
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			[image: Cover Image]

		

	
		
			Thank you for downloading this Pocket Star Books eBook.

			

			Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Pocket Star Books and Simon & Schuster.

		

		
			CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP


		

		
			or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com

		

	
		
			[image: Cover Image]

		

	
		
			My thanks to Adam Wilson for always laughing at my jokes.

			And to Michael for helping me come up with them.

		

	
		
			1

			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.
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			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?”

			Kai sat up straighter and Pat shuddered.

			“What?” Rehu asked. “What video?”

			Alec groaned. Their laissez-faire attitude this evening had indicated they didn’t know, but he had held out hope anyway. Now it was clear they were all in the dark.

			“It’s been removed in the last couple of days, probably because it’s considered evidence, but I managed to capture it.” Alec grabbed his laptop from under his chair and queued the video to play. “Seriously, you guys really need to get some social-media savvy.”

			“Service is spotty in the sewer,” Pat said as a defense. “I need a—what do they call it? A booster?”

			“I find social media to be rather beneath me.” Rehu sniffed. “Why would I care what you had for lunch or what you think of some terrible television show?”

			Alec sighed and played the video at full screen. Natalie turned away, but he watched the other monsters stare at what they saw, then flinch and react as the Creature’s violence took over. When the clip ended, there was only silence for a full three minutes.

			Finally, Kai spoke, her voice shaky and weak. “It—it’s a fake. That’s got to be a fake.”

			“It’s not,” Natalie choked out, her gaze still focused on something just to the side of her companions. “The victim’s body was brought into the morgue, missing his arm, just like in the video. It’s real.”

			Rehu shoved to his feet and took a step toward Natalie that could only be considered menacing. She didn’t flinch, and Alec knew she could hold her own, but that didn’t stop his protect-the-pack mentality from kicking in. He lunged between them, ready to tear apart anyone who would threaten his . . . whatever she was. Girlfriend, he supposed, was the best term.

			“What the fuck, Natalie?” Rehu snapped, almost as if Alec weren’t between them at all. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us about this straightaway? It’s a little more important than Linda’s fucking sex life or a bunch of introductions to the freaks for this week. We all know each other, Natalie! Why do we do that every time?”

			“It’s in the handbook!” Natalie stared at him and he glared back at her. “And I know. I know you’re right.” Her gaze slipped past him to Kai and Pat. “I should have said something right away, but . . . you saw him. You saw what he was.”

			Kai’s eyes went wide. “Because he was a Frankenstein’s monster you want to protect him?”

			“No!” Natalie protested, but deep in her eyes Alec saw there was some little nugget of truth to that. Something that connected her to a monster more like her than any of them. And he had to admit, he didn’t much like that.

			“Do you know this person’s identity?” Pat asked, and his deep voice was filled with as much accusation as anyone else’s, albeit calmer.

			“No,” Natalie said, lifting her hands as a plea for understanding. “I swear to you I don’t know him. I’ve been trying to contact someone who might know more. My father’s old assistant.”

			“That human? How could he still be alive?” Kai asked, her arms folded so tightly against her chest that she had to be cutting off some of her air.

			“My father altered him,” Natalie admitted softly. “That’s how he started, by altering the living. It gave Igor some longevity.”

			“So he’s a monster,” Rehu said. “And you’ve never mentioned him before.”

			“I don’t hang out with him!” she insisted. “I try to pretend he doesn’t exist at all. And he’s not from around here!”

			“Well, it sounds like you have some secrets, Natalie,” Rehu growled. “Lying little bitch.”

			Rage filled Alec and he shoved Rehu as hard as he could. The mummy flew backward into the chairs in the circle. He was back on his feet in an instant and it was only the fact that Kai grabbed his arm that kept him from coming back at Alec full force.

			“Fuck you guys!” Alec snapped, forcing some control. “You sit here and accuse Natalie of wrongdoing just because the monster in question could be a Frankenstein’s monster? You do that when you know her? When she saved all our asses not six months ago? You would turn on your own kind so fast? You’re as bad as humans.”

			Kai actually flinched at that accusation, though Rehu looked less than moved. Pat was harder to read, with his tentacles covering his face, but his eyes looked a little . . . sad at the comparison.

			“I appreciate you coming to my defense, Alec,” Natalie said, her voice a broken whisper. “But everyone deserves their anger. I should have said something earlier about Igor. I should have texted everyone about the video as soon as we saw it. I didn’t because I was a coward. I was afraid to face the idea of another Creature running around doing terrible things. But I owed you all more. Forgive me.”

			Alec stared at her, all submissive and broken down. He had never seen Natalie like that and he didn’t like it. Not one bit. But before he could address the issue, before anyone could say anything, the door to the meeting room flew open and Drake staggered in.

			With a wooden stake jabbed straight into his shoulder.
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			Natalie stifled a girlish, and not very monstrous, scream as Drake collapsed onto the floor, half in the meeting room, half out. Black, brackish blood flowed from the wound in his shoulder and he lifted his head to speak, but no words came from his pale, dry lips.

			Kai dropped to her knees beside him and touched his cold face. Out of some kind of reflex, Drake hissed and weakly snapped his teeth at her like an injured animal.

			“Natalie, close the door,” she said, her tone calm and clipped. “Rehu, Patrick, help me.”

			Natalie blinked, but then reality set in and she pulled Drake’s legs into the room and slammed the door shut. The little window at the top was a risk—anyone who wanted to peek in could—so she took off her sweater and shoved it over the opening.

			“The Breakup Broads will be here in twenty minutes,” she reminded everyone as she leaned against the barrier. Monster strength might just come in handy today.

			“I know,” Kai murmured. “Patrick and Rehu, hold his arms. He’s going to struggle.”

			Rehu’s eyes widened as Kai reached for the stake. “You’re going to pull it out?”

			She nodded. “Until I do, his healing abilities won’t be able to help him. Alec, hold his head steady.”

			Rehu didn’t argue further and the two men grabbed Drake under the armpits while Alec covered his forehead with a hand in a surprisingly gentle way. They all held tight as Kai gripped the wooden stake with both hands and tugged straight back.

			Drake roared in agony as the wood slipped from his muscle, bone, and flesh. When the stake was free, Natalie stared at it. It had once been the handle of some kind of tool, a shovel or hoe perhaps, sharpened to a wicked point through whittling rather than by a machine, given the crudeness of the cuts.

			Rehu shifted and began applying pressure to the wound with both hands. Drake thrashed, but Patrick and Alec were able to hold him still using their combined monster strength against his.

			“Steady, Drake,” Alec soothed. “Let your body help you, don’t fight it.”

			Natalie cringed. Most of them had some kind of healing ability. They had to in order to maintain their longevity, in order to survive the multiple attacks on their lives. Hers was a little different. If she was injured she could attach a new body part. Not healing in the strictest sense of the word, but it kept her going.

			Still, recovery was utter agony for them all. She’d never met a monster who didn’t suffer cruelly when injured.

			“We need to clean up,” she said, trying to take her mind off of what Drake must be feeling. “We don’t have much time.”

			Kai nodded and looked around for something to put the bloody stake in. Meanwhile, Natalie ducked into the hallway so she could run to the bathroom for paper towels.

			Just as she reached the ladies’ room door, the priest appeared at the top of the stairs. He was dressed like he was about to conduct a service, even though Natalie was pretty sure there weren’t any more on the schedule that night.

			“Hello, sir,” she said, feigning as much brightness as possible.

			“Good evening,” he said, peering down the hallway toward where Drake’s muffled moans and groans still echoed. “I heard a cry. Is everything all right with your group?”

			Natalie swallowed. Huh—how to proceed here? It wasn’t as if she could say, Nothing much, just ye ole stake in a vampire, please carry on.

			“Miss?” the priest encouraged when she didn’t respond.

			“Ah, yes, I’m so sorry. We’re trying a new therapy this week,” she said, stalling. “Um . . . screaming therapy. Sorry, we should have mentioned it to you so you wouldn’t be alarmed.”

			The older man furrowed his brow, staring into her face like he was trying to read her soul (even though she doubted she had one by his definition). She got ready for him to call bullshit and was scrambling to think of another excuse, but before she could, he nodded.

			“Ah, yes, I’ve heard about such things at counseling retreats I’ve attended for the church.”

			Natalie blinked. So that was a real thing? Cool.

			“Does it work?” he asked.

			She swallowed. “Does what work?” she squeaked.

			He stared at her. “The screaming therapy.”

			“Oh yes, of course.” She faked a hollow laugh. “Sorry, just tired. The screaming therapy. Yes, we’ve seen it have . . . mixed results.”

			She glanced over her shoulder toward the room. Drake was still moaning back there. She wasn’t sure if that was helping her case or not.

			“It’s an interesting theory . . .” the priest said, sounding like he was going to expound at length on the ins and outs of modern counseling.

			“Great, y-yes, interesting. Very,” she stammered. He didn’t move. Apparently he still wanted to chat. “Well, I need to take care of, um, business here.” She motioned to the bathroom and the man blushed. “We’ll, er, try to keep it down.”

			He hesitated, searching her face as if looking for a reason to disbelieve her, but after a tense few seconds he nodded. “Very good. But don’t forget, our next group will be here shortly.”

			“Absolutely, I have not forgotten,” she said as she pushed into the bathroom.

			She yanked the entire metal box filled with paper towels from the wall without meaning to and stared at it, then back at the empty space on the wall.

			“Crap.”

			But honestly, it was not the worst thing to have happened in the basement that night. And she would put it back as best she could later.

			She opened the bathroom door with the offending paper towel box behind her back and peeked out to see if the priest was still there. He wasn’t; she breathed a sigh of relief and ran back to the meeting room.

			When she pushed against the door, she found it stuck.

			“It’s me!” she said, hoping whoever was blocking it would let her in before anyone else showed up with probing questions and “concern.”

			The door swung open and Kai yanked her inside. The mummy glared at her with a look of contempt thousands of years of existence had perfected.

			“Where were you?”

			“Sorry, the priest heard the screaming,” Natalie explained as she started wiping at the bloodstains on the floor.

			Luckily, Drake’s blood was fairly thin and it came up without the stickiness of the human variety. It left a little bit of staining, but the old linoleum was so stained, it was hardly noticeable.

			“What do you mean, ‘the priest heard’?” Patrick hissed. He was still holding Drake, but he and Rehu didn’t seem to be working so hard at it anymore. The old vampire was calming as he healed.

			“Don’t stress, I told him it was screaming therapy,” Natalie said as she bundled up the paper towels and tossed them in a tall trash can by the door. “And apparently that’s a real thing, so we’re in the clear.”

			Alec arched a brow as he looked up at her. “Screaming therapy? Really?”

			She shrugged. “That’s what he told me.”

			“Humans are . . . weird,” Alec muttered as he looked down at the pale vampire on the floor. “Drake. Drake, can you hear me?”

			There was a moment’s pause as Drake opened his eyes and stared around at the circle of people tending to him. Natalie breathed a sigh of relief. If he was awake, he would recover.

			“What happened? Can you tell us what happened?” she asked.

			Drake’s eyes went wide and wild and he grabbed for Alec, twisting his T-shirt in his curled, vampire hands and lifting himself closer.

			“Van Hel-sing,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “Van Helsing!”
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			Drake’s apartment was on the east side of Gramercy Park in a building that had huge suits of armor guarding each side of the front door. It also had the requisite Manhattan doorman, which was a problem. So it had been decided that Natalie and Alec would take him home, so as not to arouse suspicion by having him stumble in with five of his closest, weirdest friends in tow.

			Now Drake leaned heavily on Alec as they approached the doorman.

			“Just keep me upright,” he murmured, his voice still strained from pain. “I’ll do the talking.”

			Alec nodded as the doorman eyed their odd group. He was totally willing to let Drake do the talking.

			“Good evening, Mr. Drake,” the doorman said with a concerned glance at Alec and Natalie. “Welcome home. Is—is everything all right?”

			Drake nodded. “Oh yes, Richards, everything is fine. I hate to admit it, but I had a few too many drinks and twisted my ankle. My fine friends here are helping me home.”

			The doorman hesitated as he stared at Alec for a long moment. Alec could almost smell him judging his shaggy hair, ripped T-shirt, and jeans. He could almost hear him thinking that Alec and Drake would not be friends.

			Great, he probably thought Drake was being hijacked by two young schemers and was somehow attempting to send messages with the weird way he lifted his brows.

			“There’s no need to worry,” Drake said slowly, and stared intently at the doorman.

			From the corner of his mind, Alec felt an itchy comfortableness and realized that Drake was using his vampire mind control on the young man.

			“Of course, sir,” Richards said in a slightly more monotone voice tinged by the spell he was under. “Have a good night.”

			Opening the door, he let them pass without so much as a second glance in their direction. When they got into the elevator and the doors slid shut, Natalie let out her breath in a whoosh.

			“That thing you do does come in handy, doesn’t it?”

			Drake pressed the button for his floor and groaned as he leaned against the metal interior of the elevator. “It can. There are disadvantages, too.”

			“Like what?” Alec asked as the elevator dinged and revealed a hallway. “Floor six, right? Apartment six-sixty-six?”

			“Obviously,” Drake said before he wrapped an arm around Alec’s shoulder for support, though Alec noticed that the vampire seemed to be holding his own weight more with each step. “And the disadvantage being that when I was young, when I first was turned, I accidentally killed people with that power.”

			Natalie swallowed, but took the key Drake held out and unlocked the door. As it swung open, she took a breath, and when she moved aside, Alec could see why.

			Everyone knew Drake had money. After hundreds of years on this earth, there was no way he couldn’t have, but the way he dressed and acted was anything but snobbish. It was easy to forget he could afford an exclusive, marble-halled palace like this one. It was a mini-palace, snuggled into the heart of Manhattan.

			“My bedroom is down the hall, through the living space on the left,” Drake explained. When no one moved, he shook his head. “Don’t be too impressed. I once lived in a castle.”

			“This is a castle in real estate terms,” Alec muttered, but he stopped staring and helped Drake through the apartment.

			Natalie and Alec held him up as they made their way through the hallways. Natalie bumped light switches with her shoulder as they went, revealing more and more of the posh digs.

			“Do you clean this place yourself?” Natalie asked.

			They moved into the master suite. Along the back wall was a huge coffin, straight out of the monster movies. The black velvet shades were already drawn tight.

			“I have a maid,” Drake explained. “She comes during the daylight hours.”

			“How does she not notice the huge coffin in your bedroom?” Alec asked as he opened said device. It was lined in red satin with a soft pillow.

			Drake removed his bloody cape with one hand and motioned for Natalie to help him with his boots. As each piece of his elaborate “costume” was peeled away, he began to look more and more like a harmless old man. Looks were certainly deceiving.

			“She does not come in here,” he explained. “I lock it and she believes it is off-limits. I think she believes I’m into . . .” He hesitated with a sigh. “S and M. At least that’s what she mutters in Portuguese as she paces around outside my door.”

			“Ew,” Natalie said. “There’s a picture I’ll never forget.”

			“Yes, well, we let them believe what they will if it protects us, don’t we?” he said. “I will heal faster if I have blood in my system. There is some in the refrigerator, in a container marked tomato juice. Will you fetch me a mug, warmed in the microwave?”

			Natalie’s mouth turned down in a mask of disgust, but she said nothing as she slipped from the room toward the kitchen. Alec helped the now-shirtless Drake, his wound pink and healing around the edges of the shirt that had been tied as a bandage for him earlier. (Rehu’s shirt, and he had just loooooved stripping down for the ladies in the room. He’d even “accidentally” torn the bandages he wore beneath to stay moist. Stupid abs . . . )

			Lowered into the coffin, the old vampire settled back against the satin with a sigh of contentment.

			“How do you know the attack tonight was Van Helsing?” Alec asked, sitting on the edge of the coffin gingerly.

			Drake sighed, his eyes fluttering shut almost against their will, as if he had a Pavlovian response to the coffin.

			“I have fought them for hundreds of years, Wolf,” he said. “I know them when I feel them creeping up behind me. I know their smell.”

			Alec stared at the old man, eyes closed in the coffin, looking for all the world like a corpse. Part of him accepted Drake’s words, that he did know his old enemy when he sensed them. But another part was more cynical. There were too many other options to conclude it was Van Helsing without further proof.

			But this wasn’t the time to discuss that with Drake. With Natalie, absolutely.

			She came back into the room with a steaming mug in her hands. Her mouth was pursed tightly and her skin was pale as she handed it over to Drake.

			“You get that from the blood bank, right?” she asked as he took a gulp and let out a satisfied sigh.

			He glanced at her. “For the most part, yes.”

			Natalie shot him a look and then shook her head. “Do you need anything else?”

			He shook his head. “No. But I do ask that you lock my chamber and front door when you leave. I have a spare set of keys in my bottom drawer—will you take them? You may return them at the next meeting.”

			Alec pulled out a drawer in the armoire across the room. It was filled with black socks. Hundreds of pairs of black socks. He pushed them around until he found a key ring with two keys on it and a keychain that was a black triangle with a swirling pattern pressed into the metal.

			“Got it.” He stared at the keychain and held it up. “Seriously?”

			Drake glared at him without answering.

			“Fine. Text us tomorrow and let us know how you’re feeling,” Alec said.

			Drake nodded, took a last swig of blood, and then reached up and drew the coffin lid down. Alec and Natalie stared at the closed box for a moment, then looked at each other.

			“I guess we’re done for the night,” Natalie said, with tired laughter lacing her voice.

			“Yup, dismissed.” Alec wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, soldier, we’ll go to that milkshake place that’s open all night and I’ll buy you any flavor you like.”

			Natalie shrugged. “Just nothing red. I never want to see red liquid again.”
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			“I mean, there were just bottles of it, lined up all along every shelf of the fridge,” Natalie said, resting her chin on her hand. She could see from Alec’s glazed expression that she’d been talking about Drake’s blood supply for too long, but shit! There were things that scarred a person for life . . . a fact she knew more than most.

			“Okay, okay,” he finally said as their milkshakes and an appetizer of fried cheese were put in front of them. “I get it. Take a breath.”

			She shivered and pushed the marinara sauce away, then grabbed for a gooey, cheesy bite. Thank God for stress eating and a metabolism that allowed her the luxury.

			“So did you talk to him about Van Helsing?” she asked as she took a bite.

			Alec sucked on his chocolate shake for a second. “Yeah. I asked him how he knew, and it was all artsy-fartsy-feelings shit. ‘I know my enemy, Wolf.’ ”

			Natalie smiled as Alec faked Drake’s voice rather perfectly.

			“He doesn’t know for sure any more than any of us do.” Alec shrugged.

			She sighed. “At least Kai and Rehu are looking into it.”

			Alec hesitated as he looked at her closely, and she squirmed under the scrutiny. They had been together for half a year, but they were still figuring out exactly what they were. Monster issues were often very much relationship issues.

			“Do we trust them now?” he asked, popping cheese into his mouth with a satisfied grumbling growl she liked way too much.

			She pondered that question. She and Kai had an uneasy truce of sorts. Almost a friendship, but not quite. Rehu, on the other hand, and Kai when she was obsessed with Rehu . . . that was more complicated.

			“I don’t know,” she admitted after a long pause. “Rehu helped Drake tonight without hesitation. That counts for something. Maybe not much, but something.”

			She bit her lip and shoved the plate aside, suddenly not hungry anymore. Alec reached out and covered her hand.

			“Babe, don’t get all ‘the people with pitchforks are coming,’ okay? We’re going to work this out.”

			“Okay,” she said. “Yeah, okay.”

			And it was funny, when he said it, she could almost believe it. Almost.
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			The streets were mostly quiet as Alec and Natalie approached their apartment building an hour later. That was one thing she liked about her monstrous little nightlife. She came home in the morning when there was a side to the city few saw. Something quiet and calm before the storm of the day roared to life and riled everything and everyone up.

			But as they reached the door to the building, she could see that the storm was starting early today. Kai and Rehu waited there, pulling their coats closer against the bitter wind and talking under their breath.

			“Oh, crap, it’s the Band-Aid-brand twins,” Alec said next to her ear, and she stifled a laugh as she got within earshot of the two.

			“Hey,” she called out. “I didn’t expect to see you here. What’s up?”

			Kai shifted. “It’s cold. Let’s talk about it inside?”

			Natalie nodded, unlocked the door, and led the group of them up the stairs and into their apartment. As she shut the door behind her, she shrugged one shoulder at Alec.

			“So do you guys want . . . coffee or something?” she asked.

			Kai shook her head. “I avoid caffeine. Dries you out. I’ll have a water.”

			Rehu shrugged out of his jacket. “Nothing for me.”

			Natalie stepped into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water. When she came back, the three of them were already sitting at the couch, fiddling with a laptop so fancy that it had to be Kai’s.

			“So what did you find out?” Natalie asked, standing behind the couch and peering at the loading screen as she passed the bottle to the Mummy Girl.

			“I don’t know much about the stabbing,” Kai said. “The details are vague, so we’ll need to talk to Drake when he’s recovered a bit.”

			“He’s okay, right?” Rehu added, shooting a quick look toward Natalie.

			The sincerity in his tone surprised her. The guy had never been a huge fan of Drake—of anybody in their group, really—but he actually seemed to give a shit.

			“Yeah,” she said with a shrug. “He’s hurting, of course, but he’ll survive. He had more color and was already stronger by the time we left. He’s supposed to text us later to check in.”

			“Good,” Rehu said softly.

			Kai shrugged. “I knew if we could trigger his healing mechanisms he’d be fine.”

			Natalie pursed her lips. Rehu being nice? Kai being cold? Seemed like half of old times, anyway.

			“So what did you find?” she asked again, hoping to move the conversation along so she could get back to normal life. And go to bed.

			“I thought about what you guys said about social media. I don’t do personal accounts, but I deal with it sometimes for work.” Kai rolled her eyes like she thought the entire idea was utterly stupid. “Anyway, look what’s big on Twitter right now.”

			She tapped a few keys on the laptop and Natalie blinked. The page that came up was the Twitter account for Regent’s Pharmaceuticals, the company where Kai worked. Along the side was a list of what was trending in New York.

			The fifth line was #monstersinnewyork.

			Natalie blinked. “Oh my God.”

			“Yeah, and it gets worse,” Kai said, clicking one of the tweets with that hashtag. It took them to a results page with hundreds of posts. Lots of people were talking about and retweeting the now-defunct YouTube video, which had apparently been downloaded and reposted by tons of people. There were monster sightings, jokes about monsters being real, even not-so-much-jokes about monsters being real.

			“I’m going to have to move,” Natalie said, staggering away from the back of the couch to find a seat not near the screen. “I’m going to have to go to Alaska or something. Change my name. Live with the caribou. The caribou don’t judge.”

			Alec blinked. “Okay, you’re losing it. I’ve heard caribou are very judgmental creatures.”

			Kai slammed the laptop lid and glared at them. “You two should break up; you are awful together.”

			“I think we’re kind of cute . . .” Alec quipped, with a grin for Natalie. One she couldn’t bring herself to mirror at that moment. Later, maybe.

			“The point is we have to focus,” Rehu said, in a tone that was as hard as nails. “I don’t really understand this foolishness. Some of the other things trending above us are Miley Cyrus and something called #whatmyswag. Are those even real words? And who wants to talk about these things? But someone has to have started this discussion, this push. Someone had to have made sure it became so public. So who is it?”

			Natalie rubbed her eyes. Her head was starting to pound and her ears were ringing. If she had her way, she’d just go soak in the tub and listen to Adele and pretend none of this had happened.

			But it wasn’t going to be her way. It couldn’t be.

			“When he came into the room tonight, Drake said Van Helsing,” she said.

			Alec shrugged. “He was half delirious.”

			Natalie shook her head. “I know you said that earlier, but I don’t know. Drake has never been too quick to speak their name in the past. Besides, since these are clearly targeted attacks on monsters and the trending topics bring attention to monsters, I don’t think we can ignore the fact that he might very well be right about the source.”

			Alec seemed to ponder that for a moment, then shrugged a shoulder. “When you’re right, you’re right. So, when should we go talk to Van Helsing?”

			“Are we talking to Van Helsing?” Natalie asked, a shot of fear going through her like a lightning bolt. She ignored the sensation and kept her face very calm. “ ‘Cause that seems like a big ‘walking into a trap’ problem to me.”

			“Except that they generally don’t attack in their own living rooms,” Kai pointed out softly.

			“Too messy,” Alec agreed.

			“You guys are acting like this is a big joke, but we’re at war this time.”

			“But there are rules to war, even for Van Helsing,” Alec said, holding her gaze to calm her a little. “Besides, why not go straight to the source? We’ll know for sure if the old man’s involved; the bastard will probably brag about it.”

			Natalie tried to think of some argument against that statement, but there wasn’t one. She bowed her head in defeat. “As a wise man once told me, when you’re right, you’re right. I’ve met with the old man before; I’ll do it.”

			“Not by yourself, you won’t,” Alec said with a look that said she was crazy.

			“No, she’ll take me,” Kai said. “I’ve been in the house, too, remember.”

			“You broke in and stole their family book. They may not take too kindly to that,” Natalie pointed out.

			Kai laughed. “They don’t know it was me who did it, and they got it back. It’s resolved. We’ll pay a call tonight.”

			“I still think it would be better if I came, too,” Alec said, looking at Natalie with puppy dog eyes that were sometimes very hard to resist.

			But resist she did. “You have school, you can’t.”

			Rehu arched a brow. “And you’re not needed. Natalie and Kai can handle themselves. This isn’t high school.”

			Kai sent Rehu a sly, rather sexy smile, and Natalie stared. Wow, as fucked up as their relationship was, they actually kind of got each other. After a couple thousand years together, though . . . how could they not?

			“Did you even go to high school?” Alec asked with a glare for Rehu.

			Kai sighed. “None of us went to high school.”

			“Actually, there’s a video game where we do,” Natalie offered helpfully. “Very popular, nice graphics.”

			“How do you know these things?” Rehu asked, partly in awe, partly in disgust.

			Natalie blinked. “Um, I research. After the last time the real world came crashing down on us, I think it’s clearer than ever that we have to keep up on how we’re ‘seen’ by humans.”

