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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   A loud, frantic knock at the door woke Kato up in the middle of the night. It took him a minute to process where he was, and what had happened, his mind groggy with sleep and fatigue. He pulled himself out of bed and walked over to the entrance of his apartment wearing only a pair of tight boxer briefs.
 
   “Kato! I’m sorry for stopping by so late, but I was so scared!” Amy was standing outside, and she threw herself into his arms as soon as she saw him. She was still wearing the clothes that he had seen her in the day before, and there were small trails on her face where tears had dripped down and smudged her makeup.
 
   “Hey….what’s going on?” Kato pulled her inside and shut the door. He rubbed her back and did his best to reassure her as he guided her over to the couch.
 
   “Kato…someone, or something, has been watching my apartment!” Amy’s voice was wavering with heavy emotion, and her eyes were threatening to start tearing up again.
 
   “What? What are you talking about?”
 
   Amy shook her head at him. It had been a while since Kato had seen anyone as upset as she was. He walked over to the door to his apartment and locked it, and then into the kitchen, and began pouring each of them a drink. Amy was sitting on the couch, quietly holding back tears and trying to calm herself down.
 
   Kato brought her the drink, and then just sat with her for a minute, patiently waiting for her to relax enough to explain to him what was going on. She took a large sip of the gin and tonic, and then looked at him, her body finally managing to stop shaking.
 
   “I didn’t have cheerleading practice yesterday, so I came straight home from school.” Amy spoke quickly, as though she was afraid of not having enough time to get all of her words out. “I knew you were busy, so I figured I’d just hang around the living room and do homework.”
 
   Kato nodded, and put his arm around her shoulder.
 
   “The first thing that seemed weird was that there was a van parked outside the house. I know the cars of everyone in my neighborhood, and this one didn’t belong to anybody nearby.”
 
   “Do you think it could have just been someone visiting?” asked Kato. Amy shook her head.
 
   “There’s more. Before my parents got home, I was up in my room doing homework, and I noticed someone in our backyard…”
 
   Kato’s intuition immediately began considering the various possibilities. Gabe was his prime suspect for something like this, but he’d been with him for all of the afternoon. Ms. Vega was definitely interested in getting more information about him, but for her to go after Amy was outlandish, and unlikely.
 
   “Did you manage to get a good look at them?” asked Kato. Amy shook her head.
 
   “No. They had on some type of greyish robe. They had a pair of binoculars, too, and the way they acted…it scared me, Kato.”
 
   Kato stood up and walked over to the door. 
 
   “Were they still there when your parents came home?”
 
   “No, they just…disappeared,” said Amy. “My mom and dad didn’t believe me when I told them. It was odd, but I wasn’t too concerned by it…not until later in the night.”
 
   In his mind Kato was thinking logically, but emotions swirled inside his chest, fueled by his inner beast. He listened to what Amy was saying, and felt a violent reaction welling up within.
 
   “Kato, I went downstairs after we’d all gone to bed, and I saw someone right outside one of the windows!” Amy began to cry as she spoke, with scared tears trickling down her face. “My parents didn’t believe me, but I know what I saw!”
 
   “Amy, what did you see?” Kat walked over to her and held onto her arm. “Tell me! What did it look like outside the window?”
 
   “It was…I don’t know, it just looked like…somebody scary.” Amy took a deep breath, and tried to wipe her face clean discretely. Kato hugged her, and then stood up and walked towards his own window.
 
   “You can sleep here tonight,” he said. “It’s not safe for you to go home. It probably wasn’t safe for you to come here in the first place, but that’s beside the point.”
 
   Amy nodded, and then wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. Kato grabbed a sweatshirt off his coat rack and draped it over her shoulders, and then walked over to the door.
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Amy. “Please…just stay with me here!”
 
   “I’ll knock four times when I come back,” said Kato. “Keep the door locked until then.”
 
   Kato pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt and disappeared out the door before Amy had time to formulate any decent objection. His mind was racing with ideas about what she had told him, and all of the possibilities running through it had to do with him, and his unique nature.
 
   If it wasn’t Gabe, most likely I was someone else who had a vested interest in the paranormal. Kato had encountered a number of vigilante monster hunters in his time traveling, and every time it had ended with at least a modicum of bloodshed. He wasn’t looking to repeat the past, but if whoever it was intended to bring the people close to him into the mix, there was likely no other way.
 
   It was late at night, and the moon had slipped behind cloud cover. Kato moved slowly down the stairs of his apartment complex, listening to the wind rustling through the grass. He felt a presence of something, but couldn’t pin it down.
 
   His bike was right where he left it, and as he walked barefoot across the concrete, for a moment he felt as though the area was crowded. There was more than one of them, Kato realized. A group was after him, a group that knew what he was.
 
   There was a sound from down the street, and Kato took off towards it, like a bullet from a heated rifle. It was moving away from him, towards an abandoned building that he drove by every day on his way to Westbrook High. Kato felt his body shifting, not fully transforming, but changing just enough to imbue him with strength and speed far beyond that of an ordinary human.
 
   He was closer to whatever it was by the time he made it to the dilapidated entranceway. Kato nimbly stepped between two wooden boards that had been nailed over the open doorframe, and then sped after the culprit, following creaking footsteps upstairs.
 
   The building wasn’t big, which made it all the more surprising and irritating when Kato reached the second floor and found nothing. It wasn’t just that whatever it was had gotten away, there was no trace of it, as though it had never been there in the first place. Kato let out a frustrated growl and slammed his fist into the rotting drywall, making a hole the size of a garbage can lid with the force of his punch.
 
   The hunt wasn’t over, and he knew it. He needed to focus, and give his beast instincts free reign to do whatever they needed. He could track it down, he just needed better smell, better eyes, and sharper claws.
 
   “Kato!” Amy was calling him from down the street, at the edge of parking lot of his apartment. “Kato, I’m so scared!”
 
   He cursed under his breath, and walked out of the building. Kato wasn’t mad at her. He was mad at himself, primarily for not being able to keep her safe. An attack could have easily happened the moment she stepped outside, even back earlier in the night before ever reaching him, and he would have been totally unable to protect her.
 
   Kato did his best to focus and bring his beast form under control as he jogged back to the apartment complex. Amy was holding her arms around her chest, looking cold and scared. He pulled her into a protective embrace and started leading her back inside.
 
   “I was so scared,” she whispered. “Please stay with me, for tonight.”
 
   “Of course, I’m sorry Amy.” Kato ran his hand through her hair. “I just thought that…never mind, it was nothing.”
 
   He brought her inside, and again closed and locked the door behind them. There had definitely been something out there, but Kato didn’t reveal as much to Amy. Paranoia was the last thing that would keep her calm. Instead, he pulled his shirt off and wordlessly walked into his bedroom, sitting down and watching as she followed.
 
   “Kato…” whispered Amy. She was such a beautiful girl, attractive enough to get anything that she wanted. As she walked after Kato, she slowly began to pull her shirt up and over her head, revealing her two perfect globes and the tiny bra concealing them.
 
   Kato was still excited from what little was left of his primal instincts, and he felt his cock leaping into attention. Amy continued undressing, wiggling out of her pants slowly and making intensely sexual eye contact with him.
 
   As soon as she stepped within arm’s reach, Kato grabbed her and roughly pulled her down onto the bed. He slipped out of his own pants and boxers, and began kissing her passionately, letting his cock run across the fabric of her panties and tease at her entrance.
 
   Kato groped at his girlfriend’s breasts, and she let out a quiet moan. He deftly unhooked her bra, and felt a powerful lust settle across his mind as her perfect, naked nipples came into view. He wanted to protect her, and he wanted to defile her, he realized.
 
   Amy was leaning back and opening her legs to him, and Kato quickly stripped off her panties and positioned his cock at the edge of her cunt. She was warm and wet, eager to feel him inside of her. Kato pushed forward, letting the head of his dick pop into her pussy, and feeling an intense pleasure take hold of him.
 
   “Oh god, Kato…” moaned Amy. She was blushing, as if the sex was still somewhat embarrassing for her. Kato wondered for a moment what his own face must look like, contorted like a possessed man, hungry for his release.
 
   He began to fuck her hard, pushing his full length into Amy, making her moan and cry out with every thrust. There was so little that Kato could control in the world, and so much that he couldn’t. He slammed into Amy harder, watching as her big, beautiful breasts bounced in time with his movements.
 
   “I, Kato…I’m going to…” Amy was blushing an even deeper shade of red now. She grabbed at her crotch as she began to tense up, and Kato felt her pussy clamp down tightly against his rod, as though trying to milk his cum out.
 
   He kissed her on the neck, and then the cheek, and then the lips. Amy wrapped her arms around him tightly, her body still locked up with pleasure, and Kato began to really give in to the animalistic drive inside of him.
 
   He lifted her up and off the bed slightly, and began to thrust into her body as he pulled her closer. It felt almost as though he masturbating, using the girl’s small, perfect body as a tool to pleasure himself with. The girl’s pussy was his to do with what he pleased, and at that moment, all he wanted to do was to pound it.
 
