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      Life is full of coincidences, accidents, and lots of fate in-between.  Sometimes, though, a man has a plan, and that plan isn’t always on the side of the righteous.  Men may be given the same gifts but take different paths to shape their own future.

      Heavy stuff, and none of which entered the mind of Lilly Edmonds and her handsome Moon, the werewolf Paul Lupe, as they lay together beneath a starry sky.  An itchy old wool blanket stretched out beneath them on the grass of the manor lawn.  A forgotten picnic basket with desserts of all kinds sat forgotten on the other side of Paul.

      His right arm lay stretched out across the top of the blanket and his hand rested on Lilly’s shoulder.  She was pressed against his side and reveled in the heat of his body against hers, protecting her against the cold bite that lingered in the night air.

      Lilly closed her eyes and sighed.  Paul drew her closer against him and his chuckle vibrated against her body.  She looked up and offered him a crooked smile.  “What was that for?”

      “Your sigh,” he mused as he grinned back at her.  “I’ve hardly heard one so full of contentment, but with an edge of regret.”

      Lilly winced.  “I’m still that readable?”

      He pressed a kiss on her forehead.  “To me, always.”

      Lilly lifted her eyes to the dark sky with its endless beauty of stars.  “I was just thinking about everything that’s happened with us, or to us.  The ghosts, werewolves, ghouls, and angels.”  She bit her lip and turned her face away from him.  “And then there’s Al losing his eye. . .”

      “Al doesn’t hold nearly as much regret over the loss as you,” Paul mused.

      Lilly shrugged and his hold on her loosened just slightly.  “I know.  I just felt… I feel like I could have done more to help out.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.  “Your night vision.”

      She sighed.  “Not just that.  I just don’t know your world.”

      “Our world,” he reminded her.

      Lilly wrapped her arms around herself and bit her lower lip.  “I know, I know, it’s just-” A thought struck her that forced a laugh from her lips.  “I just need a manual for this life, that’s all.”

      He gave her a light squeeze.  “No life worth living has a manual.”

      Lilly snorted.  “How come you’re so much better at these words than I am?”

      A soft sigh from him wafted over her neck.  “I’ve had a great deal to think about concerning my life.”

      “Like how to shave after all those full moons?” she teased.  “Or how to-

      Paul shot up to a seated position at her back and scowled at the woods in front of them.  “Quiet.”

      Lilly’s face fell and turned her head to look over her shoulder.  “Oh, come on.  That joke wasn’t that-” The tense expression on his face killed any further words on her lips.

      She sat up and looked around.  Her weak human eyes saw nothing, nor did her keen nose pick up on anything unusual.  Paul was of a different mind and eased himself onto his feet in a single silent motion.  Lilly moved to follow him, but he grasped her shoulder and pushed her back down.

      She scowled up at him and her whispered words floated up to his attentive face.  “Whatever it is I’m-” A branch broke in the woods.

      Lilly’s pulse quickened as she whipped her head back to the dark trees.  Shadows lurked around every tree and under every bush.  The faintest flicker of movement revealed itself deep in the woods and sinking deeper into the trees.

      Paul took off after the moving shadow.  Lilly scrambled to her feet after him, but his sharp yellow eyes and greater experience gave him a leg up and quicker gait.  By the time she stumbled into the trees he was twenty yards ahead of her and the gap was increasing.

      Still, Lilly soldiered on and swatted away every offending branch and bush that clawed and tugged at her clothes.  She stumbled out of a particularly thorny situation with a rosebush before coming to a stop in a small clearing.  The chill night air wrapped around her and made her shiver.  She wrapped her arms around herself and twisted her head to and fro.  Paul was gone.  The shadow had vanished.  There was only her and the pounding of her heart.

      And the hairs on the back of her neck, which had suddenly shot straight up.

      Lilly tensed and her eyes widened.  She could feel. . .something out there.  It was watching and waiting.  Every fiber of her being shouted at her to run, but she stamped out the primal urge to flee before the hunter.

      Because that’s what she was now, wasn’t it?  The prey.  Perhaps it was her werewolf instincts kicking in, but she now realized she had stumbled into the den of a creature far more capable than herself.  Lilly’s eyes flitted about the darkness that surrounded her.  The clearing around her wasn’t an opening, it was a trap.

      A stick broke just behind her.  Lilly inwardly screamed at her body to turn around, but she could only stand there shivering.  A warm breath wafted over the taught flesh on the back of her neck.  The stale scent of stale blood penetrated her delicate nostrils.  Whatever was behind her had killed.  She shut her eyes against the images of herself being torn apart by this unknown hunter.

