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      At twenty-seven, Selma’d long since learned that staring at monsters brought nothing but pain.

      Which is why, when she saw three of them herd a woman toward a deserted alley behind the grocery store’s parking lot, she ducked behind her car, shopping bag filled with last-minute ready meals clutched to her chest thanks to Mr. Jones’ insistence that she work late yet again.

      But the monsters didn’t pay her any mind; their focus was solely on the girl between them. She was stumbling along the pavement as if drugged, headed toward the secluded spot seemingly without a shred of worry about the three males accompanying her.

      Selma gave her a guilty glance as she fumbled with her keys to unlock the car door, her palms sweaty and shaking with the violent drumming of her heart.

      She knew the monsters could bend a human’s will and make them see things that weren’t there—or not see things that were. They hid their grotesque appearance behind human skins, which was why no one else seemed to notice the scaled, horned creatures who walked among them.

      No one except her.

      Or maybe she was just crazy. Or unbalanced, as a multitude of doctors in white coats had told her concerned parents before she’d learned to pretend she didn’t see the monsters anymore.

      At least the woman wasn’t putting up a fight. Whatever they’d done to make her follow them, she likely wouldn’t remember what happened to her. She might not even realize it while it was happening.

      Selma drew in a deep breath and focused on the key in her sweaty palm—but before she could look down, the girl turned her head, catching her gaze.

      Large, panicked eyes locked on hers, and though the rest of her face remained slack and docile, those eyes spoke clearly that that woman was aware of what was about to happen to her.

      A large, clawed hand came to rest on her shoulder and pulled her into the alley. Her eyes widened even further, the plea in them impossible to ignore. Then the darkness swallowed her, leaving the parking lot desolate once more.

      Fuck. Selma stared at the gaping mouth of the alley, her heart thudding unevenly in her chest. Had she come out of the shop ten minutes later, she’d have been none the wiser, and guilt wouldn’t have been gnawing at her to do something.

      What was she supposed to do against three monsters?

      “Shit,” she muttered, easing the shopping bag and her purse to the ground as she fished out her phone.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Hi, yeah, I saw three men drag a woman into an alley behind the shops on the corner of Smith and 31st, by the parking lot. Please, can you send the police?”

      Selma spoke fast and low, not wanting to risk the monsters hearing. They were far enough away she couldn’t hear them, but she knew all too well that some of them had enhanced senses.

      “Can you see them, ma’am? Are they hurting her?” the voice on the other end asked.

      Selma blinked at the question. “No, I can’t, but it was obvious what they were going to do to her. She was fighting them.” Or she would have been, had she been capable. “Do you need me to move closer so I have eyes on them?”

      “No, don’t put yourself in harm’s way, ma’am. The police are on their way now. They’ll be with you in twenty minutes. Can I ask your name, please?”

      “Twenty?” Selma croaked. “You can’t be serious—they’ll have…” She trailed off as images flashed before her mind’s eye of what it’d be like for that poor girl alone with those three for a full twenty minutes.

      “Fuck!”

      “They’re coming as fast as they can, I promise,” the voice soothed. “Your name please, ma’am?”

      “As fast as they can” wasn’t going to save that poor woman. Dread soured in her stomach, adrenaline and fear making her hands shake as she hung up and slid the phone back into her purse. Forcing herself not to think, she moved toward the alley. Maybe she could distract them long enough for the police to show up.

      A metal pipe lay among bricks and rubble in the entry. Selma bent to pick it up, feeling just a tad better at the cold, heavy weight in her hands. She clutched it hard and pressed her back against the brick wall, peering around the corner and into the darkness.

      She couldn’t see anything but a couple of overflowing dumpsters, the faint light from the parking lot dying just a few feet into the alley. But from deep within, soft grunts echoed.

      This time, Selma didn’t have to force herself not to think. She slid into the shadows without hesitation, propelled forward by an equal mix of horror and fury. For a few moments, she didn’t think about what the monsters could do to her, only what they were doing to that helpless woman.

      A bit of light spilled in from the city’s fluorescent skyline where the alley widened into a dead end, letting Selma’s eyes catch up to her ears.

      The three monsters were standing in a semi-circle facing the wall, the broad brute in the middle moving his hips rhythmically back and forth as his comrades chuckled every time the girl made a noise.

      “Fuck, go faster, Cres. I’m busting out my fucking pants here,” the monster on the left groaned, pawing at his crotch.

      But Cres never got to answer, because Selma stepped forward and swung her impromptu bat with as much force as she could, cracking the metal pipe against his horned skull.

      The strike sounded like a gong through the alleyway and vibrated up through Selma’s arms and into her teeth.