   Kato slammed her back down onto the soft bed and pushed into her harder, pumping with all the strength he had for the last few thrusts. He felt the cum well up inside his cock, and then explode, spraying his seed deep into Amy and causing his mind to overload with pleasure.
 
   Amy cuddled as close as she could to Kato as the two of them lay there afterwards. He ran his hands through her hair, and kissed her softly on the forehead.
 
   “It will be okay, Amy,” said Kato. “I’ll figure out what’s going on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Kato woke up after Amy that morning, and was surprised to find her in his kitchen, struggling over the stove. He could smell smoke in the air, and heard her utter a strangely cute sounding curse word as she accidentally set her finger down on a hot pan.
 
   “Here, run it under cold water,” said Kato. He yawned and walked over, pulling her hand over to the sink and running the water down onto it.
 
   “Thanks. I just want to do something to make it up to you…” Amy smiled at him. “It meant a lot to me, that you were willing to listen last night.”
 
   “Are your parents going to be alright with it when they find out that you spent the night over here?”
 
   “I haven’t heard anything from them yet,” said Amy. “It’s not unusual for me to head over to Katie’s or Anna’s house early in the morning, before they wake up. I’m guessing that’s where they think I am.”
 
   After Kato helped Amy salvage what was left of the burned breakfast, the two of them ate the food and then began getting ready for school. Kato was alert for the entire morning, watching the windows and listening for anything out of the ordinary.
 
   “Is it really going to be okay, Kato?” asked Amy. “What if…what if whatever it is follows me to school?”
 
   “Trust me, the school is the safest place for you.” Kato rubbed her shoulder gently and flicked a strand of hair out of her face. “I doubt anything would even consider making a move in front of that many people.”
 
   Amy had thought enough ahead to bring a change of clothes with her, and Kato went over to the visitor’s parking lot and grabbed them from her car while she was in the shower. His inner beast was on high alert, ready for anything as he stepped outside. Part of him wanted his new opponent to make a move, to reveal itself and give him a chance to strike back.
 
   He made it back to the apartment, and slipped into the bathroom to give Amy her clothes. She was turning the water off as he opened the door, her beautiful blond hair and body dripping with tiny, tantalizing drops of water. It took all of Kato’s willpower to set the clothes down on the bathroom counter and walk himself back out to the living room.
 
   Kato got dressed, and stuffed his books into his messenger bag for the day. It was hard for him to focus in on what he needed to do for school, but he did his best to get his mind into the mood for academics. Between his back and forth with Gabe, and whatever else could be lurking in wait for him, Kato had more than enough on his plate without bringing homework into the equation.
 
   “You don’t have a hair drier?” called Amy from inside the bathroom. Kato smiled. At least that was one problem that he didn’t have.
 
   The two of them left for school shortly after. Kato climbed onto his bike and started it up, letting Amy grip her arms around him tightly from behind. 
 
   It was a nice day, with clear skies and a gentle breeze in the air. As Kato sped down the road towards Westbrook High, all of his senses were engaged with keeping track of what was going on around them. He didn’t notice any cars following them, or any smells that were out of the ordinary. If it wasn’t for his memory of the night before and Amy’s vivid account of what she’d seen, he might have discarded the incident as a case of unchecked paranoia.
 
   He cruised to a stop in the school’s parking lot and pulled off his helmet. Amy was still a little shaken up, and he rubbed her hand encouragingly as they started inside.
 
   “Kato…I’m not so sure about this.” Amy walked slowly, as if she was dreading having to go inside, and having to go into her own homeroom class without him.
 
   “It will be okay, trust me,” said Kato.
 
   A group of girls that recognized Amy were making their way up the school’s steps at the same time as them. One of them skipped over and smiled at her.
 
   “Hey Amy, is this the new boyfriend that you were talking about the other day?”
 
   Kato smiled at the girls.
 
   “Hi. I’m Kato.” He turned and gave Amy a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll catch up with you at lunch, okay Amy?”
 
   She nodded at him, and stepped into the group of girls. All of them began chatting and discussing their classes, and Kato could see that the regular routine of school and her friends would work wonders in helping Amy calm down and relax about the night before.
 
   She had no reason to be worried. The new threat in their lives was not after her. Kato, on the other hand, was still as on guard, and still ready for whatever the day would throw at him. 
 
   It was simpler without Amy around, and the solution to the problem was something he could execute without bringing the issue of protecting her into the equation. Kato was going to wait for whoever wanted to find him to come out in the open, and then he was going to kill them.
 
   He made his way down the hallway, stopping at his locker to drop off his bag on the way to homeroom. Nothing was out of the ordinary, and he wasn’t expecting it to be. Just like he had explained to Amy, Kato didn’t honestly think that anyone would be foolish enough to make a move on him while he was in school.
 
   Kato walked into his homeroom, and almost bumped directly into Ms. Vega. His heartbeat began to speed up as he looked at her. In the chaos of dealing with Gabe and Amy the night before, he had completely forgotten about his teacher, and the complex problems that she presented to him that he would have to deal with.
 
   “Have a seat, Mr. Lancer.” Ms. Vega smiled at him, but Kato could sense the conflict and tension behind it. She was standing next to her desk, and Kato had to slide by her in order to get to his seat. It felt like time slowed down for Kato as their bodies came into near contact, and the fragrant scent of her perfume was intoxicating to his senses.
 
   The look in her eyes said more than words ever could. Ms. Vega was focused on him, entranced by the web of lies and secrets that Kato lived his life within. He would have to deal with this, and do something about it, but every time he thought about his teacher and the sensual aura that surrounded her, his thoughts immediately brought him into dangerous territory.
 
   Kato sat down at his seat, and flipped open one of his books, using it as distraction for his mind and the powerful urges of his inner beast. Ms. Vega stood at the door and looked out into the hallway, away from him, as the last couple of students made their way into the classroom. The first bell rang out, and she closed all of them inside.
 
   “Good morning, everybody,” said Ms. Vega. “I hope you all have been having a very productive week.”
 
   Her voice had an emotional and distracted quality to it. Kato knew that at least on an inadvertent level, it was because of him. He had roused his teacher’s attention and curiosity, and now her focus had been torn away from the lessons she needed to give and the students who she was to shepherd.
 
   Ms. Vega went through a couple of mundane morning announcements, the cafeteria lunch menu, a school assembly scheduled for later in the week. Kato was zoned out for most of them, and found himself staring at her body instead of hearing her words.
 
   She was wearing a professional looking long sleeve white blouse, with her large bust straining against the tight fabric, and a grey cotton button up sweater hanging open on over it. Ms. Vega looked as though she’d be right at home teaching in a college classroom just as easily as a high school one, and Kato found himself wondering about her life outside of school.
 
   He turned to his left, and suddenly noticed that Gabe had not showed up to homeroom for the morning. Kato had not seen him on his first day at Westbrook High either, but somehow after the events of the night before, it was hard for him to imagine that it was just a coincidence.
 
   The two of them had fought, but the stalemate at the end of the encounter had been relatively amicable. Kato did not think it overly likely that the vampire would voluntarily be absent just to avoid him, not with Gabe’s personality.
 
   Kato didn’t get a chance to think about it any further. A loud crash sounded from out in the hallway, startling everyone in the classroom except for him. He had been half expecting something like this to happen.
 
   Ms. Vega walked over to the door and opened it cautiously, peeking out of it for a moment before closing it again and locking it. She pushed a strand of hair out of her face, and then walked to the front of the room and cleared her throat.
 
   “It looks like something…unusual might be going on within the school.” She looked right at Kato as she said the word unusual, and he smiled back. “The emergency policy here at Westbrook, not that this is an emergency, but it says that we all should remain calm and within a classroom, so that’s what we’ll do.”
 
   There was another noise, closer this time. Kato sighed, and then stood up from his chair and quickly made his way over to the door.
 
   “Kato…Mr. Lancer, have a seat.” Ms. Vega spoke sternly, but Kato could tell that it was mostly an act. She knew that he had something to do with this. Kato could also tell that she knew that she couldn’t stop him if he decided that he wanted to head out into the hall.
 
   “Sorry Ms. Vega, my stomach…I think I have the flu.” He put on a show of grabbing an abdomen and groaning. “I’ll stay in the bathroom once I get there.”
 
   Rather than waiting for her to respond and forcing her to do more acting, Kato pushed by her. A small jolt went through his body as one of her breasts pushed up against his arm, but he did his best to ignore it. 
 
   “Kato!” yelled Ms. Vega. She moved to grab him, but he was already halfway out the door. He closed it behind him and looked through the glass window back at her, doing his best to signal to her with his eyes that she should stand down.
 
   What he saw on his teacher’s face was concern, the kind that he could imagine seeing on a young woman watching her husband depart off to war. Kato watched her for a moment, and then quickly started down the hall toward where the disturbance was coming from, towards danger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   The school was empty, and silent. Kato’s instincts took over as he moved forward through the walls of lockers, stepping quietly as though he was stalking a prey. 
 
