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Prologue - A Girl Named Selene






Selene Bradshaw slid her coat off and tossed it onto her bed. She regarded her room with a shake of her head. She did it every time she crossed the threshold to her private space and was forced to look at the pink comforter her mother had purchased for her a year ago. Selene was pretty sure her mom hadn't accepted the fact Selene wasn't eight anymore. In two years, she'd be eighteen. An adult. She wasn't into Barbie and Ken, didn't want the Barbie dream house for Christmas, and was too old for pink, floral bedding. But how do you tell that to a woman who hadn't just given you life, but had pretty much tried to provide you with everything in life you'd ever wanted? Selene knew her mom had sacrificed for all of her children. She'd dreamed of being a doctor, but her life had changed once she'd gotten pregnant with Selene. 


Selene surveyed her room with a sigh. It was pink, blue, and white. Barbie colors. Selene's hair wasn't even Barbie blonde anymore. It was chestnut brown, and she kept it short. She never let it grow much beyond her chin, maybe in silent protest against the doll.


Selene went to her windows. There were two of them, and they looked out onto the front yard and the forest across the street. Typically, she loved the outdoors. She loved having a forest so close to home. How many times had she left her house to explore it? Sometimes, she'd go out with the dogs in the morning, fall asleep in the meadow by the river, the dogs gathered around her, only to wake and realize she’d been asleep for hours. She had loved the trees around her house. But that had been before she and her friends did what they had done. 


She had a decision to make, but she didn't want to think about it. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Maybe never.


Nothing had happened so far. It had been six days. Maybe she'd been wrong. Maybe she hadn't actually done anything. Maybe Dru and Ruby had been cowards for running. Maybe she and the others had been brave to stay because, in the end, it had amounted to nothing. 


Maybe.


She couldn't see the vampires Louis had sent to watch her house, but she assumed they were out there somewhere. She knew it was supposed to make her feel better, but it didn't. She wasn't so sure about that Zoey character, either. She was just a girl like Selene. Older, yes, but what could she do? Angel blood or not. 


Selene slumped onto her bed. She was so confused. She was also scared, worried, and yes, a little excited. 


She still had homework to do, but she needed a few minutes to rest. She was tired. She'd been going full speed since seven that morning. It was eight now, and she'd only recently gotten home. She was almost too tired to think. 


She hadn't told her friends she was going to The Pit to see Louis. They'd want to know why she hadn't gone to see Becca Bainbridge. 


To her surprise, Louis had gotten the pack leader from The Heights involved. MJ was his name. She wasn't sure how old he was, or how it worked with werewolves, but he was intimidating. She wondered if there were any weres out in the forest, too, hiding amongst the trees with the vampires.


She should have kept the spirit board close. Maybe giving it away had been a mistake. 


It had been six days and nothing.


The scent of pot roast heating in the microwave downstairs rose to her bedroom and filled the air. The aroma made her stomach growl, but she knew what a minute in the microwave would do to the meat. Honestly, despite what her stomach was saying, she didn't want to eat. Not really. She was too anxious to eat. She was hungry, but not for pot roast. 


She kicked off her sneakers and socks and dropped her backpack on the floor. They joined the growing pile of discarded items she'd tossed onto the floor when she’d entered her bedroom. Her purse was at the bottom of the stack. 


She saw the coffee stain on the lapel of her shirt again. It was her Guns N' Roses shirt, too. Authentic. Her mom had gotten it at a concert when she'd been Selene's age. Selene would have to wash it before she gave it back to her mom. She'd had to go all day with that coffee stain on her shirt. She'd called her mom to tell her to bring a different shirt to school, but her mom had been too busy. 


"Braden has a recital, and he needs a new uniform. Remember, he tore his pants. And Sasha is home from school today with a cold. I don't want to take her out too much if I don't have to. It's bad enough that I have to take her to Target with me to replace Braden's pants. She needs to be home in--"


Selene had cut her mom off. She felt terrible about it now. She'd been too anxious all day. Her nerves were on edge, and she'd taken it out on her mother. She'd tell her mom she was sorry when she went down for dinner.


"Selene!" Selene's mom called from downstairs. "Your dinner is ready."


"I'll be right down," Selene shouted back. 


She slid out of her pants. Dropped them on the pile with the rest.  


"Selene!" 


"One minute!"  


She put on sweatpants. After, she put on a loose, cashmere sweater. 


They hadn't found out anything about magic. That was the only reason they'd gone out there. It was supposed to make everything better. Instead...


Her thoughts trailed off. 


She'd heard something.


In her closet?


She stepped into slippers and then started toward her closet doors.


"Braden," she began, "if you've been hiding in my closet all this time, so help me--"  


The closet doors swung open, and she could see in a heartbeat that what had been lurking in her closet was not her little brother. 


Not her little brother. But how she wished it were. 


She stepped back, clutching at her throat. A scream was lodged inside, but it wouldn't come out.


The figure stepped out into the bright lights of her bedroom. It was reaching for her, clasping at the air, its hands snapping shut each time it missed.


She could see it wanted blood. 