      “What the fuck?” The monster on the right whirled on her, mouth open as Cres let out an inhuman snarl. He pulled free from the girl, finally revealing her body as she sagged to the ground, and rounded on Selma.

      His eyes were acid-green with slitted pupils, and his bared teeth were sharp as any predator’s. Revulsion honed Selma’s terror to a fine point. Suddenly, she was his full focus.

      “You’re one very dumb little girl,” Cres hissed, reaching for her weapon.

      Selma snatched it away just in time and delivered another whack, this time to his shoulder. “Get away from her!”

      “Now, now… don’t be like that, baby,” one of the other monsters purred, his blue-scaled mouth twisted in a nasty smile. “We’ve got plenty of time to play with you as well.”

      “No thanks.” She swung again, hitting Blue square in the face. “Get out of here now! The police are on their way!”

      “Son of a bitch!” Blue staggered for a moment, bringing one clawed hand to his face. “Little cunt broke my fucking nose!”

      “Feisty thing.” The other beast, whose horns curled in a strange pattern behind his head, grinned. “Calm down, pretty girl. Relax and it won’t hurt… that bad.”

      A dark fog rose around Selma. It felt like thick, clammy soup clinging to her skin, setting every hair on her body on end as it tried to penetrate through her nostrils and mouth.

      Magic.

      This was what they used to make their victims docile and believe their lies. Some had tried it on her when she was a little girl screaming at their gruesome features. It hadn’t worked then, and it wasn’t working now, but she lowered her bat anyway, relaxing her pose.

      “Now there’s a good girl,” Curly purred, stepping toward her with his hand outstretched. “Give me that nasty stick, why don’t you, and then you and me are going to have some fun.”

      “Leave her alone!” Someone shouted from behind the monsters, followed by a metallic clang when a garbage can lid connected with Cres’ horned head. It seemed their victim had managed to shake their filthy magic while Selma distracted them.

      Cres snarled and spun around, backhanding the woman to the ground, but that was all the time Selma needed. She raised her weapon again and aimed straight for Curly’s temple, putting all her strength behind her swing.

      He let out a groan like a wounded animal and staggered back, stumbling over his feet and falling on his ass as he clutched his head.

      “What the…?” Blue stared at her through narrowed eyes, for the first time taking up a cautionary stance as she rounded on him. “How did you break through his magic?”

      Selma didn’t answer, choosing instead to press her advantage. She leapt at him, but this time he was prepared. He easily side-stepped her swing, and when she tried again he twisted to block her, grabbing the metal pole in one huge, clawed hand.

      She pulled, but he was so much stronger. With an easy yank, he ripped her weapon from her hand and tossed it into a dark corner of the alley, leaving her defenseless.

      It was as if all the anger that’d propelled her into action seeped out through the soles of her feet as the blue-scaled monster rounded on her, lips curled in a snarl.

      Out of sight, the woman she’d tried to save fought against Cres on the ground. This time, it seemed the monster hadn’t deemed it necessary to drug her with his magic.

      “Not so feisty now, huh?” Over Blue’s shoulder, the curly-horned monster reappeared. Thin trails of blood trickled from his pointed ears, but that was the extent of the damage she’d managed to inflict.

      She’d been a fool in thinking she could save anyone from these monsters. She’d never even been able to save herself.

      “Hope you like it rough, bitch, ‘cause we’re gonna make your cunt pay for every blow you got in with that pipe,” Blue growled, reaching for his belt buckle as Curly rushed forward and pinned Selma’s shoulders to the wall before she could twist away.

      Rough, cold brick bit into her back as they moved in, blocking the faint light from the city. She screamed and tried to force her body to keep fighting, but there was nothing she could do to prevent their clawed hands from ripping the clothes from her body or pushing up between her legs.

      As a child, her fear of the monsters had been childish. She’d feared they’d eat her, that they’d hide in the dark underneath her bed or in her closet and devour her in her sleep.

      Adulthood had brought a different understanding of their intent. She’d seen the hunger in their eyes as they chose their prey, and it was rarely to feed.

      Her nightmares had long since morphed into this—into gruesome rape at the hands of the monsters who’d haunted her her entire life.

      Selma screamed until darkness swallowed her.
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      “Selma?”

      Selma slowly turned her gaze from the tranquil gardens beyond the bay window-ledge where she’d been curled up for the better part of the morning. A nurse stood in the doorway, a kind smile on her face. Her name was Marie, if Selma remembered correctly. Her mind was still fuzzy from the drugs.

      “The doctor is ready for you again. Would you please come with me?” probably-Marie asked.

      The doctor. Selma didn’t remember a doctor, but then she didn’t remember much of anything from after the paramedics had injected her with whatever sedative they’d had on hand.

