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			If only the Blob hadn’t died, Natalie never would have been in this position.

			Which sounded like a ridiculous statement if it was said out loud. And that was why she wouldn’t. Ever.

			But ridiculous or not, it was true. Because Bob the Blob (yes, the giant hunk of a man that that term conjures up images of) had died six months ago, now Natalie Gray was in charge of the support group for monsters that met twice a week in the basement of the Holy Heart Church on East 125th Street in New York City.

			She shook her head as she looked out over the small group of men and women before her. Kind of men and women. Things was more like it, though they masqueraded as human. They certainly were as annoying as any human. Case in point . . . 

			One of the women in the circle got to her feet and smiled nervously. “Hello, my name is Linda, and I’m a Swamp Dweller. It’s been fifty-seven years since my identity was last uncovered.” Her smile fell. “Unless you count that thing six months ago with that awful Van Helsing woman. Which I don’t.”

			She collapsed back into her chair and folded her arms with a shiver like she’d been the only one to go through “that thing,” like she was the only one with problems in their group.

			Natalie sighed. Since their group was attacked and several of their members were killed six months ago, she had grown closer to all the monsters . . . a lot closer with some of them. Now when she looked at them, she saw their strengths, their weaknesses, the moments that bound them all together.

			Except for Linda. Fish Sticks, as Natalie’s boyfriend, Alec, occasionally called the Swamp Dweller, was so whiny. It was hard to see her as anything but an irritant.

			Still, even with nights like tonight, Natalie could admit that in the past month or so, Linda had actually gotten a bit better. The makeup that covered her green scales was of higher quality. Her clothes were cuter. She even had increased confidence.

			So maybe she’d figure things out eventually and become bearable. Maybe.

			“Hello, Linda,” the group droned.

			Natalie nodded to the next person in their circle. “Pat, why don’t you go next?”

			The newest member of their group rose to his feet. He pushed at the tentacles that blocked his mouth and spoke in a deep, low tone that would put Darth Vader to shame.

			“Good evening,” he intoned with great gravitas that seemed to bring something important to the room. “My name is Patrick. I am what Lovecraft called a Cthulhu, although my people have never adopted that silly, hard-to-pronounce name.”

			“What do you call yourselves?” Natalie asked.

			She had learned from the group notes Blob had left behind that it was best to respect what a monster liked to be called. She got that. Nothing annoyed her more than being called a Frankenstein. That was the damned doctor, not the monster.

			“Actually, our word for our species is not something that can be pronounced by human vocal cords. It is really not worth trying to say it, as it may burst some eardrums.” Patrick nodded toward her, and if the crinkles around his dark eyes were any indication, he was smiling.

			“Well, we wouldn’t want that,” Natalie said with a light laugh. “I’m not sure we could explain the bleeding and crying to the church.”

			Patrick nodded. “Indeed. That would be quite awkward. Thank you for asking, though. As to the second part of the introductions, up until a few weeks ago, I did not leave the sewers, so I have not been discovered for decades. Drake has been encouraging me to join your group for a very long time, and so I decided to take the chance.”

			“We’re glad you did,” Natalie assured him. “I realize the trip aboveground is difficult for you.”

			She said she realized it, but understanding it was something different. Unlike the others, Patrick had to fully cover himself in heavy robes to sneak into the basement of the church. Here with his fellow monsters, he had disrobed, and his dark gray wings, swirled with touches of vibrant reds and regal purples, folded against his back like a fallen angel’s, but they couldn’t really be hidden under normal clothing. And he had no way to mask the massive, thick tentacles that covered the lower half of his face.

			He could not walk in the world of humans and still avoid being seen. So he had to cower, only revealing himself at night for the occasional peek at the outside world.

			It was sad to Natalie, really. Too bad she didn’t know anyone to set him up with. Matchmaking had kind of been on her mind lately.

			“Aren’t you worshipped like a god?” came another voice from the circle.

			Natalie shot a glare at Alec. The Wolf Man of their group (and her boyfriend of six months, and the reason for her new matchmaking tendencies) tilted his head and stared at Patrick with interest.

			Patrick nodded. “Yes. That part of the mythology created by my stories is true, indeed.”