      A terrible roar echoed out of- the trees.  The breath behind her stopped, frozen as her own breathing.  Footsteps pounded, but they moved away from her.  Lilly’s body sank into a weary relief.  She spun around to face her attacker, but only glimpsed a shadow disappearing into the trees.

      Lilly slumped to her knees as Paul leapt out of the woods and landed on all fours beside her.  His yellow eyes glowed brightly in the dim light as he wrapped his arms around her and drew her against his chest.  She grasped the front of his coat with shivering hands and took a deep, shuddering breath.

      Paul’s low, almost growling voice whispered to her.  “What did you see?”

      Lilly shook her head.  “N-nothing, but it… it was behind me.”  She shut her eyes and shivered.

      “I’m taking you home.”  Paul lifted her into his arms and stood.

      Lilly tightened her grip on his coat and frowned up at him.  “You’re not going back out there alone.”

      Paul tilted his head back and sniffed the air before he furrowed his brow.  “I can no longer smell the intruder.”

      Her attention perked up as the fear faded.  “Did you see them?”

      He turned his face away and frowned.  “No.  They were too quick.”

      Lilly’s apprehension returned and her mouth slightly opened.  “What kind of person could be faster than you?”

      “One very adept at sneaking around,” he mused as he trotted into the darkness.

      Lilly dared to look around, but nothing came to her weak eyes.  Paul’s quick steps soon carried her to the house and their forgotten picnic.  There was also Al standing beside the blanket.  He still wore the eye patch from their last adventure and his head was slightly turned so his remaining eye fell on them.  His arms were crossed, but Lilly noticed his phone clasped in one hand.

      “Can’t you two stay still for even a few minutes?” Al scolded them.

      “It couldn’t be avoided,” Paul replied as he picked up the picnic basket.

      “Well, while you two were chasing squirrels I was on the phone with Persistent Pain-In-the-Ass.”  Al received a pair of blank looks and rolled his eyes.  “Taylor Pippin?  That blogger that annoyed us that one time?  The one who has really bad taste in men?”

      Paul draped the picnic blanket over the arm that clasped the basket and turned to Al with a pensive expression.  “We have more important matters to handle.”

      Al’s frown deepened.  “What’s more important than the press wanting to talk-”

      “There was an intruder.”

      Al paused and arched an eyebrow.  “Are you sure?”  Paul stared at his agent without blinking.  Al sighed and held up a hand.  “Forget I asked.  Who was it, anyway?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Al frowned.  “What do you mean?  Didn’t you catch them?”

      “No,” Paul replied as he turned to face the woods.  “They kept ample distance from me so that I was forced to follow their scent.  Even that disappeared.”

      A dark cloud passed over Al’s brow.  “So, what exactly did you smell that could be that fast?”

      “Another werewolf.”
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      Al and Lilly’s jaws hit the ground.  The normally unflappable agent was the first to shake himself loose of his shock, but not his concern.  “Lemme get this straight: you’re saying that there is not only another werewolf out there that’s faster than you and can hide their scent, but they know where you are and were probably sniffing you out?”

      Paul frowned.  “They didn’t hide their scent; the scent was masked.”

      “By garlic?” Lilly guessed.

      Paul gave a nod.  “Yes.”

      Al threw up his hands and nearly tossed his cell phone in the air.  “Just great.  A werewolf who probably knows as much about legends as we do and knows where you live.  You know this probably means my worst fear has come true, right?”

      “That people will learn about Paul being a werewolf?” Lilly guessed.

      Al shook his head.  “No, that Paul will be blackmailed into debt, and I’ll have to take on more clients to make ends meet.”

      “There’s nothing we can do about that now,” Paul mused as he returned his attention to his agent.  “You mentioned that a reporter had called.”

      “Well, she texted me,” Al amended as he looked down at the screen on his phone and wrinkled his nose.  “Damn kid knows I don’t type that fast.”

      “What does she want?” Paul persisted.

      Al crossed his arms and furrowed his brow.  “It turns out the police were out at the Helm manor a couple of days ago.  People got worried after they didn’t hear from them for two weeks.”

      Lilly’s eyebrows shot up.  “Has it been that long?”

      Al snorted.  “Feels like just yesterday we were trying to avoid their teeth, doesn’t it?  Still gives me nightmares.”  His hand unconsciously moved up to his eye patch, but he shook himself and straightened.  “Anyway, figuring we were involved she gave me a heads up about the rumors flying around with what they found in that place.”

      Paul frowned.  “What did they find?”