   The first crash had been jarring, as if a bomb had been set off, and it made the silence that had settled in on the school seem even more unnerving. Kato knew that it was for him, without even needing to see any more evidence to the point.
 
   He rounded the corner, and saw the first sign of what lay ahead. There was blood on the ground, along with a teacher that Kato didn’t recognized. He crouched low and hurried over, holding onto the man’s hand and listening as he spoke a couple of ragged, quiet words.
 
   “This…I don’t understand,” he managed to say, coughing up blood during the pause between sentences.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay.” Kato had dealt with people in these kinds of situations before, and gave the man his full attention. “You’re safe now, you’ll be okay.”
 
   The man lifted up his other arm, and revealed the wound that had put him into such dire straits. A long, wooden crossbow belt was sticking out of his stomach, with fletching on it that Kato instantly recognized.
 
   The Knights Templar was a monster and witch hunting organization that went back to medieval times. Kato had encountered them before in small numbers, along with plenty of paranormal related people that had also dealt with them.
 
   They were hunters of his kind, and they did so using mostly traditional weapons. Firearms were occasionally used by the members, but the irrational paranoia and dogmatism at the root of their society’s culture encouraged the use of crossbows, stakes, silver daggers and similar equipment.
 
   “Please…don’t let them hurt anyone.” The man gripped Kato’s hand tighter, and began to cry. “Don’t let them kill the students!”
 
   Kato met the man’s gaze with genuine concern. He had already let them hurt someone, let them kill someone. It was because of him, and because of Gabe, that the school was under siege. The last thing Kato was going to do was to let his presence put more innocent people’s lives on the line.
 
   The teacher’s grip slowly loosened on his hand, and his eyes stared blankly back at Kato. He reached his hand over and rubbed the man’s cheek. His emotions were raging, and it was harder than ever for Kato to think logically and not give in to the temptation of transforming into his wolf form.
 
   He slowly stood up and began to walk silently down the hall, towards the entrance of the school. If there was more than one Templar on the premises, there would surely be one guarding the way out. Kato slowly crept towards the last corner before the hallway that lead towards the main hall and the school’s front door, and then peered around it.
 
   A figure in a dark grey robe stood in front of the inside of the glass double doors of Westbrook High. Kato could see no movement within the main office and the detention room on either side of it, either, and assumed that were also probably under the eye of the Templar within the school.
 
   He thought for a moment about doing the safe, responsible thing, and calling the police. The Knights Templar had never been an organization that worked within the mainstream of law enforcement, and considered anyone even tangentially associated with their targets to be hostile by association. The police would handle the situation at Westbrook as a hostage situation, using all of the resources available to them to diffuse it, peacefully or otherwise.
 
   What made the Knights Templar dangerous was the fact that they had many of the same caltrops and magical abilities as the people they hunted. Kato had heard stories of entire towns that they had slaughtered, using memory altering spells and potions to ensure that no first hand evidence beyond idle rumor was left afterwards.
 
   Kato did take out his phone, but instead of dialing 911 and bringing more unprepared humans into the mix, he called Gabe. The dial tone rang continuously, and after getting the stock voicemail message, he hung up and stuffed it back into his pocket. He would have to do this on his own, carefully.
 
   Kato took a deep breath, and tried to get a sense of his current strength and how much he could use his beast form to increase it. The end of the lunar cycle was within a day or two, which meant that he would have more power as a werewolf than at almost any other time of the month.
 
   Still, within the school, it was incredibly dangerous. Kato could feel his inner beast becoming excited at the possibility of coming out, and he relinquished just enough control to initiate the beginning of his transformation.
 
   He let out an involuntary growl, and felt his claws, canines, and eyes turning into something very unhuman like in appearance. That was as far as he could go for now. Kato hoped that it would be enough.
 
   It was difficult for him to stay calm and patient, but somehow he managed it. Kato waited for the guard at the door to turn and look out towards the parking lot, and then made his moved. His stride had lengthened, and it was even easier for him to walk silently. Kato was within striking range before the man had any idea of what was going on.
 
   He swung his hand forward, realizing as it passed into his field of vision that it was more of a paw, complete with razor sharp, dagger like claws. It cut into the side of the guard’s neck as though it were made of clay. The man let out a gargled scream as he dropped to the ground, and as Kato whirled around, he could already see two new enemies spilling out into the hallway to face him.
 
   “Get the captain!” screamed one of them. “Tell him that we’ve-“
 
   Kato’s next attack interrupted the man midsentence. This time, without the element of surprise and with a more formidable opponent, his first strike missed its mark, only managing to cuff the witch hunter on the shoulder. The other guard turned and sprinted down the hall, and before Kato could take off after him, a sliver dagger was flying his way, aimed for his throat.
 
   He dodged down and then jumped back, feeling both the air wavering as the blade cut through it, and his inner beast growing in strength as he became angrier.
 
   “Tell us where your friend is, and we’ll let you and the rest of the people here live,” said the man. “You aren’t our main target, werewolf.”
 
   Kato smiled at him, his teeth much larger and sharper than usual.
 
   “You’ve got it backwards,” said Kato. “All of you are currently the targets, and I’m the hunter.”
 
   Grey fur was sprouting out of his skin. Kato could feel his body shifting, becoming less that of a human and more of a wolf hybrid. He stepped towards the witch hunter, and watched as the man stepped back fearfully and pulled another silver dagger from a belt around his chest.
 
   “I…Don’t come any closer!” The man’s voice was fearful, and Kato felt himself getting angrier at the pointlessness of the entire attack. 
 
   More Knights Templar streamed into the hallway, coming from other classrooms and the stairs. Kato’s control over his inner beast was very tenuous, and as he hurled himself forward at his enemies, he felt it slipping away almost completely.
 
   His speed and strength were unparalleled by that of any human. The witch hunters shot crossbow bolts and threw knives at him, and Kato dodged most of them as though they were paper airplanes. The ones that made it through his defenses tore lightly at his skin, flesh wounds at best.
 
   Kato disemboweled the man he had been dealing with, and then thrust his foot into the rib cage of another. He crashed forward into two more, knocking them down the hallway and stunning them. Behind where most of the Knights Templar were streaming in from, he could see the robed figure that appeared to be directing the action, and Kato did his best to move towards them.
 
   It took him longer than it should have to realize there were too many. He was outnumbered, and outflanked. His claws and teeth were more than a match for their weaponry, but in the narrow hallway it was impossible for him to make any headway. If he pushed it any further, he would end up dead.
 
   After forcing his inner beast under control, Kato retreated back towards the entrance of the school, and then outside onto the front lawn. All of the witch hunters within Westbrook High filed out after him, continuing to attack with their weapons even as he fell out of their range. 
 
   Kato glanced back over his shoulder, and saw something up on the second level that didn’t surprise him. Ms. Vega was staring out the window of her classroom, looking right at him. He managed to offer a beastly smile, and then sped up his pace, taking off in the direction of the town’s less populated areas.
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Kato was in full beast mode by the time he made it a couple of miles away from the school. He was running down a road on the outskirts of Westbrook, in an area that was much more rural and much less visible than most of the town.
 
   The pants he had one had torn at the base, but mostly just stretched at the waist, which was a good thing, and meant that he had kept both his pockets in his phone and was able to hear it when it rang. Kato spent a good ten seconds willing his body into a calm state, allowing his paws to turn back into hands that he could actually use to answer the thing with.
 
   “Kato, buddy, it’s me!” Gabe’s voice echoed in his ear, and for once, Kato actually found that he was happy to hear from him.
 
   “Gabe…the Knights Templar is in Westbrook. They’ve raided the school, and they’re looking for us.”
 
   “I know, I’ve known since this morning…” Gabe’s voice was tempered and much more serious than his usually over-enthusiastic tone. “We are going to have to take care of this, buddy. It might end up being bloodier than you would like.”
 
   Kato was silent for a moment. It was already much bloodier than he liked. 
 
   “I don’t think there’s any way to avoid it,” said Kato. “The witch hunters would rather burn this town to the ground than let us get away. Where are you right now?”
 
   “I’m sitting in the park, the one on the east side of town.”
 
   “Good. Stay there, I’ll be over in a minute.” Kato hung up his phone, and then took off towards the park. He relaxed and managed to quell his inner beast, transforming back into a mostly human form and rolling up the torn edges of his jeans to hide as much of the evidence as he could.
 
   Kato followed the road he was on into town, and then cut off towards the park. It was surprising to him just how active and functioning Westbrook still appeared on the outside. He had expected it to be at a standstill, with the situation in the school commanding everyone’s attention.
 
   Gabe was standing next to a park bench, nursing a cigarette between his fingers when Kato arrived. The wind blew the smoke back against his neck, causing his black hair to look even more mysterious and foreboding than usual. Gabe wasn’t smiling, and his face only slightly shifted as Kato walked over.
 