			“And your name is Patrick,” Alec mused with a cocky grin. “Is it All Hail Patrick, then?”

			Natalie was ready to smack him with a rolled-up newspaper and call him a very bad dog, but Patrick’s deep, rumbling laughter kept her from doing so. He leaned back in his chair and shook his head, sending his tentacles swaying gently around his face.

			“I do not think that would be very powerful, would it? But my human name is easier to pronounce. I do not think you even have the syllables in English to attempt the original. Perhaps, when I know you better, I shall whisper it to you for when you wish to worship.”

			Alec grinned first at Patrick, then at her. “I like this one, Nat. He’s a keeper.”

			“And you are an idiot.” Natalie sighed. “So introduce yourself and get it over with.”

			“Alec, Wolf Man. And I do count that Van Helsing mess six months ago as my last ‘outing.’ ” When Natalie stared at him, he shrugged. “That’s it, babe, nothing else to say.”

			Alec was right in the middle of his full-moon cycle. He was always more ridiculous and lighthearted when “that time of the month” was so far away. Seriously, it was like living with a woman who had the weirdest form of PMS. Except there was the constant shaving. And he was super-hot.

			“Next, then,” she said with a final withering stare for her boyfriend.

			“I am Drake, Dracula,” the next in the circle, an older man in a cape, said.

			“And I’m Kai the mummy,” said the woman who stood outside the circle smoking a cigarette, even though she wasn’t supposed to be. She waved a hand. “We know the drill, Natalie, God. Let’s just get to the next part.”

			Natalie closed her eyes with a barely suppressed growl. This was why she hated running the meetings. This bullshit.

			“Does anyone have any issues they need to discuss?” she asked with a glance around the room. She already knew the answer, but the longer they put off the inevitable, the better. She didn’t exactly feel equipped for it at present.

			Linda took a deep breath and Natalie stifled a groan. Although there was much more going on, she was pretty sure Linda was about to gift them with more cat talk.

			“I have a—” Linda began.

			Kai moved forward and cut her off with a curt, “Oh, no one cares. I have something to discuss.”

			Natalie blinked. She should have scolded Kai for being rude, but she was too taken aback.

			“You?” She had been coming to group for years and Kai had never brought up an issue without having it forced from her. The girl did not show weakness. “What do you want to talk about?”

			As if on cue, the door to the basement room flew open. Everyone in the circle scrambled, especially Pat, to make sure they didn’t look like what they truly were. But one glance at the figure who had intruded upon their circle told Natalie they didn’t have to pretend. The man who stood there was all too familiar to them.

			“Kai wants to talk about me,” the man said, straightening his expensive jacket as he looked out over the group with nothing but scorn.

			“Hello, Rehu,” Natalie said on the barest of breaths in the hopes that she could control her emotions when she looked at him. “Long time, no see.”

			Rehu was another mummy. The mummy, if you wanted to get technical about it. He was also Kai’s super-longtime off-and-on boyfriend (think thousands of years of Facebook status changes) and a former member of their group. Former because he was . . . well . . . he had issues their circle had never been able to address.

			Slowly, Alec got up, and from the corner of her eye Natalie could see he was in a defensive stance. Drake hissed and his one fang extended (he’d lost the other one because he didn’t floss, or feed, or something, enough). Linda cowered. Poor Pat had no idea what was going on and just stared at all of them like he thought maybe he should have stayed in the sewers and away from the real freaks.

			And then there was Kai. She remained exactly where she had been when she introduced this “topic” to the floor, staring at Rehu like she half wanted to hit him, half wanted to shimmy out of her pantsuit and have at it with him right then and there.

			A disturbing thought, when Natalie took into account all the bandages both the mummies wore beneath their clothes in a desperate attempt to stay moisturized. Mummy beauty regimes were a bit . . . exotic. No . . . weird. She could only imagine that sex wouldn’t be normal, either.

			“Oh, everyone calm down,” Rehu said as he stepped inside without being invited and slammed the door behind him. “We all know you have bigger problems than I could ever present.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Alec murmured. “At the moment, you’re the only problem I see.”

			Kai arched a fine eyebrow. “Really? You consider Rehu to be a larger menace than Hyde? Bigger than the current problems with the Van Helsings?”