			“We’re getting seen, whether we like it or not,” Kai said as she moved toward the door. “Anyway, I have work today. Want to meet around seven at the old man’s brownstone?”

			Natalie nodded. “That’s cool—I’ll be there.”

			After they stepped into the hall, Natalie closed the door and leaned against it. “You know the one place I never wanted to visit again?”

			“The Museum of Sex on Fifth Ave?” Alec called as he entered the kitchen to find something to make for breakfast.

			“No, idiot.” She stopped and pondered that. “Okay, yes. The Museum of Sex is one of the places I don’t really want to visit again. But I’m talking about Van Helsing’s stupid house. That place is so retro-creepy.”

			“Retro can be cool,” Alec’s voice came from the other room. She could hear him getting out pans and opening and shutting the fridge.

			“Not this kind of retro. Everything was covered with sheets. I felt like I’d stepped into one of our movies.” She flopped down on the couch and grabbed for Alec’s laptop to check her email. “The guy is so . . . decrepit. Even though I know I suggested he might be our man, I doubt he even knows Twitter exists, let alone has an account popular enough to start a trend.”

			She typed her password in and her email popped up. Spam, spam, something from her boss about that stupid book club she kept inviting Natalie to, a Groupon for a movie date . . . and then she saw it: hunchitup@internetone.com had sent her a message.

			Igor.

			She clicked it and began to read:

			Natalie,

			Good to hear from you. I wondered if you got my messages last year. I understand there is a problem, possibly with another creation. I’ll be there on Friday afternoon at around noon. Meet me at Grand Central and we can talk about it.

			Can’t wait to see you,

			Igor

			Natalie stared at the message. It was dated the previous night, which meant her dad’s old partner in crime would be rolling into town in just a few hours.

			“Hey, are you coming in? My sausage is ready,” Alec said, appearing in the passageway between the kitchen and the living room.

			He made that joke every time he cooked sausage and she usually made a crack about her eggs, but currently she couldn’t muster the humor. She got up, carrying the laptop in with her. As she sat down at the tiny kitchen table with Alec, she pushed the laptop his way.

			“Igor emailed me,” she said, leaning back in her chair without touching her food. “He’s going to be here today.”

			Alec wrinkled his brow, eating as he read the message. “Did you invite him?”

			“No.” She shook her head. “But he’s just . . . showing up. Like a ghost from the past.”

			“Are there ghost monsters?” Alec said, with what could only be described as a weak smile.

			“Yes, but those aren’t real. Don’t be silly.” She rubbed her eyes. “Apparently I’m not getting any sleep today at all.”

			“Yeah, you will,” Alec reassured her. “You’re going to eat, then we’re going to sleep until we have to go to the station. And after you meet with the guy, you’re going to send him off to his hotel and whatever tourist shit he wants to do and that will be that. No ghosts allowed.”

			She smiled. Alec could be irritating sometimes. He could be weird. Sometimes he confused the hell out of her. But damn, he was a good boyfriend when she needed him to be. She patted his cheek.

			“Aw, thanks, Peter Venkman.”

			Alec laughed. “Now eat.”

			With a sigh, Natalie grabbed for a fork and started doing just that. But in the back of her mind, she still mulled over Igor sightings, Dracula stakings, and, of course, Van Helsings.

			[image: • • •]

			The train station was busy, but not so busy that when Natalie saw Igor coming toward them she didn’t recognize him. He looked the same as he had hundreds of years ago when they’d first met. She’d been on a table, strapped down, confused, and filled with fear as pain racked her newly awakened body. He had been standing over her, laughing like a hyena because, well . . . that was what he did.

			He was a short man, probably no more than five-foot-three, though he was wearing boots with elevated soles to increase his height. He had thin graying hair and a strange Peter Lorre kind of quality to him, but maybe it was just the fact that his eyes popped out rather wildly. The only thing different about him since the last time they met all those years ago was that his hunch was . . . gone.

			“Natalie!” he called out from across the station. He dropped his bags and rushed over to her in a display of dramatics that was almost Broadway-like in its impressiveness. He engulfed her in a tiny, tiny, hard hug and looked up and up to smile at her.

			“Darling, you look divine,” he said with not a trace of a Transylvanian accent. No, wait, there was an accent there . . . Was it . . . Southern?

			“Um, hi,” she said as she gently extracted herself from his bitty-baby hug. “You better get those bags before someone takes them.”

			“Oh, fudge!” Igor squealed, and rushed back to get them. He returned with a grin. “I was so pleased to get your message. And who is this handsome brute of a man?”

			Natalie shook off her shock and turned toward Alec, who was staring, blinking, blank-faced, at Igor. “Um, this is my boyfriend, Alec. Alec, this is my father’s friend Igor.”

			“Boyfriend!” Igor said as he held out a hand. “Well, it is just a pleasure!”

			Alec didn’t seem to know how to respond, which was a hilarious rarity in itself, but he shook hands with Igor.

			“H-hi,” Alec managed.

			Igor leaned forward and seemed to be examining him. “Hmmm, Wolf Man?”

			Alec staggered back and swallowed. “How do you know that?”

			“As an assistant, it’s my job to know these things. You know, the family business.” He jerked his head toward Natalie with a knowing smile.

			She recoiled. “Um, I’m not in the family business.”

			“Sure you are—you work at the morgue, don’t you?” Igor grinned.

			She blinked. Huh, that was kind of the family business. Yikes, maybe it was time to polish up that résumé or something.

			“I don’t mean to be indelicate, but, um, the last time I saw you, you had a . . .” She motioned toward his back.

			“Oh, my hunch?” Igor laughed. “The modern miracle of plastic surgery, of course! Divine, isn’t it?” He spun around so they could have the full effect. “I do miss it sometimes, but clothes fit so much better. You know, you could do something about those scars of yours, if you want to.”

			Natalie flinched and pulled the sleeve of her jacket down farther. She already did quite a bit about “those scars,” but whenever someone mentioned them, her heart sank. It was like having a FREAK sign around her neck all the time.

			Alec pressed a hand to her back for a brief moment and her anxiety faded, just a little.

			“Well, we thought we could go to lunch,” Alec said, clearly done with this very strange exchange. “And talk about the . . . situation with the Creature in the video.”

			“I’d love to do lunch, but I won’t bring out the records until we’re back at your place, Natalie.” Igor smiled and winked. “Safety concerns, you know.”

			Natalie stared in return. “Back at my place?” she repeated.

			He nodded. “Sure, I mean, why not do it in the comfort of the place where I’m staying? Then we can spread out all over and you can really pore over those records.”

			Natalie jerked her gaze to Alec and he returned the expression of wild freaking out. “Um, wait, you’re staying with us?”

			“Of course, and thanks!” Igor pushed his suitcase toward Alec and linked arms with her. As he dragged her toward the Lexington Avenue exit, he laughed. “And I can’t wait to see your place. We have so much to talk about, Natalie!”

			Natalie peered over her shoulder with a look that she hoped read Help me, but if it did, Alec was in no position to do so. He was too busy dragging Igor’s bag along, glaring at the two of them like they were in cahoots.

			This was the worst day. Ever.
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			Alec glared at their unwelcome houseguest, but if Igor noticed his dour expression, the assistant ignored it. Actually, that was probably one of his monster superpowers: ignoring when he wasn’t wanted.

			Instead, the strange little man swept up a pair of candlesticks Natalie kept on the console table near the door and cooed, “Well, aren’t these familiar!”

			Natalie brought out a couple of Diet Cokes and a bottle of water. She handed one of the sodas to Alec and forced a smile for Igor.

			“Yeah, yeah, I took that from my . . . well, from the old place.”

			“So, Gothic, probably worth a ton,” Igor said with a shake of his head. “Your dad did always have good taste. I do miss him.”

			Natalie swallowed, and Alec was honestly shocked that she was keeping it together so well. Although she sometimes called Dr. Frankenstein her “father,” she rarely let anyone else get away with it. He could see a little twitch forming next to her right eye. Hopefully there would be no replacing that body part; it was always so disconcerting when she had to do it . . . 

			“So”—he rushed to change the subject from the doctor who had created her—“what’s with the accent?”

			“Oh yes, that.” Igor laughed. “I moved to the United States back in . . . God, I guess it was ’98.”

			“1998?” Natalie asked.

			“1898,” Igor corrected. “Did odd jobs, lots of assisting with important people. But you know the drill. After a certain amount of time, they start to notice you aren’t exactly aging properly, so you have to move on. I ended up in Atlanta about fifteen years ago, and that accent is almost like a virus. You just can’t help but pick it up. I work with an interior decorator now.”

			Alec blinked. He was starting to understand a lot more about Igor. He was kind of like a parasite. He locked on to those with power, made himself indispensable, and became whatever they wanted him to be. Maniacal with Frankenstein, perhaps tough and reliable with someone running wagons out West, a little effeminate and full of darlings and fashion advice for the interior decorator.

			Basically, he was a walking, mutable cliché.

			“I’m sure you have some tales to tell,” Natalie said through what seemed to be suddenly clenched teeth. “But I wonder if I could look at the records you brought.”

			“Of course,” Igor said with a shake of his head as he dragged a thick book from the smaller of his two bags. The larger one had already been put in the spare room. It was Alec’s study room, but it still had a bed.

			Lucky. Them.

			Natalie took the book with a shiver. “So these are his records?”

			Igor nodded. “Your father’s? Yes. The first half is really about the failed experiments, but you’ll see a log of the Creatures, you included, as well as the outcome of their existences.”

			Natalie nodded, but Alec saw the tension around her eyes. He could hardly blame her. What she was about to look at was bigger than a birth certificate. It was a history of something ugly and painful. Something that had destroyed families and lives and sent her running from mobs and killers more than once.

			She hesitated, then flipped the book open. She immediately paged past the first half of the book without looking.

			“I—I don’t really care about the experiments,” she explained, though Alec wasn’t sure if that was for his benefit or Igor’s, or just to fill the quiet because she was uncomfortable. “But these . . .”

			She looked down, and Alec moved closer so he could look over her shoulder at the records. Each page contained information about a Creature. Dr. Frankenstein had been very thorough. He included which graves he had stolen from, the dates of each robbery, and any subsequent attempts at reanimation.

			The first ten or so attempts were failures on some level or another. No reanimation, one explosion, a couple partial reanimations, and then . . . the first Creature who had survived more than a few hours.

			“The original,” Natalie whispered as she ran a finger over the brittle, yellowing paper. She read further. “Destroyed by mob.”

			Alec touched her shoulder, though she didn’t seem to notice. She just stared at the page a few more seconds, then flipped to the next Creature.

			“Killed by mob,” she repeated, and turned the page.

			It ran like that for five or six of her brethren, until April 6, 1758.

			The first female version of the monster was written on the page.

			“That’s me,” Natalie whispered.

			Alec scanned over the page and the details of the graves that had been robbed to create his girlfriend. To “birth” her.

			In the notes for where she had ended up, the last line read: Left for America, whereabouts unknown.

			“You were the first survivor,” Alec said, impressed down to his soul at her resilience.

			Igor seemed to appear from nowhere at Natalie’s elbow, and he smiled. “You were! Victor was very proud of that fact.”

			Natalie flinched. “As if he had anything to do with it.”

			Igor frowned at the poison in her tone. “Either way, now I can update the record.”

			She jerked her face toward him. “Don’t you dare! Leave me as whereabouts unknown.”

			He frowned, but she returned her attention to the book and cut off anything else he might have said about the subject.

			“Okay, so let’s see if anyone else is poking about.” She turned the pages faster now, not reading any details. “Dead, dead, suicide, killed by mob, killed by farmer, killed by army, dead— Oh, this one was a little slow and fell into a pond after tripping on a rock . . .”

			Igor shook his head sadly. “They weren’t all perfect specimens, that’s for sure.”

			“So it’s dead?” Alec asked.

			Natalie swallowed. “Dead.”

			“Shit, there were a lot of Creatures,” Alec breathed.

			She shot him a look over her shoulder. “Yes. He was obsessed. Even when he was forced out of one place, he started again in the next. Once he knew the secret of life, of being God, he couldn’t stop himself from continuing to play with it like it just was Play-Doh or a Tinkertoy. He was sick.”

			“Not sick,” Igor said, and his tone was hurt. “He wanted to perfect his methods, his experiments.”

			Natalie jerked her face toward him. “We weren’t experiments—we were living things.”

			She returned her attention to the book, but Alec had seen her face. Monstrous. An expression he rarely saw from her in all her even-keeled control.

			“Look,” she said, ignoring the tension. “Here’s another who survived. A male subject. Created once Frankenstein was forced to flee Europe, so he was made in Kazakhstan.” She leaned back. “I had no idea he went so far east.”

			“He did, for several years,” Igor explained. “We lived in seclusion, but he could not stop himself from creating. We were chased out shortly after the birth of this one. And when we returned to Europe, we were met with the mob that ultimately killed Victor.” He shook his head.

			She stared at the page. “It says this one disappeared into the night during your escape. What happened to him?”

			“He was a more advanced version of your father’s work,” Igor said, stepping away from them to pace the small room. “Like you. And he grew to despise Victor. Once he left, once your father was dead, I tracked him for a while. He traveled Europe and must have been able to mask his true identity, also like you. I haven’t caught a whiff of him for over a hundred years. Unlike the other two.”

			“Other two?” Natalie repeated, her eyes widening as she flipped the page. There were two more Creatures who had been created right at the same time. A female and another male. “My God,” she whispered.

			“All this time you’ve thought you were alone, and they were out there,” Alec said with a shake of his head. “Three more Creatures.”

			She nodded. “But you said you knew more about the other two.” She scanned the record. “The female lived in London up until 1948, but then what?”

			“She helped in the war effort, took in children who were orphaned by the bombing.” Igor smiled. “But after that, I don’t know. I believe she’s still in Europe.”

			“And the other male?” Natalie asked. “The Creature in Central Park was male. So what about him?”

			“He lived in Poland for a while, floated to Spain during the war, then England for a short time. Then he came to Canada—Toronto was his last known whereabouts, about fifteen years ago. I believe him to still be there.”

			Alec stared at him. “But it would be easy for him to come down here to New York. Hell, it’s a half-day train ride at best.”

			“True,” Igor conceded with a shrug. “So your Central Park Creature could be either one, I suppose. My vanishing Creature or the Toronto Creature. I watched the video and, honestly, I couldn’t tell. It’s been a long time; I’d have to see a good look at their faces to be certain.”

			“Did they have names?” Natalie asked. “Did they call themselves something?”

			“Otto was the one who vanished,” Igor said without having to think twice. “And the other went by Cain up until he disappeared in Canada.”

			“Cain,” Alec repeated. “As in Cain and Abel?”

			“The dark brother,” Natalie whispered. “The killer marked by God.”

			“Yeah . . . sounds like he might be our man,” Alec said with a quick glance in her direction. Her face was so pale, her eyes so dull and devoid of emotion, that he hardly recognized her. “You okay?”

			She blinked like she’d forgotten he was there, and then nodded with a weak smile as she shoved the book aside and got to her feet.

			“I’m fine, but I need to go meet Kai for our . . . our other appointment for the day,” she said.

			“Oh!” Igor said as he got up and folded his arms. “You have to go? I have so much to talk to you about! But I guess we’ll have all week, so we’ll have time to gab.”

			Natalie swallowed and sent Alec a quick look of apology before she said, “A whole week, huh? Well, that is something.”

			“Are you sure you’re okay to go?” Alec asked, taking her arm to draw her a little away from their uninvited houseguest. “You’ll have to be sharp at Van Helsing’s.”

			She nodded. “The crisp air on my walk will snap me out of this. I know I need to focus. I’ll be fine. Will you be okay with him? Weren’t you supposed to meet up with Rehu to check on Drake?”

			Alec squeezed his eyes shut. “Fuck, yes. I forgot, and he’ll be here in, like, half an hour, too. I’ll just . . . take Igor with us, I guess. He knows what and who we are, right? It isn’t like we have to shield ourselves.”

			She patted his cheek. “Ah, you, always looking on the bright side.”

			“Wolves are very optimistic creatures, you know.”

			She blinked as she stared at him. “What does that even mean?”

			“I don’t know, but you smiled, so I win.” He leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “Text me when you get to Van Helsing’s and when you leave, okay?”

			“Okay, okay.” She glanced over his shoulder to talk to Igor. “I shouldn’t be long. You can hang out with Alec and some of our . . . friends.”

			“Can’t wait,” Igor said with a bright smile. “See you later!”

			“Oh, and Alec,” she said. “Check the Twitter stream again, will you? For our little . . . hashtag problem thingy.”

			He nodded, his lips thinning with concern at the thought. Natalie grabbed her purse and slipped through the door with just one quick glance at Alec. Then she was gone, and he turned to face Igor with a scowl.

			The assistant met his expression with a smile. “So, how are Wolf Man and Creature working out, anyway?”

			“Um, none of your business?” Alec said as he started gathering up his own things so they could go as soon as Rehu buzzed up.

			“Okay, touchy!” Igor laughed. “I was just wondering. You don’t like me much, do you?”

			Alec pondered that question. “All I know is that Natalie has worked really hard to become who she is. You being here reminds her of what she started as, and I don’t like her being hurt.”

			Igor’s smile slipped. “Well, I don’t want to hurt her, either.”

			Alec stared at the smaller man. He couldn’t tell if he was full of shit, full of angles, or actually concerned for Natalie’s well-being. But if they were going to spend the evening together, that might be a start to determine his motives.

			The buzzer sounded from downstairs and Alec jumped. “Seriously, he is so early.”

			Igor got up. “So we get to see the Big City, huh? I’ll just follow your lead on how to behave.”

			Alec rolled his eyes and motioned for the assistant to follow him. They walked down the stairs to the lobby, with Igor talking the entire time. About nothing. Alec wasn’t even sure it was English; it sounded like the teacher from Charlie Brown at some point.

			He pushed open the door to find Rehu standing outside, arms folded, looking irritated. Also pretty intimidating. Even Igor trailed off and stared up at the tall, imposing Egyptian.

			“You’re late,” Rehu sneered, then looked past Alec to Igor. “Who’s that?”

			“Rehu, meet Igor. Dr. Frankenstein’s assistant,” Alec said on a sigh. “Igor, meet Rehu, reincarnated mummy.”

			Rehu’s eyes went wide as the two men stared at each other.

			“Um,” he began.

			Alec waved him off as he started down the street toward the subway station. “It’s a long story, man. I’m sure Igor would be more than happy to tell you all about it, though.”
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			Natalie couldn’t see. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. She was aware of everything going on around her, the people jostling her on the train, her stop coming up, and her getting off with the rest of the people. But it was like her eyes were a separate entity. In her mind, she just saw pages and pages of records. Pages and pages of proof that her “father” had created dozens of siblings for her.

			Of proof that three of them were possibly still alive.

			She turned right onto Van Helsing’s street and shoved her hands in her jacket pockets as she walked along. Some rational part of her told her to get ready, to wake the hell up, but it was harder than it seemed, harder than anything, when names and dates and faces of other Creatures bounced around in her head like Ping-Pong balls.

			“You’re late,” Kai said as she stepped out of the shadows.

			Natalie jumped as she was dragged by force into reality.

			“Um, sorry. I thought I left on time.”

			Kai wrinkled her brow. “What’s wrong with you? What happened?”

			Natalie flinched. Was she that obvious in her distress? She had become such an expert at covering up everything she thought and felt and believed that it was hard to imagine even Kai could see through her. Kai, who cared for nothing and no one.

			“My father’s assistant arrived today to share records so we can figure out which Creature might have attacked the man in the park,” she murmured. “It brings back memories.”

			Kai stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “I get that. Look, no one should have jumped on you about the Creature. I know you’re the first one to stand up and defend us. You never would have covered up his existence if you knew about him.”

			“Um, thanks,” Natalie said, so stunned that she could hardly find the words. “I appreciate that.”

			“So did this guy, the assistant, did he give you any leads?”

			Natalie nodded. “A couple, actually.”

			“Good, we can talk about it after we deal with Van Helsing.” Kai moved a bit farther up the street and motioned to the grand brownstone. “Are you ready for this?”

			Natalie straightened her shoulders and put on her best tough-girl face. “Yeah. I’m ready.”
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			The last time Natalie had come to this place, it had been very different. The house had been closed up for a long time and it was as dusty and decrepit as its owner. But now, as the same stodgy butler she had met six months ago stepped aside and let them in with a dismissive sniff, she could see it had changed.

			Brightly lit, it had been meticulously cleaned. As they moved down the hallway, she saw into the rooms. The sheets were off the furniture. The house had come alive.

			And that could not mean good things for the monsters of the world.

			“You really should have had an appointment,” the butler droned as they reached the familiar door at the end of the hall. He turned to spear them both with a withering glance. “There are protocols, you know.”

			Kai drew a breath to speak, but Natalie raised a hand to stop her. She was far too irritated not to handle this pissant herself.

			“Look, asshole, none of us are children, so stop thinking you can intimidate us like we are.” She leaned closer. “In fact, you’re the youngest person in the hall at present. So don’t lecture me on the intricacies of war, son. I’ve been there, done that, and I’ll make your ass the T-shirt if you want.”

			He blinked, and she held his stare evenly until he turned away, muttering, “Charming.”

			Kai nudged her with a half-smile. “Bitchcakes. Nice.”

			Natalie rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched a little with a grin. She was normally very . . . nice. She didn’t make waves, she didn’t cause trouble, it was all part of her fitting-in, don’t-notice-I’m-a-freak thing. But it really was fun to occasionally just let loose and tell someone off.

			Especially when that someone was a Van Helsing lackey who probably got off keeping his pitchfork sharp.

			He stepped into the room and said, “I apologize for the interruption, but you have visitors.”

			There was an indistinct murmuring that was obviously a question, then the butler replied, “Monsters, sir.”

			Natalie shook her head as Kai rolled her eyes.

			“Now he’s got the help doing it,” the Mummy Girl said with a sigh.

			“Really, it’s so pedestrian to call us monsters. You’d think he could be more creative after all these years,” Natalie agreed.

			Both of them were speaking loudly enough that whoever was in the room could hear. There was another pause, and then the servant turned toward them.

			“Go in,” he sneered.

			“Thanks, buddy, we appreciate the hospitality. Fetch me a hot toddy, will you? Thanks so much.” Natalie clapped him on the arm as she passed by and reveled in how he recoiled.

			She stepped into the room . . . and found herself face-to-face with not a single old man named Van Helsing, as she had expected. No, there were five people in the room. And all of them were staring at her with loathing.

			“Hey, it’s a party,” Kai said as the door shut with an ominous click behind them. “You should have sent out invitations.”

			The old man rolled forward in his wheelchair and looked at the two of them with disdain. “Everyone who is important was here long before you two arrived, I assure you.”

			“And who is ‘everyone important’?” Natalie asked, her lips thinning as she glanced from one angry face to another. There were two men and two women in addition to Van Helsing, all of varying age but all sharing the same clear, hawkish eyes of the old man. Eyes she had been looking at for generations.

			She backed up a step. “You are all Van Helsing?” she whispered, her heart lodging in her throat.

			One of the men stepped forward. He looked to be in his early forties, tall and thin, but with a wiry muscularity that spoke of strength. He flipped a lock of blond hair from his forehead and said in a crisp British accent, “Indeed we are.”

			Kai shook her head, her voice breathless with surprise and disbelief. “But your records, they indicated—”

			“You mean those records you stole from me?” the older Van Helsing said with a laugh that petered into a cough.

			As he regained his composure, one of the women arched a brow. She was darker-haired and younger than the first person who had spoken. “I keep telling Grandfather that he should keep those records up-to-date or not keep them at all. But it seems his fading interest in the family genealogy has worked in our favor this time. You really didn’t know about us at all, did you?”

			Natalie drew a breath. So . . . this was bad. But she couldn’t panic, not here, not in front of them. She and Kai had come here for a reason, and she was not going to leave until that reason had been dealt with.

			“One Van Helsing or a dozen, it really matters very little,” she lied with a shrug.

			The old man smiled. “It matters when we are at war. You two are decidedly outnumbered, I believe.”

			Kai arched a brow. “Powers are a great equalizer, old man.”

			“Your powers have never saved you,” the blond man hissed. “And they never will.”

			“We’re here because of the video,” Natalie said. She kept her eyes on the older Van Helsing. He held her stare and did not waver. “The one that has been so popular in social media.”

			“The one that reveals you for what you are?” Van Helsing chuckled. “It is entertaining, no?”

			“Are you responsible?”

			He blinked, suddenly all innocence. “Me? I’m just an old man, Miss Gray. I don’t even own a computer.”

			Her jaw tightened and she was nearly overcome by a sudden, powerful urge to give in to hundreds of years of instincts and pummel him until the smirk was long gone from his face. Instead, she drew a long breath and looked at the others.

			“Then who?” She moved toward them. “Which one of you posted the video? And then helped it go viral?”

			The woman who had not yet spoken stepped forward. Her Van Helsing eyes shone large behind a pair of Coke-bottle glasses, the kind Natalie didn’t think they even made anymore. They looked strange on the face of someone who had to be in her mid-twenties.

			“I’ve been waiting to meet you all my life,” the girl hissed. “I’m Lydia Van Helsing. And I’m the one who made you viral.”

			Natalie stared at her; this woman was filled with rage and hatred, even though she’d never even met Natalie or Kai or Alec or any one of their kind. This girl had been raised from birth to despise them, to kill them if she could manage it without arousing too much suspicion.

			“And you call us the monsters,” Natalie whispered.

			Kai tilted her head. “It must have been a happy coincidence that those kids in the park caught images of that Creature, let alone that Creature actually attacking a human.”

			Lydia shifted slightly, then shrugged. “Wait around long enough and everything reveals its true form. I’m sure if I followed you around with a camera, I’d find you doing things worthy of YouTube.”

			Natalie wrinkled her brow. Follow them with a camera? That wasn’t what had happened. The kids in the park had just happened to catch the film . . . or at least that was how it had seemed in the video . . . 

			“And what about Drake?” Kai pushed.

			“Drake?” the older Van Helsing repeated, his voice dripping with contempt. “Ah, yes, that is what you call Drakule, isn’t it? Some foolish adaptation to make him seem human, just like Natalie or Alec or . . . Pat.”