      Al looked down at the screen on his phone and scrolled through the messages.  “Well, besides the interesting assortment of meat in the freezer, it seems like our entertainment moguls had a fine collection of books in their library.”

      “What sort of books?” Lilly asked him.

      Al stopped scrolling and a dark shadow passed over his brow.  “Stuff about witches, zombies, vampires and I’m sure you can’t guess the last bit.”

      “Werewolves,” Paul and Lilly answered together.

      Al nodded.  “You got it.  The media’s going to report about it being study for a new screenplay they were writing.”

      “Do you have confirmation of this?”

      Al’s eyes shot up and he frowned at Paul.  “You think I wouldn’t do my own digging?  Turns out the pipsqueak is right, there is a screenplay and the movie’s even been green-lit for production.  The auditions are scheduled to start next week, and here’s the real kicker.  They’re doing them at night.”

      Lilly tilted her head to one side.  “Is that not done?”

      Paul furrowed his brow.  “No.  Who’s attached to the production?”

      Al scrolled through his phone again.  “According to my sources, it’s a lot of people I don’t know.”

      “But weren’t the Helms really well known?” Lilly spoke up as she looked between her companions.  “I mean, wouldn’t they have famous people wanting to work with them?”

      “Apparently they did have the barbarians clamoring at the gates, but the Helms refused every single one of them for whoever these people are.”  Al tucked his cell phone into its holster and looked up at Paul.  “Sounds a little fishy, doesn’t it?”

      “Fishy enough that we will have to pay a visit to these auditions,” Paul confirmed before he lowered his gaze to Lilly at his side.  “But before that happens, are you up for testing out your night vision?”

      Lilly half-turned to the woods and winced.  “Another garlic trial in the trees?”

      Paul set a hand on her shoulder.  “We can wait if you want.”

      “Maybe forcing her is what she needs,” Al spoke up.  They turned to him with puzzled expressions.  He sighed and rolled his eyes.  “Think about it.  Every time she’s been put into some bad spots, she learns something new.  Maybe that’s just the way she needs it.  Dangerous.”

      Paul cupped his chin in one hand and furrowed his brow.  “So, you’re suggesting she go into the dark woods to experience some danger?”

      Al’s eyes sparkled with a light that made Lilly swallow hard.  “What I’m saying is maybe she needs to use that super speed of hers through that ‘dark woods’ and maybe trying to avoid crashing will make her see in the dark.”

      Lilly winced.  “That sounds like a hard lesson.”

      “Literally,” Al added.

      Paul’s gaze fell on Lilly.  “The choice is yours.  You don’t have to learn your last skill this night, or even this year.”

      Lilly sighed before she straightened and stiffened her chin.  “I know, but we all know that if more trouble comes that it could really help.”

      Al dug into his coat and drew out a piece of paper.  “I guess that means I need to get started on this, huh?”

      “Get started on two,” a voice spoke up as Una crossed the yard to join them on the edge of the woods.  She raised her hand to show off Floyd clasped in her fingers.  “If Lilly is going to try to do this, so am I.”

      Al frowned.  “But you’re not a Star.”

      “No, but I’ve done pretty good up to this point, and it won’t hurt to be a little better,” Una pointed out as she side-stepped up to Lilly and draped an arm over her friend’s shoulders.  “Besides, that way Lilly won’t be stumbling alone out there.”

      “I might crash into you out there,” Lilly pointed out.

      Una grinned.  “That’s good.  I’m a little softer than a tree.”

      Something rained down on them from the sky and dropped hard on Una’s head.  She yelped and stumbled back against Lilly as the item bounced off her head and landed with a thud on the grass in the center of the group.

      Al scooped up the round object and turned it over in his hands.  “A helmet?”

      The party looked up at the sky.  A pile of body pads and another helmet floated over their heads, all of which was surrounded by a white glow.  Henry walked up to them with his hand raised in the air toward the floating objects.  “I thought perhaps you might be in need of these.”

      Lilly blinked at him.  “Could you hear us talking all the way from the house?”

      Henry nodded at Al’s phone.  “No, I heard you through the phone.”

      Al glared at him as he clapped a hand over his phone holster.  “I told you to quit doing that!”

      Lilly tilted her head to one side.  “You can listen in through a phone?”

      Henry gave a nod.  “Electronic devices are very susceptible to spirit energy and may be commandeered at any time.”

      Una arched an eyebrow.  “Then you can do that with anybody’s phone or just to annoy Al?”

      “Anyone.”

      Paul set a hand on Lilly’s shoulder.  “Are you ready to begin?”