			Alec hesitated, and then his body relaxed. “Okay, yeah, I suppose. Though those problems have been going on for months, so why did you come back now, Bandage Boy?”

			Rehu shrugged one shoulder. “Until now your problems didn’t affect me.”

			Natalie straightened up as fear sliced through her with a cold, sharp blade. “What do you mean? How do they affect you now? What happened?”

			Rehu pursed his lips and withdrew a folded sheet of paper from his breast pocket. Natalie hesitated as he held it toward her, but finally took it. She didn’t need to unfold it. She had one just like it in her purse. Actually she had hers and Alec’s, since he never carried anything for himself anymore. And she knew Drake had one. And Linda. And Kai. It was the topic they’d been avoiding all night.

			Still, she carefully unfolded the thick, creamy paper to reveal the embossed VH on the top of the sheet. Followed by a short but powerful message:

			War.
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			Natalie watched as the rest of their group, with the exception of Pat, placed their identical messages in the center of the circle. All contained the same one-word threat. All had been written in the same hand. With the ornate and old-fashioned look, she guessed all the notes had been written by old man Van Helsing himself. She shivered as she pictured him, wizened and bitter in his wheelchair, nursing a generations-old hatred for anything monstrous.

			Natalie nodded as she looked at the pile. “Well, we all got one. I guess that’s official. Though I do wonder at the reasons.”

			Kai stared at her like she was an idiot. “Really? Do you not remember what happened just a few months ago?”

			Natalie flinched. Sometimes she couldn’t forget it.

			“Of course I remember,” she bit out on a harsh breath. “I threw Georgia Winslow . . . Georgia Van Helsing by marriage . . . out of a fifth-story window. Because she came after us, because she believed one of us had killed her husband, who was a grandson of the Van Helsing family. But that’s my point—all these things happened six months ago or more. After Georgia, they sent us a message saying ‘prepare for war,’ and then nothing happened. So why would they declare it again now? Why not make their move immediately after Georgia’s death, or just not warn us?”

			Drake got to his feet and began to pace the room, his cape flapping like mad around his legs.

			“Once the Van Helsings were a force to be reckoned with,” he began. “A giant family with many divisions in their war against monsters. But over time, their numbers have dwindled, their influence shrunken like a raisin in the sun. I suppose they needed to convene a council before they decided to officially declare war.”

			“And with their numbers spread out all over the place, most of them far removed from monster-slaying,” Alec said with a grim fold of his arms, “it took them a while to reach a consensus?”

			“Something like that,” Drake grumbled. “I suppose we should be grateful they did not do like in the old days.”

			“Torches and mobs?” Natalie said with a shudder.

			Drake nodded once. “Or bombings could be the modern equivalent.”

			“Or ninjas?” Linda added helpfully. The entire room paused and looked at her. She shrugged. “Sorry. Just wanted to be a part of the conversation.”

			“But why didn’t they threaten Pat?” Natalie asked with a glance for the Cthulhu. “No offense, Pat, not that I want anyone to kill you.”

			Pat shook his head and his tentacles danced around his face like a hula skirt. “None taken. I have an answer for your query, however. It may be because the Van Helsings believe they have wiped my kind off the earth.”

			“Ouch,” Natalie murmured.

			She knew a little about that. After all, she was the last Frankenstein monster. That she knew of. Dad had never been that great about introducing the kids, so they weren’t exactly the Brady Bunch.

			“I don’t know why we need to rehash the whys about how we got into this mess,” Rehu said with a dismissive stare that encompassed everyone in the room except for Kai. “Don’t we really need to discuss what to do about it?”

			Natalie pursed her lips. “Back for five minutes and you’re running the meeting, huh?”

			“Am I wrong?” he asked, meeting her gaze for the first time.

			She shrugged. He was irritating as hell, but he did have a point. Action was much better than rambling on aimlessly about stuff. “Maybe not. Ideas?”

			“Hide,” Linda suggested. She turned to Pat. “Got any room in your sewers?”

			“We can’t hide,” Natalie said with a sigh. “We already decided that months ago.”

			Linda shook her head, her lips pursing in a rather fishlike fashion. “Why, though? Remind me why I shouldn’t hide when someone is threatening me!”