			Natalie froze. They knew about Pat? She did all she could to keep a reaction from her face.

			“Yes, Dracula, if you prefer it. He was recently attacked. With a stake. Just like old times,” she said. “Speaking of old, did you do it? Own it if you did, since you are so proud of your war.”

			“What you are describing sounds like the way of nature to me,” the tall, blond Van Helsing said with a sneer.

			Natalie stared at him. “And who are you?”

			“Desmond Van Helsing. I would shake your hand, but I don’t believe one should train dogs to do tricks.” He smiled. “And this woman is my sister, Gemma.” He motioned to the other woman.

			“And what about silent but deadly back there?” Kai motioned to the last, unknown man.

			Natalie looked at him. He was a big man, though certainly not monstrously large. He had his arms folded and looked like a bodyguard. Except for those stupid Van Helsing eyes that revealed him to be a killer, not a protector.

			“Donald Van Helsing,” he spat out, and said nothing more.

			Natalie nodded slowly. She would have to remember these names so that Alec could do his magic and access any records that existed on them. Gemma, Desmond, Lydia, and Donald. The Van Helsing quartet. Carrying on the family business of brutally murdering monsters. Go, team.

			She shook her head.

			“This war is your choosing,” she said softly. “It always has been. These new weapons you have are impressive, but don’t think that we don’t have a few new ones of our own.”

			“Oh . . . so it can learn?” Van Helsing said with an arched brow. “Well, I look forward to seeing these new weapons.”

			She placed a hand on each armrest of his wheelchair and leaned down so that her face was mere inches from his. The two younger men jerked toward her, but Van Helsing held up a hand to stay them.

			“Old man, we are ancient enemies,” she said softly. “But I will give you a chance to step back. Stand down. Leave us alone.”

			“And if I refuse?” Van Helsing smiled.

			She shook her head. “Then you will make me become what you accuse us all of being. And you will not like it when that happens.”

			She pushed back and stepped toward the exit, continuing to watch them as she went. In truth, she almost expected an attack, guns and knives to come flying out and finish the war right there. But they did nothing, only watched as Kai and Natalie backed from the room and closed the creaking door.

			In the hallway, the butler was standing watch, and he sniffed as he led them to the front door. Once they were on the stoop, he looked them both up and down.

			“Next time, make an appointment,” he ordered, then slammed the door in their faces.

			They stood there for a moment, staring at each other until Kai motioned toward the subway station.

			“So what do you think?”

			“They made it viral, but I also think they had a hand in the creation of the video itself,” Natalie said. “When that girl, the younger one, Lydia, said something about threatening to follow us with a camera, that rang true, like it was already the case. And she blanched right after she said it, like they hadn’t wanted us to know the truth.”

			“Wow, Miss Detail-Oriented, I’m impressed,” Kai said.

			They walked down the metal staircase into the belly of the city to wait for the subway that would take them to Drake and the boys. Linda and Pat would have to be texted or just told during next week’s meeting.

			“Actually,” Kai said as they pushed past exiting people and stepped onto the train, “I’m kind of impressed by you in general. I figured I’d be running that whole exchange, but you stepped up.”

			Natalie felt blood rush to her cheeks at the uncharacteristic compliment.

			“I guess I was motivated,” she muttered.

			“Their war is going to be different this time,” Kai said, staring off into nothingness. “We’ve grown accustomed to mobs and weapons; they’re going to be more sophisticated.”

			“I don’t know. By outing us, aren’t they just hoping for a different kind of mob?” Natalie asked with a sigh. “Look, we’re three stops away; we can just talk to the guys about this when we get there. There must be a way to combat what that family is trying to do.”

			Kai pursed her lips, but was quiet for the rest of the ride and the walk up to Drake’s apartment. Natalie knocked on the door, and as they waited for one of the guys to open it, Kai looked at her.

			“I get that it must be freaky to realize there are other Creatures out there when you thought you were alone,” she said. “But don’t let it put you off your game, Natalie.”

			Natalie looked at the mummy. It was so easy for Kai. She’d had Rehu out there for as long as she’d been a monster. They might have fought, but she’d always known what it was like to have someone of her kind out in the world. Natalie had spent decades thinking she was an endangered species. Now she wasn’t alone and it frankly freaked her the fuck out.

			The door opened before she could admit all that, and revealed Drake himself. He had a little color in his cheeks, his hair was combed. Basically, he looked like the living dead again.

			“Hi!” Natalie said, smiling despite herself. “You look better.”

			He pulled the door back and motioned them in. “I feel better, though where the stake pierced will sting for some time to come.”

			Natalie nodded. When monsters were weak to something, they were freaking weak to it. It was the same for her with fire. One little burn from a stove top and it was almost impossible to bear for weeks. That was why Alec did so much of the cooking.

			Drake guided them into the living room Natalie hadn’t had time to admire a few days before. Rehu was sitting on the couch, looking utterly uncomfortable as he watched television. Igor had the remote and had chosen Project Runway as their entertainment of choice.

			Natalie looked around. Alec was nowhere to be seen. He was probably in the bathroom, but that didn’t stop her from being disappointed. Turned out she kind of needed a hug from the big dummy right now.

			“So how did it go?” Drake asked as he returned to his recliner, of all things.

			Natalie stared at the scene before her. Three guy monsters, just hangin’ out . . . watching a show about fashion. ’Cause that was normal.

			“Did you guys check Twitter?” she asked without answering his question.

			Drake nodded. “Still the same thing: #realmonstersNYC and the video are wildly popular.”

			“Shit,” she said with a sigh. “I figured as much.”

			“Okay, so what about Van Helsing?” Rehu asked with a scowl.

			“Um, I’d rather wait until Alec is here to talk about it,” Natalie said.

			“Why wait?” Rehu asked, then suddenly tilted his head at one of the fashions coming down the runway. “Now, that’s just hideous.”

			Natalie blinked, still confused by this very strange combination. “Well, why not wait? I’m sure he’ll want to hear it.”

			Igor glanced over at her. “He’s not here, honey.”

			Natalie stiffened. “What do you mean, ‘he’s not here’?”

			Rehu broke his attention away from the screen. “He got a call and started acting all weird about twenty minutes after we arrived, and then left.”

			Natalie stared at the group even harder. Alec didn’t have school tonight. He had been pretty clear with her that he was just going to hang out with Drake and wait out her report on what had happened at Van Helsing’s.

			“Where is Alec?” she asked. “Where did he go?”

			Rehu grabbed the remote from Igor and clicked mute so that Heidi Klum’s accent no longer filled the room.

			“Look, Natalie, I don’t know. He just got up, said he had somewhere to be, and left, okay?”

			“No,” she said, sinking into the closest seat as irrational fear mobbed her. “It’s not okay. It’s actually not okay at all. Something has happened to him. I can feel it.”
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			It was thirty-six hours before Natalie saw Alec again. Actually, it was thirty-five hours, fourteen minutes, and twenty-eight seconds. She was counting, her emotions swinging from terror that something had happened to him, to rage that he had just roamed off without telling her, to absolute certainty that he had hooked up with a Brazilian model and gone to live the high life in Europe without so much as a thought for her.

			And to cap it all off, the entire time she waited she was forced to endure Igor sitting next to her, watching the clock with her, pressing her with questions about her “relationship.” He even patted her hand and clucked his sympathy at her like she was the Widow Frankenstein.

			Which was exactly what he was doing when there was a jangle of keys and her apartment door opened to reveal Alec.

			She pushed to her feet and stared at him. His hair was disheveled and he was wearing the same clothes he had been in when she’d last seen him, so they were wrinkled and there were a couple of stains on them.

			He glanced up as he dropped his keys and wallet on the little plate she had put on her console table just for that purpose.

			“Hey,” he said, wrinkling his brow as if her staring at him wasn’t to be expected.

			“Hey?” she repeated, her mouth dropping open with shock she couldn’t mask. The relief, that she was able to cover up just fine—because she was going to kill him. “Hey?”

			He reached back and shut the door behind him, his brow furrowed. “Um, yeah. Hey.”

			“Igor, can you leave us alone for a moment?” she asked, without sparing a glance for the staring lab assistant.

			She could feel him eating this up and was not about to give him the satisfaction of watching them come unglued.

			“Oh, sure, I’ll just go to my room,” he said with a quick glance first at Alec, then at her.

			She pivoted on him. “No,” she ground out past clenched teeth. “Go somewhere else. Take a walk around the block or something. Now.”

			Igor’s eyes widened and he nodded. “Okay, okay. I’ll go somewhere else. Plenty to see here in New York, even at eight o’clock in the morning. No problem.”

			Alec stared at her like she’d sprouted a second head. “What is up with you?”

			Igor grabbed his jacket and slipped past Alec with one final, rather disappointed glance, and left the apartment. The moment he was gone, Natalie charged Alec.

			“Where the fuck have you been?” she asked, grabbing his collar and spinning him around to shove him at full force into the living room.

			With most people, that push would have put them into the table all the way across the room and through the door in the kitchen, but her monster strength was pretty evenly matched with Alec’s, so he only staggered a little.

			“What are you talking about?” he asked, but she saw his eyes glint with his own monster defensive anger. So this was how it would end, with them destroying each other in her living room.

			So totally typical. This was why monsters didn’t date.

			“What am I talking about, suck fucker?” she repeated. “What the fuckity fuck am I talking about?”

			“Yes, what the fuckity fuck are you talking about, Natalie?” he asked, hands up in a defense stance. “And why are you saying fuck so much?”

			“I figured you would lie,” she muttered, more to herself than to him. “I figured you’d be all like, ‘Oh, hey, babe, lost track of time in the library, slept at a friend’s, my cell battery died so I couldn’t call, I had to do a late-night favor for a stripper . . . ’ something, Alec.” She shook her head and swallowed hard past the sudden lump in her throat. “Something other than pretending that there’s nothing wrong.”

			He swallowed. “Natalie, what is wrong?”

			She wanted to punch him so bad, her fists were actually twitching. “Really? Really, you want me to say it? Okay, asshole. You’ve been gone for a day and a half.”

			Alec stared at her with a blank, disbelieving expression.

			“Nooooo,” he said slowly, drawing out the word. “I—I wasn’t. Babe, I’ve only been gone for fifteen minutes.”
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			Natalie hadn’t looked at him or spoken to him in at least five full minutes. All she did was pace around the apartment, slamming her hand against furniture and muttering things about what a lying, scheming, cheating asshole he was.

			“Look, Nat,” he finally said with a sigh. “I don’t know why you’ve lost your mind, maybe it’s this whole Creature thing getting to you, but—”

			“Lost my mind?” she interrupted, pivoting toward him with a twisted, angry look on her face that he hardly recognized. It was monster rage mixed with scorned-woman rage. “You are the king of the assholes.”

			He lifted his hands in surrender. There was no use arguing if she was going to insist on her crazy talk.

			“Natalie, I left the house fifteen minutes ago, I’m sorry, I guess it’s been twenty minutes ago. I don’t know why you’re so pissed.”

			She stared. “Are you saying you really think you left the house less than half an hour ago?”

			He nodded. “I don’t think it, I know it.”

			“What day do you think it is?” she asked.

			“Friday,” he said. “It’s Friday, January eleventh.”

			She swallowed, and some of the anger bled from her stare and was replaced by something fearful and frozen. She removed her phone from her pocket and turned it on. Setting it in front of him, she pointed to the screen.

			He looked down and blinked. It read Sunday, January 13, 8:14 a.m.

			“What?” He yanked his own phone from his pocket and turned it on, but it said the exact same thing.

			“But . . . but it’s Friday,” he said, his voice weak as he staggered to the couch and sat down. His phone slipped from his fingers onto the area rug. “It’s Friday,” he repeated.

			She shook her head and took a place on the other side of the couch, not touching him, not near him. She stared.

			“I don’t know whether you’re full of shit, or really don’t know what’s going on,” she whispered.

			He looked at her. “So you really think I’ve been out for a day and a half, fucking around on you?”

			That fact hurt him, confused him almost as much as his lost weekend did. Almost.

			She sighed. “I don’t know what to believe. But why don’t you tell me what you remember and we’ll figure out where the truth diverges.”

			He rubbed his eyes and tried to think. His mind was . . . cloudy, actually. It was hard to remember what had happened and when it had happened. What was the last thing he recalled before standing at their apartment door, keys in hand?

			“We got home from Drake’s this morning and you and Kai decided to go see Van Helsing,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “And then we went to pick up Igor.”

			Natalie stared. “Is that the last thing you remember?”

			He searched his mind, trying to filter through events and memories that seemed very muddy. “You left?”

			She nodded, but didn’t elaborate or help him along.

			“Then I went to Drake’s and—” He stopped talking because a harsh, heavy pain shot through his head. He covered his temples and growled in agony.

			Natalie slid over and touched his hand. “Are you okay?”

			He flinched away from the warmth of her fingers and barely contained the urge to snap at her, literally.

			“Migraine,” he barked.

			She frowned. “That’s a pretty sudden migraine.”

			“Oh, you’re the expert now?” he said, turning toward her.

			His tongue brushed his teeth and he was shocked to discover that his canines were . . . growing. But that wasn’t possible. It was two weeks until a full moon.

			She stood up and backed away. “I’m not an expert on anything. All I know is that I left and you guys went to Drake’s. Once you got there, Rehu says you got a phone call, started acting all weird, and left. That was thirty-six hours ago. You haven’t answered your phone, you haven’t been seen, and no one knows where you went.”

			“It doesn’t make sense,” he groaned, clutching his aching head.

			“I agree. We searched for you the entire first night until finally everyone went home. Me so I could wait around for you to show up, and I guess everyone else so they could wait for the call that you were dead or ran out on me. So excuse me if I’m a little concerned.”

			Tears sparkled in her eyes and his teeth retracted with such suddenness that it made him a little nauseous.

			“I—I’m sorry,” he finally stammered. “I’m sorry you were worried and looking for me. But I really don’t know what happened. One minute I was heading for Drake’s with Rehu and Igor, the next I was here. I swear to you, that’s all I know, Natalie.”

			She worried her bottom lip for a moment and shook her head. “But how can that be possible? How could you just lose some huge chunk of time?”

			“I don’t know,” he grunted, and he felt the all-too-familiar agitation building in his chest. “I don’t fucking know.”

			She folded her arms. “You’re acting moon-sick. Snappy, fangy, kind of all-around bitchy.”

			He shook his head. “It’s not possible. The full moon isn’t for two full weeks. I shouldn’t start getting symptoms for at least a week, maybe ten days.”

			“Yeah,” Natalie said with a shake of her head. “But you also shouldn’t be losing chunks of time. So maybe it isn’t your ‘time of the month,’ but something is going on. I’m going to call a meeting. We need to figure this out. Until then, just sit.”

			He glared at her. “Will you bring me a biscuit?”

			“Only if you’re a good dog,” she said as she pulled her phone from her pocket and walked into the kitchen. And he realized it was so that he couldn’t hear her talk.

			His heart sank even further.
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			They’d decided to meet at Drake’s apartment, since it was daylight and he couldn’t leave or risk . . . exploding or sparkling or whatever happened to him when sunlight hit his skin.

			Natalie had actually been shocked at how quickly everyone had agreed to meet. It was now only noon, not long after she’d started making calls, and Linda, Igor (who had eventually wandered home and insisted on joining them), Pat, Rehu, and Drake were already assembled in the Gothic living room, staring at Alec, staring at her . . . 

			She expelled her breath in a huff and pretended to look at the bookshelf across the room. Unfortunately, she couldn’t block out everything around her in the way she’d like to.

			She could hear Rehu and Alec talking as they waited for Kai to arrive. She wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but she had monster hearing, so what could she do?

			“Just tell me, what were you doing?” Rehu asked. “Did you hook up with some girl or—”

			Alec’s voice rumbled like it sometimes did when he was close to wolfing out. “I don’t know how to fucking say it so that everyone understands. I wasn’t hooking up. I don’t know where the hell I was. Okay?”

			Natalie stared at the coffee cup in her hand. He kept saying it and she was starting to believe him. She was probably an idiot. Even pathetic Linda was looking at her like she had been screwed over, so she had to be an idiot.

			She moved her blank, angry stare from the books to some of the art Drake had on his walls. Weird, old stuff probably worth a fortune since it was so . . . eccentric.

			The door to the apartment opened and Kai swept into the room without even bothering to knock.

			“Hey,” she called out as she moved into the living room. She looked around at the faces of the monsters assembled. “Wow, what a somber group we are.”

			Pat shrugged. “I think under the circumstances it is understandable.”

			Kai looked at the Cthulhu with an arched brow. “How did you get here without being seen anyway?”

			He sighed. “I went through the sewer system, accessed an alleyway nearby, and then I took the back servants’ elevator.”

			“There are still servants’ elevators?” Natalie asked weakly, glad enough for the distraction.

			“Of course,” Drake said with a look that indicated she was an idiot. “There are still servants, why wouldn’t there be?”

			Pat shrugged. “When I pull my hood up, no one really notices me unless I interact with them. I try not to do such very often, but it is still New York, you know. They look but do not see. It is our greatest asset, really.”

			Kai pursed her lips. “Hope that stays true. No offense, but if you’re seen, especially in daylight, it’s going to cause us even more trouble than we’re already in.”

			Pat’s tentacles around his face fluttered, like he was letting air out in frustration. Natalie stepped forward. There was no avoiding this.

			“I’m sure Pat was very careful.” She rubbed her eyes. “Look, can we just sit down? I think we have bigger things to discuss.”

			Kai rolled her eyes, but her face softened as she took a seat next to Rehu on the couch. Natalie all but glared at them. She could admit it, she used to have who’s-the-better-couple matches in her head between her and Alec and Rehu and Kai. She and Alec always won. Now she wasn’t so sure.

			“So you lost thirty-six hours of time . . . supposedly,” Rehu said, with another knowing smile for Alec.

			“There’s nothing supposed about it,” Alec growled. “It happened, goddamn it.”

			Natalie could feel the tension coming off of him, the wolfish anger he couldn’t control when the moon was waxing. Except right now it wasn’t.

			“Can we assume for the moment that Alec really did lose time?” she said softly.

			Kai shook her head and her expression said she felt sorry for Natalie. Natalie tensed, her teeth clenched so hard she worried her jaw would shatter.

			“That’s the worst-case scenario, isn’t it?” she continued to explain. “That Alec isn’t full of shit and something happened to him? If so, that’s what we have to deal with.”

			Drake paced the room slowly. “Natalie is correct. Especially when the murder in the park and my injuries are taken into account, the fact that Alec claims to have lost a good chunk of time is not a good thing for any of us. It all reeks of Van Helsing.”

			Natalie could have kissed the old man, but she didn’t. She just smiled at him slightly and kept up her refusal to look at Alec.

			“How could it have happened if it did truly happen?” Pat asked.

			Alec shrugged. “Sometimes I lose time during my moon cycles.”

			Linda snorted out a laugh and Natalie glared at her. “Is something funny here, Fish Sticks?”

			Her smile fell at the derogatory nickname and she folded her arms. “Aside from the fact that your boyfriend sounds like an ad for ‘that time of the month,’ no. But you could pick up some Pamprin, Wolfie, maybe that will help?”

			Normally Alec would have shot back a sarcastic, pointed reply to Linda and shut her up. But to Natalie’s surprise, he growled at the Swamp Dweller. Not a cute growl, not even a slightly warning growl. No, the sound that escaped his lips was utterly terrifying, utterly threatening, and absolutely out of character.

			She moved toward him without thinking about it. This was Alec, her Alec. Part of their “thing” was that she could calm him, or at least control him, if he lost it thanks to the moon . . . or whatever.

			“Alec,” she said.

			His bright and golden eyes were focused on Linda and his pupils were dilated. She recognized the look, she recognized all of it. Carefully, she reached out a hand and pressed it to his forearm. He flinched and his gaze jerked toward her in pure rage.

			But as he looked at her, recognized her, that rage faded. The wolf faded and Alec returned.

			“It’s okay,” she soothed softly.

			“It’s not okay,” Linda whined.

			Alec looked past Natalie toward Linda. “I—I’m sorry,” he said. “I—I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know why any of this is happening.”

			Natalie sat down on the couch next to him. Everyone was watching her, but she didn’t care. Something was wrong with him and she wanted to fix it.

			“I believe you that you lost time,” she said, touching his stubbly cheek with the flat of her palm. “I believe you that something happened that you can’t remember. And Drake is right, the only explanation that makes sense in all of this is that it has to do with our war with the Van Helsings.”

			Alec’s face softened with relief that she believed him. That anyone believed him. And honestly, the more she saw his behavior, the more she did believe him. He wasn’t acting guilty, he was acting scared. And crazy. There was something wrong with him, and it wasn’t that he’d gone off to sleep around on her.

			“I’m beginning to agree,” Rehu said, rising to tilt his head and examine Alec more closely. “I’ve seen you as a wolf before and there is no reason for it to come out early, as it appears to be doing now.”

			“What if I’m just losing control?” Alec asked, looking from Natalie to Rehu and back again. “What if I won’t be able to control my wolf form anymore?”

			Kai sniffed as she got to her feet. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve never seen a Wolf Man in any story or true monster record who lost his moon sickness and had it replaced by a complete loss of control. If it’s not in the records for the last several hundred years, then it doesn’t happen.”

			Kai’s tone was dismissive and snotty, but Natalie could have hugged her, because relief washed over Alec’s scruffy face.

			“I guess you’re right,” he said.

			“Someone’s fucking with you. Plain and simple.” Kai shrugged one shoulder.

			“With us,” Pat corrected quietly. “If they fuck with one of us, then they fuck with all of us, is that not correct?”

			Natalie smiled. “That’s the truth.” She squeezed Alec’s arm gently. “So let’s go over the events.”

			“There’s the attack on the man in the park and the subsequent video,” Kai said, ticking it off on one manicured finger.

			Natalie nodded. “And we know the Van Helsings are behind its posting and spread, because they admitted it.”

			Alec jerked his face toward her. “They admitted it?”

			She nodded. “It happened while you were missing. It’s a new world, baby, and a new war.”

			“I guess.” Alec shivered.

			“And then there was the attack on me,” Drake added to the list. “The person who attacked me was aiming for the heart. I can’t believe my old enemy would miss.”

			“But Van Helsing has all these new family members working for him,” Natalie pointed out. “Some of them were accountants and whatever before. They weren’t killers; your attack could have been a shoddy first attempt at a monster war party.”

			“Seriously, you lose thirty-six hours with this group and it’s like you wake up in Wonderland,” Alec said, rubbing his temples. “Is there an alien as president, too?”

			“Nope, just a bunch of new Van Helsings not in the record,” Kai said. “I’m sure Natalie can fill you in on their smarmy awesomeness on the way home, since you two are talking again.”

			“And then there is Alec losing time,” Pat said with a sigh. “To add to our list of terror.”

			“Three events, all of which affect monsters, but in different ways.” Rehu stroked his chin. “Could there be multiple culprits?”

			Drake looked toward Linda, who was still curled up on his couch, and stared at her for a moment. “You’ve been awfully quiet, for a person who normally is the first to panic and jump to the worst of conclusions.”

			Natalie wrinkled her brow. Linda was awfully calm under the circumstances. She wasn’t even crying. Just staring at them.

			“Are you accusing me of something?” she asked, her tone calm and cold. She pushed to her feet. “Because I can go if you want to be rude.”

			“Is there something to accuse you of?” Drake asked.

			Linda shook her head. “You are all so smug. You treat me like a doormat, you don’t listen to me, you shove me around all these years and bitch about the way I react to situations, then the minute I keep it together, you accuse me of something. You know what? I’m done. I quit the group. You can figure out your war and your issues on your own.”

			She pivoted on her heel (high heels, which shocked the hell out of Natalie) and stalked from the room. They heard the door slam hard enough that a couple of pictures reverberated. For a moment, everyone was quiet.

			“Has she ever walked away from drama before?” Natalie asked.

			Pat cleared his throat. “I have only known the young woman for a short time, but it seems you find her behavior out of the ordinary. Could it be that she is just finally accepting herself? It does take some longer than others.”

			Alec got up and walked to the window. He didn’t lift the shade, not wanting to kill Drake and all, but he stared like he could see through it to the city outside.

			“I don’t know what to think anymore. A couple of months ago, I would have figured Linda was the least dangerous of us all. But with everything that has happened in the past few days, now any change makes me . . . nervous.”

			“Are we saying Linda, a monster, would turn on her own kind and actually have something to do with this bullshit?” Rehu asked.

			“Well, when you put it that way, it sounds ludicrous,” Natalie admitted. “And we’re falling into the Van Helsing trap.”

			“What do you mean?” Kai asked.

			“They create this chaos. A physical attack here, an attack on our anonymity there. They want us to panic, to turn on each other. To fear everything and anything around us that we don’t know. To herd us toward whatever end they have in mind. I doubt they thought Linda was the way to freak us out—”

			“I doubt they think of Linda at all,” Alec added.

			“Who does?” Kai muttered. “Unless they have to.”

			Natalie nodded. “But if we start to fear each other, we’re screwed.”

			“Natalie has a point,” Pat said. “I have seen monsters turn on each other in fear. Reveal another just to protect themselves. If we begin that . . . it is a dirty road to travel and the destination is never pleasant.”

			“Then what do we do?” Rehu asked.

			“I want someone to check out Alec,” Natalie said. He flinched, but she shook her head so he’d know there was no way she was backing down on this one. “Dude, something happened to you.”

			“But who?” Kai asked. “Jekyll was the only doctor we could trust, and he’s dead.”

			“Hyde,” Rehu offered. “He shared a psyche with Jekyll, he has the other man’s thoughts and knowledge inside his head. And he’s not dead.”

			“That we know of,” Natalie added. “He’s been gone for six months, doing God knows what. We’ve searched for him everywhere.”

			Igor, who had just been watching the entire process with great interest, perked up. “You say Hyde is missing?”

			Natalie stared at him. “Um . . . yeah. What about it?”

			“I know where he is,” Igor said with a shrug.

			“What?” Alec asked, eyes going wide. “Why didn’t you tell us this?”