      She unfolded from the window ledge with a sigh, slipping obediently to the floor. With an encouraging smile, the nurse led her from the small, high-ceilinged room she’d slept in and down a series of long corridors lined with the same large windows as the one she’d spent most of the day gazing out of. Although whoever had converted the old manor into a psychiatric ward had gone out of their way to make it look the part of a hospital, it still retained some of its grandeur from its glory days. It even smelled faintly of old wood through the acrid odor of cleaning agents filling the air.

      There were very few indications of other patients or staff members on the premises. A soft humming from one of the rooms was the only noise apart from their footsteps echoing off the mahogany floors as they passed closed door after closed door. Only after climbing the staircase to the first floor did life seem to vibrate through to the hall: the low buzz of a radio flowing through an open door; the murmur of female voices; and the scent of coffee emitting from what must have been the staff break room.

      The hallway grew quieter as they came to a broader stretch, where golden plaques engraved with doctors’ names hung next to dark, carved door frames that matched the floorboards.

      The nurse stopped to knock where the fancy sign indicated Dr. Martin Hershey had his office. Upon hearing an affirmative mumble through the aged wood, she offered Selma a reassuring smile before opening it.

      “Dr. Hershey, your next patient is here to see you.”

      “Very good,” a pleasantly deep voice said from within. “Show her in please, Marie.”

      Marie turned to Selma, the previously encouraging smile on her lips now spread wider. “Go on in.”

      Sighing inwardly, Selma moved past her and through the opening into the psychiatrist’s office, feeling like she was stepping into the middle of an office romance. But romantic interest or no, patient confidentiality was patient confidentiality, and the door closed behind her, leaving Selma alone with yet another professional about to draw a blank on her condition.

      “Come on over and have a seat, please.”

      Maybe he’d give up quickly—he would have had her medical records sent over from the other institutions and therapists she’d seen, and would probably come to the sad conclusion that his newest patient was a lost cause just like they had.

      If she was lucky.

      With another sigh, this time not so inward, she lifted her head to face the doctor... and froze mid-step at the sight of him.

      He was certainly handsome, which was probably the reason for the nurse’s sudden shift from reassuring professional to giddy schoolgirl. The first thing Selma noticed was his olive skin, strong, clean features, and thick, black hair. However, the neatly brushed, wavy strands did nothing to hide his pointed ears, nor the small horns protruding from just above his hairline. His almond shaped eyes watching her halted approach were a burning orange.

      He was one of them.

      No. How was she meant to get through this? She’d had to deal with them before, from her physics teacher to bank advisors, and even a supervisor at one point, but never had she been expected to open up about her illness to one. How could she trust him with her health—and her already fractured mind?

      The slight tilt of one of his dark eyebrows brought her out of the maelstrom of her thoughts. If she were to have any hope of being released before the hospital notified her parents, she best get herself together!

      Forcing her legs to complete the steps needed to reach Dr. Hershey’s desk, she gritted her teeth and lifted her gaze to meet his. Apart from their disturbing color, his eyes held no dark threats.

      “Please, sit.” He indicated the chair next to him—a comfortable-looking one, perfect for therapy sessions and delving into childhood memories.

      Selma obeyed, fervently wishing that he’d just hand her a prescription and be done. She had no interest in exploring her trauma with this... whatever he was, and even less desire for him to do so.

      “Selma Lehmann, correct?” He lifted those dark eyebrows at her questioningly, waiting for her nod. “I am Doctor Martin Hershey, chief psychiatrist here at Ravenswood House. I suspect you don’t recall me from last night, so it’s a pleasure to meet you.” He stretched his large hand toward her. Hesitantly she took it, bracing for the heat she knew he’d radiate. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the warmth traveling from her fingers up through her arm felt mildly invasive, as if his touch attempted to cover as much of her skin as possible.

      He smiled a little at her hesitation before letting go and leaning back, watching her in that therapist way she knew meant that every unconscious move of her body was being observed. It always made her fidget even more.

      “I read your file this morning; this is the first time in ten years you have had a recorded incident. Did the hallucinations disappear in your late teens, or did you decide to deal with them on your own?”

      Selma bit her lip. The way his fiery gaze locked on the gesture didn’t ease the sense she was being scrutinized, but if she could make him believe that her latest “hallucination” had been a freak accident and not a relapse, this might be over quicker.

      “I... haven’t had an episode since I was seventeen. I think maybe it was just due to the stress of the situation, and I hadn’t eaten all day...” Her voice died at his cocked eyebrow.

      “You don’t need to lie to me, Selma.” His tone was mildly admonishing, but also gentle—the kind of tone someone would use to correct undesirable behavior in a skittish cat. “I am very good at recognizing deception. They never disappeared, did they?”

      Splendid. So apart from having fire-eyes and horns, her new doctor was also a living lie detector. She shook her head.
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