			“Because the moment we hide, we leave everything we’ve built here,” Natalie said, shooting a glance at Alec. “And I think we’re all tired of running away.”

			“So what do you suggest?” Drake asked, his tone carefully neutral so she couldn’t tell yet what his thoughts were. As the one with the longest history with the Van Helsings, he often had the most drawn-out arguments about them.

			“We’ve been in this war before, with this enemy,” she said. “Sometimes publicly, sometimes not. This time we go guerrilla-style. We can’t exactly start battling in Times Square, after all.”

			Alec grinned. “In Times Square, the humans would be taking pictures with us, or totally ignoring us. They’d probably think it was some show advertisement.”

			“Could we sell tickets for that?” Natalie laughed. “I mean, I could use some new shoes.”

			Kai rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. Enough. You’re right, though. If we’re going to accept this declaration of war, it is going to be one of underground tactics. Can everyone do their homework tonight and when we next meet have some ideas on how to approach a war we can’t fight?”

			There were grumbles and groans, but also nods.

			“Then that’s all the time we have tonight,” Natalie said with a quick glance at the clock. They needed to be out before the Breakup Broads arrived for their meeting.

			Pat gave a wave and pulled on a long, heavy, and rather ancient-looking robe. When he lifted the hood over his head it mostly hid his tentacles, and his wings were little more than a faint outline. Natalie supposed he was hidden enough that he could get to the sewer grate around the back of the church. Drake left next, with Linda at his side jabbering about something Natalie didn’t even want to ask about.

			Which left the odd foursome of Natalie, Alec, Kai, and Rehu.

			“So you two are back together, huh?” Alec asked, subtle as always. Still, Natalie was interested in the answer to his highly inappropriate question herself, so she wasn’t about to cut him off.

			Rehu shot a side glance toward Kai, but she pointedly ignored him.

			“Why, are you asking us to a couples dinner or something?” she snapped.

			Alec stepped up beside Natalie and she felt him rest his hand on the small of her back. Now, she knew perfectly well that he was trying to say, Seriously, do not set up a double date with these people, but Kai’s snotty expression and Rehu’s obvious belief that she was an idiot rankled Natalie. And so she rose to the challenge.

			“Yeah, we should totally do that,” she said, ignoring Alec’s nails now biting into her back. Stupid dog claws; he needed a trim again. “I don’t have work on Friday night and Alec doesn’t have class. Why don’t we meet at our place? I’ll cook.”

			Kai blinked and looked utterly confused, which was almost worth the fact that Natalie had just set up a double date with the mummy twins. Almost.

			“Fine,” Kai said through clenched teeth. Obviously she wasn’t one to back away from a challenge, either.

			“Fine,” Natalie said back.

			“Super.”

			“Yes, it is super.”

			Rehu looked no more excited by the prospect than Alec.

			“See you then. I’ll bring a dessert.” And with that, Kai turned on her heel, grabbed Rehu by the sleeve, and dragged him from the meeting room. Immediately Natalie turned to Alec.

			“Sorry,” she said.

			He glared at her. “Are we on Friends or something? Awkward double date with our enemies, hilarity ensues—yay!”

			“I think we’re more Buffy than Friends, but I said I was sorry.” She batted her eyelashes and he rolled his eyes. “Forgive me.”

			“Come on, or we’ll both be late,” he grumbled as he linked his arm with hers and maneuvered them into the hall, though she could tell he wasn’t mad anymore. Much.

			The Breakup Broads, a support group for women experiencing divorce, was already gathering outside, glaring at the “happy couples” as they exited the room together.

			“It won’t be so bad,” she tried as she squeezed his arm gently. “She said she’d bring dessert.”

			“I shudder to think what mummies would bring to a dinner party.” He laughed as they walked down into the subway station together. “Two-thousand-year-old preserved cat?”

			She arched a brow. “Sounds like that would be right up your alley, Muttface.”

			“Ouch, unkind,” he teased. “Anyway, it’s just that my classes are getting intense and I’d like to have a break from it all.”