   “How long have you known about this?” asked Kato. He was angry at the vampire, but also at himself for not being more perceptive of what was going to happen.
 
   “Only since late last night,” said Gabe. “I would have told you, but if I had done anything it would have alert them to my discovery. Not that I mind, I like witch hunters! But then what happened at the school would have happened at my house.”
 
   Kato watched as Gabe took a long drag from his cigarette. He gestured with his hand, and the black haired boy pulled out the pack and handed him one. Kato didn’t usually smoke, but the mood he was in had pushed him into needing every temporary vice he could get. He borrowed Gabe’s lighter, fired it up, and took a long drag.
 
   “They’ve killed innocent people, Gabe. I’m not going to let them get away with that.”
 
   Gabe let out a laugh, reminding Kato of the carefree, crazy vampire he had met the day before.
 
   “Figures that would be the motivating factor for you!” Gabe slapped him on the back, and then looked at him a little more seriously. “Looks like we’re back on the same side, buddy! I love killing witch hunters!”
 
   Kato exhaled smoke into the air. He didn’t like the situation he’d been put in, not in the slightest. Gabe had a bloodthirsty gleam in his eye, and all Kato could do was furrow his brow and shake his head at the vampire.
 
   “We have to stay away from the school,” he said. “If the Knights are after us, let them come. But let’s set the encounter up to keep innocents out of it.”
 
   “Hey, whatever floats your boat, man!” Gabe rubbed his hand together and laughed. “This is going to be so much fun! I’m going to need some time to get ready…”
 
   “That’s fine. You know this town better than I do, find a spot that’s a safe distance from the populated areas, and then call me. I’ll head over as soon as the witch hunters begin attacking again.” Kato watched as Gabe nodded, and then he threw his cigarette down on the ground and snuffed it out with his shoe.
 
   “This will be a bonding experience, buddy, trust me!” Gabe grabbed onto Kato’s shoulder and grinned at him. His hand felt cold and dead, and it was hard for Kato to match the vampire’s excitement for what was to come.
 
   “Let’s just get it done,” said Kato. “Call me once you’ve found a good location.”
 
   He turned and walked out of the park without looking back. Kato wasn’t sure if trusting Gabe would turn out to be a good idea or not, but he had no other choice. The witch hunters needed to be taken care of before the situation went any further, or the entire town of Westbrook would pay the price.
 
   As soon as Kato had started down the sidewalk, he pulled out his phone and texted Amy. He was worried about her, and about everyone left back at the school in what could very easily become a hostage situation.
 
   “Hey, are you okay? I grabbed something from my bike and the school was locked down when I got back.”
 
   A minute or two went by, and then his phone vibrated with a response from her.
 
   “Kato I was so scared! Police are saying it was a lockdown drill gone wrong. Mr. Olivier was hurt, possibly killed!”
 
   Kato couldn’t help but a feel a little relieved at her message. He knew that at the very least, Ms. Vega had seen him transformed as he fled Westbrook, but it didn’t seem like that bit of information was part of the official narrative. It also put him on guard. If the Knights Templar had left the school, they would be hot on his tail, any minute.
 
   He jogged down the road, entering the suburban part of the town that his apartment was located in. He slowed as he got closer, taking his time and looking for any unusual cars or people camped out around the premises.
 
   Nothing looked out of the ordinary. Still, Kato walked up the stairs slowly, making as little noise as he could and listening for any movement from within his apartment. He unlocked and opened the door, expecting to see the inside of it trashed.
 
   Everything was right where Kato had left it. As far as he could tell, the Knights Templar had not yet made any move against his home. He sighed, and walked over and sat down on the couch.
 
   As soon as he did, Kato heard the noise from outside that he had been waiting for. He hopped up and crept over to the closed door of his apartment, waiting until the sound made its way in close before swinging it open.
 
   “Jeez Kato, you scared me!” Ms. Vega jumped back a foot, shocked at the sudden movement. Kato stared at her and ran his hand through his hair, feeling as though his paranoia was starting to catch up with him.
 
   “Ms. Vega, are you okay? The school…”
 
   “They’ve closed it down for today,” said Ms. Vega. “The official story is that a counter terrorism drill ended in the accidental death of a teacher after he attacked one of the agents involved, but we both know the truth, don’t we?”
 
   Ms. Vega stepped forward, and Kato moved aside so that she could come into his apartment. He shut the door behind them, and then turned towards her, trying to think of the best way to respond.
 
   “Ms. Vega, why are you here?” Kato crossed his arms and slowly walked over to her. “Shouldn’t you be helping deal with the aftermath?”
 
   “You know exactly why I’m here Kato.” Ms. Vega stood up and stepped in close, glaring at him with her pretty eyes and pushing her chin and chest forward into a brazen, confrontational posture. “I saw you outside. Even before today, I saw you. I know what you are, and I get the feeling that what happened today happened because of you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re-“
 
   “Stop it!” Ms. Vega swung her hand out and slapped him across the face, hard enough to sting, but more as a way of making a statement than anything. Kato felt his inner beast beginning to power up, filling his body with powerful, animalistic emotions. He looked at her and smiled, feeling the tension and the heat of the room reaching a vivid crescendo.
 
   “If you want the truth about me Ms. Vega, I think you know how to get it.” Kato stepped forward, and let his hand come to a rest on the small of his teacher’s back. Her body felt warm, and the second he touched her he could feel their faces pulling closer together, eyes locked onto each other with intensity.
 
   “Kato…this is crazy.” Ms. Vega was whispering, and her eyes had a slight tremble to them, as though she was both captivated and afraid.
 
   Kato closed the distance with his lips and kissed her, feeling hot desire smash through the last of his resistance like a river bursting through a dam. Ms. Vega moaned, and ran her hands through his hair, pushing her body against her student as though she wanted to be taken.
 
   And take her, Kato was going to. He groped at her large breasts, and felt his cock quickly becoming harder than it ever had before. He kissed her passionately, and maneuvered the two of them over to the couch. They collapsed onto it and began pulling at each other’s clothing in a hurried rush, like two teenagers experimenting in a temporarily empty house.
 
   “Oh god, Kato,” moaned Ms. Vega. “You…We can’t…”
 
   Kato silenced his teacher’s objection with another kiss, and then slid his hand under her shirt and massaged her breast, rubbing her nipple in a manner that made Ms. Vega shiver in approval. He kissed her neck, and let his hot breath tease her shoulder.
 
   “Ms. Vega, we’re already keeping secrets for each other,” said Kato. “Now…there’s just going to be one more.”
 
   Ms. Vega was breathing heavily, but she didn’t resist as Kato began to unbutton her shirt. Her breasts were only hidden by a tiny bra, white with blue floral designs. Kato kissed her upper chest and began to rub his achingly hard cock against her, feeling the heat from the two of their bodies twist together and multiply the illicit, erotic nature of where the situation was heading.
 
   He unzipped her jeans, and Ms. Vega gave him a conflicted, almost pleading look as he pulled them off of her. Kato understood what she was saying without any words. They could still put a stop to it right there, and turn back from the cliff’s edge. He didn’t want to, and his inner beast didn’t want to, and with both of them on the same page, Kato would stop at nothing short of fucking her. He was going to fuck Ms. Vega, his homeroom teacher, whether she liked it or not.
 
   From the way Ms. Vega was responding to his actions, she clearly did like it, at least on some level. She lifted her legs up to allow Kato to get her jeans all the way off, and then shifted her shoulders and let her blouse come loose. Ms. Vega was a woman with the same needs and desires as any other, and even though Kato was young, and one of her students, he was a strong man, and her body reacted to him like any other.
 
   Kato took his own shirt and pants off in quick succession, and then the two of them began making out again intensely, rubbing their half-naked bodies against each other in hot, lustful anticipation of what was to come. It felt so wrong, but the encounter had momentum at this point. Kato’s mind had fogged over, and the only thing that made any sense to him was sex, and pushing his cock up inside of his pretty little teacher, right where it belonged.
 
   He pulled his boxers down and watched as Ms. Vega brought a hand to her mouth, stifling a gasp. That was the reaction that Kato loved the most, and seeing it on the face of this off limits older woman made his inner beast rage at the carnal temptation. He pushed Ms. Vega back on the couch and roughly pulled her panties aside, aligning the head of his member up with her warm, wet entrance and pushing forward.
 
   And then, quite suddenly, there was glass everywhere. Kato reacted out of pure instinct, throwing himself off the couch and in between Ms. Vega and the new threat on his living room floor. The grey robe figure was easily recognizable as one of the Knights Templar. The witch hunter had a crossbow leveled at his head, but Kato moved forward, unfazed.
 
   “Die werewolf!” screamed the man. The first bolt launched through the air, and Kato wasn’t quick enough to get completely out of the way. It tore through his shoulder, opening a stream of blood from his flesh that splashed out in a rather orderly line as it continued back and thumped into the wall.
 
