back, staring into her eyes.
His other hand palmed her rump, cupping the taut flesh, kneading it roughly, restlessly. His hand left her for one second and then came down quickly, swiftly, striking her flesh in a light smack. Rachel stiffened against him and in that brief moment, everything inside exploded.
She stiffened around the thick pillar of his sex even as he shoved inside her, screaming hoarsely as she came, her body quaking in his arms, jerking with violent spasms.
Rachel stared at him for a long moment and then her vision started to gray.
Matthew watched as her lashes fluttered down, dimly aware of it, but the monstrous lust inside rode him still and he moved within her, gathering her body close. Burying his face against her neck, he growled as her pussy continued to ripple and spasm around his cock.
Those tiny little caresses drove him to insanity, pushing him over the edge. His cock jerked and he came inside her, the intensity of it leaving him weak. He sank to his knees, still holding her trembling body in his arms.
His entire body felt like mush.
His brain had ceased to function.
Each slow beat of his heart echoed throughout his entire being and the scent of his wife’s body flooded his senses. For a very long while, everything but the two of them ceased to exist.
But then he became aware of the sweet taste of blood that still lingered in his mouth, the faint scent of it that still lingered in the air.
“My God,” he whispered, lifting his head to stare down at Rachel. “What have I done?”
Her lashes lifted slowly and she smiled sleepily up at him. “Hummm?”
“Rachel…”
She arched against him like a little kitten, wrapping her arms around his neck and cuddling close. “You think too much, Matthew. You have done nothing wrong. I am not hurt. You are not hurt. Let us just rest—we have so much work ahead of us. You shouldn’t weary yourself fighting with your own conscious.”
 
* * * * *
Matthew was waiting when Mary’s eyes opened late that evening. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his wife.
But she hadn’t seen these creatures as the wolf’s change started to come on them. Matthew had. It could come suddenly—or it could wait until the coming of the full moon. But Matthew wouldn’t risk this woman rising from her sleep alone.
If there was already a monster lurking inside her soul, he would have to deal with it.
Just as well that Rachel had wandered out of the cave the moment the sun set. If he had to kill this woman, it would weigh heavy on his soul, but it would be easier if Rachel weren’t there to witness it.
A sigh escaped Mary just before her lashes lifted.
“Hello, Mary,” he said quietly.
She stiffened at the sound of his voice, her entire body tensing.
Matthew remained where he was, waiting until she sought him out in the dark. She sat up, scrambling back away from him, her eyes half-wild as she stared at him. “Wuh—where am I?” she demanded, her voice cracking. Her eyes darted around the darkness of the cave, and Matthew knew she wouldn’t see much to reassure her.
“You’re safe.”
She laughed brokenly. “I’m not safe! That thing—he—what he did, how can I be safe? How can any of us, while monsters like that exist?” She lifted her hands, staring down at them.
Matthew watched, unsure of what to do, as she closed her hands into fists. “How can you fight things like that? He was so strong…” Her voice faded away and she lifted her eyes, looking at him. A lone tear trickled down her face as she asked, “How can you fight that?”
Behind him, Rachel slid out of the shadows. “We fight them. Men and women alone cannot, Mary. They haven’t the strength—they simply become helpless victims like you were.”
“Rachel—” Matthew moved to catch her, wondering where in the hell she had come from. She slipped past him, evading him as she moved to stand in front of him.
Rachel stood before Mary. “You’re not helpless anymore, Mary. You do not have to be a victim anymore.”
The tears gleaming in Mary’s eyes made them flash. Her mouth quivered.
Rachel reached out a hand to the woman and Matthew watched as Mary reached out, not for Rachel’s hand, but for Rachel, wrapping her arms around Rachel in a desperate embrace as sobs started to tear from her. Mary sank to her knees and Rachel just stood there, stroking her hand down Mary’s hair, murmuring softly to her.
The moments stretched out as Mary cried, until the sobs turned hoarse and eventually lost sound and still the woman’s body shook and trembled with the force of her crying. Finally, she stilled and fell back on her heels, then to her bottom, covering her face with her hands.
Matthew circled around them, not daring to move close as Rachel knelt in front of Mary, gazing at her with searching eyes. “What is it you want?”
Mary swallowed, her hands falling to rest in her lap. She lifted a face red and swollen from crying to look at Rachel. “I’m not strong enough,” she rasped out. “For what I want.”
“Are you so certain?”
A strong warrior, your woman… Benjamin murmured to him. The soft, comforting voice once more whispered only in Matthew’s mind. From the intent look on Rachel’s face as she studied Mary, she was unaware of the angel’s presence. “I didn’t want this for her.”
Neither did she. But it is the path that lies before you both now—and for Mary as well. And many, many others…
“What are we to do?” Matthew whispered.
Find them. That will be the easy part. The hard part is everything else…like what you saw last night. And it’s only beginning.
 


Epilogue
 
She hadn’t aged.
Matthew watched as she stood in the shadows of a great stone chamber, her eyes watching the proceedings before her with calm, measuring eyes. Little caused emotion on her face after all this time.
There was emotion there, though. Matthew felt the echoes of what tore through her heart inside his own. She’d turned to him in the night for comfort—they’d turn to each other. After so much time, they still had each other.
The witch that stood before them now was young, full of anger, full of rage. Her name was Agnes. Matthew looked at the young, delicate looking thing and felt his heart break.
Her destiny, just like his own, just like Rachel’s, lay before her. But Agnes’ would be a long, painful one, he suspected. There was anger and rage and suffering in her heart.
What they had done…
“There will be no judgment.”
Matthew was pleased with the decision, although years had passed since Rachel and he had left the Council. These decisions were no longer theirs to make, but the men making them were good men. One, in particular, had all of Matthew’s faith.
Malachi was an old one, a powerful one. It had taken all of Rachel’s charm to convince that bastard into the realm of the Hunters, but she had done it. Matthew hadn’t doubted her. In the past nine hundred years, she accomplished things that no mortal being should be able to accomplish…mortal.
He smiled as the word circled through his mind.
The men and women of the Hunter’s Council, they didn’t realize it, but they were still mortal. Just much longer lived than the humans they fought so hard to protect. All of them would die—even Matthew, even Rachel.
Some would die of old age.
Some of would die in a blaze of glory as they fought this fight.
And some might even do as so many others that Rachel and Matthew had known—they might take their own lives when the years stretched on too long and the loneliness grew too great. Matthew knew the Lord above was merciful—Matthew only hoped He would have compassion on those poor souls.
But all of the Hunters would die—none of them were the immortal creatures they had come to believe. Some would go more peacefully than others. But all would go into the waiting arms of God.
It was just a matter of when.
 
The end…
Actually…it’s more like…the beginning
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