			Natalie nodded. Alec had started back to school in the fall semester at her urging and was studying for his EMT certification at a community college in Manhattan. For the first time since she’d met him years ago, he seemed focused. Which was good, since he’d have to keep his doggie attention deficit at bay for two years to complete the courses. She actually thought he might pull it off.

			He sighed. “But with a war starting, I get that we’re going to have to keep our friends and enemies close.”

			She looked up as a train pulled into the station. “Ooops, gotta go!”

			She pressed a kiss to his cheek and took off so she wouldn’t miss it. As she dove inside, she looked at him. He was standing on the platform and he looked . . . concerned.

			But that was something to deal with later. For now, she had to get to the morgue. Hopefully there she could just work and forget about her worries when it came to monsters. After all, they weren’t there. Most of the time.

			[image: • • •]

			Alec didn’t have class that night, but he still arrived at Manhattan Four Corners Community College. His first semester of training was coming to an end and they were going to have an exam and a skill test in a few weeks, so a few of the guys he had classes with were doing some studying in one of the common rooms.

			It felt a little like a sitcom, really. A bunch of guys, all ages, sitting in a room studying, but what they didn’t know . . . 

			Their new friend was a Wolf Man! Cue the fun music and “coming this fall” logos.

			Except if they knew what he was, if they believed what he was, they probably wouldn’t laugh.

			The double doors to the study room opened and a guy named Greg burst in. Alec didn’t like him. Greg was a total frat boy reject, boasting and loud and kind of an asshole. In truth, maybe they were too alike. Except Alec dressed better.

			“You’re late,” Alec said as he made a few notes from his manuals to review later.

			“Dude, seriously, I have a great reason.” Greg flopped down at the table and pulled a laptop from his bag. “Have you guys seen the video?”

			Alec shut his eyes and took a few breaths. Shit, it was hard enough staying focused without people creating distractions.

			“I’ve seen lots of videos, Greg. Specifically?” he asked, and he could hear the barest hint of a growl in his voice. Damn, he could usually control that better as the calendar moved further away from the full moon.

			Greg turned the laptop toward Darren and the others in the group and Alec bit back a gasp. It was a YouTube video that already had over a million hits.

			Its title?

			Real Monster Attack in New York City.

		

	
		
			3

			Natalie’s phone kept buzzing with texts from Alec, and each one made her jump. She glanced down at the latest.

			Almost there.

			Thank God, because she was only just barely holding it together. She scrolled through the previous messages between them, which had started with hers after arriving at the morgue.

			Something happening. Monster related.

			Her hands had been shaking when she wrote it.

			He’d responded almost immediately.

			I know.

			The messages scrolled on, with few details (just in case anyone was intercepting the messages or might find their phones later or something), but with a lot of freaking out. And Alec hardly ever freaked out unless it was PMS (Pre-Moon Syndrome)-related. This time, it wasn’t.

			She heard his key jangle at the door and rushed to open it first. He set his bag down and hugged her without a word. She clung to his shoulders, sucking in his strength like she was the vampire, not Drake. She felt better as they parted, but not a lot.

			“You know?” he asked, his mouth a thin line as they stepped into the apartment they shared and he shut and locked the door behind them.

			She nodded.

			“How? Monster telepathy?” he asked with a wry smile. They always joked about that, though the only monsters she’d ever known with a psychic connection were Jekyll and Hyde.

			Until Jekyll died, that is.

			“No,” she said as she moved into the living room and sat cross-legged on the futon. “Morgue.”

			He nodded. “I should have known.”

			“Wait, how do you know?” she asked.

			He grabbed for a computer from his bag and started fiddling with it. “YouTube,” he said with a frown as he sat down next to her and pressed play on the video he’d queued up.

			“Do I want to see this?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

			He shook his head. “No, but you need to.”

			She shuddered and put her focus on the screen. It depicted a game of soccer between four friends at dusk in Central Park. Even though it was the middle of winter, there was no snow on the ground, so people were playing soccer in the park all bundled up. The person holding the camera was shouting out directions and bawdy suggestions for improvement that were being ignored.

			Then, very suddenly, the attention of the players was drawn to a place farther away in the park.

			“What was that?” one of the men on the field asked. The camera didn’t pan away from them.

			“What?” the camera operator asked.