Her blood. 


It came forward, its mouth snapping, chattering, its hands reaching.


She screamed. 














Zoey’s Story - You Want Me to What?  






Two hours earlier 






	I sat in Louis' office, not sure why I was there. All I knew was that Louis had summoned me. When the precinct leader of the vampires summons you, you go. No questions asked. Especially since he was also sort of my boss. I sang at his nightclub, The Pit, two nights a week. Louis paid me well for the gig. That money was the only thing keeping my head above the financial waters since my husband had died and left me with a two-thousand-dollar mortgage on a house I didn't live in, and nobody wanted to buy. 


    The Pit, an underground sanctum for vampires, werewolves, and other supernatural beings, is where anything not quite human goes when they're tired of pretending to be a natural. That's what they call humans. Naturals. At The Pit, they can drop whatever disguises they use, be themselves, have a beer, and listen to music (supplied by yours truly).


	I should add one last note before I get back to the story. I'm part angel. 


	An unnatural.


	I never get used to saying that.


	In any case, MJ (pack leader of this precinct's werewolves) had come to my door at dusk this evening. He'd come over straight from his job at the Bridgeport Inn, where he managed the lounge, so he was dressed respectably. He had on black slacks and a button-up white shirt. You had to look hard to notice he had on biker boots underneath those dress pants. His dark hair was tied in a braid that hung down the center of his back. As usual, he had on a black leather jacket and a pale white bone necklace. MJ was a badass. His work clothes couldn't hide that fact. There was something deadly in his eyes, as cliche as that sounds. He was Native American, loved motorcycles, craft beer, and, most importantly, was the alpha. He lived in The Heights with the rest of his pack, one of whom was Cinnamon. She’d come with him tonight. 


	Cinnamon was shorter than me. Next to MJ, she looked like an adorable little pixie girl because she barely reached his chest. Her helmet of blonde hair bounced as she looked at me, nodding and grinning. She was excited about something, which instantly put me on my guard.


"Bring the guitar," MJ had said to me. 


	"Why? Is something bad going to happen?" I'd stood in my foyer, hands on my hips. 


	Cinnamon had fluffed her hair and winked at me. "You'll want your guitar. Trust me."


	MJ had nudged her with an elbow. 


	"Why? That means something bad is going to happen. I'm not going if something bad is going to happen."


	The guitar in question wasn't just any guitar. I had at least a dozen ordinary guitars. This guitar was unique. Angels had made it. It gave me the ability to focus my magic, meager as it was. When I was playing it, my abilities were amplified. I could put someone to sleep or, as I'd done back in December, throw a full-grown troll across a crowded room without putting a finger on it. Louis summoning me to his sanctum with a directive to bring my angel guitar was a bad sign. 


	Now, I was in Louis' office, looking around the posh space and wondering why I was there. Louis sat behind his desk, a new, mahogany monstrosity that took up half the room. A dozen monitors were set in the wall across from him so he could keep an eye on the goings on in his club. MJ and I were seated on a lavender sofa next to Gabby, a pink-haired vampire who couldn't have been more than twenty when she'd been made. Cinnamon stood near the door to the hall, arms folded over her chest. She stared intermittently at Sonya and Wesley, two of Louis' elder vampires. Both vampires topped six feet and were blonde with gray eyes. Wesley's hair was nearly as long as Sonya's. They looked like oversized, porcelain mannequins. At least they would have if Sonya could stay still. She was also having a difficult time controlling her facial expressions. They ranged from slightly vexed to extremely annoyed. Wesley, on the other hand, looked on placidly. He seemed like there were a million places he'd rather be. 


There was also a girl in the room. She was the one drawing Sonya's ire. She couldn't have been more than sixteen. She had brown hair, was a few inches shorter than me, and seemed frail. Honestly, she looked like an elf. I should note here; I thought that before I saw her pointed ears. 


"You're wondering why you're here?" Louis interrupted the girl's monologue about fearing something in the woods. He pointed a full-watt smile in my direction.


Louis smiling was never a good sign. I was grateful his fangs weren't on display.


"Yeah. With my guitar."


Louis regarded me over tented fingers. "Give me a minute and I'll explain everything. We weren't expecting our visitor," he indicated the girl with the pointy ears. 


She stepped forward. "We need help. You can talk to her anytime." She pointed at me with a blue-tipped fingernail. Her voice was as musical as a song. "Is she the one you told me about?" The girl looked toward Gabby.


Gabby opened her mouth to respond, but Louis began to talk again. 


"This is Zoey. Zoey, this is Selene. Selene is having a problem. Actually, it may be something you can help us with."


"Something's after me." Selene cut in, suddenly speaking so fast I could barely make sense of her words. "I did something. I did something stupid. I don't know what I was thinking. Now it's after me."


"What's after you?" I asked.


"The beast."


"The Beast?" I turned on Louis. "You've got to be kidding. You want me to go after something known as The Beast?" 


"No, that's not what I said."


"That's not what we agreed on." MJ came forward on the sofa. "We discussed the imp, not a beast."


"Imp?" I looked from one man to the other again. "What's an imp?"