   “Kato!” screamed Ms. Vega. He couldn’t hear her. Kato couldn’t hear anything, and was barely aware of anything other than the intense red hue that clouded his vision and the target that lay in front of him.
 
   He smashed into the witch hunter, knocking the grey robed man back across the room. Kato moved to finish him off, but the man was quick, and rolled back to his feet, firing another bolt and making his way quickly towards the door.
 
   Kato managed to dodge this time, but the witch hunter had an unobstructed angle of fire from the door. He stepped forward slowly, and the man cocked the string of the crossbow, aiming it at him threateningly.
 
   “This isn’t going to end, Kato,” said the man. “Spare your loved ones the pain and give up.”
 
   Kato snarled in response, but made no move to follow the witch hunter as he took off out the door. He turned towards his teacher, and saw a mixture of fear and confusion on my face.
 
   “This…this is insane,” she whispered. “Kato…what the hell are you?”
 
   He looked at his hand, and realized that it was a fully transformed paw. It was deep in the lunar cycle, and as always, his werewolf form was much more beastlike than at any other time during the month.
 
   “Get to safety, Ms. Vega,” he said. “Don’t worry about me. I will take care of this.”
 
   Kato didn’t wait for the stunned woman to respond. He pulled on his clothes and trotted out through the door, his gait long and animalistic, and then took off into the orange glow of the early evening.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Kato had shifted mostly back into his human form by the time Gabe called, retaining only the red eyes and canine teeth of his transformation. He reached into his jeans, stretched and torn at the bottoms, but still equipped with working pockets, and pulled out his phone.
 
   “We need to move now,” said Kato. “The witch hunters are keen on forcing a confrontation.”
 
   “Perfect! I’m ready, buddy!” Gabe’s voice had a rich tone to it that was different from what Kato remembered. “I’m at the graveyard on Hill Road, south of Westbrook. Meet me here as soon as you can!”
 
   Kato hung up the phone, and then looked up at the sky. The moon was only a night or two from being full. It would give him an increase in strength, but at the expense of his self-control and tactical abilities. Given the situation that he found himself in, Kato wasn’t sure if it would be a boon or a liability.
 
   He stuck to the less traveled streets of Westbrook on his way to meet up with Gabe. The last thing he needed was to draw any more attention from the unsuspecting people of the town. Between Amy, and Ms. Vega, and everyone else that had been affected by the incident at the school, Kato would already have to play things very carefully if the situation ever calmed down.
 
   Kato did his best to focus on the problem at hand, and had to force his mind from wandering onto the subject of the women in his life, and his own confusion at how he’d managed to ensnare both of him into the chaos that he was caught up in. That wasn’t something that he could address right then, and Kato pushed the thoughts out of his head.
 
   It was a good thing that he did, because what Kato found when he finally made it to the graveyard made him stop in his tracks. Gabe was standing next to a large mausoleum, surrounded by gravestones and surprisingly, a couple of people. Kato recognized them as some of the girls that had been at the party the two of them had gone to the night before.
 
   “Gabe…Please tell me that you didn’t…” Kato had seen this before. All of the four girls had blank looks on their faces, and fresh bite marks on their necks. They stood unnaturally still, as if only moving by the command of their master, the command of Gabe.
 
   “Oh come on Kato, don’t be a wimp!” Gabe’s voice was just as Kato had heard it over the phone, and he could tell that the vampire had also used the magic of blood to increase his own strength, on top of capturing some thralls. “The Knights Templar are not going to spare any expense when it comes to taking us down. We shouldn’t when it comes to fighting them, either.”
 
   “You fucking idiot.” Kato shook his head and tried to control his anger. “This is evil, Gabe. This is the type of thing that only the vampires of folklore would do. This is…the work of a monster.”
 
   “Who gives a fuck about these whores, Kato?” Gabe swung his arm as he gestured towards them, and the grass on the ground was blown back by wind. “You were fine with me using my magic on them last night. We need them even more now, and they’ll serve us better in death than they ever could in life.”
 
   Kato felt his inner beast becoming furious, both at the vampire and at himself. This was what always happened to him, whenever he tried to settle down. He’d trust the wrong people, and when the dust settled, he always had blood on his hands. Not this time, thought Kato.
 
   “I’m not doing this Gabe,” said Kato. “You’ve gone too far. I can’t turn my head away from this kind of…blasphemy.”
 
   “Oh come on now, don’t say that buddy!” Gave was still smiling, like some kind of demented jester. “Just wait until you see them in action! Hold on…did you hear that?”
 
   Kato didn’t get a chance to answer. The Knights Templar had arrived, and in full force. A group of at least ten came rushing forth out of the woods, wielding crossbows and the same ceremonial silver weapons that he had seen them carrying at the school.
 
   One of them threw a silver pointed spear at him, and Kato leaped high into the air and out of the way, propelled by the strength of the moon. He landed on top of a large gravestone that was taller than him and had just enough room at the top for him to stand on.
 
   “Malrus, Balrok, attack the werewolf!” cried one of the robed figures. “Everyone else, press forward on the vampire!”
 
   Kato’s heart was not in the fight. He watched for a moment, stoic and unmoving, as Gabe and his thralls began to do battle with the Knights Templar. It was a scene that didn’t involve him, and he found himself caring little for either side.
 
   The two witch hunters that had been assigned to take him out were readying themselves at the base of the stone slab that he stood on. Kato was in a polite, obliging mood, and dropped down to the ground without making them wait. He was angry, but in a way that was almost totally incompatible with fighting at his best.
 
   Still, it was more than enough for the two witch hunters. The first one rushed at him, and Kato easily dodged the arcing cut of his blade and let fly with a roundhouse kick against his chest. The man sailed through the air and crashed into the wall of the mausoleum. 
 
   The other one looked to be a woman from the size and shape of her body. She was smaller and faster than her friend, and wielded dual daggers. Kato dodged her attacks with lazy ease, foregoing the many killing opportunities he was offered and instead only returning her assault with mild blows. He was not in the mood to cause death.
 
   The battle between Gabe and the other Knights Templar had meandered off to the other side of the graveyard, out of close reach of Kato and his opponent. He watched her face as she realized the danger that she was in, and then sheathed her daggers and took off into the woods. Kato didn’t want to follow her, but he forced himself to. They attacked him, he reminded himself. They were threats to the people he cared about.
 
   The woman was fast, and Kato needed to slip partially into his transformation to keep up with her. She found a trail a couple dozen feet into the trees, and Kato followed her as she followed it. There was an abandoned house at the end of it, and the witch hunter crashed in through the back door. Kato walked slowly after her, his inner beast urging him into the role of a predator.
 
   “Look, just throw down your weapons and surrender to me,” called Kato. “This doesn’t have to end how you think it does.”
 
   It was hard for him to be sure whether or not he was speaking honestly. Kato had seen the fighting between Gabe and his thralls, and the witch hunters. He had seen how willing the vampire was to spill blood, and to sacrifice people, and wanted none of it for himself. But he was also a realist, and wondered if there really was a way for him to rout his opponents without sacrificing his honor.
 
   The roof of the house had collapsed in, and the upstairs was in shambles. Kato searched the ground floor, and found a staircase leading down to a dark, dank, but still relatively intact basement. He closed the door as he walked down into it, intending to use his heightened beast transformation eyes to see in the dark. Surprisingly, a small lantern turned on as he walked off the last step. By the light of it, he could see the witch hunter pulling a lighter back from the wick, and then using it on a cigarette that she had in her mouth.
 
   Kato could see from a single look on her face exactly what she was doing, even with the shadows of the flame dancing across it. She was making peace with her death. She knew that there would be no escape from him, the big bad wolf that she and her clan had set out to slay. Kato smiled as he walked over, and then surprised himself.
 
   “You got another one of those?” he asked her. The woman didn’t move for a second, and then jumped into action, pulling her dagger from her belt and rushing towards him. Kato knocked it out of her hand carelessly, feeling the blade dig into his wrist slightly and anger begin to well up in his chest as he slammed the witch hunter into the ground.
 
   “You are a goddamn fool!” Kato’s voice was infused with the deep, gravelly base of his wolf form. “Do you want to die that badly?”
 
   The woman glared at him, but didn’t look as though she was going to try anything else.
 
   “You’re an abomination,” said the woman. “You live amongst humans, just so you can use them for your own ends. You and your friend make me sick…we won’t stop until you and any people collaborating with you are dead.”
 
   What happened next almost felt like it was beyond Kato’s control. He moved towards the woman, feeling enraged, and wanting vengeance for the blood that had been spilled at the school. Instead of attacking her, however, he gripped his fingers around the witch hunter’s robe and tore it open.
 
   The woman attempted to take a step back, but tripped over a small table on the floor. Kato was on top of her within the second, pinning her to the ground and feeling her body move underneath him.
 