			“That sound!” another said as the four of them turned their backs to the camera. “It came from over there.”

			The camera lifted, zoomed in, and then began to shake. “Oh my God!” the camera operator squealed.

			In the distance, across the park, there was a man on the ground. On top of him was a very tall, very bulky . . . thing. He looked like a man, but he was misshapen. One muscular arm was longer than the other and even from the distance his head seemed . . . off somehow.

			Natalie covered her mouth with her hand and stared, unblinking, as the creature reached down and tore the victim’s arm from its socket with a guttural roar that shook the very air around him.

			The soccer players started screaming and running, and the video ended to reveal advertisements of other gruesome footage one could find on YouTube, as well as a handful of cute cat videos.

			Alec shut the laptop case and stared at her.

			Natalie swallowed, trying to find her voice, trying to find any words whatsoever.

			“Well, that explains what happened to the corpse’s arm,” she finally managed to squeak.

			Her boss, the medical examiner Gretchen Grimes, had gone on and on about that during autopsy. About how it wasn’t possible for an arm to be pulled clean off, even though all the evidence pointed to that fact.

			“Gretchen even said to me, ‘What kind of monster would do this to an unarmed homeless man?’ ” Natalie whispered. “ ‘What kind of monster?’ ”

			Alec paced the room with a shake of his head. “You know Grimes, she’s always saying things that could be used in television procedurals. I swear that woman thinks she’s on camera at all times.”

			“But we both know that the strength demonstrated on that video is not . . . human,” she said, rubbing her eyes as exhaustion began to make her weak and emotional.

			He hesitated. “Yeah, there is that. So if it was a monster, who was it?”

			She swallowed. “None of ours, I’m pretty sure. The video footage was pretty far away from the event itself, but the body type wasn’t right for anyone in our group.”

			Alec shook his head in frustration. “So if it’s a new monster, how is that possible? I thought we knew all of our kind who live in the city.”

			She shrugged. “Once I sorted through his hoarding and you broke the encryption he used, Blob kept pretty good records. But even he admitted in his notes that it was impossible to keep track of every monster in a city as big as this. People come and go here every day. A monster could pass through one night and be gone the next. And some don’t want to be found. Think about Hyde; he’s been missing for months.”

			Alec flinched. Once Jekyll was killed six months ago, his “brother” Hyde had disappeared off the radar, completely and utterly free to do whatever vile, hedonistic—likely violent—thing he chose.

			“You realize that . . . that . . . the monster on the video . . . well, it looked like a—”

			She clenched her fists. Alec was trying so hard to be gentle about what he wanted to say. It almost made this worse.

			“He looked like a Frankenstein’s monster, a Creature,” she said, filling in the blanks Alec wouldn’t. “I know. It was the crazy arms that did it. And that weird way he moved. But I don’t know how it’s possible. Last I heard, they . . . we were all dead except for me.” She paused and slipped into the one attitude that made her feel better in times like these: snark. “Not that we have a newsletter or something to keep track. Maybe we should have a newsletter. I should write a newsletter. The Creature Feature.”

			Alec stared at her for a minute and then broke into a wide grin. “You are hilarious. Have I told you that lately?”

			She pushed to her feet. “Not lately.”

			He shook his head. “But then what do we do about . . . this situation?”

			She sighed. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this. I mean, seriously, I can’t believe it. But . . . we need to find . . . Igor.”

			Alec stared at her, blinking excessively as he tried to process that statement. “You mean from, like, a dozen movies.”

			She shook her head. “No, like from my dad’s lab.” When Alec continued to stare, she shrugged. “Some things they do get right in The Story; you know that, Silver Bullet Boy.”

			He lifted his eyebrows. “Okay, so how do we find this guy?”

			She cleared her throat. “Well, um, he emailed me a few years ago and tried to friend me on Facebook last year. I’ve ignored him up until now, but I can try those. Maybe we can get him to Skype with us or something.”

			“Hey, let’s Skype with Igor from the movies . . . No, no, the mad scientist Igor,” Alec muttered. “This is the weirdest conversation ever.”

			Natalie laughed despite the circumstances. “No, it really isn’t. You don’t know what you talk about when you’re in Moon Craze right before you turn all Wolf Man. Those conversations are way weirder.”