"You misunderstand, my friend. I'm sending Selene home with two of my own, hand-picked by Wesley and Sonya. I only want Zoey here tomorrow to hear the report they give. She may have some insight."


MJ nodded, then reclined back to where he was before.


"Could someone please tell me why I'm here?" I said. "It's certainly not to go after a beast, I hope. Or an imp."


"There is a situation in Bedford that involves an imp." Louis said this as though it were the most normal thing in the world. Then he added, "We want you to look into it."


"To do what?"


"Deal with the imp. You and your guitar." He made this statement deadpan, as though he were serious.


I sputtered, then managed a, "What?"


Beside me, MJ shifted. The entire sofa dipped under his weight. "That's exactly what you do. You're good at it. Hell, you're fearless."


Gabby nodded. "You marched into that house back in December without any regard for your personal safety. You didn't even know we were there."


"They had my boyfriend," I said. "I wasn’t going to let them kill him."


Louis shook his head. "No. You had a choice."


"That's it?" Selene asked. "What about what's going on with me?"


"As I said, I'm sending two of mine to your house tonight. We will regroup tomorrow."


"You'll be asleep tomorrow."


Louis raised an eyebrow. "I live underground. I'm not so swayed by the comings and goings of the sun. Besides, MJ will be here, too."


"But what if..." she started, then trailed off. "First thing in the morning."


"You have my word," Louis said.


When Selene was gone, I turned on him. "What the hell do you mean promising me out to people? I'm not your pet, and I'm not going up against anything called the Beast. You can forget it. Send Sonya and Wesley. What do they do around here, anyway?"


Louis held up a hand to stop Sonya from rounding on me. He stood, then came around his desk. He settled on the edge. 


"You think that was a good idea?" MJ asked. "Rushing her out that way? She may be in serious trouble."


"She's a sixteen-year-old tete," Sonya said. "There's a video of the event, and it's a non-event. You can see for yourself after we finish with Zoey. Chances are good that it was a bunch of teens who scared themselves in the woods at night. What trouble could a baby tete get into?" 


"She's not a baby tete," Gabby complained. "Selene isn't one to jump to conclusions. She's not like that. If she says something is wrong, something is most definitely wrong."


Sonya folded her arms over her chest and sighed heavily."


"We're sending vampires to watch her house tonight," Louis said. "I'm also postponing the imp retrieval until tomorrow on the off chance there really is something going on at Selene's. I don't want Sonya and Wesley in Bedford if they’re needed here."


"Good. So, I can go home." I tried to get up, but MJ grabbed my arm and held me where I was. "Would you stop that?" 


"Listen to what we have to say," MJ said, "then I'll take you home."


"It'll be good," Gabby put her arm over my shoulders and squeezed me. "You'll see."


Louis walked to the sofa then crouched in front of me. "You haven't improved at all."


"What do you mean?" 


"You're not going to get any better at using magic if you don't use magic."


"You're making zero sense, Louis."


"You have to use your magic," MJ said. "Sitting in your home studio practicing using it hasn't gotten you anywhere."


"You've been practicing," Louis made finger quotes, "for months, and what progress have you made?" 


"It's still new to me, but I am making progress."


"No, you're not. You won't improve as long as you sit at home playing witch. You need time in the field."


I did not like how this conversation was going. 


"You've proven repeatedly," said MJ, "that your magic comes through for you when the pressure is on. Louis and I discussed the issue and decided you need more real-world experience. That's the only way you'll understand how your magic works and how to use it at will."


"I'm happy that my personal business is such a hot topic for you and Louis, but I'm not ready for fieldwork."


Louis shook his head again. "It's not your personal business." 


"It is my personal business."


"Have you seen what's been going on around Bridgeport? Demon ghosts, cursed manuscripts, the dead coming back to life? There's some bad mojo in Bridgeport, and we need all hands on deck. All unnatural hands on deck, because we don't know what's coming."


"Something…evil is coming. Can’t you feel it?" Wesley came forward. "The things I've seen in Bridgeport, maybe you get a cursed manuscript in a century. Maybe a demon, maybe a revenant, but not all of it. It doesn't happen unless something is drawing them."


I shivered. 


Louis spread his arms wide to take in the room. "You're an unnatural, Zoey. Further, the protection of unnaturals, whether they're vampire, werewolf, tete, or something else, falls to MJ and me..." he trailed off and looked up at the ceiling. "...Something is coming. We all feel it. We need to be prepared."


MJ added, "You have angel blood flowing through your veins. You see things nobody else can see. With your guitar, I've watched you put people to sleep and move things without touching them. You're here for a reason. We need to ensure you're ready for whatever that reason is."


"Don't look so panicked," Louis actually had the audacity to laugh. "You're one of us now. We protect each other."


"Don't look so panicked," I muttered. "How should I look?"


"Relieved. Think of these assignments as jobs. Every success nets you a grand."


"Dollars?" I sat up straighter.


"You still have that house in Rivermont to pay for, don't you?"


"Yes."


"A thousand would help, wouldn't it?"