      Lilly stooped and picked up a pair of shin guards.  “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
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      “That could have gone better.”

      The comment came from Una who stood beside Lilly in front of the manor.  The partly cloudy night revealed the women as a week older and wiser.  Both of them sported faded but still impressive bumps and bruises beneath their dark attire of matching black sweaters and jeans.

      Una rubbed her chin where a black bruise stood out like a wine spill on a white dress.  “I wish Henry would’ve thought of a face guard on those helmets.”

      Lilly winced.  “Sorry.”

      Una dropped her hand and shrugged.  “It’s not your fault.  I wasn’t looking where I was going before I hit that branch.”

      “You mean you couldn’t see a thing,” Al teased as he sidled up to Una’s other side.

      She shot him a look of death.  “And you weren’t helping by shouting out where we needed to be headed like it was a game of Marco Polo.”

      Al shook his head.  “It wasn’t a game, it was a comedy of errors, and you played your part beautifully.”  A twinkle of mischief sparkled in his eyes as he gently elbowed her arm.

      Una yelped and glared at him.  “Watch the arm!”  His eyes flitted down her body.  “And everything else!”

      “Don’t you find me handsome anymore?” he teased.

      She shook her fist at him.  “If you keep this up nobody’s going to find anything of you for ten years, and then that’ll just be a stupid laughing skull.”

      Lilly sidled up between them and pushed the two apart.  “You guys need to remember what we’re doing out here.”

      Una crossed her arms and cast one last look of disgust at Al before she turned her head away.  “I haven’t forgotten.  We’re waiting for Henry so we can go to this audition thing.”

      “So, Paul can go to the audition,” Al corrected her as the werewolf himself stepped out of the house.  He jerked a thumb at himself and grinned as Paul joined them.  “We get to have the real fun.”

      Paul’s lips were pressed tightly together.  “I may not be much of a distraction as I haven’t been to an audition in several years.”

      Al slapped him on the back and laughed.  “That’s exactly why you’ll make the best distraction!  You’re so out of practice that it’ll take you ages to get through the few lines they feed you!”

      “Wonderful. . .” Paul muttered before he turned his attention to Lilly.  “Are you sure you won’t remain in the car?”

      Lilly looped her arm around his and smiled up at him as she shook her head.  “Not a chance.”

      Al wrinkled his nose.  “It’d make my life easier if I wasn’t dragging along a whole entourage.”

      Una bopped him on the head.  “This ‘entourage’ are your ‘backup dancers’ in case we find trouble.”

      Al shrugged.  “I doubt we’ll find anything other than a poor budget and some spiders.”

      The garage door opened and Henry drove the limo onto the driveway.  The group climbed into the car and they sped their way into the city.  Una rolled down her window and leaned out slightly with a smile on her face and her hair whipping behind her.

      Al frowned at her.  “What are you doing?”

      Una turned her nose up at him.  “You and your fluffy butt might like being out in the wilderness for that long, but I missed the bright lights, the fun parties, and-”

      “The shocking amount of traffic,” Al quipped as Henry stepped on the brake.  Their car idled beside a streetlamp that flickered on and off.  Lilly had to hide her smile, but Al was all grins as he pointed up at the light.  “I think your bright lights are trying to call it a night.”

      Una fell back against her seat and shrugged.  “It’s all about the experience.”

      “My experience tells me that you’d better get your head out of the skyline and back down to the basement that we’re going to be headed in,” Al scolded her as he looked between the women.  “Now you two know what we’re doing, right?”

      Una rolled her eyes.  “All we’re doing is following you into the rabbit hole of studio auditions.  The worst part about this whole thing is we’ll be following you.”

      Al grinned and tapped his eye patch.  “Even with one eye I can still get us anywhere around a lot.”

      Una’s face fell a little.  “I didn’t mean it like that…”

      Al shook his head.  “Don’t worry about it.  I don’t.”

      The car fell silent as they made their way through the maze of streets to one of the older districts.  Skyscrapers and apartment buildings were replaced by fenced lots dotted with huge indoor stages.  Henry drove up to the large chain-link gate that barred the entrance.

      A hefty security guard leaned out his own window to inspect the party.  “What are you here for?”

      Al smiled at the man.  “We’re here for an audition.  Name of Lupe, Paul.”

      “One sec.”  The guard disappeared into his tiny, enclosed cubicle and returned a moment later.  “Alright, you can go in.  Past the second stage on the left.  The small office behind that is where you want to go.”