   Her body was illuminated by the ghostly light of the lantern. The witch hunter had nice breasts, larger than he would have expected, and an athletic figure. She glared up at Kato, but there was a certain tension in the air, and he knew that she could feel it too.
 
   He reached forward, noticing that his hand was almost entirely back to normal other than the extension of his claws, and cut the woman’s bra off her. She gasped, and covered her chest with a strangely girlish modesty, and Kato suddenly felt very conflicted about what he was doing.
 
   Before he could do anything, the woman surprised him. She moved forward slowly, taking his face into her hands and kissing him. Their lips moved together passionately, and the anger and intensity of the situation made it all feel even more heated to him.
 
   The witch hunter pushed him back, and reached for the fallen dagger on the ground. Kato had been expecting this. He twisted, and repositioned her underneath him. Surprisingly, the woman continued to kiss him, and her legs wrapped around Kato as he grabbed at her breasts.
 
   His cock was hard, and he intended to use it on her. He was strangely aroused by the woman, and felt as though he couldn’t stop himself. There was something absurd about the contrast of love and hate, life and death, and Kato was confronting it head on.
 
   Kato kept his eyes locked onto the witch hunter was he pulled his pants and boxers down, freeing his erection. The woman looked at it with flushed cheeks and an unusual expression, as though she was offering a contemptuous challenge, one that Kato was more than willing to accept.
 
   He pushed forward against her, pulling down her panties and forcing the head of his member into her warm, inviting folds. The woman didn’t struggle, and the look in her eyes told Kato that despite her loathing and hatred of him, she wanted it just as much as he did.
 
   Kato felt pleasure wave over him as he slid inside of her. The witch hunter had a blankly aroused look on her face, as though she couldn’t believe what was going on, and also couldn’t believe that she was enjoying it.
 
   “Oh god, this…this can’t be happening,” whispered the woman. She was moaning in time with Kato’s thrusts, her warm cunt bringing him deep into sexual nirvana.
 
   Kato could feel his body threatening to turn as he fucked the woman. It felt so good, and the situation was so unexpected, and the combination of both was leading him into very dangerous territory. The woman was crying out, a small tremor of shame evident in her voice.
 
   He began to push against her faster, enjoying the feeling of taking one of his enemies as a sexual conquest. Kato watched the woman’s hands carefully, but her face was blushing a deep red. It was very clear to him that any attempt she could make resistance at that point would be completely and utterly useless.
 
   He slammed his cock into her faster, feeling the cold of the basement’s brick floor against his hands and legs. The light from the lantern was only enough to illuminate the room to a very basic level, but Kato could still see the basic details of the woman’s body as his hips went into overdrive, pumping his dick in and out of her.
 
   “You’re…you’re going to make me…” The witch hunter’s whispers were ragged and embarrassed, and after a moment the turned into a loud, lustful scream. Kato felt the woman’s cunt contracting on his cock, and doubled the intensity of his own onslaught.
 
   It only took him a minute to reach his own orgasm. He let his seed blast deep inside the witch hunter, feeling a strange dominance over the woman, along with a strange guilt. Kato felt like the bad guy, like he had taken it too far.
 
   “You’re a monster…” The woman had crept over to her clothing, and was getting dressed quickly. Kato realized that he had no idea what was to happen to her now, and found himself feeling as though he had done enough to be ashamed of for one day.
 
   “Just get out of here,” he said. “Tell your fellow clansmen to leave the civilians of this town alone.” Kato watched as the woman’s face shifted from one of anger, to one of confusion.
 
   She opened her mouth to respond, but a wind blew through the basement, snuffing out the lantern’s flame along with the light it was putting out. Kato stood up and turned towards the bottom of stairs in time to see Gabe, along with two of his thralls, walking towards the woman.
 
   He moved quickly, with a spring in his step and a grin on his face. Gabe thrust his hand forward and into the woman’s chest, ripping through her skin and ribcage as though it was nothing more than wet paper mache. The witch hunter looked surprised, and then terrified. Gabe grabbed onto her hair and dug his fangs into her neck, drinking blood from her dying body as she slowly bled out.
 
   “Gabe….You sick fuck…” Kato was shaking his head and trying not to lose it as the anger quickly took hold of him, fueling his inner beast like never before.
 
   “Oh, come on Kato, grow up!” The vampire’s hands and face were covered in blood, like something out of a nightmare. “She would have gone straight back to her friends! They’re trying to kill us, Kato.” 
 
   Kato wasn’t listening. His claws and canines were out, and he could feel his fur beginning to sprout as his body shifted proportions. Gabe just smiled at him crazily and began to laugh. Kato lunged forward towards the stairs, bowling the vampire over and throwing himself out of the house like a bat out of hell.
 
   “Come on Kato, just accept it!” yelled Gabe. “It’s who we are!”
 
    
 
   END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM DEPTHS OF DESIRE
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Leon still had a hangover from the night before. It was hard for him to shake it off, and made even harder by the rough waves and bouncing of the speed boat. He sat in the back of it, watching the driver shoot the craft forward across the open ocean as though he was in some type of movie chase scene.
 
   “Yeah, we got lucky with the weather today,” said the man sitting next to him. He had been Leon’s escort ever since they had debarked from the small, remote Polynesian island which he had been flown out to the day before.
 
   Leon didn’t say anything. The man was loud, brutish, and had a case of body odor that seemed to make his headache flare up every time he caught a whiff of it.
 
   “The captain wouldn’t tell me why we were bringing you out, least you could do is speak up, boy,” said the man. “It’s pretty rude to take a free ride without respecting your elders.”
 
   Leon sighed, and rolled his eyes. He had no intention of opening up to the man about anything. His dad was dead, and he was on his way to comfort his step mom, and to help her through it. And none of it was anyone’s business but his.
 
   “Why don’t you focus on doing your job?” asked Leon. He shot the man a look that he had given many times before throughout his life.
 
   “Hey, fuck you kid!” yelled the man. “You better hold your tongue if you-“
 
   “Charles, relax,” said the boat’s captain from the helm. “Just let him be.”
 
   Leon barely even registered any of the exchange. At that moment, it was hard for him to think about anything, be it the weather, or his eventual destination, or all of the liquor he had drank the night before in a desperate attempt to calm his mind and forget everything that had happened.
 
   His father was, or had been, Max Anderson, and he was now dead. Leon had heard the news about a week ago, in a brief and concise email from his step mom, Julia. Dead of a heart attack at the age of 45, it had been almost unbelievable when he’d first read it. But Julia didn’t lie about anything, and he could tell from the brevity of the message just how badly she was hurting.
 
   A phone call would be nice, but as far as he knew, they didn’t have any down below, just a basic internet connection which they all shared, and which left much to be desired in bandwidth capacity. It probably meant that their beverage selection would also be limited, Leon realized. He immediately felt bad for having such a base and simple concern take the forefront of his mind.
 
   The relationship between Leon and his father had never been perfect. The elder Anderson had remarried almost immediately after the death of Leon’s mother when he was 12, and it had been hard for him to adjust to having Julia as a parent, though she had always tried her best.
 
   Three years ago, Leon had been eager to get out of the house and off to college. It had been less to do with his academic pursuits and more to do with his frustration towards his family. Julia wanted to be his mom, but she had entered Leon’s life at a time where he was just beginning to become a man. His relationship with her had never been straightforward, and the complexities concerning the way he saw her, and the way he felt towards her, were a major motivating factor in his departure.
 
   The speed boat seemed to hit bumpier water, and Leon had to grip the edge of the hull in order to keep himself steady. He looked over at the captain and saw the man sporting a wild grin, the type that only the saltiest of seadogs can pull off effectively.
 
   “We’re almost there,” he said to Leon. “You’re arriving pretty late on the scene, aren’t you? The rest of them have already been down there for a month, and the last shipment for the year is the one you’re headed down on.”
 
   “It’s a complicated situation,” said Leon. This much was true. Julia had told him about how difficult it was to convince the Blue Vision Company upper management to allow him to come down, even given the extenuating circumstances. As the submersible he’d be getting transport from became visible on the horizon, he began to better understand exactly why that was.
 
   It looked like something out of a futuristic sci-fi movie. The only thing he could compare it to in his mind was a giant military submarine, but that wasn’t quite right. The shape of the thing was similar to one of the old airships that predated planes, except it had several large spheres attached to the side of it, and one huge one that seemed to trail a short distance behind.   
 
   “I hope you have a really good reason for heading down to that dome, kid,” said the captain. “They say on the news that a couple of the scientists are already starting to lose it.”
 
   Leon nodded to the man slowly. He had heard the same reports, and had gotten emails from his mom and his dad, while he was still alive, fleshing out the details behind them. While the situation was not quite as sensational as the media liked to portray it, not everything was going to plan in the undersea outpost.
 
   Project Cobalt, as it was called, was an experimental sustainable living and science station in the form of a gigantic dome, pressurized to regular atmospheric conditions a kilometer below the surface of the ocean. About 100 people, mostly women aside from a few male scientists and undersea excavators, were living within it, and would continue to do so for a 10 month period.
 