I sighed. Louis already paid me an obscene amount of money to play music in his club. Now he was going to pay me to do what? Hunt monsters? "What do you want me to do? Selene just left, and you want me to see her tomorrow."


"No. I didn't say I want you to have anything directly to do with whatever is happening with Selene. I said I'd like your thoughts tomorrow after my people report back to me. No, we have something else in mind for you. Something with known risks, so your safety will never be in question." Louis turned to Wesley. "Wesley, give Zoey the run down."


Wesley ran thin fingers through his hair before beginning. "There's a disturbance in Bedford. A historic house on the outskirts of downtown. Sonya and I were there two nights ago. The family there thinks they have poltergeists. They don't."


"Tree imps," Sonya said dryly. "In this day and age."


"Tree imps?" I repeated. "What the hell is a tree imp?"


"What they have." Sonya walked to the center of the room, speaking as she went. "Tree imps have overrun their house. The homeowners can't see them because they're human...come to think of it, Wesley and I can't see them either, but we know their neighbor is breeding them. He told us that some of them got loose a few nights ago."  


"It didn't take the imps long to take up residence in the yard we're going to," Wesley continued the story. "It's three doors down and has a much larger backyard." 


"Breeding tree imps?" I shook my head. "Louis, you can't be serious. I don't even know what a tree imp is."


"They're demons," Wesley said, then quickly continued. "Low level. They're not very powerful at all. They're small, ugly, sometimes cranky, always mischievous, and can do wonders in a garden. That's why Simeon has them. He's been working on building a community garden and he needed the help."


"What is Simeon?" I asked. "Is he an unnatural?"


"Of course." Sonya looked at Louis. "You said she wouldn't ask stupid questions."


I ignored her. "So, what is he?"


"He's tete," Louis said. 


"As in an actual tete? The elf-like creatures?"


"As in tete. They're not like what you've read in folklore.” 


"And you want me to do what with these tree imps?" I asked. 


Wesley leaned against the office door. "We need you to put them to sleep so we can return them to Simeon. We may also need you to tell us where they are. Remember, we can't see them. Simeon can see them, and he'll be there to help."


"I thought they were good for gardens."


"Gardens, yes," Sonya said dryly, "children playing outside, pets, humans in general, not so much."


"So, are you game?" Louis asked. "Just go and see."


I was skeptical but found myself agreeing. 


















The Clock is Ticking






A short time later, I was sitting in Asia's bedroom, my skin cast in a soft pink glow from all the pink fairy lights around her bedroom. Hundreds of tiny pink lights lined her ceiling and one wall. It was kind of nice. All the lights made the bedroom cozy. I was snuggled in a fluffy pink chair with an even softer pink blanket on my lap. The movie was still playing on Asia's television, but Asia couldn't see it anymore. Not because she hadn't been enjoying it. We'd both been laughing as we watched, but cozied up in her bed as she was, head on her pillows and blankets around her neck, sleep was bound to take her. She was entirely too comfortable for it not to. She was sleeping. Her breathing was a soft purr.


I got up from the chair, debated turning the TV off, then decided to leave it on. Turning it off would probably wake her. She needed her sleep. She'd had a long day helping in my mom's bookstore, and then helping her dad with dinner. 


I walked down the hall of my sister's house. Her family lived over Cora's shop in The Square. Strange Finds was Cora's love. It had been a coup for her and Paul to find a building for sale when her family had moved back into town. They lived on the second through fourth floors. It was the same setup I had, only I lived above my mom's bookstore.


Asia's room was on the third floor, like her parents. Asia's three brothers, Alphonse, Tione, and Jordan, were housed on the fourth floor. 


As I started down the stairs, I heard banging from above, then a string of swear words. Shaking my head, I continued to the kitchen, where Cora and Paul were heating a kettle of water for tea. Mom and Les were sitting across the table from Surrey. Everyone was talking excitedly.  


"Asia lasted longer than I thought she would." Cora was standing at the counter, taking cups down from a cabinet. "She thought you weren't coming."


"Of course I was coming. I just got..." a had a flash of Louis' office, "...I got held up is all. Movie night with Asia was my top priority tonight."


"Tea?" Cora was dressed casually in a peasant dress and slippers; her hair pulled away from her face by a band.


I shook my head. "No thanks. I have to get home." I came around the table where my mom was settled, but didn't sit. "Ren is coming over tonight." 


"Did she ever tell you what she wanted to talk to you about?" Mom asked. 


Mom and Les looked winter chic in grey sweaters and jeans. Mom had on boots and a colorful scarf artfully draped around her head. Les had on a brown ball cap. 


"She talked a little, but I think she wanted someone to watch the movie with her." I gestured at Cora and Paul. "She said you both refused."


Paul rolled his eyes. "I was not about to waste two hours of my life on that movie." 


Paul was still wearing the apron he'd had on when he'd made dinner. Beneath the apron was a rumpled suit. 


"Neither of us was," Cora added. 


I shrugged. "I liked it. It was funny."


Paul snorted. "Now you're just being nice."