			“You never said you were looking for him.” Igor looked at Natalie. “You know Jekyll, Hyde, and your father were friends once upon a two or three hundred years ago. After your father’s death, Jekyll sometimes spoke to me. Or maybe it was Hyde. Or . . . whoever. They have . . . or I suppose he has, since Jekyll is dead and there’s no ‘they’ anymore . . . a summer place upstate. I can call him if you’d like. I’m sure he’d be willing to come down if asked properly.”

			“You are just a plethora of information, aren’t you?” Kai smirked.

			Igor glanced at her. “I’m an assistant. It’s what I do. Assist.”

			“Call him,” Alec snapped. “Crazy, violent, or not, if he can help me, I’ll take the chance.”

			“Good, we’ll do that and keep researching the rest.” Drake sighed. “Now I grow tired. I’m not up during the day often and my wound is still healing. I must ask you to leave me so that I may feed and sleep.”

			Everyone started getting up from chairs and couches, gathering coats, pulling up hoodies, and saying good-bye. Drake walked them all to the door, and one by one they moved into the hallway. Pat was the first to go, heading toward the servants’ elevator at the opposite end of the hallway.

			“Cross your fingers no one gets nosy,” he mumbled as he disappeared around the corner.

			Igor shook his head. “You have to admire his balls. I’m not sure I would be able to head out like that and just hope it would be okay.”

			Kai pursed her lips. “I still say he’s going to be the death of us all.”

			Natalie glanced at the Mummy Girl as they all walked down the hallway together.

			“I can’t imagine how hard it is for him,” Natalie offered. “To be trapped alone in the sewers. I don’t blame him for wanting to come out, to join us. Shit, I don’t even like wearing short sleeves, and I’m just scarred to hell thanks to my body part . . . issues.”

			Kai stepped into the elevator and pressed the lobby floor once everyone else had joined her. “Look, I know you’re all ‘all for one and one for all’ about this, Natalie, but Rehu and I have survived all these years by watching out for ourselves.”

			Natalie glanced at Alec, then at Rehu. “And?”

			Rehu cleared his throat. “I think what Kai is saying is that if we end up being threatened because of everyone else, this kumbaya shit you’re so fond of, it’s going out the window.”

			The elevator dinged and they stepped out into the lobby.

			“You would really blow off our group?” Alec asked. “Even though we’ve all been together for so long? Even after everything we’ve been through?”

			Kai’s lips pursed and Natalie could see that the Mummy Girl didn’t really like the idea. Was it Rehu driving this?

			“If I have to,” Kai answered after a long pause, “I would. But we’re not there yet, okay? We’ll talk about it later. Come on, Rehu.”

			She grabbed the other mummy’s arm and the two of them left the building. Alec and Natalie looked at each other, their expressions twins of concern. But the mood was broken as Igor stepped between them.

			“Mummies . . . always such worriers.” He smiled at the two of them cluelessly. “Well, what should we do with the rest of our day?”

			Natalie arched a brow. “We’re all going back to the apartment. I want you to call Hyde and get him here right away.” She gazed at the street where Rehu and Kai had disappeared. “In a moment filled with irony, it seems like he might be the only way to keep us all together.”

			“Actually,” Igor said, flipping open his phone, “I texted him from Drake’s apartment and I just got a response. Hyde is in the city and he’ll meet with you today.”

			Natalie’s eyes went wide. “What?”

			“He’s in the city?” Alec repeated.

			Igor smiled. “See, told you I could get things done.”

			Natalie looked at Alec. “Is this okay?” she whispered.

			He seemed to ponder that for a moment. “I guess it has to be, if he’s the only one who could help me. It’s our only choice.”

			Natalie rubbed her eyes. “Yeah. And I’m sure Hyde will love that we’re in a corner. Like prey.”
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			It had been a long time since Alec had been at the old Jekyll and Hyde apartment. Six months, to be precise: the night Jekyll had been murdered and Hyde had bolted off into the city, intent on the destruction of everyone and everything he could hurt. Since then, Hyde had been curiously quiet. If he had committed murders, rapes, robberies, mob hits, whatever, he’d done it all quite discreetly.

			Now they were back, with Igor in tow, and Alec couldn’t help but feel nervous about the prospect of facing Hyde again. The other man’s uncontrolled, pure emotion had always been disconcerting.

			The doorman in the lobby signed them in and cleared them past the bulletproof glass partition. As they got into the elevator for the penthouse, Igor whistled.

			“Some digs, huh?”

			Natalie chewed her lip like she always did when she was anxious.

			“Yeah,” she breathed. “Jekyll and Hyde had . . . have a fortune. This place is a museum, you’ll see.”

			The elevator glided open and there at the end of the hallway was Hyde, standing by his open door. He was dressed in one of the designer suits he’d always been so proud of, his hair slicked back like an eighties stockbroker’s. He was smiling.

			“Oh, shit, he’s Hannibal Lecter,” Natalie muttered. “Look at him.”

			Normally Alec would have laughed at the Lecter reference, but right now he couldn’t. He felt like he was being dragged forward, compelled to go to Hyde. To find out why he was feeling so . . . wrong.

			“Good afternoon,” their host said as he stepped back to let them pass into the apartment.

			Alec hesitated. He didn’t really want Hyde behind him; that was how people ended up with silver bullets in their backs. But he doubted Hyde would go first, since it would probably be considered beneath him. He swallowed his instincts and walked past the cocksure figure.

			Once inside the apartment, he skidded to a halt. The once-marble halls and impeccable furniture that Jekyll had no doubt carefully picked out had been replaced. The walls were painted blood-red. The furniture was black, leather, hard, and comprised of angles and edges. Even the art was now sexual and disturbing.

			“It seems when you take over a place, you truly take over,” Natalie murmured.

			“Indeed,” Hyde said with a Cheshire Cat smile. He glanced at Igor dismissively. “Igor. It has been a long time.”

			“Yes,” the buggy man said with a deferent bow. “It’s a pleasure, sir.”

			“Go into the kitchen,” Hyde said with a wave of his hand. “My manservant is there and I’m sure he can find some task for you to perform.”

			Alec raised both eyebrows, but to his surprise, Igor did exactly what he was told, with only a quick glance back at them.

			Natalie put her hands on her hips. “What the hell, Hyde?”

			“He’s a servant,” Hyde said with a sniff. “He doesn’t belong in the living room.”

			Alec shook his head. “Dude, he hasn’t been a servant for centuries.”

			“We cannot change our nature,” Hyde said with a quick smile. “As I’ve heard you are discovering, Wolf. So did you come here for me to examine you, or to discuss the intricacies of class warfare?”

			“Wait, just wait,” Natalie said with a raised hand. She moved toward Hyde, examining him closely. “Where have you been?”

			“Around,” Hyde said, terse. “Here in the city, off in my country place upstate. Even back to Europe for a few weeks. But don’t worry, I’ve been keeping up with the group.”

			Alec stared at him. “You were watching us?”

			“Of course. Did you think I had forgotten you? Forgotten everything that happened? I simply had things to attend to. Tasks to be performed.”

			“What did you do, Hyde?” Natalie whispered. “I never saw anything in the morgue reports that made me think you were on a rampage.”

			He stared at her evenly, and Alec was struck by how dead and lifeless his eyes were. His monster abilities had once been the strange bio-psychic connection to Jekyll—their ability to meld bodies and minds. But Hyde also had other strengths: super speed, heightened emotions, hyper-intelligence, and a propensity toward violence that only Jekyll had been able to control. And when he committed that violence? He warped into a twisted, huge beast of a man capable of tearing someone in half. As strong as any Creature.

			“You know that I can be discreet,” Hyde finally answered. “Especially so now.”

			“What do you mean?” Alec asked.

			“Jekyll’s thoughts have been fully integrated into me since his death,” Hyde explained.

			“And what about his goodness, his control?”

			Hyde laughed. “No. I do not want those attributes. My body has rejected them like an organ recipient rejects a new kidney. But I have been able to cover my more . . . unsavory aspects more easily, I find. When it suits my purposes.”

			Natalie shivered, but pressed forward. “And what about Jekyll’s medical training?”

			“I always had that, my dear.”

			“So you’re qualified to examine Alec?” she asked.

			Alec shot her a look from the corner of his eye. With all this, she was worried that he wasn’t going to get proper medical care or something? It was a bit adorable, actually.

			Hyde’s cold gaze slipped from Natalie and settled onto Alec. A slow, sinister smile eased onto his face. “I believe I am the most qualified person you’ll find anywhere.”

			Alec rolled his eyes. “Modest as always. Look, can we do this? Just examine me and tell me why I’m missing time.”

			Hyde motioned him over to a chair in the middle of the room. He took a place across from Alec and began to look him over. He shone a light into Alec’s eyes that made him flinch and then ran his hands over Alec’s head, feeling the skull.

			Hyde pressed his fingers hard into the flesh and Alec grunted in discomfort. “Are you doing that for medical purposes or just because you like hurting me?” he snapped.

			“Why can’t I have both?” Hyde moved behind him and continued to look at his skull, his head, his neck. He picked up a stethoscope from the coffee table and listened to Alec’s heart, took his pulse. Finally, he returned to the chair across from him.

			“Explain the symptoms,” he said.

			Alec rolled his eyes. He really didn’t want to tell the entire troubling, horrifying story again, especially not to someone he did not trust. But what choice did he have? Quickly, he recapped the past few days as best he could.

			Hyde leaned back. “So you have no recollection after this phone call in Drake’s home? Have you checked your cell history?”

			He nodded. “As soon as I realized I was missing time. But it’s been wiped clean.”

			Hyde nodded. “I see. I must tell you, Wolf, I see nothing out of the ordinary when I examine you. No injury to your head, no difference in respiration or heart rate or anything else that would lead me to believe you have been physically tampered with.”

			Alec’s lips parted in surprise, which was quickly followed by dismay. “Nothing?” he asked in a tone laced with more panic than he wished to show to Hyde.

			Hyde leaned back in his chair. “No.”

			“There must be something causing this,” Natalie burst out from her place behind his couch.

			Hyde gave her a dismissive look, then he shifted his attention back to Alec.

			“Perhaps you did something you do not wish to remember,” he suggested, and his smug smile told Alec how much he was enjoying this. “A psychological explanation is just as likely as something physical.”

			A phone began to buzz on the console table next to Natalie. Picking it up reflexively, she handed it to Hyde.

			The “good” doctor stood up and snatched it from her, hitting a button to silence it before he shoved it in his pocket. “I would thank you not to touch my things.”

			She shook her head. “Sorry. But look, he’s been exhibiting signs of his wolf transformation even when it isn’t close to a full moon. Surely you can’t tell me that is psychological!”

			Hyde paced away and picked up a bottle of hand sanitizer from the same table where he had retrieved the stethoscope. As he generously doused his hands, he shrugged.

			“I don’t see why not. Alec knows that any behavior may be excused when he is in his ‘wolf’ state. Perhaps he wants you, and even himself, to believe that what he has done was caused by powers outside of his control.”

			“So you’re saying I went off and did something I would regret and covered it up myself by faking some kind of amnesia?” Alec asked.

			He could scarcely believe he was saying that. That it would be true. But if there wasn’t some big physical sign that blinked off and on reading YOU GOT FUCKED OVER, what other explanation was there?

			“Now I’ve done what you asked, at great inconvenience to myself. If there’s nothing more . . .” Hyde motioned for the door.

			Natalie blinked in disbelief. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”

			He stared at her. “My dear girl, what else is there to say? In my opinion there is no medical cause for Alec’s behavior. Now I’d like to return to my life.”

			Natalie squeezed her eyes shut and Alec could read her well enough to tell that she was trying to sort herself out, calm herself down. She was about to lose it and it was his fault.

			“Hyde, since we are here, you should know that the Van Helsing family has increased its efforts against us,” she said, her voice trembling ever so slightly.

			“Are you trying to imply Alec’s current state is caused by them?” Hyde laughed, the sound ugly and hollow. “My dear, they aren’t smart enough to figure something out of that nature.”

			Alec shook his head. “I think she’s trying to warn you. They are coming for us.”

			“I am well aware,” Hyde sniffed. “Trust me.”

			“Then why don’t you come back to the group?” Natalie asked. “We could—”

			Hyde moved on her swiftly, coming around the couch before Alec even guessed his movements. He leaned in close to Natalie. He was taller than she was and towered over her in a clear display of power. Not that Natalie reacted to the implied threat. She just stared at him, hatred bleeding off of her.

			“Perhaps I’m not making myself clear,” Hyde hissed. “I do not want, nor do I need, your help. I did you this favor. Now leave.”

			Natalie swallowed hard, but then nodded. “Fine. Igor,” she called out toward the kitchen. “Come on.”

			Alec pushed past Hyde and into the hallway without waiting for Natalie. He leaned against the smooth, cool wall, pressing his forehead into the material so that he would know, for certain, that he was awake, alive, and aware of everything around him.

			He heard Natalie and Igor step into the hallway, he heard Hyde snap the door shut behind them, but he refused to look at them. Refused to look at her, really. After all, she was the one who could leave, who had every reason to abandon him.

			And for once, he actually gave a damn if someone did that.

			“So what happened? Is he okay?” Igor asked in hushed tones, like they were talking about the dead.

			Alec pivoted. “He is crazy, apparently. Hyde says it’s all in my head.”

			“He’s wrong,” Natalie insisted, but once again her hesitation was back. Her wariness of his words, his explanations . . . just him.

			“What do you want to do, Nat, get a second opinion?” he asked, sharper than he intended.

			“He’s lying,” she insisted. “Alec, when his phone rang I saw the caller ID. It said Linda.”

			He stared at her. At this moment, she wanted to talk to him about the Swamp Dweller?

			“So?”

			She sighed. “So, Linda never said she was in contact with him and we’ve been asking for months if anyone had heard anything.”

			“It doesn’t fucking matter, Natalie,” he snapped, his head throbbing. “Don’t you get it? Linda is the least important person in the universe to me. She has nothing to do with whatever is wrong with my head.”

			Natalie’s face fell and he saw brief hurt flicker there before she wiped it away and left stoic stoniness.

			“Okay,” she finally said. “Well, we’ll figure it out. Now come on, let’s get out of this mausoleum. Let’s go home.”

			Alec followed her, always her faithful companion, but in his heart he knew that they might never “figure it out.” Because if it was all in his head, if it was all something he had created, that meant nothing good for him.

			Or for them.
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			Natalie didn’t want to get ready for work, but she had very little choice in the matter. Igor had muttered something to her about sightseeing and left the apartment very suddenly. She might have taken the opportunity to spend some time with Alec, but he kept saying he wanted to be alone. Staying was only going to agitate him, and he was agitated enough right now. So she was going to leave in a couple of hours and give him his space, whatever that meant.

			It gave her time to ponder Hyde’s words, anyway.

			All in his head.

			Could that be? Was it possible she had to go back to the idea that Alec had done something really wrong and was just trying to protect himself by lying or forgetting it?

			And did the something wrong have to do with some twenty-three-year-old slut in a sparkly tank top and red lipstick?

			She rubbed her eyes. After decades, centuries actually, of being alone, in the last six months she’d really gotten used to having someone to depend on. If Alec had done something that betrayed their relationship . . . well, that Creature in the park, whoever he was, wasn’t going to have anything on her once she started her rampage.

			She shook her head as she applied a thin layer of mascara. She was about to start curling her eyelashes when there was a pounding on the front door. Not a knock. A pounding.

			She froze as what Alec called her “pitchfork nightmares” ran through her head briefly. It took everything in her to shake off those thoughts and head out of the bathroom toward the front door. Alec was coming from the bedroom and they met in the hall, as wary of each other as much as they were of whatever was outside.

			“You expecting anyone?” he asked.

			She shook her head as she leaned forward to the peephole.

			“It’s Kai and Rehu,” she said, wrinkling her brow in confusion.

			“Fuck, didn’t we see enough of them?” Alec asked, but he nudged her aside and opened the door anyway. “What?” he snapped, his tone not anything like his usual joking jovial self.

			Natalie frowned. She had told him he was annoying sometimes, but now she missed his normal self. He was the jelly to her peanut butter. The bacon to her eggs. The—

			Kai pushed inside and Natalie was smooshed against the wall. Seriously, was she invisible?

			“What did you do?” Kai asked.

			Actually, asked was too limp a word. Her tone was high-pitched, shrill, and filled with . . . fear. Natalie stared as Alec moved away from Kai and Rehu into the living room. They followed, almost on his heels, and Natalie sighed. This was going to be super-fun, she could already tell.

			“Hi, everyone, nice to see you, yes, please come in.” She shut the door and locked it, then trotted into the living room so she wouldn’t miss whatever was going on.

			“What did you do?” Kai repeated. “Tell us!”

			Alec flopped onto the couch and glared at Kai and Rehu. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. And I don’t care.”

			Rehu lunged at him, but Kai put up her arm to block him. “Fine, you want to play games,” she snapped. “Then let’s play.”

			She spun toward the TV and grabbed the remote from on top. She turned it on and flipped through the channels before she got to some headline news show. A vapid, large-toothed blond woman was staring out at them with a flawlessly perfected I-am-sympathetic-but-fun! smile.

			“And now to a story we’ve been following all day here,” she said. “The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City has been the victim of a very strange robbery. Now look at this video and see for yourself.”

			The screen switched to a slightly blurry surveillance video from inside the museum. It was dimly lit, obviously past closing time, and the gallery was hard to discern, even though it was one of Natalie’s favorite places in the city.

			“Now watch,” the woman reporter’s voice continued, tense with exhilaration. “A figure will dart from the shadows right . . . now!”

			On cue, a person moved from the shadows and into the main room. Except he wasn’t quite a person. He was very hairy, partially hunched over like he wasn’t quite comfortable on his legs. He was wearing clothing, but it hung on him in a strange fashion. Like his body wasn’t made for it.

			Natalie staggered back as all the pieces of the puzzle became clear. She recognized that T-shirt, that jacket with the torn pocket she was never allowed to fix, she recognized the gait of the person as he moved across the gallery, stopped at a glass case covering a pedestal, and smashed the glass.

			She recognized him . . . because he was Alec.
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			Alec wanted to scream. He wanted to break things. He wanted to howl as he watched that thing, that wolf in his clothing, steal whatever was inside the glass case. The alarm began to screech in the video and the wolf howled once and ran, just as the night guards raced into the gallery, guns drawn.

			He hated that wolf sometimes. All the time. And never more than this moment.

			“Oh, Alec,” Natalie said from across the room.

			He dared to look at her, and she was staring at him like she didn’t recognize him. He’d seen that look before. From his parents hundreds of years ago when they’d learned he’d been changed, from women he’d dared to care for in the old days, from “friends” just before they loaded up the shotguns.

			“Alec,” she whispered as she took the remote and muted the television so they wouldn’t have to listen to the reporter prattle on about the scene they’d just witnessed. “What did you do?”

			It was the same question Kai had asked when she barged into the apartment, but there was none of the anger to Natalie’s tone. No judgment. Just sadness and understanding and fear.

			“I—I don’t know,” he admitted.

			“So you aren’t going to deny it was you,” Rehu said, his fists lifted and clenched so hard that the knuckles were white. “You aren’t even going to try?”

			“Why should I?” Alec asked. He got to his feet because he figured there was going to be a fight at some point. “It’s obvious that’s me in my wolf form. I can tell you that and also know it doesn’t make sense. It’s not the full moon, I shouldn’t be able to change.” His head began to throb as he tried to think, to summon up some moment of that night on the screen. “I can’t remember changing or doing any of the things in that video.”

			“Yeah, right,” Kai burst out through clenched teeth.

			Natalie stepped forward, the voice of calm, as always. “Okay, look, before we freak out, what exactly did Alec take?”

			“A book, Natalie,” Kai said, her voice becoming softer. “He took a book.”

			“O . . . kay . . .” Natalie said, folding her arms. “What book?”

			“The book that can kill us both,” Rehu said. “The Book of the Dead. The ancient tome that contains the spells that can wake the dead, and return them to their slumber. It was on display in the Egyptian gallery in the Met. Until Friday night.”

			Natalie covered her mouth. “So someone just has to read that spell and—”

			“No,” Kai interrupted. “There’s a whole thing you have to do, a ceremony. It requires some artifacts, but as Rehu well knows, it’s easy to obtain those things on the black market. For all we know, someone already has them. So, tell us, Wolf—where’s the fucking book?”

			“I don’t know,” Alec snapped. Normally he could control this itchy agitation, but right now it was overwhelming him. Taking over in a way he’d never felt. “I didn’t take it.”

			“Hard to believe, when we just saw you on the TV,” Rehu said, and his tone was low and filled with menace.

			Alec rubbed his eyes. “The wolf isn’t me,” he explained. How many times had he said that? “He’s like another thing that steals my body. He puts me, the real me, to sleep, inaccessible. Then he does what he does. I don’t remember doing anything when I’m in that state.”

			“Bullshit,” Rehu spat. “Where is it? Where is the book?”

			“I don’t know!” Alec insisted, hating that he sounded like he was pleading. “Seriously, I don’t remember.”

			“Your ‘amnesia’ is pretty damn convenient in this case, isn’t it?” Kai bit out.

			“It’s true,” Natalie said, moving forward, moving . . . toward him. “He never remembers. And I’ve never known him to want to steal during his moon cycle. That’s too . . . organized for the wolf part of him. He certainly didn’t have a book with him when he got home.”

			“Oh, please, you’re his bitch, Natalie.” Rehu laughed. “You’d say anything to protect him, even if you knew he had done something wrong. You probably fucking walked him over to the Met and waited outside.”

			Alec twitched as a rage so pure that it was terrifying rushed through him. He got to his feet without thinking, lunged forward, then swung on Rehu with all his might. He connected right with the jaw of the mummy, who staggered back and fell, smashing into Natalie’s favorite chair and flipping it over. Kai rushed to Rehu’s side as he sat up, testing his jaw.

			Alec stared at the two of them in shock. He and Rehu had always been pretty evenly matched in the strength department, but right now the mummy looked stunned. And hurt.

			Alec’s gaze slipped to his hand. He’d hit Rehu so hard he’d split the skin on one knuckle and the rest of them were already getting purple from the force of the punch. He only had that kind of strength in his other form.

			“I—” he began. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

			“Shut up,” Kai said, her voice deceptively soft as she got Rehu to his feet. “Just shut up.”

			“Kai,” Natalie said, moving toward the two mummies.

			Kai lifted a hand. “You shut up, too. Neither one of you can be trusted. Not now. In fact, I think Linda was right. I think this group has played itself out.”

			Natalie followed Kai as she and Rehu moved toward the door. “What are you saying? Kai, stop!”

			But Kai didn’t stop. She didn’t even slow down. “You know what I’m saying,” she said as they got to the door. She unlocked it and turned toward Natalie. “It’s over. We’re over. It’s every monster for himself now. And if you get in our way, if you try to hurt us, it will be monster-on-monster violence like there hasn’t been seen since the nineteenth century. Do you understand?”

			Natalie’s jaw tightened and Alec could see she wanted to argue. Instead, she nodded. “Fine. But you know you’re just playing into ‘their’ hands.”

			Kai glared. “I’m not sure who ‘they’ are anymore. Good-bye.”

			Kai and Rehu stepped into the hallway and slammed the door behind them. For a long moment, Natalie stood at the door, staring at where their friends . . . former friends . . . had been. When she turned, she looked exhausted, defeated.

			“Do you feel the same way, Natalie?” Alec asked, uncertain he actually wanted to hear the answer after all.

			“What way?” she said with a sigh.

			“Like maybe we should just break this whole thing apart, all of us go our own way. Because I wouldn’t blame you. Seems like I’m dangerous now, especially if I’m wolfing out off schedule and breaking and entering into major museums.”

			Natalie stared at him, just stared with an unreadable expression in her dark eyes. “Do you not get it, you stupid mutt? I love you, okay? I’m not going anywhere.”

			He drew back, stunned by this confession. Love him? That was . . . weird. No one had done that in a looooooong time. So long he could hardly remember it. But Natalie didn’t say things she didn’t mean, so there it was. She loved him.

			“Do I take your silence to mean that you are freaked out by my saying that? That you’re trying to find a way to run screaming from the apartment, never to return?” she asked, sinking her teeth into her lip.

			He shook his head and moved toward her. “Not at all, Natalie. What you told me . . . it’s just so amazing.” He reached out to take her hands. “I want you to know that I—”

			Before he could finish, a massive, acute pain rushed through his body. He cried out at the heat of it, the focus, wrenching away from her as he fell to his knees in the middle of the living room. It was like his mind was exploding and he couldn’t do anything to stop it.

			“What is it?” Natalie grabbed for his shoulder. “Alec!”

			He could hear her, he wanted to answer her, he wanted to beg her to find someone to assist him, to hold on to him, to help him, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t because his body was no longer in his control. Deep in his chest, he felt something beginning to take over. A wildness he recognized all too well, that wolf. That wolf, and the wolf was howling at him to hurt Natalie.

			Hurt Natalie.

			Hurt Natalie.

			“No,” he tried to say, but the word wasn’t a word when it escaped his lips. It was a snarl. A growl. Something inhuman.

			The last of his resistance, the last of his humanity, clung to control, but it was a useless battle. With one last burst of horrible pain, Alec was torn away and spiraled into darkness and emptiness.

			Leaving Natalie alone with a monster.
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			Natalie had seen Alec’s wolf form six times since they’d started dating. It wasn’t like she liked it, but it was part of him, so she accepted it. When he turned, he got bigger, his face elongated into that of a canine, his teeth grew, and he became covered in hair. He traded off between walking on his hind legs and walking on all fours. His strength multiplied, but she could manage him, especially since they tied him down with special chains when the cycle began.

			Mostly he just growled and howled and thrashed. But she never felt totally threatened, even if he managed to get an arm free to slash at her or something.

			When he spun around to stare up at her from his crouched position on the floor, she recognized this was not that kind of wolf change and the thing staring up at her wasn’t Alec, either. This was something else.

			His face had mangled into a half-man/half-wolf hybrid, something twisted and ugly. Hair covered his skin in patches, rather than a thick coat. His fangs were distended, but his eyes hadn’t changed entirely. One was still Alec’s, staring at her in something akin to an apology; the other was bloodshot, pupil dilated and empty of all emotion or humanity.