      He pressed a buzzer button and the pair of gates slid apart.  Henry drove them through and both girls took to the windows.  They leaned out and watched as they passed through a parade of spectacle.  There were people in a myriad of costumes, animals with handlers walking to and from their cages, and scenery being wheeled to their next sound stage.

      Una’s wide eyes took in all the sights before she looked over her shoulder at the seasoned entertainment businessmen.  “Does this mini city ever sleep?”

      Al shook his head as he drew out his phone.  “Nope, but that’s good for us.  Nobody’s going to notice a couple of people walking around and sticking their noses into dark corners.”

      Henry drove the limo past the parade and turned left past the sound stage.  The tall building shared a wall with a long, low, flat-roofed building that stretched for several hundred feet.  A small parking lot faced the long side of the rectangular short building, and Henry parked the car beside a few more modest sedans with questionable paint quality.   A pair of old-fashioned metal doors nearby led inside.

      The group stepped out, but Lilly hardly had time to breath before Una grasped her arm.  “I need to talk to you.”

      Lilly tilted her head to one side.  “Sure.  What’s up?”

      “Alone.”

      Lilly blinked but nodded.  Una drew her friend to the rear of the limo.  Her eyes flickered over to the men before she lowered her voice to a whisper.  “Am I being too hard on Al?”

      “Al?” Lilly guessed as she followed Una’s gaze to the expected destination.

      Una nodded.  “Yeah.  It’s just, well, I’m just no good at this dating stuff.  You saw me with my last boyfriend.  He left me for his dog.”

      Lilly cringed.  “Yeah…”

      Una stared at the ground and sighed.  “I just. . .I don’t know.  I want to bother him all the time, but I know I like him.  That doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

      Lilly stared at her friend for a moment before she burst out laughing.  Her amusement caught the attention of the men who looked in their direction.  Una scowled at their curious eyes before she marched Lilly a little further away.  “What’s so funny?”

      Lilly set a hand on her friend’s shoulder and stifled her giggles.  “Una, do you remember grade school?  Where the girl would always bother the boy?”

      Una shrugged.  “I suppose, and then the rumors would fly that she really just liked him and didn’t want to-” Her eyes widened, and her mouth shaped itself into a circle.  “Oooh, right.  That’s me, isn’t it?”  Lilly nodded.  Una hung her head and sighed.  “I really haven’t grown up, have I?”

      Lilly patted Una’s shoulder.  “It’s fine.  Sometimes I wonder if Al’s grown up yet, too.”

      Una puckered her lips in a pout.  “Well, nudge me a little whenever I’m being too hard on him, okay?”

      “Are you two going to just stand there all night chattering away like a couple of old hens or are we going to get this ‘audition’ started?” Al called to them.

      Lilly grabbed her friend’s hand and tugged her back over to their boyfriends.  “We’re ready.”

      Al looped his arm through ones that belonged to Lilly and Una and jerked his head toward the corner of the building.  “While you distract them at the front, we’ll meet my source at the back doors.”

      Paul pursed his lips together but nodded.  He moved away from them, but Lilly reached out and grasped his hand.  He half-turned to her smiling face.  “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “But don’t be too fine,” Al chimed in.  “We want that distraction.”

      “But don’t set the set on fire, either” Una added as she wrinkled her nose.  “We’re Stars, not firemen.”

      A genuine smile appeared on his lips as he looked at each of them, stopping on Lilly.  “I will do my best, and good luck to you with Al’s ‘source.’”

      “Hey!” Al protested as Paul slipped out of Lilly’s grasp and slipped into the building.  “She’s reliable!”

      Una arched an eyebrow.  “Who is ‘she,’ anyway?”

      Al turned around with the girls still tightly clasped in his hold and marched them down the long wall of the building.  “She’s been a runner on these sets for ten years.  If there’s anybody behind-the-scenes worth knowing, she knows them.”

      Lilly furrowed her brow.  “But I thought being the runner was the lowest job on set.  Why would she be one for that long?”

      “She just does it to get some extra cash,” Al explained as they turned a corner.

      The lamps that had illuminated the parking lot didn’t extend their light to this short side of the building.  Long shadows covered everything, but Lilly’s weak eyes could make out a dumpster, and behind that was a grungy-looking door with a soiled bottom.

      Al released them and rapped on the metal entrance with the back of his knuckles to the tune of ‘Shave and a Haircut.’  The last two notes were answered by someone on the other side of the door and the entrance opened to reveal a tiny woman about seventy years old, but with a pair of eyes as keen as any teenager.

      Al stretched out his arms and grinned.  “Alma!”

      Alma’s sharp eyes flitted over the group before landing on Al.  “About time.”
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