I pushed away from the table to head for the front door, but stopped when Cora started talking again. 


"I guess we might as well tell you, too. We told Mom, Les, and Surrey."


"Tell me what?"


Cora and Paul looked at each other momentarily, then turned to face me. "We're having another one." Cora rubbed her stomach. "I'm pregnant."


I stared at them. Blinked. 


This had to be some kind of joke.


"This is where people usually say congratulations." Paul took the apron off and hung it on a hook. 


Congratulations wasn't the first word that came to mind. "Five?" was the word. "Five kids?"


"Yes, this will be our fifth," Cora agreed. 


"Doesn't that seem like a bit much?"


Again, they looked at each other. "A bit much?" Cora continued to rub her belly and smile. "What does that even mean?"


"What did you expect from Zoey," Mom said. "She doesn't understand. She doesn't have any children."


The smile faded from Cora's lips. 


This wasn't about me and my empty womb; it was about them. I was being a jerk, so I threw a smile on and shouted, "Congratulations!" I even added a little hop. The hop meant I was very excited for them. 


It worked. The smile returned, and the excited conversation I had walked into resumed.


Cora was having another baby. 






Ren got to my house ahead of me. He was fixing a decadent dessert of brownies topped with chocolate syrup, strawberries, and homemade whipped cream in the kitchen. You wouldn't think it to look at him, but Ren loved cooking, baking, and creating his own recipes. He was pretty good at it, too. 


"Dessert for dinner." I stepped into the kitchen, unable to keep the smile from my lips. "You read my mind." I put my purse on the counter and hung my coat in the closet. "I still have a little practicing to do tonight, though."


Ren set down the bowls he'd taken from the cabinet. He walked to me, that slow, sultry smile I loved so much, tugging at his lips. When he reached me, he put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me close. He kissed me slowly, deeply, until I was weak-kneed and felt I would swoon from the pleasure of it. When he stepped away, I sighed a little. 


"I love how you kiss me with your entire soul," he murmured. 


"I love how you make me want to kiss you with my entire soul."


He returned to the bowls and retrieved spoons from a drawer. "Remember, I'm going to Richmond in the morning. I won't see you at all tomorrow, so I wanted to make sure we got to see each other tonight, even if it's only for a little while."


"You are the sweetest man."


"I'm a selfish man." He winked. "Besides, I like to lie in bed and listen to you play. Louis pays good money to have you in his club, and I get to hear you for free."


I told him about getting called to The Pit earlier tonight. "Louis and MJ think it will help me learn how to use my abilities better."


"Tree imps? I suppose they're harmless enough, but I don't like the idea of Louis and MJ thinking it's okay to take you out into the middle of a dangerous situation anytime they feel like it."


"The point is for me to learn how to protect myself. MJ says in the heat of the moment, I always react with magic. He thinks it's intuitive, but my brain gets in the way."


"He's probably right, but I still don't like it. Maybe I should call--"


"No. You can't do that. They're right. I do need to learn how to use my abilities. If they try to take me anywhere that's dangerous, I won't go. I'm not crazy."


He regarded me over a bowl, then nodded. "Do you know what you're playing Thursday night at the club?"


"I'm messing around with a few ideas. I'll have to decide for sure tomorrow so I can give any changes to the band."


"The band with no name? I thought they didn't need to rehearse."


I shrugged. "They don't. But my old habits die hard."


After our little meal, we a went to my bedroom. 


I sat on my bed for a while, staring at the ceiling as he undressed.


"What's wrong? Nobody died, did they?" He was walking across the room as he spoke, removing accessories and articles of clothing and dropping them wherever he happened to be. 


His hair was a little wild, as usual. He had shoulder-length hair that always seemed on the verge of being out of control. On the verge but never quite there. 


I loved him. I knew that now. I accepted it, but I wasn't entirely happy about it. Ren was a gorgeous man with something sinister residing in the recesses of his soul. I had seen it with my own eyes. I had seen this beautiful man turn into something horrific and not at all beautiful. He'd done it to save my life, and so he could save the lives of my friends, but I knew this thing was always there, somewhere inside him.


Ren's green eyes were red-rimmed. The bangles on his wrists sang as he pulled his shirt over his head. 


Looking at him made my breath catch. 


It was still a little startling to see him. To watch him get into bed next to me. 


"Cora's pregnant. Again." I said, then flopped onto my back.


"Was it unplanned?" He dumped his boots on the floor near the headboard, then stood beside the bed, as naked as the day he'd been born. 


We'd been together for a few months now, but I let out a tiny groan of desire every time I saw him naked. His muscles, the curve of his butt, the size of him. 


My breath caught again. My stomach turned over, and I shivered as I caught the scent of his cologne, a musky parfum. It was subtle but effective.


Seeing me enjoy the sight of him, he began to stiffen. 


"Probably," I cleared my throat and looked away, "but not unwanted. Cora and Paul adore their kids. It got me to thinking."


"About what?"


"Me. Look at me. I'm nearly thirty-five. My life doesn't look anything like how I thought it'd look by now."


"How'd you think it would look?"