			He grumbled, growled, and the only thing on his face was hate.

			“Dear God,” she whispered as she backed away slowly. “What the fuck did they do to you, Alec?”

			He tilted his head to stare at her. Prey, that’s all she was. And even though they had tussled a little bit when he was a wolf before, she could already see this was going to be different. Whatever Alec was at this moment, he had intent. And his intent seemed to be to kill her.

			He lunged forward and hit her, flipping her onto her back as they skidded across the floor together. She pressed up against his broad chest and he leaned forward with all his might, smashing his teeth toward her in an attempt to rip her face off..

			She managed to get him off of her just enough that she could throw a punch, and held nothing back as she connected squarely with his lupine nose.

			He yelped like a dog and she flipped him off of her, leaping to her feet. They had managed to slide out of the living room and into the foyer. She backed up until she bumped against the console table. Reaching behind her, she slid her hand along its laminate until she felt the heavy lead candlestick from her father’s old mansion. She was about to grab it, but Alec had already gotten up, shaken his head, and reached for her again.

			Taking her shoulders this time, he flung her. She flew away from the table and the possibility of weapons that the candlesticks represented. She hit the wall next to the kitchen doorway and felt her shoulder pop out of place. She jammed it back into its socket and turned around.

			“Alec,” she said, rubbing her shoulder. “I know you’re in there. You need to look at me and remember who I am.”

			Her words seemed to do nothing for the Alec-monster. He still slammed toward her in flat-footed rage, slashing his hands at her and snapping his teeth. He swung and she ducked. He hit the wall, ripping claw marks in the drywall that she was very glad were not on her face. There were lots of things she could replace on herself, but if you had to get a new nose, it was really hard to match skin tone. People tended to notice that.

			She dove into the kitchen to avoid the second slashing of his claws and immediately regretted it. This was New York City. Her kitchen was ridiculously tiny and she had very few options on where to go. Especially since Alec had already come into the kitchen doorway, blocking her escape.

			She flattened against the wall and looked at him. He stared back and then his half-wolf face broke into a . . . smile. Not a friendly smile, not a smart-ass Alec smile, but a hungry smile. A violent smile.

			He lunged, and she grabbed for the first thing in her reach. A frying pan that had been soaking in the sink since morning. She swung it as he came at her, and—at the same moment he slashed, leaving a deep cut on her arm and dragging her to the floor—she smashed the frying pan down on his head.

			He yelped in pain and slumped down on her, pushing her into the kitchen wall even further with his weight. She flinched as blood began to ooze from the cuts on her arm, but she set the pain aside and stared at Alec.

			When he woke up, he could very well still want to kill her. She pushed at him, trying to move his deadweight so she could get into a better position just in case.

			He groaned in response and flopped onto his back. Looking down at him, she let out a sigh. He was no longer in the twisted half-wolf form.

			“Alec?” she whispered.

			He looked up at her, his golden eyes clear and back to the man she knew.

			“What happened?” he grunted. “Why does my head hurt?”

			“I hit you with a pan,” she explained, helping him sit up. “You . . . well, I wouldn’t call it wolfing out. You turned into . . . something else, something horrible, and attacked me.”

			He stared at her, and then his gaze slipped to the slices on her arm.

			“Oh shit, did I do that?” he asked as he grabbed for a dish towel from the stove handle behind him and began to wrap up her arm to slow the bleeding.

			They both knew the wound would close within a few hours, though she was pretty sure those cuts were deep enough to leave scars.

			“You did,” she said. “Ouch, not so tight.”

			“Sorry.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Natalie.”

			“It wasn’t you, not really you,” she said. “Not even wolf you. Alec, we were standing there just having a conversation and you turned into this thing. And you wanted to kill me. Do you remember any of it?”

			He shook his head. “No . . . I remember us talking, and then it’s just gone. But my head hurts like a motherfucker.”

			She smiled. “Hitting you in the head brought you back, so if you’re looking for an apology . . .”

			“I’m not,” he assured her. “And yeah, it does hurt with a my-girlfriend-hit-me-with-a-pan pain. But something else, too. Something deeper. Something from the inside.”

			Natalie bit her lip. “That doesn’t sound good.”

			He looked around at the apartment. Chairs were broken, tables flipped over, there was blood on the floor. It looked like World War III had been fought in their living room and kitchen. “Yeah, it doesn’t look great, either.”

			He put a hand on the counter and slowly pushed to his feet. She leapt up to steady him as he staggered slightly.

			“What is going on?” she whispered.

			Before he could say anything there was a knock on the door.

			“That’s probably Igor.” Natalie sighed. “I’m sure he’ll have a ton to say about our redecorating.”

			She left Alec to steady himself on the kitchen counter and went to the front door. She looked out the peephole and was surprised not to see her father’s old assistant outside after all. In fact, she saw no one.

			Slowly, she opened the door. There was no one there. Just a note, folded neatly in front of the door. She took it and locked the door behind her.

			Alec had come out of the kitchen and was slowly turning chairs upright.

			“No Igor?” he asked.

			“No anyone, just this.” She held up the note and looked at him, wary. She turned it over and froze.

			The paper was embossed with an ornate VH.

			He rubbed a hand over his face and shook his head. “Great. Just what we need right now. Well, unfold it and let’s see what else the awesome, freaking universe will throw at us, shall we?”

			She unfolded the paper and sighed. “It’s short but sweet: We have information that can help you. Meet us tonight at the brownstone, nine o’clock. Don’t be late.”

			“That’s it?” he said, staring at her.

			She held the message out to him so he could see it. “Yup.”

			She moved over to the cordless phone near the television. There was blood on it somehow and she wiped it off on her shirt hem before she picked it up.

			Alec looked at her. “What are you doing?”

			“Calling in sick for work,” she explained with a heavy sigh. “Seems like we have something else to do tonight.”
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			Alec hadn’t said anything to Natalie, mostly because she was already right on the edge of freaking the hell out, but also because he was still feeling woozy from . . . well, whatever had happened. On one hand, he wished he could remember; on the other . . . he wasn’t sure he’d like to be cognizant of what had been going through his mind when he’d tried to kill his girlfriend.

			But now here they sat, in a dimly lit, slightly dusty parlor in the Van Helsing townhome, waiting for . . . something.

			“Have you ever been here before?” Natalie asked.

			He jerked his head to look at her. She had her soothing-the-wild-beast tone of voice going. Was he freaking out? Now he wasn’t even sure anymore.

			“Um, no.” He fidgeted. “Never had the . . . well, I’d hardly call it a pleasure.”

			“It’s sort of right out of one of those stupid books about us, isn’t it?” she asked with a strained chuckle.

			He looked around. It was super-Gothic and creepy and completely clichéd. “And that butler? So weird.”

			“Yeah, he’s freaky.”

			“You two should talk,” came a voice from the door.

			Both of them surged to their feet and Alec turned to face a tall blond man who had entered the room with such silence that even Alec’s dog ears hadn’t caught it.

			“You may not remember me, Miss Gray—” he began.

			Natalie stepped closer to Alec and glared. “Oh, trust me, I never forget a bastard. Desmond Van Helsing. Where’s the old man?”

			For a moment, Desmond’s lips thinned and a flash of emotion entered his otherwise cold, clear blue eyes. “I will be handling this.”

			Natalie seemed surprised by that, and in truth so was Alec. The old man had been their main rival for a long time. Having all these young ones running around now was . . . disconcerting, to say the least.

			“Fine. Then what do you want?” Natalie’s tone was filled with quiet fire and Alec almost smiled. She was a tough girl when she let herself be. It was something he really liked about her.

			Desmond ignored her question and looked at him instead. “And you must be the wolf.”

			Alec stiffened. It was one thing for other monsters to make reference to his wolfiness. This was something else. Like he was a specimen to be examined.

			“My name is Alec Dunham,” he corrected through clenched teeth.

			The younger Van Helsing smiled ever so slightly, but never took his eyes off of Alec. He leaned in close, too close, and examined his face.

			“Interesting,” he finally said with another thin smile. “Very interesting.”

			“What?” Alec asked, even though he knew it was only playing into the bastard’s hand. “What is so fucking ‘interesting’?”

			“I don’t see a difference.”

			Natalie moved forward and pushed her way between Alec and Desmond. “Enough of your games.”

			Van Helsing stepped away and poured himself a drink, but offered them nothing. Just another subtle reminder that they weren’t worthy, weren’t human.

			“Mr. Dunham, Ms. Gray, as my note said, I have information for you.” He raised his glass to his lips and took a casual sip of liquor.

			“And why would you ever share information with us?” Natalie spat. “I thought we were freaks.”

			“You are,” Desmond said, and his eyes lit with fire and hatred that had been bred into him probably since birth.

			“This is a waste of time,” Alec growled, moving for the door.

			He hadn’t made it two steps when the younger Van Helsing called out, “Mr. Dunham, if you want to regain control over your little . . . problem, I would suggest you sit down.”

			Alec spun around to face Desmond, but it was Natalie who moved on him. She lunged forward, caught his starched collar with two hands, and lifted him off his feet. She shook him, her face a twisted mask of her rage and frustration.

			“What the hell do you mean? What do you know about Alec?”

			“Put me down, Creature,” Desmond ordered.

			Natalie stared at him for a moment, then did as he had said. He jerked his collar away from her and paced off, but Alec saw the truth. He saw Van Helsing’s fear, and it was a beautiful thing.

			“Sit,” Desmond repeated. “Both of you.”

			Natalie’s lip was curled up in a snarl, but she flopped herself onto an antique couch regardless, folded her arms, and waited for the explanation they had been promised. Alec had no choice but to join her.

			“Now, Mr. Dunham, am I correct that on Friday night you received a phone call on your cellular?” Desmond asked.

			Alec snorted at the use of the full word cellular, like it was classier that way or something, but he nodded. “Yeah.”

			“Because of that, you left the side of Drakule and your other friends. After that, I assume you recall nothing?”

			Straightening up, Alec tried to quell the sick feeling rising in his chest. “What the hell do you know?”

			Desmond smiled. “I won’t waste any time. You have lost your memory because you were taken, rendered unconscious, and a surgery was performed on you.”

			Alec stared. He understood the words coming out of this fool’s mouth, but their meaning made his already spinning head even foggier.

			“Taken? A surgery? What are you talking about?” he asked, voice low even though he wanted to scream.

			Desmond straightened his tie. “A chip was implanted in your brain. A chip that, when activated, can force you to turn into your wolf form. A chip that allows the one with the trigger to control your actions.”

			Alec swallowed hard past a sudden lump in his throat. “That’s impossible,” he managed to mutter.

			“No, it’s very possible,” Desmond assured him with another of those blasted thin, smug smiles.

			Natalie shook her head, her skin pale as paper and her eyes wide. “It would explain . . . everything.”

			Alec glared at her. “I’m telling you, it’s impossible!”

			Desmond rolled his eyes. “Oh dear, I see you are determined to be thick. I suppose I shall have to prove it to you.” He strolled over to the door and depressed an intercom button set into the wall. “Please bring him in.”

			Natalie looked at Alec and he shrugged at her unspoken question. He didn’t know what the hell was going on, either. How he wished he did. Actually, he just wished all this was a dream and they could go back to before everything went all . . . weird.

			The door to the parlor opened and Alec recoiled at what was standing on the other side. The butler who had let them in earlier, and he had something on a leash.

			He was leading a Creature like Natalie into the room. The same Creature from the video.
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			Natalie knew she should breathe before she passed out in the middle of the Van Helsing parlor, but she couldn’t seem to remember how to do it. Instead, she stared, mouth agape, at the figure at the doorway. He was placidly standing on his leash like a little trained doggie, his face blank, his eyes cold. Her mind raced with so many reactions they nearly knocked her off the couch.

			She was shocked, first. Shocked because she hadn’t seen another Creature like her for over a hundred years. To see one like this . . . 

			He looked like a man, just bigger, with bulging muscles more suited to a 1990s comic book than a normal man. Clearly dear old Dad had gotten a little eccentric with his designs in his later years.

			Unlike hers, this Creature’s scars would be impossible to cover up. He must have had to make all kinds of explanations for them before he was taken by the Van Helsings. One scar zigzagged across his face and around his eye, another slashed over his throat with a lack of finesse that probably reflected her father’s increasing despair and madness as he fled from mobs yet furiously pursued his obsession.

			“What is your name?” she asked, getting to her feet and moving toward him. “Are you Otto or Cain?”

			The Creature just stared at her, a low growl emanating from his chest like a cornered animal.

			Desmond took the leash and jerked the Creature inside the room. “Please, it doesn’t have a name.”

			She shook her head and forced herself not to start crying at her . . . brother’s empty expression. “He does. He has a name just like I do.”

			Desmond rolled his eyes. “I suppose I could call my little pet Fido if it would make you feel better.”

			A red fog of rage settled over Natalie and she lurched toward Van Helsing. The only thing that kept her from ripping him to shreds was when Alec grabbed her forearm and yanked her back next to him.

			“I know you want to kill him. Me, too. But we need to know what’s going on and we can’t do that if you go all kung fu on his ass,” he whispered, close to her ear so only she would hear him.

			She looked at Alec, focusing on his face, concentrating on the fact that he was in danger if she didn’t regain some control, and her anger faded slightly. He was right. For his sake, for that poor Creature’s sake, she needed to stay calm.

			“What did you do to him?” Alec asked. “Why is he so . . . empty?”

			Desmond grinned. “Why, the same thing we did to you, my dear boy. Only we keep him under a low level of control at all times.” He glanced at Natalie. “Wouldn’t want my pet to get out of control, you know. He’s quite large. But since you have doubts about our ability to control you . . . things, allow me to demonstrate.”

			He reached behind him without a word and the butler pressed a small white remote into Desmond’s hand. It had a red button and a green button. He lifted it and clicked the green. Immediately the Creature jolted as if he had been shocked. The dull emptiness on his face vanished, replaced by a rather zombie-ish focus. Not exactly wide awake, but ready. At the ready.

			“There’s a good boy,” Desmond said, watching Natalie for her reaction. One she was trying very hard not to show him. “Miss Gray, do you like Young Frankenstein?”

			She swallowed hard. “Do not make him dance.”

			Desmond chuckled. “Very well, perhaps next time. How about this instead?”

			He moved across the room and opened a small cabinet from which he took a phone book. Like a legit, paper phone book, at least six inches thick.

			Alec’s brow wrinkled. “Um, when did you get that, 1985?”

			Desmond’s gaze flickered to him and Natalie almost smiled at the annoyance on the bastard’s face. Good, let him be irritated by Alec. She felt so much worse than irritated, he should suffer a little.

			Without responding to Alec, Desmond handed the phone book to the Creature.

			“Tear it,” he ordered.

			For a moment, the Creature stared at the thing in his hands, then he grabbed the top of the book with both hands, let out a guttural grunting cry, and tore it in two like it was nothing more than a sheet of toilet paper.

			“If I told him to do the same to your arms, he would,” Desmond said with a proud-papa smile that turned Natalie’s stomach.

			“Just like he did to that man in the park?” Alec asked.

			She froze. She’d been so horrified by seeing a Creature in this condition, she hadn’t even been thinking of the thing in the park. The Van Helsings had been so smug about the video, but of course they had caused it. They had made this Creature do what he did in order to create chaos for the other monsters in the world. That night was only a move in a long game attached to an even longer war.

			Desmond nodded slightly. “Indeed. He is a tool for us, you see. Doing what he did brought attention to you, it drew you out to the public, and now they are starting to remember that there are things to fear in the world. The video of Alec stealing the book further amplifies that fear. Layer by layer, we are building our weapons against you: the people and their terror, their hate.”

			“And you call us the monsters,” Natalie choked.

			“So you’ve shown us your prize and proven that your statement that you can control us—me—with your surgery is true,” Alec snapped. His voice was firm, but Natalie could see the worry in his eyes. “But why call us here for this? Are you planning to trigger me again?”

			Desmond’s smug smile faded. “If I could do so, perhaps I would, I have no idea. But I don’t have your triggering mechanism.”

			Natalie’s eyes went wide. “What? Then who does?”

			Desmond folded his arms. “And so we come at last to the reason I called you here. You see, the man who can control Mr. Dunham, the one who holds his trigger, is none other than your former companion, Edward Hyde.”
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			Alec’s heart sank into the pit of his stomach as he stared at Desmond Van Helsing.

			“Hyde?” he repeated, as if saying the name again would somehow make it untrue or better.

			It did neither.

			“What the hell are you talking about? Hyde is helping you? How? Why?” Natalie asked, her tone filled with as much disbelief as his own.

			“How we became involved with Mr. Hyde is of little importance,” Desmond said with a wave of his hand.

			“Not to us,” Alec snorted.

			Desmond ignored him. “What matters is that it was Mr. Hyde who agreed to do the surgery on the Creature here. And it worked, so we advanced our plans and asked him to take you and do the same. To use you to obtain our true desire. He did, except he reneged on our agreement. He did not deliver what we agreed upon.”

			Natalie rubbed her eyes. “The Book of the Dead that Alec was made to steal from the Met.”

			He nodded once. “Indeed.”

			“Why do you want it?” Alec asked. “Why go to these lengths?”

			“Unlike the rest of you, the mummies cannot be controlled by the chip. They must be destroyed by other means,” Desmond explained.

			Alec was overwhelmed by sudden horror and disgust. Kai and Rehu might be annoying as hell, but he didn’t want them turned into dust piles on the floor, either. The book was so powerful, so dangerous, that he shuddered to think what Hyde would do with it. He could kill the mummies himself, or build himself an army with its other spells. He might do both if the mood struck him.

			Alec shook his head. “Well, this exposition explosion has been great and highly informative, Mr. Van Helsing, but I’m afraid I have to go. Need to find someone to remove this chip, you see.”

			Desmond held up a hand. “I wouldn’t do that. It was installed to ensure that removal would equal death.”

			Natalie actually wobbled on her feet, and for a brief moment Alec saw all her emotions reflected on her face. He thought of the fact that she’d said she loved him earlier. Now he realized it was actually true.

			“Death?” she whispered.

			Desmond nodded. “Unless it is removed properly—and only we know how to do that. However, we will remove it for you.”

			Alec glared at him. “In exchange for what?”

			“We want that book.”

			Bile rose up in Alec’s throat and burned the back of his tongue with an acid taste as he stared at Desmond Van Helsing like he’d just spoken a foreign tongue. How he wished he had, that he’d misunderstood Van Helsing’s request.

			“You want us to give you a book that you’ll surely use to kill our friends, in return for your help in removing something you arranged to have put in me in the first place?” he asked, accentuating each word, more for his own ears than for Desmond’s.

			“Yes.”

			He shook his head. “Fuck you. I’ll find another way to get it out.”

			Desmond laughed. “Feel free to try, but the results may be very unfortunate for you, as they were for the others.”

			“Others?” Natalie whispered.

			He met her eyes without a word and slowly arched a brow.

			Others. Meaning other monsters. Other dead monsters.

			Alec swallowed. “I see.”

			“You have two days to find that book and return it to us,” Desmond said, and now the smile was gone, the smugness was gone. He was all business. Ugly, ugly business.

			“Or what?” Natalie asked.

			He folded his arms. “Or the next thing ripped in half won’t be a phone book.” He grabbed the Creature’s leash and dragged him toward the door. Without even bothering to look back at them, he said, “Good day.”

			And left them standing in his parlor with no options, no words, and no hope.
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			They should have taken the subway home to save money, but they didn’t. Alec stood in the street, holding his hand out for a cab, as Natalie huddled on the sidewalk, feeling the cold winter wind all the way into her very old bones.

			She watched him as a cab finally stopped. He leaned in the window and said something to the driver, then motioned for her to come on. She felt numb as she did, walking over, getting in, putting her seat belt on. (Yeah, so she was the only one in New York who did it—what of it?) They were all such human actions, but now she was being asked to do something so utterly inhuman. So utterly monstrous.

			But as she looked at Alec, who was getting in beside her and wrapping an arm around her shoulders as the cab pulled away into the night, there was a tiny thought that said the deal was worth it. That somehow she could find a way to justify pushing Kai and Rehu over a cliff if she could save Alec instead.

			There had to be a way to justify it . . . 

			“What are we going to do?” she whispered as she rested her head in the hollow of his shoulder. She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t.

			He shrugged the shoulder she wasn’t leaning on. “I don’t know.”

			“You believe what they say now, don’t you?” she whispered after a moment. “About the chip?”

			She watched Alec’s eyes come up to look at the cabbie in the rearview mirror. The guy had headphones on even though he wasn’t supposed to.

			Alec sighed. “I don’t think there’s any other explanation. I . . . um . . .” He looked at the cabbie again. “I changed when it wasn’t a normal time for me to do so. I don’t remember anything about it. It’s like someone erased that time. And then there’s the video of me with the book. So . . . yeah. I would say the chip is a pretty strong possibility.”

			She nodded.

			He hugged her tighter against his side. “What about you? Are you okay? Seeing your . . . would you say he was like a cousin or a brother or something?”

			“Something like that.” She sighed. “I wish we could have taken him with us.”

			“We’ll figure it out,” Alec assured her. “I swear we won’t just leave him there with those—those—”

			“Monsters,” they finished the sentence together, and now she leaned up to look at him with a smile.

			The driver continued up the street and Natalie sat up to look out the window. “Hey, wasn’t that the best way to turn?”

			Alec pulled her back to lean against him again. “We’re not going to our apartment.”

			“No?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then where are we going?”

			“Just relax, Natalie,” he assured her. “Some things we can’t control.”

			She frowned as she did as he asked, but she didn’t feel good about it. There was something about his tone, about this mysterious ride, that scared her. And she wasn’t going to feel good about it until she knew what the hell was going on in that doggie brain of his.
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			“This is Drake’s building,” Natalie said as Alec paid the cabbie and watched as he pulled away.

			“Yup,” he said, taking her hand and leading her toward the lobby of the building.

			“Why are we here?” she insisted, just barely resisting every urge to pull away from him. To run.

			“Come on,” he said as a way to answer. He smiled at the doorman. “Hey, we’re here to see Mr. Drake in six-sixty-six?”

			The doorman nodded. “Yeah, I remember you. Mr. Drake and his other guests are upstairs.” He pulled the door open and motioned them in.

			Natalie stared at Alec as they got into the elevator. “Guests?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know. I just wanted to see Drake, but who could his ‘guests’ be?”

			“Van Helsing,” Natalie whispered, shivering. “Could they have sent people here to operate on him? Or stake him?”

			As the door dinged open, Alec hurried into the hall. “If they did, they’re in for a shocker.”

			They rushed to Drake’s door and Alec started pounding. “Drake—are you okay? Drake—do you need help?”

			After a second, the door opened and Drake stood there, perfectly fine and healthy. Natalie smiled in relief, until he moved back half a step and revealed Kai, Rehu, Pat, Linda, and even Igor standing behind him.

			She folded her arms. “Wow. I guess we didn’t get the memo about the meeting time and place being moved.”

			“Actually,” Kai all but snarled, “I think it was made pretty clear to you earlier that you two were out of the group.”

			“No,” Natalie said, shaking her head. “You two said you were leaving.”

			Kai’s lips pursed. “Oh, I’m sorry. Let me say it to you directly, then. You’re fired. You’re out of the group.”

			Natalie gasped. “Bitch! You’re kicking us out and replacing us with Igor?” she snapped, and glared at her father’s old assistant. “Hey, traitor!”

			Igor shifted. “Sorry, but you two took off and I had nothing better to do. Drake had my cell number from when we hung out the other night and when they called . . .” He trailed off with a shrug.

			Natalie rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

			Rehu’s eyes narrowed. “We don’t have to explain ourselves to you. Not after what he did!”

			Natalie’s blood was boiling, but Alec was strangely calm as Rehu pointed at him like they were in a scene from Les Mis or something and he was about to shout, J’accuse!

			“Everyone just settle down for a minute, okay?” Alec finally said on a sigh. “We just want to talk. It’s probably better that you’re all here, anyway.”

			“No,” Kai began. “No, I think—”

			“It is my house, Mummy,” Drake interrupted, and motioned for them to enter. “And I decide who comes and goes. I want to hear what they have to say, what Alec’s explanation is for what happened, not just a secondhand account from the two of you.”

			Kai shook her head, but she turned on her heel and marched into the living room. The rest followed and Natalie caught her breath. The room was set up with chairs in a circle, one clearly at the head.

			“You all really were having a meeting,” she whispered, and tried not to feel the hurt that was welling up inside of her. She hadn’t wanted to lead meetings, anyway. She didn’t care. Much.

			“Yes,” Pat answered when no one else did. He shifted uncomfortably once he took his seat.

			“Who was leading it?” she asked.

			Kai took the leader chair and glared.

			“You?” Natalie burst out. “You? But you’re so . . . no offense, but you can be kind of a bitch, not really empathetic.”

			From the other side of the circle, Linda nodded like a bobblehead doll.

			“Maybe we don’t need touchy-feely as much anymore,” Kai said with a shrug. “Whatever, Natalie. What are you guys doing here?”

			Natalie looked back over her shoulder toward the hallway and the door. Part of her wanted to just go. A big part of her wanted to get the book and give it to Van Helsing and fix Alec. Even though she knew what the results of that would be for Kai and Rehu. She might as well kill them both herself if she was going to do that.

			But Alec . . . how could she not protect Alec?

			All these thoughts rushed through her head until it throbbed with the strain and spun with confusion. But she didn’t have to answer. Because Alec stepped forward and looked at the group.

			“We needed to talk to Drake,” he explained. “But this is as good a time to tell everyone as any. I assume Kai and Rehu have told you what happened and that I stole the Book of the Dead from the Met while I was missing.”

			Natalie reached for his arm, staring at him. “What are you doing?”

			The group nodded, and he ignored her question and continued, “Natalie and I have just come from the Van Helsings’ and I can tell you exactly why I did it. And what their plan is.”

			“Alec,” she said, this time at full voice. “Please.”

			He turned toward her. “Natalie, we have to tell them.”

			“But you . . .”

			“If we don’t, we’re monsters. The kind of monsters Van Helsing has always accused us of being.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to be that. Do you?”