			Alec wrinkled his brow. “Really? How embarrassing. And normally I would ask you about that, but I’m actually going to put a pin in it and save it for later. Because we have a real problem here. I think we’re going to have to tell the others what happened.”

			“If they don’t already know about the video,” Natalie said with a sigh. “And you know how they’re going to react.”

			“Like big baby monsters?” Alec offered with a put-upon sigh of his own. “Do you ever feel like we’re babysitting but not getting paid?”

			Natalie moved toward the bedroom for her laptop. “Yeah. All the time, Wolfie. All the time.”
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			As Natalie stood at the podium in front of their circle, Alec could see she was shaking. It had been fifteen minutes since group started; they were running late because Drake had yet to show, but she still hadn’t brought up the YouTube video. Not that he could blame her. He couldn’t imagine how he would feel if he saw another Wolf Man tearing a human apart for the world to see.

			Of course, that was impossible off the werewolf moon cycle. But still, the point remained the same. Monsters were sensitive about their “kind.”

			Their eyes met and Natalie shrugged, like she knew what he was thinking. He definitely knew she was stalling. With a deep breath, she opened her mouth, but before she could say anything Linda stood up.

			“I want to talk about something,” she began. “I’ve been trying to bring it up the past three meetings, but someone always cuts me off.” She shot a series of dark glares around the room.

			Natalie’s lips pursed with irritation, but then she nodded. “Okay, Linda. You’re right, we don’t always listen to you the way we should. Go ahead.”

			Alec arched a brow and mouthed Coward at her, but she acted like she didn’t see it and focused on Linda.

			The Swamp Dweller smiled at being acknowledged and said, “I—I have a boyfriend.”

			For a minute, all thoughts of monsters and murder fled Alec’s mind and he stared at Linda in disbelief. But then again, she wasn’t exactly bad-looking. A little thin, with wiry arms and legs that were a bit . . . lizardlike in how they bowed slightly. But she had a vaguely pretty face and her green eyes were stunning, thanks to their very inhuman coloring. He supposed some guy might be all about that. And some guys liked clingy and needy, for some reason. He preferred tough and awesome.

			“How does that work?” Kai asked, staring at Linda as intently as anyone. “How do you cover your scales? Your makeup falls off all the time just sitting around, so how do you manage it when you’re . . . closer?”

			Linda shifted, though her makeup didn’t allow a blush. “Look, he accepts me for who I am.”

			Natalie’s eyes went wide. “Oh God, tell me you haven’t revealed your true form to him.”

			Linda blinked several times. “It’s not like that. I’m just saying he accepts what I am and what my . . . boundaries are.”

			Alec chuckled. “So you don’t let him near enough to the goods for him to discover you lay eggs in a clutch by the river?”

			“Ew, Alec,” Natalie said in the tone she sometimes used that had idiot written all over it. Only her sparkling eyes always gave away that she found him to be a charming idiot, at least.

			Linda’s already thin lips thinned even further and she glared at Alec. “Watch it, Wolf Man. You think you can screw with me, but at some point I’m not going to take it anymore.”

			Alec leaned back in his chair to examine her. Linda was usually very passive, filled with tears, and easily worked up by any shift in her environment. But right now she looked a little scary. He wasn’t sure whether to applaud her effort or threaten her right back.

			“Linda, tell us more about this guy,” Natalie intervened, her tone soothing.

			The Swamp Dweller shook her head, even though her gaze was still focused on Alec in a rather uncomfortable way. “No. You guys are assholes. I don’t even know why I keep coming to this group.”

			“So you can bitch about your cats,” Kai said with a sniff.

			Linda shoved her chair back, flipped the entire room off, and stomped into the hall, slamming the door behind her.

			Natalie covered her eyes briefly. “Thanks, guys. Now I’m going to have to smooth those feathers . . . scales . . . whatever.”

			“They’re related, you know,” Alec offered. “Scales and feathers.”

			Natalie ignored him and looked at the group. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment to do this, hoping Drake would be here, but I guess I’d better do it now, before everyone gets in a huff and storms off. Have any of you seen the monster video on YouTube?”
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