   The captain steered the speedboat over to a small loading platform on the side of the submersible. There was a crewman standing on the edge of it, and the captain threw him a line as they approached. The boat was tethered close to the platform, and Leon climbed up to it, feeling his feet adjust to the much more stable movement of the large submersible.
 
   “You are Leon Anderson, right?” asked the crewman. Leon nodded. “Finally, you’re over an hour late. We can’t exactly wait all day for you, kid.”
 
   ”Well, I guess you’re lucky that you don’t have to, then,” he replied. The captain turned the speedboat away from the larger craft after saying his goodbyes, and Leon watched him zip off into the distance.
 
   There was only blue on the horizon, along with a sun that was slowly beginning to set in the sky. Leon took a moment to take in the view, knowing that it would have to last him a while. It felt like he was getting ready to head off to another world, and in a practical sense, he almost was.
 
   “Come on, buddy,” said the crewman. “The pilot is waiting inside. We have to get moving.”
 
   Leon nodded, and then stepped through the hatch that the man was gesturing towards. The submersible was surprisingly cramped and claustrophobic for a vehicle that looked so large from the outside.
 
   “It’s mostly just a cargo transport vessel, sorry about that,” said the crewman, as if reading his mind.
 
   “It’s fine,” said Leon. “About how long will it take to drop down to Project Cobalt?”
 
   “A couple of hours,” said the crewman. “We have to go slow, this thing usually doesn’t carry this many tons of supplies.”
 
   Leon closed the door behind him, and twisted the handle until a resounding click let him know that it had locked into place. The crewman walked forward, and he followed him into the main section of the transport.
 
   He was expecting it to look more like a submarine on the inside. It did have a good amount in common with one, but overall, the interior decorators seemed to have had employed a much more ergonomic design philosophy. There was a long, bus like corridor with lots of cozy looking seats. He settled into the one closest through the door that opened into the cockpit, feeling very odd about being the only passenger on the ship.
 
   “We’ll be getting underway in just a moment,” said the crewman. “Feel free to come up to the front if you want to watch through the feed of the cameras.
 
   Leon nodded. After a couple of minutes, the ship began to shake and creak. A loud claxon was sounding from somewhere above him, and in his mind it was almost interpreted as though it was a bell in a clock tower, announcing the beginning of a new day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Leon headed to the front of the ship, and found the crewman staring at what looked like a screen displaying the ocean outside the ship. There was also a pilot, or a captain, Leon couldn’t tell which, sitting in a chair staring at a complicated array of monitors and controls.
 
   It seemed like an extravagant amount of effort to put into getting him and a couple of tons of supplies down to the ocean floor. Leon had been familiar with the assets of his parent’s company for all of his childhood and adult life, but he had never seen them in action so directly.
 
   “This ship is still a prototype,” said the crewman. “A working one, but a prototype, none the less.”
 
   “How exactly is this thing going to dock with the dome?” asked Leon. He’d been thinking about it since he’d first laid eyes on the behemoth submersible.
 
   “Did you ever watch any science fictions movies when you were a kid? It’s a lot like that, except in high pressure instead of low pressure.”
 
   Leon turned his attention towards one of the screens. It almost seemed more like a window than a piece of technology. Fish could be seen racing by the camera in massive schools, and the water had a bluish green hue to it that was slowly fading into darkness as the descended. 
 
   Leon looked over his shoulder, and realized that there was another screen in back of him that was focused on the surface. It took him a second to recognize a small splotch of circular color in the image as the sun, reduced to nothing more than a spot in the sky.
 
   “It’s a different world down here, buddy,” said the crewman. “If you look into that one, you can see the dome coming into view.”
 
   He pointed towards another monitor. Leon could see what looked like a ring of lights in it, with half of a sphere pushing out from the center.
 
   “It looks so…unnatural,” he said. “I don’t know, I guess I expected it to be a little more…mundane.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s tough. Let me tell you, I’m glad I don’t live down there. I hope you know what you’re getting in for, kid.”
 
   Leon didn’t say anything. He had never been the type of guy to bemoan his own circumstances, and he wasn’t about to start right then. What he really found himself being suddenly concerned with was Julia, and her emotional state. He realized that he hadn’t even considered what had happened to his father’s body. The ship seemed to be descending gradually and deliberately, as if to give him plenty of time to get himself in the right mindset for what was to come.
 
   Slowly but surely the domed city began to come into view. The light from the surface was dim, and almost nonexistent. The ring of lights that he had seen before appeared to be the main illumination for the translucent structure, which was composed of pieces that interlocked into a geodesic dome shape. Several support structures at the very bottom seemed to serve as both a base and as entrances and exits.
 
   The captain piloted the submersible into a close docking position with the dome, and let it settle down to the ocean floor. Leon watched on one of the screens as tube extended from the side of the ship and locked into a hatch on one of the entrances.
 
   It took several minutes, and it was a surprisingly loud process, but a light flashing on one of the main monitors and a chiming noise similar to an elevator door signal let him know that the connection was complete. The pilot in the front stood up from his chair, and Leon walked out of the front cabin with the two men.
 
   “Alright, we’ve reached our destination,” said the crewman.
 
   “Great, thank you,” replied Leon. He felt strangely ambivalent as he walked towards the main exit hatch.
 
   “We’ll spend the rest of today unloading the supplies, and then we’re heading back up,” said the pilot. “You’ll be here for the next 9 months, kid. I hope you’re a fan of the scenery.”
 
   Leon wasn’t really listening. He waited for the crewmen to unlock the hatch and open it, and then he stepped through it into the connecting tube, ahead of the men. 
 
   The surface of the hatch on the other side had a couple of small, flat sea barnacles attached to it. It began to click as Leon stood in front of it, and after a moment it slowly began to turn, rolling to the side and revealing a tiny, antiseptic white behind it. He walked into it, and immediately heard a voice speaking from a soundbox on the wall.
 
   “Welcome to Project Cobalt, please take a seat in one of the chairs provided while the entry guidelines and criteria are explained.”
 
   The voice was female, and clearly artificial. Leon followed its directions as it began listing off the rules of the dome, most of which he had already expected. The voice mentioned that the dome was a no smoking, and he found himself wondering if he’d be able to find a decent beer with in the circular confines of the underwater station.
 
   “Please enjoy your stay aboard Project Cobalt. Any further questions may be directed to the station manager on site.” 
 
   The door in back of them closed, and then the one leading to the interior of the dome slowly began to open. Leon could see people standing directly on the other side of it, ready to greet him and the crew of the ship. His heart jumped a beat when he realized that Julia was among them.
 
   She smiled at him, and a wave of unwanted emotion washed over Leon. The last time he had seen her had been right before he’d moved away from home 4 years ago, shortly after his 18th birthday. He had not been kind to either of his parents in the way he had left, and to see Julia’s soft, beautiful face and accepting, motherly eyes, made all of the memories come back in a flood.
 
   “Leon…” she said to him as he walked forward. “It’s been…so long.”
 
   “Mom, I’m sorry,” he replied. “I…I’m so sorry.”
 
   There were a couple of other people waiting outside the entrance, and most of them moved by him to begin unloading the ship. Leon’s mom was wearing what appeared to be standard issue for the science team women, a tight blue t-shirt that clung nicely to her large breasts, thin leggings, and a medium length white overcoat.
 
   He stepped forward, and Julia reached out with her arms to wrap him into a hug. Leon had been torn on accepting her affection back when they had lived under the same roof, but he forced himself to reciprocate the gesture, and pulled her against him. She was warm, and her petite body felt strangely vulnerable pushed up on his chest.
 
   “Thank you for coming, sweetie,” she whispered. “Your father…it’s been so tough, without him around.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, mom,” he said. “I just can’t believe it. It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Not now. We’ll talk about that later.” Julia pulled a couple inches back and stared into his eyes. Leon could see her pain and her strength, but something else was layered on top of it, something that looked like love. Julia leaned in and surprised him with a kiss, not on the cheek as she had so many times before during his upbringing, but on his lips.
 
   Hot fire seemed to spread through his body as their mouths met. Julia ran her hands up his side, and Leon felt his body responding in a way that he was ashamed of. He ran his hand through her hair, and after a moment, managed to summon up the will he needed to break from the embrace.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey,” said Julia. “I’m just so glad to see you.”
 
   “It’s fine, mom, I understand,” he replied. He looked up and took around the dome, letting his eyes feast on the sight of it for the first time as a way from distracting himself from the guilty arousal his body had been stricken with.
 
   What he saw seemed foreign to his eyes, as though he had touched down on a new, alien landscape. The ground was a mixture of sand and clay, pale white, almost as if the color had been bleached away. It felt strangely stiff against his feet, absent of the gentle give and sink of the regular earthen surfaces he was used to.
 
   The dome wrapped around the science station like a physical horizon. The ring of lights he had seen on the way down were suspended in the water outside and above, and had the effect of shining light through the translucent composite shell material with a teal tint, with flowing shadows and patterns from the movement of the water and sea life being cast across the ground.
 