			She stared into his golden, wolfish eyes and knew everything about his honor and his goodness. And that he wouldn’t help himself. And that it would destroy him.

			She sank into a folding chair outside of the circle and just watched. Watched as he told them every detail of his changing and attacking her, about the Van Helsings and what they had done to him with the help of Hyde. And finally, he looked Kai and Rehu straight in the face and told them exactly what the Van Helsings wanted in return for his life.

			When it was over, no one spoke for at least three full minutes. Finally, Kai pushed to her feet and paced toward him. Natalie got up, too, ready to cut a bitch if Kai dared to try to hurt Alec after everything he’d just given up for her.

			Instead, the Mummy Girl stopped in front of him and said, “Thank you.”

			He shook his head. “Why?”

			“You could have just done what they wanted.” She looked at Natalie. “I’m sure you must want to do it, to save him. And I understand that. But you’re giving us a chance anyway.”

			“But what will you do?” Rehu asked. “If you don’t deliver the book, it seems like they’ll send the Creature they control after you. Or Hyde could just trigger you at any moment.”

			Alec sighed, the strain obvious on his handsome face. “Yeah, there’s that. And since we can’t remove the chip without risking my death, that means you’re going to have to lock me in a room. Until or unless you get control of Hyde’s trigger.”

			Natalie took a long step toward him. “Alec! But we might not be able to get it. Then what?”

			“Then I stay locked up.” He gritted his teeth. “I stay locked up forever.”

			“Alec,” Natalie said, but it sounded more like a sob.

			He reached out and, right there in front of a roomful of monsters, he cupped her face with both hands. “Right before I tried to kill you, you told me you loved me.”

			She blushed and fought the urge to turn away or laugh off what he’d said. “Yes,” she admitted, though it was difficult.

			“Well, I love you. And to protect you, to protect them, I would do that. I would lock myself away so I could never be used as a weapon in a war against our kind. If it’s the only way, I’ll do it and you won’t argue, do you understand?”

			“Aw,” Igor said, covering his mouth with both hands. “That’s so sweet.”

			Natalie didn’t even bother to shoot him a look. She just kept watching Alec, this man who would sacrifice himself for her. For all of them.

			“You would do that?” Linda whispered. “To save people you don’t even like that much?”

			He shrugged and gently released Natalie to step away. “We’re in this together. Whether we like each other all the time or not, that’s what our group has been about. We have a common bond and I’ll protect that any way I can.”

			“Oh no,” Linda whispered, her face paling as she pushed to her feet and stumbled off toward the windows. The shades had been lifted, since it was the middle of the night, and she stared out into the city.

			“What?” Drake asked.

			Linda paced away from the group and started fiddling with some of the artifacts on one of the side tables. “I did the wrong thing . . . I did a bad thing,” she muttered over and over under her breath.

			Pat moved toward her. “Of what are you speaking, Linda?”

			She faced them slowly. “You’re going to kill me.”

			“No one is going to kill you, stupid,” Kai said with a sigh. “Or we would have done it already. So tell us what you’re prattling on about and let’s get back on topic.”

			Linda flinched, but nodded. “Um, so you know that boyfriend I keep trying to tell you about?”

			“Great God, this again?” Rehu said on a heavy sigh as he rubbed his eyes.

			Linda ignored him. “Um, well, the thing is . . . he kept telling me I deserved better friends. And you all have been so mean and dismissive of me.”

			“Wait—what are you talking about?” Kai interrupted. “Seriously, we’re in the middle of discussing how someone has a book that can kill me, and you want to have circle time about your boyfriend?”

			But Natalie saw the look in Linda’s eyes. The look of true fear and desperation. She moved toward the Swamp Dweller. “You said you did something bad, Linda. What did you do?”

			Linda shifted, biting her lip until the makeup she wore cracked and revealed the green underneath. “Oh God, so he kept pushing me to stand up for myself. To do something worthy so he could love me, and . . . and . . .”

			“What?” Natalie asked. “Who is this guy? What did he make you do?”

			Linda swallowed. “Um, he’s . . . he’s . . . he’s Hyde.” She looked at Alec. “And I’m the one who called you on Friday night. I’m the one that got you to come to him.”
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			Alec should have wanted to scream at Linda, kind of like Natalie was now doing, her face turning strange shades of purple as she yelled in English, German, and some form of maybe Czech—he couldn’t tell because the dialect was both really wacky and really old.

			He should have wanted to threaten Linda, to hate her. He didn’t. He looked at her, with her scales showing through her makeup and her eyes filled with the usual “Linda tears,” and he just felt . . . sorry for her. Being a monster was such a lonely existence. He could actually see how Hyde could manipulate a cat lady like Linda into believing she could be loved if she just did enough to prove herself worthy.

			“Natalie,” he said, taking her hand and drawing her away.

			“Baldracca,” she hissed over his shoulder at Linda.

			“Was that . . . Italian?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I ran out of curse words in all the other languages. Figured I’d start in on the Italian,” Natalie said, half panting from the exertion of her freak-out.

			“Take a breath,” he suggested. “In fact, take about ten breaths. I know you’re angry.”

			“Aren’t you?” she snapped, even though he knew her rage wasn’t directed toward him. It was more about fear, anyway.

			He looked at Linda. She was full-on sobbing now into one of Pat’s handkerchiefs, leaving it covered with thick globs of makeup as her lizard face became more and more revealed. She was actually sort of . . . beautiful. Her scales were dark greens and pale greens, with highlights of pinks and blues. It was a shame she had to cover it all up. Maybe that’s what Hyde had honed in on.

			“I am angry,” he admitted. “Angry at the Van Helsings for starting this war all over again when we’ve been able to be peaceful for so many years. And I’m angry at Hyde for betraying his kind and acting only on emotion and rage and revenge and whatever else drives his insanity.” He speared Linda with a look. “I also wish you hadn’t let him convince you to do the same.”

			Linda wiped her eyes. “I wish I hadn’t, either, but what do you expect? None of you have ever liked me. You all think I’m an idiot. You’ve never understood that the weeping has to do with the fish thing as much as the emotion. Oh yeah, and FYI, fish feel things, no matter what anybody says. You make fun of my cats. You yell at me and threaten me. I’m like the bully target of the group. I feel like I’m in high school . . . at least what I know of high school from movies.”

			Kai sat down and stared at Linda. “Okay, I’ll admit that’s all true. Maybe we’ve been bitchy to you. But we’re talking life and death here, Linda. So how exactly does that give you the right to plot against us like this?”

			Linda looked like she was searching for some excuse, but finally she shook her head with a sigh. “It doesn’t. Look, I came home one night a couple months ago and there was Hyde, all decked out in a designer suit, leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette, waiting for me like some leading man out of a 1950s noir movie.”

			“Weren’t you scared of him?” Natalie asked in disbelief. “After Jekyll died, we didn’t hear from him. We’d been spending meeting after meeting pondering if he was off on a thirty-state killing spree. This isn’t to be mean, but you’re kind of scared of everything, noir movies or not.”

			Linda shrugged. “I was scared at first, I admit it. When I first came around the corner and saw him there waiting for me, I was pretty sure he was going to kill me right there. I was ready to call one of you to come save me, but he just started . . . talking to me. Talking. No one ever does that with me.”

			“What was he talking to you about?” Alec pressed softly. Hearing the reasons behind what had happened probably wasn’t going to help, but he somehow wanted to know.

			She shook her head. “He talked about losing Jekyll and all the feelings that swirled around in him. He apologized for threatening me back when the attacks happened. And he offered to take me to a nice dinner.”

			“Wow, he totally played the tortured alpha-male card,” Natalie said with a shake of her head. “Like out of a book. He’s not bad, he just has feelings.”

			“Case in point with the mocking, Natalie,” Linda said with a reptilian glare in her direction. “Besides, it may sound stupid to you, just like everything else that comes out of my mouth, but in that moment, he seemed genuine. We started seeing each other, and it was like I wasn’t all alone anymore.”

			Alec dipped his head in a moment of shame. Their group was supposed to be the thing that kept them from being alone. Linda hadn’t ever felt a part of that. So maybe they’d all played a part in driving her into Hyde’s arms by being so hard on her all this time.

			“But how did it go from hooking up with a bad boy to betraying the group?” Kai asked. “I can get wanting to change someone who was bad, but that’s the leap that seems like it would be too far.”

			Linda folded her arms. “Well, it’s not like he said, Hey, I want to hurt everyone, help me or else the first night during dessert or something. I’m not nearly as stupid as you think. It was way more subtle than that. We talked about being outcasts and he sort of just let his desire for revenge slip in here and there.”

			“When he did, what did you say?” Natalie pressed.

			Linda shifted uncomfortably. “I thought we were just talking, really. And my feelings were hurt, so I allowed myself the fantasy of what he was describing.”

			Alec nodded. “Of getting us all.”

			“But not killing anyone,” Linda said. “I didn’t know how far he’d go, I swear. When he asked me to call Alec and get him to come down and meet me, I didn’t realize he was going to grab him and haul him off for surgery. But once we were in the back of a van, Alec out cold and Hyde getting ready to cut him, I panicked. I was in it, I was an accomplice, so I did what he said.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Alec, I know it isn’t enough.”

			“But why not tell us afterward?” Rehu asked. “You were sitting there with us all when Alec resurfaced that Sunday morning.”

			She swallowed hard. “Hyde kept telling me that he was my only friend now. That if you ever knew what I’d done you’d hate me even more than you already did. That you’d destroy me. I was scared and confused and, trust me, I’ve felt super-shitty ever since.”

			Alec held her gaze evenly. He’d always been pretty good at reading people. His instincts were honed and he listened to them when he thought what they were saying was important. There were subtle nuances to tone, even to scent, when a person was lying or not. Deep down, he knew Linda was telling the truth now. The whole truth, even though she was afraid of him, of Natalie, of all of them.

			“I have not been with the group long,” Pat said, his deep, buttery voice a balm on the ragged nerves of everyone. “But it seems that Linda has come to us now. She did not have to do that.”

			Drake moved toward her. Linda flinched, but he reached out a hand and touched her arm briefly. He smiled, revealing that one silly fang. “It was right of you to tell us.”

			“Seriously?” Natalie burst out, her face a deep pink. “So we’re just all going to forgive her for nearly getting Alec killed and aiding and abetting a robbery of a book that can kill Kai and Rehu, too?”

			“This from the woman who is still seriously thinking of giving the same book to the Van Helsings herself?” Drake asked, spearing her with a pointed gaze. “No matter what Alec has to say about it?”

			Natalie stepped back. “What? No. Wait. I just—how did you know?”

			Drake smiled as he reached up to tap his forehead. “What is it you call it? Monster powers, darling.”

			Alec shut his eyes. All this bickering wasn’t going to help anyone. And it seemed like somehow he had ended up being the one who had to fix it.

			“Okay, can everyone just calm down? Just chill.”

			The rest of the monsters stopped arguing at his quiet statement and they all stared at him expectantly. Huh, so he was supposed to do more than shut them up? Great, he hadn’t taken his hero pill that morning or anything.

			“Look,” he began, feeling exceedingly awkward in this, his Big Moment. “Who wanted who dead, who did what, why someone said something to someone about their cat . . . it’s all meaningless at this point. It’s the same shit we’ve been yapping about in therapy for, like, a decade or more. Right now we have to figure out what to do to get this chip out of my head so I don’t have the biggest freak-out in the history of monster shit, and to get that book back so that Hyde or the Van Helsings don’t use it to turn Kai and Rehu into little ugly piles of dust.”

			“My dust pile would be fabulous, thank you,” Kai interjected with an arched brow. “But yeah, that’s what we have to do.”

			“I think it’s pretty obvious what has to happen next,” Natalie said, folding her arms. A steely quality had hardened her jaw and her stare. Alec wasn’t sure he liked it. “We have to get that book from Hyde.”

			“Yeah,” Rehu agreed. “Thanks, Miss Obvious.”

			“And take it to the Van Helsings,” Natalie finished with a challenging glare for Rehu.

			“Wait, the real book?” Alec asked.

			Natalie tilted her head. “Do you think they’re so stupid as to fall for a fake book? Of course the real book.”

			Kai’s mouth dropped open in shock. “I’m sorry, but what the fuck are you talking about?”

			Natalie leaned closer. “I’m sorry, did I stutter? I said we need to take the book to the Van Helsings. Should I say it in Egyptian?”

			Kai lunged, but Rehu caught her by the sleeve, hauling her back so they wouldn’t all get to be witness to the hottest girl monster fight ever. Alec might have been disappointed by that fact were he not just as shocked by Natalie’s suggestion as the mummies were.

			“Natalie, we aren’t going to let the Van Helsings kill Kai and Rehu just to save me.” Alec shook his head. “I think I made that pretty clear, right?”

			She looked at him with a frown. “I never said we were. But Rehu and Kai aren’t the only ones who need saving. You do, too. And we have to do this in a way that gets all of that done.”

			“What do you propose?” Kai asked, her anger seemingly under control, at least for the moment.

			Natalie let out a nervous sigh. “We get the book from Hyde. Then we take it to the Van Helsings and make sure they take Alec’s chip out. Once that’s done, we bolt with the book. Even if we have to kill every damn Van Helsing in that house to escape. Alec is safe. Rehu and Kai are safe. Oh, and I want to rescue that Creature they have under their control, too.”

			“But he’ll still have a chip in him,” Alec said.

			She shook her head. “I don’t care. We’ll get the controller and we’ll find a way to fix him or something. But I’m not leaving him there. He’s my . . . well, I guess he’s kind of my brother.”

			“That’s your plan?” Igor said blankly, with a “you are crazy” stare piercing into her.

			She nodded. “Well, that’s my general idea—the actual plan is more complex, of course. But what I need to know is are we going to work on this together, or are we all just working for ourselves?”

			Alec held his breath, as everything in his world depended on what was happening right now. On what their answer would be, because he knew for a fact that he and Natalie couldn’t do this alone. Even though that girl would try. Because they apparently loved each other. That was a thing now. And it was weird, but he liked it. But it wouldn’t help them win.

			Pat stood up. “I will help. In any way I can.”

			“Great,” Natalie said with a grateful smile. “You know the sewer access points, right?”

			“To just about everywhere.” Pat grinned.

			“Then I think I have a place for you.”

			“I’ll help.” Drake sighed. “I hate the Van Helsings, and I don’t mind all of you. So I suppose it’s an easy enough choice.”

			“I’ll help,” Linda said with a swipe at her teary eyes. “I owe you.”

			Igor grinned, stood, and bowed. “You know my nature is to serve. Of course I’ll help.”

			Alec turned toward Rehu and Kai, standing together, both with their arms folded and frustratingly unreadable expressions. “What about you two?”

			“I don’t like the idea of taking the book into the heart of Van Helsing country,” Kai said. “It’s a risk.”

			Natalie blinked. “All of it is a risk. I’m just asking you to take it with us. Even if you decide it’s the last time and you’re done with all of us after, will you help us now? We need your brains, as well as the muscle power mummy strength affords.” She gritted her teeth. “Please.”

			“Wow, ‘please’?” Rehu chuckled. “You must be desperate.”

			The two mummies exchanged a look and then Kai shrugged. “Okay, okay. We’ll help.”

			Natalie squealed in delight and rushed over to hug Kai. Alec laughed as Kai’s face twisted in confusion and a mild revulsion.

			“Ew, stop. Personal space.”

			“Sorry,” Natalie said as she backed away. “Sorry.”

			Kai’s lips twitched with humor despite herself, humor she erased as she raised a finger and wagged it at Natalie. “But we’re going to need a lot more detail on your plan than ‘get book, take book to evildoers, save everyone.’ It’s a bit vague.”

			“A bit?” Rehu repeated, incredulous as always.

			Natalie nodded. “Of course. We’re going to have tons of detail. Right now.”

			She scurried over to the rest of the group, asking for paper and pens and a bunch of other crap. But as Drake went to find everything she asked for, Alec couldn’t help but wonder: Natalie said she had a plan. But would she say anything . . . anything at all to get their help? Even if it was a pack of lies?

			[image: • • •]

			Natalie could feel sweat beads rolling down her neck as she stalled for time by asking for paper and pens. She said she had a plan more detailed than the one Kai had been all snotty about. And she was certain she would come up with one. She had to.

			She shot a glance at Alec. He was standing on the outside edges of the group, watching her with those wolfie eyes that said he knew she was full of shit and he was just choosing not to call her out on it because he . . . well, he loved her, apparently. Which was weird, but good.

			“Okay, Natalie,” Kai said, pulling a nail file from her purse to work at her nails. “What’s the plan?”

			Natalie sucked in a breath. Scenarios were racing through her mind. It was hella loud in there.

			“We’ll break into two groups . . .” she began. “One set of us will have to go to Hyde’s and retrieve that book he stole, as well as see if we can get any info on his surgery and grab the controller for Alec.”

			“Right,” Alec said. “And we’ll have to be careful, because he can trigger me at any time.”

			Natalie turned to stare at him. “Um, you can’t go.”

			He shook his head and she could see all the argument in him, the anger that pulsed below the surface like a super-mega PMS.

			“Fuck that!”

			She folded her arms. “And you just gave the exact reason why, Alec. Hyde could trigger you at any time. I assume you have to be within a certain range for him to do it—radio waves and whatnot—so we can’t let you anywhere near him.”

			“But—” he began.

			Igor raised a hand. “She’s right and you know it, might as well not argue. Anyway, you two don’t have to be attached at the hip, do you?”

			“Most of the time,” Kai cracked, and Rehu snickered.

			“Like you two should talk,” Natalie snapped. “Alec, you know he’s right, you know I’m right. Don’t get all moon cycle on me.”

			“Oh, nice, bring up the moon cycle.” He folded his arms.

			Kai dug around in her purse. “Shit, Linda is right. You may need some feminine product for that attitude, Wolfie.”

			“Shut it,” Alec said, but he was smiling, just a little. Natalie breathed a sigh of relief. “So, okay, you say I can’t go to Hyde’s, where do you want me to be?”

			“Pat, you said you have access to sewer info?” she said. “Will you take Alec with you? And Igor and Drake?”

			“Sure. But why, Natalie?”

			“I’ll get to it in a minute.” She took a deep breath. “Okay, so Linda, Kai, and Rehu, that means the four of us will be going to Hyde’s to retrieve everything we need.”

			Linda shivered. “I don’t know. He’s . . . he’ll be furious.”

			“Honey,” Igor said, “like a very famous book once said, he’s just not that into you. So be strong. Channel your inner Carrie and dump Mr. Big.”

			“What?” Linda said, her face utterly blank.

			Igor rolled his eyes. “Okay, when this is over, I say I’m going to have a marathon with you.”

			“Of what?”

			“SITC!”

			“He’s talking about a TV show,” Natalie explained with a heavy sigh. “And we’re so far off topic that it makes my head hurt. The bottom line is, we need you with us.”

			“Why?” Linda whimpered.

			Natalie shut her eyes. “Because you know where Hyde is, and, I assume, he doesn’t know you ratted him out yet. So he’ll let you in, presuming you’re still an accomplice to all this.”

			Linda’s face was whitefish-pale, even under her bright green scales. “Natalie—” she began, her voice no more than a weak whisper.

			Natalie fought for empathy, for kindness. It wasn’t the first thing on her mind at the moment, but she was trying.

			“Look, Linda, I get it. You’re going to have to face him and he’s going to be super-pissed and probably violent, and I’d guess you’re going to break up—but he’s done some really bad things here.”

			To her credit, her eyes didn’t start leaking like usual, but Linda’s mouth did turn down and she sniffled. “Okay.”

			Natalie took a breath and wrapped an arm around the Swamp Dweller. “But you know it’s for the best and we’ll all be with you, okay? You want to fix what you did, right? You said you did.”

			Linda deepened her frown. “Yes. Yes, okay. I’ll come with you.”

			“Great. While we’re doing that, Alec will go with Igor, Drake, and Pat down to the sewers. Protect him, do you hear me? Igor, you know a little about monster surgery, right? Check him out as best you can, wrap his head in tinfoil if you think it’ll help block Hyde’s signal. Drake, use your mind control to help. Whatever—just protect him.”

			“What happens if he does turn, if Hyde triggers him and the signal can transport to him?” Pat asked.

			“Hit him in the head with something,” Natalie said. “Really hard.”

			“Hey!” Alec burst out. “Um, I’m right here.”

			“Sorry, honey, but it works. Just try not to damage him too badly. Or his face.”

			“Oh, thanks for that.” Alec rolled his eyes. “See how you like being hit in the head with a pan.”

			“Mutter on your own time,” Rehu said with a shake of his head. “We’ve still got a lot to cover. What happens then? If we get the book and Alec isn’t triggered in the process, I’m still confused about us bringing the book to Van Helsing. When Kai and I show up in their living room, I’m guessing they’re going to figure out we’re not there for a peaceful social call.”

			She swallowed. “Well, you won’t. We’ll meet Pat, Igor, Drake, and Alec down in the sewer system and head over to the closest exit to the Van Helsings’. Alec and I will go up, but you’ll all wait.”

			“Wait,” Kai breathed. “No way. You could double-cross us!”

			Natalie turned to stare at her group member and sometime friend. “But I won’t, Kai. I swear to you on everything important in my life, on my stolen body parts, on whatever has meaning to you, that I will not betray you. Please, I’m asking you to trust me. To trust us.”

			Kai stared at her, unblinking, for what seemed like forever. Then she shook her head.

			“I’m going to fucking regret this . . .”

			“Thank you,” Natalie breathed. “And no, you won’t. Alec, you and I will go in, but we’re going to demand they fix you before we turn over anything to them.”

			“And if they refuse?” Alec asked.

			She hesitated. She didn’t want to think about if they refused. Leaving Alec so vulnerable? Or taking a chance that the thing in his head would somehow hurt him? Just the thought made her stomach queasy and her hands shake.

			“If they refuse, then . . . then I guess we turn back,” she whispered. “I swore to Kai and Rehu I wouldn’t put them in danger, and I won’t. But I think they’ll do whatever we ask. They want the book. I assume there are tons of pretty awful spells in there.”

			Kai hesitated and then nodded. “Yeah. They could probably make an army if they wanted to.”

			Natalie smiled, though she wasn’t feeling very happy about being right. “See. They want the book. So they’ll operate and once they do, we haul ass out of there, with the book and with the Creature.”

			Rehu arched a brow. “You think they’re going to let you do that?”

			“Well, they’re not going to ‘let’ me do anything. But once the rest of you come bursting in to fight them, we’ll be in control, with our monster powers and the element of surprise on our side.”

			Kai pondered what she’d said for a moment. “So you’re saying we’ll leave there with our heads intact, the book in our possession, and Alec and our other monster friend in tow.”

			“Yes,” Natalie said. “If everything works out, that’s the plan.”

			“It’s a shitty plan, Natalie,” Kai said with a laugh. “With massive danger and failure lurking around every corner. The likelihood is that we’re all going to end up dead or in jail by the time we’re done with this.”

			“So you’re out,” Natalie said matter-of-factly to call her bluff, even though her heart was sinking rapidly into the very base of her turning stomach.

			“No, I’m in,” Kai promised. “I’m so in, it’s not even funny.”

			“Yup,” Rehu agreed. “Isn’t everyone?”

			Natalie held her breath as she looked around the room. Everyone was nodding, even if some of them looked pretty reluctant about it.

			“Good, okay.” She sighed. “Good. Then let’s get going, we want to get this over with as soon as possible.”

			Everyone started getting to their feet, splitting off into the two groups, but Alec stayed just where he was. Natalie moved over to him and took his hand.

			“Are you okay?” she asked, softly enough that no one else would hear.

			“I don’t like this splitting-up thing,” he admitted. “I hate that I’m not going to know you’re okay until you’re done with Hyde.”

			“I’ll text if I can,” she promised. “And you do the same. I’m worried about you, too.”

			He nodded, then cupped the back of her head and drew her in for a long kiss that made the rest of the group groan. When he pulled away, he said, “If you have to protect yourself, Natalie, do it. Think of yourself first and everything else second. Promise me.”

			She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t say it. She couldn’t say that she would abandon her efforts to help him in order to save her own ass.

			“Say it,” he repeated, and there was a wolfishness to his voice that she realized had nothing to do with Hyde’s chip.

			“Okay,” she said. “I promise. Now go, go with Igor and Pat and stay safe.”

			He nodded and followed the other two out the door. But as he disappeared from her sight, Natalie knew she had just lied to Alec. And she hoped it would be for the last time.
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			Hyde wasn’t staying at his townhouse anymore. He had moved to a suite at the posh Viceroy Hotel in the heart of Manhattan’s East Side, near the UN. It was an older hotel, which had catered to kings and ambassadors over the hundred years it had been open. Seeing it rise up above her, with all its promise of wealth and diplomacy, made Natalie sick with anger. How dare Hyde place himself in the same company as men and women who tried to better their world?

			“You look a bit stabby,” Kai whispered close to her ear. “Tone it down or Fish Sticks might not let us get near loverboy.”

			Natalie glanced at the Swamp Dweller. Linda was worrying her lip until dark green showed through her newly reapplied makeup, and she kept casting quick glances at Natalie as they walked across the street toward the hotel.

			“You think she would protect him, even after everything?” Natalie whispered.

			Kai raised a brow. “I think matters of the heart are way more complicated than just ‘good or evil’ and ‘yes or no,’ don’t you?”

			“Yeah,” Natalie agreed, but she was having a hard time keeping it together enough to talk at all. If Linda betrayed them . . . well, their entire plan was going to be a hundred times more complicated and dangerous.

			“Still with us, Linda?” Kai asked, her tone filled with false brightness.

			“S-sure,” Linda stammered, clenching her hands in and out of fists at her sides. “Just nervous.”

			To Natalie’s surprise, it was Rehu who offered a soothing word of comfort to a woman she knew he despised. “Of course you are. But we’re here and we will be there for you.”

			“Has he been reading self-help books or something?” Natalie whispered.

			Kai grinned. “Something like that. He’s been reminded, multiple times, that he’d do better to try a little harder rather than go around smashing things and threatening people. We’ll see how long it lasts.”

			“I can hear you, you know,” Rehu grunted, and Kai’s grin turned to laughter.