"I thought I'd have kids. I thought I'd have at least one child by now."


Ren climbed into bed and pulled me close. One warm thigh shifted so it rested across my stomach. His chest rose and fell against my arm; his breath peppered my skin. He was warm and smelled good. I realized there was no place I'd rather be at that moment. 	


I thought there was a good chance he felt the same when he grew harder against my thigh.


"What about you, Ren? Do you want kids?"


He nuzzled my hair. "I don't know. I guess I haven't thought about it in a long time. I'm...compromised. I don't know how having a child would work out for me."


"Oh. I guess you're right. We wouldn't want to have a..." I trailed off. I didn't even want to say it. 


"But you want one." 


He softened as the conversation continued.  


"I don't know. I used to want one desperately, but I was never able to get pregnant. Every month, I hoped, and every month, when my period came, my heart broke. Meanwhile, all around me, my sisters are popping out children left and right. I used to feel empty inside. You know, without a child. You feel less than, somehow. Like there's this wonderful club that's not all that hard to get in--they let crackheads in and murderers--but me, I'm just not good enough."


Ren curved his arm under my head and pulled me closer to him. "You're plenty good enough."


"Apparently not." I sighed. "But do I want a child now? I guess it's not in the cards for me. We can't have one, and I love you. If I had to choose between you and having a baby, I'd choose you."


"Thank you. I'd choose you, too." He rolled on top of me and covered my mouth with his. 


He was hard again.


After that, we didn't do much talking. 














Oh No, Not Again






A while later, I was in my studio with the angel guitar. The sound of rain hitting the roof told me the storm that had been threatening all day had finally broken, but I couldn't see much outside the windows.   


The studio was a wreck. It was always a wreck when I spent long hours up there--today had been one of the long days. Before getting called out by Louis, I'd been in the studio working on my own music and songs for my shows at The Pit this week. My bass was plugged in, as was my synthesizer and drum machine. There was a tray on a table, with three dishes stacked on it, and three empty cups from earlier today. A mug of tea was nearby, but I had long since drank the contents. Currently, the tea bag was crisping on the teacup saucer.


After practicing for The Pit, I retrieved the angel guitar from its case. The beautiful face painted onto the guitar's body stared up at me as if saying, it's about time, I thought you'd forgotten about me. I hadn't, of course.  


Before the Louis and MJ plan of forcing me to learn to use my abilities, I'd been learning independently. I was practicing in my studio, as they'd said. I'd been working to control the magic inside me for months, but hadn't succeeded. I'd only been able to access my abilities when I was in a state of high emotion. Day to day, I was a pretty chill person. Typically, I wasn't emotional unless I was playing music. My friend and mentor, Luna, had taught me to use music as a conduit to my power. Music focused my abilities. It was a way for me to generate real emotion. That emotion allowed me to do amazing things. But after weeks of trying to master this ability, I wasn't having many emotional reactions to music anymore. I was too aware of what I was trying to do to let go and feel the music the way I would have any other time. There were a few songs that typically got an emotional reaction out of me, but that reaction dissipated the more I played the music. 


The more I sang, the more I strummed, the less I felt. No, that wasn't true. I did feel something. Tired. Luna had told me I had to turn my emotions into intentions, but I didn't know how. So, I suppose working with Louis and MJ couldn't hurt.


Piglet yowled from the sofa, then hopped onto the floor. I took this as a sign that she thought it was time to go to bed. 


"It's not even..." I turned where I was sitting to look at the clock on the wall above the soundboard, but was interrupted by a blur of movement.


Connor had burst through the floor. 


Connor was my live-in ghost, guardian, and all-around pain in the butt. 


Seconds later, Darla came corkscrewing through the studio door. 


"Downstairs," Connor roared. 


"You're not gonna believe this one." Darla was practically overflowing with glee. 


"What?" I stood and set the guitar in its stand. "What's downstairs?"


"I told them to wait there--" Before Connor could finish, a large man drifted through my studio door. 


When I say large, I don't just mean in the belly. Yes, his belly was significant, but he was also tall. Way taller than Ren. As he floated forward, he towered over Connor and Darla. His lips were set, and what I could see of his face told me his expression was one of grim determination. 


I couldn't see much of his face. I should say that here. Most of it was missing. I could see his right eye, part of his nose, his lips, and one pointy ear. I wasn't so sure about the pointed ear, though. The left side of his face was... 


I wanted to cover my face and scrub my brain, but I knew I couldn't. This man had died, been murdered, and he'd come to me for help. 


God help me, he'd come to me for help. 


He looked like a wild animal had attacked him. Ribbons of skin hung around his face, neck, arms, and stomach. His pants were torn in places and stained red. This man had died hard. Whatever had done this to him, I didn't want to face it. 


"Hey!" Connor complained, drawing my attention from the man. "I told you to wait downstairs."


The apparition looked at Connor, but only for a moment. 


Three more figures floated into my studio. Two were children. Neither more than twelve, I guessed. The last was a woman. Their mother? Was the large man the father?


The state of the two children and mother wasn't as bad as the man's. Small things to be grateful for, but they'd clearly been done in by whatever had savaged the man.