   All of this made it seem as though the tiny enclosed area was all that existed, a little island of life and civilization within a broad expanse of dark nothingness. If he had awoken there without any prior knowledge, Leon was sure that he would have thought that his body had passed into another realm, where things worked very differently and the rules of existence were fundamentally altered. He realized that for the most part, those assertions were not all that far from the truth.
 
   “Welcome to Project Cobalt,” said Julia.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Leon followed Julia as they made their way into the area. There was a gentle hum coming from a machine installed above the entranceway he had come out through, and he assumed that it was either an air recycler or dehumidifier.
 
   “Let me take you on a tour,” said Julia. “It won’t take long. This dome is more of a pilot project than the finished product.”
 
   Leon had never seen anything quite like it. The shell of the dome stretched out high overhead, and he could see that the sides of it created a smooth seal with the base of the ground.
 
   “What happens in the event of an earthquake?” he asked.
 
   “The dome is actually a complete sphere,” replied Julia. “It was set into a hole dug out by automated submersibles. There’s only a thin layer of ocean sand and clay on the ground, underneath that we have storage space and thermal generators.”
 
   She led him towards a large, industrial looking building in the center of the area. Overall, the dome was no more than maybe a kilometer across, maybe even less. Leon found himself thinking intently about the logistics of such a living situation. Julia seemed to pick up on his concern just from the expression on his face.
 
   “It’s not bad here,” she said. “Your father…your father and I really enjoyed it.”
 
   “I’m sorry Julia,” he said. “I don’t mean to stir up any bad emotions, but I have to know…dad’s body, is it…?”
 
   It was hard for him to even get the words out. Julia stopped and turned back towards him. He could see pain on her face, but along with it, there was something else.
 
   “I…I had him cremated. I was hoping you could scatter his ashes, if you wanted.” Julia pushed a strand of hair out of her face and looked deep into Leon’s eyes. “We weren’t that close, in the last few months. In the last few years, even. Leon, your father’s death hurt me, it hurt a lot…but so did what came before it.”
 
   He didn’t know what to say in reply to that. Instead, he just looked up at the lights above, outside of the dome. The lack of wind on the inside reminded him of the artificial nature of the set up.
 
   “It’s okay, mom,” he said, not knowing what else to say. Julia smiled, as though that was all she had needed, and rubbed his shoulder.
 
   “Come on, I want you to see the science station,” she said.
 
   The main building looked a little like a mixture between an observation outpost and a factory. Julia led him in through the main door, which was made of polished aluminum. Inside, about a dozen scientists wearing similar outfits to her own were hard at work.
 
   “This is where most of our research happens,” said Julia. “We’re investigating everything from ocean acidity, salinity levels, to methods for extracting resources from the sea bed, and even ways to improve the sustainability of the entire operation.”
 
   “Well I never doubted for a second that you were a hard worker,” said Leon.
 
   “We’re actually short on manpower, always,” said Julia. “If you don’t mind, it would be nice to have some help with some of the more hands on, brute force tasks we have on our plate.”
 
   “Of course,” he replied.
 
   Julia led him back outside, and they headed over to a grouping of buildings on the far edge of the inside of the dome. There were two larger ones, and at least a couple dozen smaller domiciles in rows behind them.
 
   “This is the main meeting hall and cafeteria,” said Julia, pointing. “And that’s our recreation and simulation center. It’s the only place in Project Cobalt that serves a non-scientific purpose.”
 
   “Sounds like where I’ll be spending most of my time,” Leon joked.
 
   Julia stepped up to the entrance of the meeting hall and pulled the door open. It was surprisingly spacious inside, with rows of cafeteria style tables and at least twenty or thirty residents eating dinner. She walked over to a kitchen counter with treys and some cafeteria workers behind it, and Leon followed her.
 
   “Hey Jamie,” she said to a woman working in the kitchen. “Meet my son, Leon.”
 
   “Oh wow, I didn’t realize he’d be arriving today,” said the woman. “Nice to meet you, Leon. I’m so sorry about your father. He was…a good man.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “And it’s nice to meet you too.”
 
   His mom encouraged him to load up a plate with food, and he did, feeling his hangover in remission and his hunger back in full force. The two of them headed over to a table and sat down. Leon noticed that he appeared to be the center of attention, and tried to ignore it as he began to dig into his dinner.
 
   “Don’t take it the wrong way, sweetie,” said Julia. “Visitors down here are essentially non-existent. Give it a day or two and the novelty will wear off.”
 
   “To be honest, I’m not complaining,” he replied.
 
   A tall woman with piercing green eyes and short blond hair smiled at Julia and walked over to their table. She sat down in one of the nearby chairs with a confidence that told Leon what he needed to know before she had even said anything.
 
   “You must be Leon, our new arrival,” said the woman. “My name is Elizabeth. I’m the Project Cobalt Operations Manager here inside the dome. I’ve gotten to know your mom, and your dad, rest his soul, quite well over the course of the last month.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” he replied. “I’m grateful to be allowed down here, this is a rough time for my family. I’ll help in any way I can with the project.”
 
   “I appreciate that, Leon,” she said. “There’s more than enough work to go around. Come find me tomorrow morning and we’ll add you into the fold.”
 
   He nodded, and the tall woman walked over to his mom. The two of them whispered to each other for a moment, and then she walked back towards the table she had been sitting at before.
 
   “What was that?” asked Leon.
 
   “Oh, nothing honey,” said Julia. “Come on, if you’re done with your food, we should head back to my domicile for the night.”
 
   The two of them walked outside of the meeting hall and over towards the rows of small habitats that Leon had noticed before. Julia stopped in front of one near the back, close to the edge of the dome, and unlocked the door.
 
   “Here we are. I shared this one with your father, but he was barely ever in it. Most of the time he would just sleep at his work desk in the science station.”
 
   She stepped inside, and Leon followed behind her. He was surprised by the efficiency of the setup, which had a small kitchen, living room, a bed, and a bathroom, almost in the style of a one bedroom apartment, except much nicer.
 
   “This place looks great, mom,” he said. “I can see how the Blue Vision Corporation managed to get so many people to sign on for this mission.”
 
   “It’s a small perk, but a perk, nonetheless.” Julia yawned, and sat down on the bed. She patted the spot next to her. “Come over here, sweetie. We haven’t really had a chance to be alone yet today.”
 
   Leon walked over and joined her. His mom was silent for a moment, and she looked at him with eyes that made Leon feel confused, and hot. Julia leaned in towards her son, letting her large breasts rub against the side of his body.
 
   “We’ll have to share the bed, honey,” she said. “I hope you’re not too put off by the idea of climbing under the covers with your stuffy old mother.”
 
   “Mom…” said Leon. “I should probably…just sleep on the couch.”
 
   She set her hand down on his thigh, and Leon felt his cock begin to stiffen and ache for attention. Julia rubbed her hand back and forth, letting her fingers draw closer to his package, and Leon couldn’t help but let out a soft, guilty moan.
 
   “Baby I just want to take care of you,” she whispered. “You came all the way down here for me, let mommy do something for you.”
 
   Her palm came to a rest right on top of Leon’s hard rod, and he almost gasped with pleasure. Julia quickly began unzipping his pants, and reaching her fingers down into his boxers. Her touch was warm, and caused a shiver of pleasure to run up Leon’s spine.
 
   “Mom, you can’t,” he whispered. “I mean…this, this isn’t right.”
 
   Julia ignored his appeal to logic and reason, and started to work his cock out through the flap of his underwear. Leon wanted nothing more than to let him stroke him, and bring him right to the brink and past it, but he couldn’t. There was too much guilt and shame involved in the act, and no matter how much he tried, he couldn’t rationalize it away.
 
   He stood up and fixed his pants, his face blushing hot red as he looked at his mom.
 
   “I’m sorry, mom,” he said. “This…it’s not okay. What would...dad think?”
 
   “Honey, you don’t understand,” said Julia. “It was never like that between your father and I.”
 
   She stood up, and stepped close to him. Leon flinched back, thinking for a second that she was going to try to make another move on him, and not knowing whether or not he’d have the willpower to be able to stop him. Instead, she brought her face close to his ear and spoke quiet words into it.
 
   “I didn’t want you down here to just help out with the project, Leon,” she whispered. “I need emotional support. I need you to help me get through this, to comfort me, and help keep me safe.”
 
   “Mom, I-“
 
   “It’s okay sweetie, you’re my son, and I’m your mom, no matter what.” Julia kissed him on the lips, and the action seemed to make the words she had just spoken seem dirty and illicit. Leon wanted her, as ashamed as he was to admit it, but his confusion was almost paralyzing in its power.
 
   She didn’t say anything else, and climbed into her bed. Leon thought about joining her for a moment, but instead, he made his way over to the couch in the living area and collapsed down on top of it. Sleep did not come quickly, that night.
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