			They reached the door to the hotel and Linda smiled nervously at the doorman. “Hi, Charlie.”

			The doorman tipped his hat even though it was clear he had no idea who she was, and let them in. Being an older hotel, the Viceroy didn’t have the sprawling lobbies of some of the Times Square hotels, but it had a class and charm that the big-name chains might kill for. Women in fur coats and men in tuxedos loitered about on the massively expensive furniture, chatting about totally “the 1 percent” kind of stuff. It was all posh and elegance.

			“Come on,” Linda muttered, keeping her eyes down as they went to the elevator. She pushed the button for the penthouse and up they went.

			“Wow, so he obviously isn’t hurting for money,” Rehu said with a shake of his head. “Being a psycho is lucrative.”

			“He’s a lot of things, not just a psycho,” Linda said in faint defense of her “man.”

			The door opened and Linda sighed. “He’s going to look through the peephole when I knock, okay? So stay back a little, otherwise he will find a way to escape.”

			“We’re fifty floors up,” Kai said. “How is he going to escape?”

			“Probably go all monstered out, climb out the window, and King Kong it up the side of the building,” Linda said with a roll of her eyes. “How else would he do it? Just stay back, I know what I’m doing.”

			Kai leaned back in surprise, but nodded. “O-kay.”

			As Linda moved in front of the door, took a deep breath, and raised her hand to knock, Kai whispered to Natalie, “Um, ‘King Kong it up the side of the building’?”

			Natalie shrugged. “He was already crazy-powerful when he monstered out, and he got all of Jekyll’s benefits, too. I assume that means twice the strength or whatever it takes to wall climb up the side of a building at this height.”

			She couldn’t say more because the door opened and Hyde’s voice came from within.

			“About time you got here,” he drawled, a cruel twist to his tone. “What do you have to report?”

			There was a moment’s beat when Linda just stared at him, and Hyde cursed before he started to slam the door. Luckily Rehu was on top of things and jumped forward, wedging himself into the space and forcing his way into the room.

			Natalie and Kai pushed inside; Natalie grabbed Linda and hauled her in with them, then slammed the door behind them. Natalie watched in pure hatred as Rehu hauled Hyde over to the couch and threw him down.

			“Stay there,” he growled, his eyes containing a sudden, disconcerting red tint.

			But Hyde wasn’t a normal human who could be pushed around. He growled and got bigger, his hair growing, his muscles straining, his fangs distending ever so slightly.

			“Bitch,” he spat toward Linda in a garbled, angry voice as he shrugged out of his straining jacket. “You brought them here?”

			Linda shifted and refused to look at him. “I—I had to, Hyde. This has gone too far.”

			Hyde stared at her, eyes bright and animal in the lights of the hotel room. “You don’t know how far I can go, little girl. Not even half of it.”

			He pushed toward Linda in a menacing fashion, but Rehu slapped a palm on Hyde’s chest and thrust him back down onto the couch.

			“I said sit.” He leaned in close to Hyde. “And while I respect your strength, Edward, recall that there are four monsters in this room to just one of you. So don’t make me rip your arms and legs off.”

			Hyde glared, but settled back on the couch with a preternatural calm, smoothing his straining dress shirt as if he weren’t half monstered out, adrenalized, and surrounded by old friends who were ready to kill him.

			His gaze slipped to Natalie. “How’s your boyfriend, sweetheart?”

			She folded her arms. “Where were you when you triggered him to attack me in the apartment?”

			He smiled. “Figured it all out, did you? Are you so certain?”

			“Where were you?”

			He shook his head. “Not yet. I don’t think that’s what you really want to talk about, but I’ll tell you . . . later.”

			She wanted to go off on him. To make herself that horrifying Creature authors and directors had been creating for hundreds of years. She wanted to show him that her strength could overpower his in a heartbeat and destroy him.

			But tonight she couldn’t use brute means to get what she wanted. She had to use brains.

			“You know why we’re here,” she whispered.

			“That silly book and the trigger mechanism for Alec, I suppose.” He arched a brow, tone and face filled with humor. “So what’s your big plan, Natalie? To control Alec all his life with that thing and hope the chip inside him doesn’t malfunction or the remote doesn’t fall into the wrong hands?”

			She swallowed. He was reciting her greatest fears, but she could not respond. “If it came to that, yes. That’s what I would do.”

			“Interesting.” Hyde looked at Linda, and the expression wasn’t the cruel and calculating abuser he had shown even a moment before. “Linda, love, why don’t you run and fetch the items? You know where they are in the bedroom.”

			Linda hesitated, but then scurried down the hallway to the bedroom. Natalie shifted. Why wouldn’t the Swamp Dweller look at her?

			She stepped up to Hyde. “Why did you do this? Why attack us, why work alongside Van Helsing? You’re a monster, for God’s sake. You’re turning on your own kind.”

			“You sound like Jekyll.” Hyde laughed. But then his smile fell. “He used to say that to me. Now he’s in my head, like an echo, but I can’t ever see him, can’t ever catch him.”

			Natalie frowned. She had never had a psychic connection with anyone like Hyde once had with Jekyll, but she could well imagine that its loss would be very hard. And she didn’t doubt Hyde truly felt it. A fact that would have made her feel very sorry for him if he hadn’t, you know, tried to kill everyone she cared for.

			“But why turn on us?” she pressed, this time softer.

			He glared at her. “Jekyll was the only one who ever kept me from destroying you all in the first place. Do you think I wanted to go to that pathetic fucking group every week? To sit in that disgusting basement and talk about ‘feelings’ and hear you whine about your little problems? If you had been monsters—real monsters—it might have been one thing, but you all want to be human.”

			“And you want to kill humans,” Kai finished softly.

			He shrugged. “Most of the time. Especially since they killed my brother. Any one of you could have prevented that. Any one of you could have saved him.”

			“How?” Natalie asked. “We were trying as hard as we could to figure out who was attacking us. If I had known, I would have done anything in the world to stop her even earlier.”

			“Ah, that’s right, your little investigation. Instead of just attacking the person who was following us.” Hyde shook his head in disgust.

			“So you hate me,” Natalie said. “Fine. But why go after Alec and Kai and Rehu, and why work with the Van Helsings?”

			“Because it’s easier to kill all those birds with one stone, my dear. The Van Helsings will be easy to take care of when I’m ready.”

			“Even with the Creature they control?” Natalie asked.

			He smiled. “You don’t think I have ways to alter that control? Other remotes, timers, a dozen other plans?”

			Hyde pushed to his feet and when Rehu moved on him he wagged his finger back and forth. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

			Slowly he pointed behind them. Natalie turned and gasped. Linda was standing in the entryway to the room with a basket containing a thick, ancient book and a small white controller in one hand, and a gun in the other. A gun trained on everyone and anyone in the room except Hyde.

			“Linda, what are you doing?” Natalie asked, backing away, as if being slightly farther from the bullet would help.

			Shoot her and she’d definitely hurt, hopefully heal, but hit the right places and she would die. Judging from Hyde’s wide grin, he knew all the right places.

			“Fucking bitch,” Rehu spat as he glared at Linda. “Was this your plan all along?”

			“Rehu, dear,” Kai said, voice strained. “This may not be the time to go all rage-face, okay? Linda, honey, why don’t you come over here and point the gun at the bad guy, okay? Hyde.”

			“Don’t condescend to me,” Linda whispered as she nudged ever closer to Hyde’s side. The gun didn’t shake even if her voice did.

			“We’re not trying to,” Natalie reassured her with a quick glare for the mummies. Seriously, did they like getting shot? “We just want to understand what’s going on right now.”

			“Are you the stupid one, Natalie?” Linda asked with a half laugh. “It seems pretty clear what’s happening.”

			Natalie forced herself not to call her a name and to remain calm. “When we were together earlier, you told us how you knew Hyde wasn’t good for you. You said you were sorry and wanted to help us.”

			Linda blinked like it was hard to think, and that was when everything became clear to Natalie.

			“Do you have a chip in you, too?”

			Linda squirmed, and now she did begin to shake. “I don’t know. Yes?”

			“Aw, come on,” Kai said on a long sigh. “Seriously. Being around you people is exhausting.”

			“Linda was willing to go so far thanks to the best . . . or was it the only . . . sex in her life, but not all the way,” Hyde explained as he pulled another remote from his pocket. It was engraved with an L on the back, but otherwise looked identical to the one in Linda’s basket and to the one Desmond Van Helsing had used to control the Creature in his house.

			“Now hold your gun on them, my dear, while I offer them their choice,” Hyde continued, patting her head like she was a dog before he slipped the basket from her hands. “You lot only get to have one. Which do you pick? A remote or the book.”

			Natalie’s lips parted. “No. We’re not leaving here without both.”

			“Suit yourself.”

			He smiled, utterly cold, then pressed a button on Linda’s remote. She jolted, twisting and turning as if an electric current ran through her. She hissed like a lizard before she stiffened, eyes blank, and turned the gun to fire a bullet into Rehu’s skull. He gasped and immediately slumped into a pile on the floor.

			“No!” Kai screamed, dropping to her knees beside him. She smoothed a hand over his forehead gently and glared at Hyde. “You can’t kill him that way, you know it.”

			“Well, you’re right.” Hyde smiled. “Normally I can’t kill him that way, only hurt him, but if I read the right spell from this book . . .”

			Natalie watched in horror as he made a big show of flipping around in the book. Then he opened it to a page where he’d placed a bookmark.

			“Ah, yes, here we are.”

			He narrowed his eyes and began reading in the Demotic version of ancient Egyptian. As the words flowed from his mouth, Rehu began to bleed from his wound and his eyes began to dim. Kai seemed frozen, her own skin pale with the effect of the words.

			Natalie rushed forward, willing to take a bullet if it meant saving them. But Hyde didn’t have Linda shoot this time. Instead, he lifted the controller in the basket and pressed a button.

			Natalie skidded to a stop and stared at him, stared at the controller.

			“You—you just triggered Alec,” she whispered, her heart sinking as she thought of Pat and Igor, trapped with him in the sewer. She could only pray that the thing in Hyde’s hand had a limited range. It was their only hope.

			“Alec?” Hyde chuckled as he turned the controller over to show her the letter engraved on the back. An I, not an A. “No. This one isn’t for Alec. It’s for Igor. He has Alec’s trigger, not me.”
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			The sewer system in New York was everything Alec had always assumed it would be in his very worst imaginings of such a place. He tried to hold his breath as Pat led them through the long, rounded corridors and past flooding rivers of awful, but it didn’t help.

			“How do you control the smell?” he finally gasped as Pat came to a sealed round door.

			With a swipe of a card, it opened and revealed a large, warmly lit room. In wonder, Drake, Alec, and Igor stepped inside. As Pat closed the door behind them, Alec looked around.

			The place was very homey, despite its thick concrete walls and exposed industrial accoutrements. The furniture was nice, and there was a great computer setup that contained not just a laptop with Internet, spotty or not as Pat said, but a series of screens where the Cthulhu could monitor intruders in the surrounding tunnels. He even had art hung thoughtfully on the walls by a variety of modern artists.

			“It does not smell in here,” Pat said, in answer to Alec’s question from a few moments before. “I have sealed it too tightly.”

			“What is this place?” Igor asked.

			Pat sighed as he let the hood of his cloak fall so his tentacled face could be seen.

			“Once upon a time it was a monitoring station, but then they automated their system in a different way. I have changed the lock and keyed it to my pass card.”

			“Why doesn’t the city ever find you here?” Drake asked, moving to examine Pat’s art.

			Alec smiled. The two ancient monsters had something in common there, which was almost heartwarming.

			Pat shrugged. “Well, someone may have hacked into their system and led them to believe this shaft has been completely sealed to, say, prevent vermin problems.”

			“You hack?” Alec asked with a smile. “Me, too! We’ll have to compare notes sometime.”

			“We will; I have heard from Natalie that you are a wonder.”

			Alec’s smile grew. Good old Natalie, always praising him to the hills. She would stand by him . . . even if he destroyed everything around him against his will.

			That smile fell in an instant and he paced to the monitors.

			“You can relax,” Pat said. “No one comes down here. No one even knows it exists.”

			Igor tapped his lip as he looked around. “Good lines, really nice taste in what you have. Actually, it reminds me of . . . what was that eighties show with the Terminator actress and Ron Perlman?”

			Pat rolled his eyes. “Those shows are ridiculous. Let us not even talk about it.”

			Alec paced away from the two of them to look at the cement wall. The back of his head itched. He didn’t know what that meant or if it was tied to the chip in his skull or what.

			“Do not worry, Alec,” Pat soothed, as if he could read Alec’s thoughts. “We are going to take care of it.”

			Alec turned to the kindly Cthulhu with as bright a smile as he could manage because he knew Pat meant well. He would have said something to that effect, too. Patted him on the arm, maybe. But before any of that warm and fuzzy friendship crap could take place, Igor let out a horrible, bloodcurdling scream.

			Drake, Pat, and Alec spun toward him. Igor was thrashing about the room, slamming into the very furniture he’d been admiring a few moments before, slashing at pillows with long claws that had suddenly pushed out from his fingers. His face twisted, becoming red like the muscle was pulsing beneath the skin. His eyes bulged, his shoulder lifted, mimicking the hump he’d long ago had removed.

			“What is going on?” Drake asked as the three of them backed away from Igor in surprise.

			Alec shook his head. Igor was an assistant. It was what he had been made to be by Natalie’s father all those years ago. Twisted and warped into a monster like them, Igor couldn’t help but serve. And certainly Hyde, who had been friends with old man Frankenstein, had known that. Igor’s compulsions could be easily twisted, especially with help from some modern technology.

			“I think it’s safe to say I’m not the only one with a chip in his head,” Alec said as Igor bull-rushed the three of them.

			Drake immediately poofed into bat form as Alec dove to one side and Pat to the other. Igor smashed into the door behind them. He spun around and growled out an incomprehensible sound before he swung his arms again, slashing at the two remaining victims within his reach.

			Alec dodged claws. Pat had moved farther away. Bat-Drake was dive-bombing Igor, fluttering around his head, the assistant swiping at him as well.

			“Igor, listen, listen, you’re in there,” Alec said between dodges of fang and claw. “You have to control this.”

			But even as he said it, he knew it was bullshit. He hadn’t been able to control it, even a little, when he had been triggered. Whatever was real or good about Igor was currently turned off. He could kill them all and not even remember it once he came to his senses.

			“Alec, Natalie said to hit you in the head,” Pat shouted. The sound of the Cthulhu’s voice turned Igor’s rage on him.

			The little man dove, grabbing on to Pat’s cloak and tearing it free to reveal the full twisted nature of Pat’s body, from the long tail that unfurled around his legs to his wings, which extended as he was attacked, to the tentacles that swung down to the middle of his bare chest.

			“How will that help us?” Alec asked, trying not to stare. It was almost impossible when seeing a monster in his full form.

			“Idiot,” Drake said as Pat sidestepped the still-swinging Igor. “Hit him in the head.”

			Alec looked around for some way to do just that, but before he could find anything heavy, but not too heavy, Igor reached into his pocket and withdrew a tiny device. A device engraved with A.

			“He’s got a remote—my remote!” Alec burst out as he dove for Igor and the little man dodged him. “Hit him, hit him, hit him!”

			Everything seemed to slip into slow motion as Igor moved his fat finger toward the controller button. Alec reached out, knowing he was out of range for a strike, knowing he could do nothing.

			And then there was a clang as Pat smacked Igor in the head with a decorative metal vase. Hard. Hard enough that Igor’s eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed facedown on the stone floor, the controller clattering to the ground next to his still body.

			Alec snatched it up, cradling the device like it was a newborn lamb (wait, wolves ate lambs; a newborn something else) before he placed it gently in his front pocket and turned toward the still-motionless Igor. Drake poofed back into human form and stared with him.

			“Did I . . . did I kill him?” Pat whispered, sliding to the floor next to Igor. “I sometimes forget my strength.”

			Alec looked up into the very sad, very sorry eyes of the Cthulhu and reached out to offer that comforting pat on his arm he hadn’t been able to deliver before.

			“It’s okay,” Alec reassured him. “He’s a monster, I’m sure he’s fine.”

			“He is so small, though,” Pat worried, wringing his hands.

			It was Drake who dropped down next to the assistant. “Let me check on him, but be ready to strike him again if he wakes up and remains out of control.”

			Pat swallowed hard, but nodded, and his tentacles waved around his face. Alec leaned down alongside Drake. Faintly he heard Igor’s wheezing breath. He smiled at Pat.

			“He’s alive. Do you have any rope down here?”

			The Cthulhu nodded slowly. “Yes, but why?”

			“I think we’d better tie him up just in case he wakes up in the same foul mood. So that you don’t have to smack him again.”

			Pat seemed to ponder that a moment and then nodded. “A good point. I will fetch my rope.”

			He turned and flapped his unfurled wings. Alec stared as Pat lifted from the floor and soared quite beautifully into a back room.

			“The gift of flight is a magnificent thing, isn’t it?” Drake asked, drawing Alec’s attention away from Pat.

			Alec nodded. Most of their monster powers were so brutish, but this one was something else.

			“It really is. You two are lucky. Now let me get this one.”

			Alec bent and swept Igor up into his arms. He carried him to a couch next to the entryway. As he settled the smaller man onto the cushions, Igor groaned.

			Alec stiffened, ready to defend himself, but when Igor opened his eyes they were no longer red and rabid. He blinked.

			“Owwwwww, my head,” he drawled in that silly Southern accent.

			“Yeah, Pat whacked you good. Do you remember anything?” Alec said.

			Igor squeezed his eyes shut. “We were talking, and then . . . nothing. What happened?”

			Drake pursed his lips. “It seems that the Van Helsings or Hyde or both got ahold of you at some point and implanted you with a chip. Then someone activated it.”

			Pat slipped into the room, a length of rope in his hand, but Alec shook his head slightly and the Cthulhu demurely stuck it behind his back.

			“Damn him,” Igor said as he flopped back on the couch and rubbed his head. “I told him, don’t try that shit on me. I told him I was done being a guinea pig.”

			“Told him? Told who?” Pat asked.

			Igor worried his lip. “Well, that’s the thing . . .” He sighed. “Um, we’re going to have to talk about me and Hyde.”

			“You and Hyde what?” Alec asked, his voice elevating with the question.

			Igor flinched, but said, “Look, don’t hit me again, okay?”

			Alec leaned back. “It depends on what you’re going to say next, so just spill it.”

			“Um, I wasn’t just meeting up with Hyde and Jekyll. I was helping them. Assisting them. And I assisted Hyde with some of his research into this chip idea of his.”

			Drake paced away, cursing beneath his breath, and even Pat let out a low groan.

			“When?” Alec asked through clenched teeth.

			“A few months ago,” Igor said, flinching as he awaited Alec’s blow.

			Alec wanted to deliver it, too. Instead he just stared at Igor, digesting the fact that it seemed like betrayal was around every monstrous corner.

			Pat leaned forward and his dark eyes were bright with anger and as hard as Alec’s. “Little hunchback, I was feeling so guilt-stricken about hurting you, but I think you had better start talking . . . from the beginning . . . before I hit you again, this time harder.”

			Igor sighed and put his hands behind his head as a makeshift pillow. “Well, it all started in the fall in Atlanta. Have you ever been to Atlanta in the fall? It’s pretty nice . . .”
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			Hyde shouted something to Linda in a language Natalie didn’t understand, but she had no doubt it wasn’t good. Especially when the other woman fired her pistol at Natalie as Hyde returned to reading the ancient Book of the Dead. She dove behind a couch for protection as bullets hit the walls behind her.

			Rehu screamed as Hyde’s reading became more forceful and the mummy’s back arched at an impossible angle. Natalie covered her mouth in shock and horror as a strange black smoky wisp began to exit Rehu’s mouth and curl upward toward the ceiling.

			“His essence!” Kai bellowed, waving her arms through it like she could make it go back into his mouth.

			Natalie shook her head. This wasn’t going to happen. Not to one more person she . . . well, liked might have been going too far . . . 

			She jumped to her feet and dove for Hyde. She hit his legs with both her arms and he toppled backward, the book flying end over end into the air before it hit a table, bounced, and slid a good five feet across the shiny wooden floor.

			She rose up to strike him, to crush him as she loomed over him, when there was a click of the pistol being cocked and the heavy press of it against the back of her skull.

			“Linda, I swear to God, if you shoot me I’m going to tear your ears off and not sew them back on,” she muttered.

			But it was all talk. If Linda shot her in the head, she’d need a new brain to live. And a new brain meant she’d truly die. Natalie would be nothing more than a sewn-together heap of a body.

			“That doesn’t really inspire me not to shoot you,” Linda said. “And I don’t have ears, I’m a lizard, stupid.”

			Natalie glanced over her shoulder. Linda didn’t sound nearly as zoned out as she had a few minutes before. And when she locked eyes with Natalie, she didn’t stare through her.

			“Linda?” she whispered.

			“It does, however, inspire me to wait and do this first,” the Swamp Dweller said. Then she nudged the gun a little so that it aimed at Hyde instead.

			“You asshole,” Linda said. “You put a chip in me?”

			Hyde stared at her, hatred in his eyes. “I got tired of bedding you, pig.”

			Linda pursed her lips hard and then she shot him. In the shoulder. But shot him nonetheless.

			Hyde jerked with the pain. “Damn it!”

			“Is Rehu okay?” Linda asked without looking at Kai or Rehu. No, she kept her gaze on her boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend, if all the pistol-firing was any indication.

			“No, you fucking crazy bitch,” Kai sobbed. “He’s dying. Hyde weakened him with that spell and now the bullet has actually done damage, probably permanent.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shoot him, Hyde made me do it with that chip.” Linda shook her head. “He made me do it. When I hit my head after Natalie tackled him, I started waking up. If I shot Rehu, I didn’t mean to!”

			Kai grunted, but she was so focused on her love that she had no response for Linda. Linda’s eyes filled with tears and Natalie touched her arm.

			“You didn’t mean to. I know it and Kai will know it, too, once she’s rational. But you’ve got to keep it together, girl. Please!”

			She nodded and took a deep breath. “I will.”

			“ ‘Keep it together’? Please, you can’t do anything right.” Hyde snickered as he held a handkerchief over the wound in his shoulder. “Idiot.”

			Linda’s eyes narrowed and she fired the gun again, this time hitting Hyde in his opposite shoulder.

			“Fuck!” he howled in pain.

			“Jeez, don’t mess with the scorned woman and all that,” Natalie said as she got off of Hyde. “Hold him, Linda. And please don’t shoot him anymore. At least for now.”

			“I can’t make any promises,” Linda growled.

			Natalie shook her head as she rushed to Kai’s side. Rehu was ashen gray and hardly breathing. His eyes were blank and dead and his skin was beginning to flake, turn dusty.

			“What will happen?” she whispered.

			“Best-case scenario, he turns back into a true mummified corpse that can’t be reincarnated for a hundred years,” Kai said, and she was crying even though her dry mummified body wouldn’t let more than one tear escape her eyes. It rolled down her pale skin and dripped off onto Rehu’s hand. His ailing body absorbed it immediately.

			“Worst-case?” Natalie asked.

			“He dissolves into dust,” Kai admitted, her voice choked with emotion.

			“What about the book?” Linda asked, without taking her eyes or her gun off of Hyde. “Does it have any spells to help him?”

			Kai jumped up and grabbed the book. “There was a rumor,” she said as she flipped through pages. “A whisper about a spell. But I don’t know. I don’t know.”

			She turned pages, skimming their words and shaking her head. Over and over she did the same until finally she stopped. “Here!”

			She showed Natalie the page, but it was a bunch of gobbledygook to her. “Don’t read Demotic Egyptian, sorry,” she said.

			Kai rolled her eyes. “I need you to hold the book for me while I perform the ritual, Natalie. I have to get something, be right back.”

			Kai leapt up and ran down the hallway toward the penthouse kitchen.

			“It won’t work,” Hyde sneered when she was gone.

			“Linda, do not shoot him again,” Natalie snapped when she saw the other woman move.

			Linda sighed. “Are you sure? He really deserves it.”

			“I have questions for him, then you can vent whatever scorned-woman rage you have, I promise.”

			“Good,” Linda muttered. “Guess where I’m shooting next, asshole.”

			Kai returned, bearing a huge, sharp knife in her hand.

			“Whoa, what is that for?”

			“He needs my blood to merge with the dust of his,” she explained. “Now hold the book and let me read.”

			“Can I ask Hyde questions while you do it?” Natalie asked.

			Kai shrugged. “I don’t care. Once I start reading, it shouldn’t matter what else is happening.”

			Natalie watched as Kai lifted Rehu’s head into her lap and began to read from the book. Kai’s eyes changed, becoming slits of sparkling silvery light as ancient words rolled from her lips like a waterfall. She was entirely in her own world at that point, and as the rhythm of her speech filled the room, Natalie glared at Hyde.

			“Okay, asshole, what did you mean when you said you triggered Igor?”

			Hyde was bleeding and Natalie knew he was in pain, but at her question he gave a smug smile and his eyes filled with bright joy. He loved this. He loved creating grief and fear and confusion. Because he truly was a monster.

			“You want me to give you a movie monologue?” He chuckled. “I didn’t think you were so driven by cliché, Natalie.”

			Natalie glared at him. “I can just have Linda shoot your knee next.”

			“That wasn’t where I was thinking,” Linda growled.

			“Yeah, well, save that for last,” Natalie advised. “Let him anticipate it.”

			Hyde shook his head, but there was no fear in his eyes. “There’s no need to shoot me; I would enjoy shattering your belief in another monster. I found Igor again shortly after Jekyll’s death. He cannot help but assist; your father put that compulsion into him as much as he put other things when he turned him into a monster.”

			“And you used that,” Natalie spat.

			Hyde smiled. “He began helping me with some research. But he asked a lot of questions, had a lot of concerns, so one night I simply used him as a test subject. And it worked. I realized if there was another monster running around, a Creature like you, you might reach out to Igor. Take him in and trust him so that he would have access to you. And doesn’t it make the fact that he’ll trigger Alec and destroy everything you care about all the more painful, Natalie? To know that was done by someone you . . . like?”

			Natalie felt like she was going to vomit. “You sadistic bastard,” she whispered.