I refocused on the man and realized his mouth was moving. 


"Yeah, yeah," Connor said. "I told you she won't be able to hear you." 


"What's he saying, Connor?" 


"Something about a monster." Darla floated beside me. She was looking at the young boy whose lips were also moving. "An ugly monster. Two legs. Two arms."


"Teeth like razors," Connor added. "Red eyes." Connor looked at me. "Any idea what that could be?"


"No idea. What else are they saying?"


"Broke into their house," Darla said. 


"No shit," Connor interrupted. "You sure about that?"


"What?" I asked.


"Huge," Darla answered. "It was big as a house."


Connor floated down beside me. "These poor saps didn't stand a chance."


In the distance, the sound of racing motorcycles roared to life. The sound was faint at first, but it grew louder. It was getting closer. I knew what it meant. Someone was coming to take the family to the other side. Either someone from above or someone from below. Or both, considering it was a family.


"It's time for you to go!" I backed toward my soundboard, stumbling in my haste to escape all the ghosts inhabiting my studio. 


Connor and Darla disappeared a moment later. They knew what was coming and weren't about to get taken accidentally. But the family floated in the room, wide-eyed, scared. 


I thought I should say something comforting, but just then, a sound like thunder boomed. Pictures fell off the walls, miscellaneous objects fell over on the tables and desks, and Piglet let loose with a frightened yowl. Willa woke up. Both cats streaked across the room to the corner where I'd retreated. 


Another boom of thunder. 


Whatever was coming for the family was almost there. With kids, it was more than likely they'd be going to heaven, but you could never be sure. 


The windows rattled as the roaring of what sounded like a motorcycle gang got closer.


I tucked myself into the corner. Trembling, Willa and Piglet tucked their little bodies as close to mine as possible. I picked them both up and huddled with them in my arms. 


White light lit the room. At the sight of it, relief spread through me like warm butter. 


The light surrounded the family and seemed to embrace them. Figures were moving around in the light. Then I could hear the singing. The celebration. The Joy.


I laughed. I couldn't help it. Suddenly, I was so happy I could barely contain it. I found that I wanted to sing, too. 


As I looked on, the rents in the father's skin healed. His face became whole again. The little boy smiled. He was whole now, too. Then, I couldn't look anymore. The light was too much. So, I hid my face in my arms, tucked the cat's little faces under my arms. When I looked up again, the room was quiet and empty. 


I sat up straight and tried to catch my breath.


A young girl floated into the studio before I could compose myself. A shimmery white light glowed around her body like a halo. She wasn't torn up like the others. Was that why she'd come after they'd gone? Or was this an entirely separate murder victim?


She floated deeper into the room, her mouth moving as she approached me, but I couldn't hear her. 


I opened my mouth to tell her I couldn't hear her, then shut it. I knew her. She was the girl I'd met in Louis' office. The one I was supposed to help. The one who said something was after her. 


I opened my mouth again, but this time, I said her name. "Selene?"


She nodded. 


"I can't hear you."


She sighed, her shoulders drooping. She nodded again. 


I was going to call for Connor so he could tell me what she was saying, but before I could, Selene turned and headed for the windows. 


"No, wait!" I called. 


Selene glided out the window facing The Square without a backward glance. 


She'd left. 


She'd floated away. 


There'd been no angels or demons or sonic booms. She'd just left. 


Intellectually, I knew this was possible, but I'd never seen it happen. The angels or the demons always came. Had this girl side-stepped them by waiting for the others to be taken first? Was it her family?


Connor's head popped up through the floor. "They gone?"


"Yes, they're gone."


"Can't be too careful." He rose into the room, looking left and right like an angel might pop out from beneath the soundboard and haul him off to heaven. 


"You and Darla have permission to be here," I said. "I have no idea why you run scared every time that happens."


"It doesn't hurt to play it safe." He scanned the room again. "And newsflash. Darla doesn't wanna be your guardian no more. Said she can't take the stress."


"What are you saying?"


"She's gone, adios. Gonna see if maybe she could get a different assignment."


"She's gone? Just like that?"


"Just like that."


I tried not to smile. "So, you're my official guardian?"


"I've always been your official guardian."


I couldn't help it. Darla gone made me emit a happy little giggle, which was wildly inappropriate considering what had just taken place.


Ren burst through my studio door, naked. 


"Could you give me a break?" Connor exhaled heavily. "I mean, just one little break." 


"What happened?" Ren snatched a sweater off a hook on the back of the studio door and came deeper into the room. 


"Ghost visitors," I said.


The air came out of Ren. He looked relieved. "It's been a few weeks."


"Yeah." I set Willa and Piglet on the floor, then got to my feet and went around the room, picking up things that had fallen. "An entire family this time. But this one was odd."


"Yeah," Connor said. "I'm not too sure they was human. You get a load of them ears?"


"I saw the dad's ears, but he was so ripped up I wasn't sure I saw what I thought I saw."


"You saw it. The kids had them ears, too. Offhand I'd say they was tete."


"Unnaturals?" Ren asked. "Are you sure?"


"Yeah, pretty sure."


"Why'd they come to me? I'm not tete," I said.


"You're an unnatural, though. Like them." Connor shrugged. "And heaven is heaven, hell is hell, purgatory is purgatory."


I continued to move around the room, picking things up. 


"Whatever it was that killed them, it didn't sound human, either," Connor said, which was what I had been thinking.


I met Ren's gaze. He didn't look happy, but I knew he knew nothing could be done about it. This was my lot in life. They'd come to me for help, and help I would. 


"That's all we need." Connor snorted. "You see how that guy was ripped up? Sheesh"


"I saw." I'll never forget. "But there was something else. Something that happened after you and Darla wimped out. I could have used your help, Connor."


"What?" The ghost held up his hands in defense. 


"A girl. She came in after the family crossed over. She's the same girl I met in Louis' office. The one who told us something was after her."


"I thought Louis sent vamps to watch her house," Ren said. 


"He did. But whatever killed her must have gotten around them."


"Was she with the family?"


"Possibly. I don't know. I won't know until I can talk with Louis or MJ."


Ren dragged a hand through his hair. "That's not good. Something that can get around one vamp would worry me, but two. Not good."


"That's not all," I added. "She didn't cross over. As usual, I couldn't hear what she was saying, and she got frustrated and floated out the window." 


"She what?" Connor's eyes bulged. "For cripes sake. Not another ghost floating around Bridgeport."


"Did you see where she went?" Ren asked.


I shook my head. "I was too surprised. No one has ever left by the window before."


We were quiet for a moment. 


"Well," Ren said, breaking the silence, "I guess we'll have to find her."


"Agreed," I said. "Then figure out what killed her and that family. We also need to find out if they're related. I'll have to call Louis and let him know."


"One thing's for sure." Connor floated to the ceiling. "This case is gonna be a pip." With that, Connor disappeared through the ceiling tiles.


"It's been a great few weeks of peace." Ren walked to me and clasped my hand. Gently, he pulled me closer so he could kiss my forehead. "Are you ready for another case?"


I looked at the angel guitar and shrugged. "I guess I have to be. There's no choice."














Early Planning






Ren and I returned to my bedroom. I put the news on to see if there were any reports of a murdered family in the area, while Ren checked the online news sites. While the news played, I tried Louis, but didn't get an answer.


"He's probably busy." I decided after his voicemail picked up. I left a brief message about Selene's visitation, then disconnected.


I tried MJ, but he didn't answer, either. I left him a message, too.


"I don't see anything," Ren said. 


"It's probably too early. They probably haven't been found yet."


I wasn't frightened by ghost visitations, not after all I'd seen in the last few months. The visitors never meant me harm. What did disturb me, though, was what had been done to that family and the description of what had killed them. There was no crazed boy here, no witch wannabe. This sounded like a bloodthirsty...what? What was it? And why that family? What about that family had marked them for such an awful death? Also, why hadn't Selene crossed over?


I was sitting on the bed with the cats tucked around me. They'd still been spooked when we'd come down to bed. Currently, Piglet was staring out my bedroom window, and Willa was sleeping. 


"What's next? Vampires? Werewolves?" Ren shook his head. 


"Werewolves are human most of the time."


"Nice try, but no. Werewolves turn into wolves at least three times a month. Most do it more than that. How many humans do you know who can change into a wolf?"


"I was thinking of the moon aspect. That they're compelled to change during a full moon. But I guess you're right. Nobody I knew in my previous life could turn into a wolf."


"Think about Bell."


Bell was a homicide detective. I sometimes "helped" (my word, not his) him solve murders. I'd met him after a ghost demon murdered my philandering husband, and I had been "helping" Bell solve cases ever since. He was a good cop, albeit it took him a long time to get on board with the realities of life in Bridgeport. A human didn't commit every murder. Every crime didn't have a logical conclusion. Bridgeport was different.


Bell was finally coming around to that way of thinking when Cinnamon had bitten him. Ren was right. Becoming a werewolf wasn't something that only impacted Bell during the full moon. According to Bell, his entire body had changed. He looked the same on the outside, but inside he was altogether different. He was stronger, his hearing more acute, his vision was scarily good now, and he'd developed something of a rage issue. Inside, Bell was a different person. There were so many changes that he'd briefly left his home and moved to The Heights to be with the pack. That was the only way to ensure he wouldn't accidentally hurt anyone while he adjusted to his new body and life. 


"Come to think of it," Ren said, "it could have been a werewolf that did that to them."


"You know a werewolf wouldn't do that. Not with fear of the Confederation in the back of their mind."


Ren shrugged. "Assuming the wolf was part of the Confederation."


Werewolves were unnaturals, and unnaturals comprised an assortment of species who were ruled by a single set of laws. Those laws were created and enforced by the Confederation. Every species was part of the Confederation. Each species had a defined hierarchy with regional precincts and precinct heads. The Prime sat at the head of the Confederation. Along with the Elder Council, the Prime governed the Confederation, although the Prime was senior to the Elder Council.