			His smile broadened. “Yes, it’s utterly perfect.”

			“Did he know?” Natalie asked, forcing herself not to do something stupid like cry. “Was he lying to me the whole time while he waited to get triggered by you and become the ultimate servant?”

			“He knew that I was working on a project that was against you. He never knew about his chip,” Hyde conceded. “But everyone lies, Natalie.”

			She turned her face, blocking him out for a moment as she stared at Kai and Rehu. Kai’s face was almost glowing now, a light that wrapped around the couple as she spoke in a voice that was no longer her own. The black essence that had begun to stream away from Rehu now tangled in ribbons around him, around her, and she raised a hand. With the knife, she slashed across her own palm.

			Natalie flinched. The cut was deep, and she imagined the pain was pretty intense, but Kai didn’t react at all. Her blood began to pour from her palm, dripping toward Rehu. With each droplet, some of the black smoky life force he had lost curled into her blood, turning it midnight-black, as well, as it fell onto Rehu’s open mouth.

			Rehu cried out again, but this time not in pain. His breathing became deeper and his flesh stopped flaking. Slowly, as Kai’s blood merged with his life force, the color returned to his cheeks and the brightness to his eyes. The bullet popped out of the small hole in his forehead and bounced across the floor as the wound sealed, becoming nothing more than a big, ugly bruise.

			Kai read the final words of the spell and then slipped forward across his chest, her breath coming in pants and her own flesh pale. The golden light around them faded and, slowly, Rehu sat up.

			“Kai,” he said, lifting her up against him with more effort than it should have taken the ancient mummy. “Kai, what is it?”

			Kai looked up at him, and her voice was weak as she whispered, “I performed the Life Binding Spell.”

			His eyes went wide. “There are consequences to that, Kai.”

			“But you’re alive. The consequences are not important.”

			He looked like he wanted to say more, but then he caught a glimpse of Hyde, bleeding on the floor. He laid Kai to the side gently and got up.

			“I’m going to rip you limb from limb, animal,” he said, but he wobbled on his feet.

			“You won’t do anything,” Hyde said as he struggled to get up himself.

			“Stop,” Linda ordered Hyde, poking the gun at him. “You already know I’ll shoot you.”

			Hyde chuckled. “But you won’t kill me, because you’re too weak. So before anyone else does, I’ll have to say good-bye.”

			He swept one leg out and caught Natalie off guard by hitting her straight across the ankles. She flipped off her feet and hard onto her ass, knocking the wind from her lungs and smashing her teeth together.

			Rehu lunged for him, but in his weakened state he was no match for Hyde. Hyde pushed him off like he might a child and moved for the window. He swung up and hit his feet against the glass like a ninja, sending it shattering outward and spiraling down toward the street. As he vanished into the night, Linda fired off a shot, but he was gone.

			Natalie rushed to her feet and she and Linda raced to the window to look out. Hyde hadn’t gone down, so she leaned out to look up. There he was, disappearing up onto the roof.

			“Damn it, so he can King Kong up the side of a building,” Natalie said.

			She moved back into the room and found Kai helping Rehu to his feet. They both looked a lot worse for wear.

			“You can’t do things like that, idiot,” Kai scolded him. “You’ll be mortal for at least twenty-four hours.”

			“So will you,” he panted. “Shit, I’m tired. Being mortal sucks.”

			“Wait, what you did makes you mortal? Human?” Natalie asked.

			“Yeah,” Kai said with a shake of her head. “We’ll be vulnerable until this time tomorrow.”

			“And that’s not the worst of it,” Rehu said with a groan as he rotated his shoulder gingerly. “But we should talk about it while we’re making our escape. This penthouse might be soundproofed against all Linda’s pistol-firing, but Hyde breaking a window and shattering glass down below likely alerted someone to the trouble. So let’s go.”

			Natalie shook off all her questions. “Yes, of course.”

			Linda slipped the pistol into the back of her waistband and reached out to support Rehu. He flinched away with a hiss.

			“Okay, you’re pissed, and you have every right to be.” Linda grabbed him even as he resisted. “But you need me, so we can discuss how I’m going to be punished by the group later.”

			They left the apartment and Linda guided them toward a service elevator at the end of the hall. As they entered it and Linda depressed the button for the underground level where they could find a sewer entrance, Natalie looked at the Swamp Dweller, impressed.

			“You know, you ended up having some spark after all. Gun in your waistband and whatnot.”

			Linda shifted Rehu’s weight and refused to look at any of them. “Yeah, well, I’m still a moron and I still betrayed you. I’m sure the others will hate me for what I’ve done.”

			Natalie pursed her lips. If Igor had been triggered down in the sewer alone with Drake, Alec, and Pat . . . if Igor had possessed Alec’s trigger while under Hyde’s control . . . 

			Well, she just hoped there were “others” for them to find at all.
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			Alec paced the small circular room, letting Igor’s confessions sink into his consciousness. He was . . . well, there were a lot of emotions. He felt furious, sad, frustrated, even a little afraid. And he could scarcely express them all, let alone look Igor in the eye.

			“I suppose the fact that I’m sorry doesn’t mean much, huh?” Igor asked, feeling the back of his head just like Alec had been doing over and over again since he’d learned of his own chip. Once again, Alec felt the pity he was trying to push away for the assistant.

			“Maybe it would mean more if you hadn’t been in control of yourself when you got involved in this,” Alec said with a sigh. “But when you started helping Hyde, you weren’t under the control of the chip. You knew he was coming after us and you went along with it. And when you got to New York, you could have told us the truth at any time.”

			Igor pursed his lips. “Yes, true on all accounts. But it’s hard for a thing like me to fight my nature. To decide to do what’s right and not just what I’m told.”

			Alec shook his head as he paced away. It was hard to look at Igor—who looked so damn human—and remember that he had been altered and made into a form of monster by Natalie’s father. Could they really blame him for the nature that had been ingrained in him? He just didn’t know.

			And he didn’t have any time to think about it because Pat said his name. “Hey, come here. Our friends are coming up the pipe.”

			Alec rushed over and watched the screens as Natalie and Linda came up the passageway toward Pat’s secret door. They were all but hauling Kai and Rehu.

			“Oh shit, that doesn’t look good,” Alec muttered. “Open the door for them.”

			Pat depressed a button and the big door rattled, then swung out to allow them entry. Alec rushed outside to meet them. When Natalie’s eyes lit up with relief and joy, he wanted to kiss her right there.

			But he couldn’t. Instead, he grabbed for Rehu and supported the bigger man.

			“What happened?” he asked as he dragged Rehu inside.

			Once they were all clear, Pat shut the door and hurried over to help. He and Alec eased Rehu onto a couch. The normally robust mummy was pale and sickly and he had a huge bruise on his forehead.

			“I have a chip in me, apparently, and I got triggered,” Linda said with a shiver. “And . . . and I shot him.”

			Alec backed away from Linda in three long steps.

			“You?” he said, unable to keep utter disbelief from his voice. “But why is he hurt? A bullet shouldn’t be able to stop him.”

			“It’s a long story,” Natalie said as she eased Kai into a chair. “And I’ll tell you all about it later, but right now, where is Igor? He’s got a chip and Alec’s remote—”

			“We know,” Drake said with a sigh as he motioned to the disarray in Pat’s home. “And he wasn’t able to use the remote, so stop looking so terrified.”

			Pat shifted with discomfort. “This place was much nicer when we got here. I keep a very tidy home, I assure you.”

			“Where is he?” Natalie said, clenching her fists at her sides.

			Igor stepped out from the back room and stared at Natalie with a sheepish expression. “I’m sorry, Natalie,” he murmured.

			“You asshole!” She moved on him with pounding, long steps straight out of a Frankenstein movie. “You could have told us the truth at any time and kept this from happening. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted someone so close to my father.”

			Igor didn’t step away from her, even as she ran up on him like a charging bull. “I know. I know. And if you want to kill me, then go ahead.”

			“Don’t tempt me,” Natalie growled, low and angry enough that Alec stepped toward her to stop her just in case. She drew a few deep breaths before she spoke again. “Hyde said you assisted him with surgery, is that right?”

			Igor nodded yes, clearly fearful of what that answer might mean vis-à-vis violence to his body.

			“Then we might need you,” Natalie said, much to Igor’s obvious surprise and relief. And Alec’s. “Once we see what the Van Helsings do to remove the chip from Alec’s brain, we’re going to have to repeat that on everyone who has a chip in them. Linda; the Creature, if we can get him out; and, eventually, you.”

			“Wait,” Kai said, her voice weak as she straightened up from her slumped position. “So that’s still your plan? To confront the Van Helsings?”

			“Of course,” Natalie said. “Nothing has changed.”

			“Everything has changed,” Rehu croaked. “Before, you would have had Kai and me as backup if things went bad. But right now, because of the spells that were spoken, we’re mortal. We can’t risk coming up there to help.”

			Alec stared. “You’re mortal?”

			Kai sighed. “Yeah, like Natalie said, it’s a looooong story. It will be over tomorrow, but don’t go testing it out, okay? And talk some sense into your girl. She’s all crazypants if she thinks she can face the Van Helsings alone.”

			“If it’s over tomorrow, why not just wait?” Alec asked, staring at Natalie.

			She shook her head. “No. No more waiting. The Van Helsings will get word of what’s happened if we wait until tomorrow. You know they will, especially if the window breaking and gunfire at one of the city’s best hotels hits the news. Which it will. Our element of surprise will be gone.”

			There was silence in the room as that set in.

			“Natalie will not be alone if we go tonight,” Pat said, flying over to stand beside her. “I will help her.”

			“And I’ll still come,” Drake said. “They are my oldest enemy.”

			“I’ll help, too,” Igor swore, though very quietly.

			“And can I trust you?” Natalie snapped, spearing the smaller man with a deadly glare. “Even if Hyde no longer has your triggers?”

			“You have no choice.” Igor folded his arms.

			“I want to help, too,” Linda said. “I owe it to you all.”

			“No, you stay here,” Natalie said. “Someone needs to stand by with the mummies and protect them, since they can be harmed by normal means.”

			“But if you try anything, I’ll still destroy you,” Kai growled.

			Linda sighed. “Yes, Kai. I understand. Roar and all that badassery. Okay, fine. I’ll take care of the pleasant twins. I guess I deserve it.”

			Natalie nodded and looked at Kai and Rehu. “See, it will be fine.”

			Kai rubbed her eyes and looked at Alec. “You know this is a suicide mission.”

			Alec handed the mummy the triggering mechanism for himself, which she looked at it in surprise, staring at the engraved A on its plastic surface.

			“Kai, it’s never been anything but a suicide mission. But since I don’t want to be beholden to whoever holds that little trigger, even if it’s a friend, I have to try. And I trust Natalie and her master plan.”

			Natalie reached out and took his hand. He felt the scar on her palm, just one of many from her creation, and the warmth of her skin, and that touch soothed him. He smiled at her. What he had said was totally true. He did trust her with his life.

			A big leap for a lone wolf.

			“All right, it’s getting close to dawn and we don’t want Drake exploding in the light, so let’s get moving,” Natalie said with a squeeze of his hand before she let him go and made for the door, holding the book. “Move out, troops. We’ve got Van Helsing to hunt.”
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			For all her bravado, Natalie was shaking as she and Alec trailed Pat, Drake, and Igor through the smelly sewers toward the Van Helsing residence.

			“Hey, you’re fine,” Alec said as he draped an arm around her shoulder like the hero out of some fifties movie with James Dean. She glanced at him. Actually, he’d make a pretty good bad-boy-with-a-heart-of-gold.

			“I hope we’re all fine,” she murmured. “Kai is probably right that this is a massively stupid idea.”

			“So why are you doing it?” Alec laughed.

			She looked at him briefly as they walked. “Because I’m sick and tired of hiding. And running. And fearing. And I also would like to save you because, I think I mentioned before, I kind of like you.”

			“Aw, I’ve taken a downgrade,” Alec said, with a dramatic hand on the heart. “From love to kind of like.”

			“It’s all the same.” Natalie chuckled, despite the circumstances.

			“Well, it means a lot to me,” he said, and now his voice was serious.

			“We’re going to save you.” Natalie took his hand. “We’re going to save all of us.”

			“I have faith in nothing less,” he said, then stopped talking. Up ahead Pat was pointing to a sewer grate above them.

			“This is the one.”

			Natalie let go and moved toward the stairs. “How can you be sure? It looks like fifty others we’ve passed.”

			Pat laughed. “I may not know much, but I know my sewers. This is it.”

			“Then up we go,” Natalie said with a sigh as she moved up the ladder first. At the top, she encountered the sealed sewer cap, but it didn’t take much monster strength for her to pop it off.

			The night air outside was cold and crisp, but she barely felt it as she pushed herself out and looked around. Sure enough, they were at the back alley behind the Van Helsing brownstone.

			“Nice, Pat,” she said with a grin as she grabbed his hand and pulled him up. Although they were in the alley, he yanked his big hood over his head to hide his face. Natalie frowned and helped Drake up next, followed by Igor, and finally Alec.

			Once they were assembled in the alley, Alec looked around, and she could see him making his plans, setting up his escape routes.

			“Igor should come with Natalie and me, to observe whatever surgery is performed,” he murmured.

			Natalie shifted. She didn’t trust Igor, but right now it didn’t matter. If he could help, she had to swallow that shit down and pretend like it didn’t exist. Hope she wouldn’t be proven right by him.

			“The three of us will go to the front door while you two stay out here and be ready for our attack,” Alec continued, with a glance at the other two monsters. “Drake, you have good monster ears, right?”

			Drake pursed his lips. “I don’t call them that, but, yes, my hearing is of higher quality than a human’s.”

			“Be ready to burst in.” Natalie smiled at the two of them and began to turn toward the door, but Pat caught her sleeve.

			“Will we have a secret word to know when to come in?”

			She blinked as she stared at him. “What?”

			“A secret word—you know, so that we can burst in at just the right time.” Pat nodded. “You see it in the movies all the time.”

			Natalie glanced at Alec. “What do you suggest?”

			“Rutabaga,” Pat said without hesitation.

			Alec laughed. “You sound like you’ve thought of this for a long time.”

			“Oh, I have,” Pat said with a vigorous nod of his head that sent his tentacles dancing around his face.

			Drake rubbed his eyes. “This conversation is less than sophisticated and our nighttime hours are fading. I hate to mention again the fact that I’ll explode if sunlight hits me, but . . .”

			Natalie waved a hand. “I know, I know. Pat, you know what . . . yes. We’ll do the rutabaga thing. Drake, listen for the word rutabaga, and that’s how you’ll know to come in.”

			She couldn’t tell if Pat was smiling under all those tentacles, but his eyes were definitely lit up with excitement and happiness. She couldn’t help a warm grin as she, Alec, and Igor left the two of them standing in the alley, ready to press against a window and listen for rutabaga so they’d know to burst through a side door at just the right time.

			“That was nice of you,” Igor said as they climbed up the marble steps to the front door.

			Natalie spared him a quick glance, the first one since he had admitted he fucked her over. “Thanks.”

			“I mean it,” Igor insisted. “You could have said he was being silly and left it at that. Drake would have figured out the right time.”

			“Aw, I doubt Pat gets to have much fun, stuck all alone. If rutabaga makes him happy, who am I to tell him no?” She stared up at the menacing carved door. “Besides, everything in this room, in this house, in the next hour or so, is going to be no fun at all.”
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			Alec could hardly breathe as they were taken to the end of the hallway to the huge office where the Van Helsing family was gathered. In the corner, the Creature they controlled stood by, a collar around his neck chaining him to a wall. He stared forward, unblinking. Alec saw Natalie flinch as she stared at him.

			“Are you sure you all aren’t vampires yourselves?” Alec asked the family as the snotty butler closed them into the room. “The hours you keep make me wonder.”

			The elderly Van Helsing wheeled his chair forward. “You keep the same hours as what you kill if you are to be a decent hunter.”

			“Interesting that you use the word decent when you and your family are anything but,” Natalie said with a purse of her lips that was the only visible betrayal of her rage and fear.

			Alec had to hand it to her, she was putting on a poker face for sure.

			Her pointed, chilly words garnered no reaction from Van Helsing or any of his grandchildren. They just stood there, a stone-faced, murdering wall of judgment.

			“You brought someone new,” Lydia Van Helsing said, breaking the silence as she pointed toward Igor.

			In response, he smiled, all fake Southern charm as he held out a hand toward her. “That’s right, we haven’t met. I’m Igor, assistant. Nice to meet you.” He looked around. “The place is a tad dark. I could give you some pointers on brightening it up a bit when this is all over.”

			Lydia pursed her lips and ignored him, continuing to direct her comments to Natalie and Alec, who could barely contain a giggle at how perturbed Igor made the group.

			“We told you to come alone.”

			Igor stepped back. “So that’s a no on the interior design tips, then?”

			Lydia speared him with a withering glance and then looked back toward Alec expectantly.

			Alec shook his head. “Sorry, we don’t take orders. We wanted someone to assist you in the surgery, and that’s sort of Igor’s thing.”

			“That wasn’t our arrangement,” Gemma said, and Alec was beginning to realize how much the four Van Helsing grandchildren looked alike. Were they siblings? Cousins? Clones? Whatever. Didn’t matter. He had to focus.

			“New rules,” Natalie all but spat. “You know how it is. Igor is nonnegotiable, I’m afraid. Deal with it.”

			The five of them exchanged looks and the younger Van Helsings muttered to each other in tones that couldn’t be understood. Finally, the old man broke the tension with a slap of his hand on the armrest of his wheelchair.

			“Enough of this foolishness,” he snapped. “Get moving, Desmond, I grow weary.”

			Lips thin from irritation, Desmond Van Helsing stepped forward, past his grandfather, and held out one thin, soft hand. “The book, please, Mr. Dunham.”

			Alec stared at him. The elder Van Helsing looked so small in his wheelchair, so wizened and harmless. But he ruled the roost and it irked the younger, stronger man to no end; anyone with eyes could see it.

			“When Granddaddy bites the big one . . . or gets the big bite by one of us, I guess, depending on your version of our war . . . does that mean you get to take over, Desi?” he asked. “That must be exciting for you, the idea of not being his lapdog anymore. Want me to help you along?”

			Desmond’s eyebrow twitched just a fraction with anger, though Alec wasn’t certain if it was because of his implication about the older Van Helsing’s demise, the nickname, or if he’d hit on something else.

			“You are unable to hope, even for a moment, that the war will end if my grandfather dies,” Desmond said, his hand still extended. “We’re stronger than ever and more determined to destroy you than you could possibly understand.”

			“You’re right about that, I’ll never understand your continued focus on our demise,” Natalie interrupted. “In the old days, yes, you got money galore for your ‘extermination’ services. But people today don’t want us dead. They wouldn’t pay you for it, that’s for sure.”

			“Are you sure?” Lydia repeated. “You really need to check your stats online. There is a very, very popular hashtag on Twitter called #killthemonsters that sprang up after the original one, #monstersinnewyork.”

			“And you didn’t have anything to do with that, I’m sure,” Natalie sneered, though she was annoyed they’d somehow missed that one.

			Lydia straightened her glasses. “I give the people what they want; they make it trend. So I wouldn’t rule out those mobs you fear so much. Or the moneymaking possibilities once your identities are totally revealed.”

			Her smile made Alec’s skin cold. “Such as?”

			“First we sell the exposure rights to the media, then we sell our monster-controlling technology to the government. You don’t think they might consider monster soldiers, ones they can control? Or monster ‘assistants’ ”—she shot a cold look toward Igor, who flinched—“we could sell to families all across the country? Buy your monster butler from the Van Helsing Corporation, just five easy installments of nine hundred ninety-nine dollars. We’ll clone, market, and civilize your kind yet.”

			Alec’s stomach turned with every word, every suggestion. He’d been around a long time. Lydia’s plans for product marketing were exactly the things he feared most.

			“Book,” Desmond barked. “Now.”

			Natalie shook her head and pushed herself squarely between Alec and the angry Van Helsing grandson. “Let me say this slowly and clearly so that you’re sure to understand. Fuck. Yourself. Asshole.”

			He blinked. “What?”

			She smiled. “Do I need to use smaller words?”

			Igor rushed forward, an unexpected deal broker. “What she means is that we’re not giving you anything until you remove Alec’s chip. Got it?”

			Alec could have laughed at Igor’s lifted chin, his attempt at tough language. He looked ridiculous, with his tiny little body and nonthreatening face. But Alec didn’t laugh. He’d seen Igor’s baby fists of fury once already. He doubted the Van Helsings would be ready for such a thing as Igor truly monstering out.

			“I will say this one more time,” Desmond snarled. “I want that book.”

			“I want a lot of things,” Natalie countered. “Fix Alec and you can have the book. Don’t fix him and I can throw it into the fire right now.”

			Before Alec could respond, she snatched the fragile book from his hands and rushed to the fireplace, where she held the book out toward the flames.

			“Natalie,” Alec began, his tone wary as he stared at the book in her shaking hands. “We don’t know what will happen if you do that.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” she said, never taking her stare from Desmond. “Because I see in his eyes that he doesn’t want the book burned. Maybe because if I burn it, it will keep mummies from ever being killed. Maybe because there are other spells in here that he wants worse, spells that are part of their control-the-monsters, kill-the-monsters master plan. I don’t know. I don’t care. Either way, he’s going to fix you right now.”

			Desmond’s jaw was hard from being clenched so tightly, but he turned toward Alec. “Lay down on the couch,” he ordered.

			Alec cast a quick glance toward Natalie. Her eyes were wide and she swallowed hard as he eased toward the spot Desmond was pointing at. He lay down and stared up at the ceiling, knowing this might be it for him.

			Knowing that if it was, there was going to be an end to this war no one in this room had ever expected. Because he was pretty sure Natalie would go apeshit if he died and kill everyone around her in a monster fashion that would have made Mary Shelley herself cringe in fear.
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			Natalie couldn’t stop shaking as she watched Desmond withdraw surgical tools from a drawer in his grandfather’s desk, and then motioned for Gemma Van Helsing to join him at the couch. Even from across the room she could see they stared down at Alec with malevolence bright in their eyes.

			“Hurt him,” Natalie cautioned, “and I will end your bloodline in spectacular fashion.”

			Gemma jerked her face toward Natalie, her eyes a bright mask of fear. Desmond didn’t respond, but just reached for Alec to position him properly.

			Igor rushed forward. “Aren’t you going to wear gloves?” he asked.

			Desmond looked up at him, clearly annoyed. Igor shook his head.

			“Seriously, maybe everyone does need a monster assistant.” He dug into his pockets and pulled out gloves for everyone.

			The Van Helsings took the offering gingerly, but did tug the surgical latex on.

			“Roll over,” Desmond ordered. “And . . . Igor . . .” He all but sighed Igor’s name, like it was the most ridiculous thing ever. Natalie supposed it was, for humans, even ones named Van Helsing. “Hold his head steady.”

			“No anesthesia?” Natalie called out.

			Gemma cast a quick glance over her shoulder. “We need him awake so that we can see his reactions. I’ll numb the skin before we cut.”

			Natalie’s heart promptly lurched to her throat at the word cut. Of course they would cut. His head. Into his brain. Where he had a chip that could kill him.

			She couldn’t breathe. She just couldn’t breathe as she tried to get a better look at what Desmond, Gemma, and Igor were doing. They were so crowded around Alec that it was impossible to see anything.

			To Natalie’s left, Lydia sidled closer. “Funny, I wouldn’t think a thing like you could care about another thing.”

			Natalie stiffened. Clearly she was giving away too much and Lydia felt she could use Natalie’s emotions against her.

			“If he dies, are you capable of weeping?” Lydia whispered, her tone low and nasty.

			Natalie glanced at her. “I’m capable of turning you into a human pretzel. While I’m weeping. Does that clarify?”

			Lydia opened her mouth, but no sound came out, and she finally stepped away just out of arm’s reach. Not that it would matter. Natalie was so much faster than these puny humans.

			But she didn’t want to have to go berserk and kill them. Because that would mean Alec was . . . 

			She shook her head and returned her attention to the surgery team just across the room. They were murmuring to each other, but she couldn’t hear what was being said, nor tell from the tone if things were going well or not.

			Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Desmond stepped back and motioned for Gemma and Igor to roll Alec onto his back. Natalie tensed as his arm flopped off onto the floor when they did so. It hung there, limp.

			She inched closer. “Is he okay?”

			Igor motioned for her to come over. She staggered toward Alec, praying, hoping, focused on him to the point that she no longer cared about the others in the room, despite how dangerous they were.

			The first thing she noticed as she reached him was how pale he was. His lips were almost blue and his forehead was cold and clammy with sweat. She tucked the book under one arm and reached out to take his hand.

			“Alec?” she whispered.

			“The book, Miss Gray,” Desmond whispered, right next to her ear with his crisp English accent and his almost-cold breath. He grabbed it and slipped it out from under her arm.

			She didn’t care as she dropped down on her knees next to Alec. His eyes were closed and his breathing was shallow, almost more panting, which was something he did when he was close to becoming a wolf, too.

			“Why isn’t he awake?” she asked without breaking her gaze from his face.

			No one answered for a moment, then Igor did. “The surgery is exhausting, I’m sure. Dig around in anyone’s brain and they’ll be a bit out of it.”

			“Is he okay, though?” she asked, shooting Igor a glance. The little man did not look particularly pleased at present. He looked . . . worried, and her heart felt like it was going to stop.

			“Natalie—” he began, but she turned her face away.

			“Stop,” she murmured as she pushed Alec’s flopping curls of hair off his forehead. “Just don’t say anything else for a minute.”

			“Look,” he continued, even though she’d just said to shut up. “It’s hard to say. Brain surgery is . . . tricky. Give him a while and then we’ll be able to tell.”

			Natalie blinked back tears, her mind racing with all kinds of worst-case scenarios. Worst-case scenarios were even weirder for a Wolf Man.

			“Could he die?” she whispered.

			Igor cleared his throat and then said, “Yes.”

			She flinched. “And could he end up a vegetable?”

			From the couch, Alec shifted, and then, without opening his eyes, he grumbled, “I don’t like vegetables. Carnivore, remember?”

			Relief flooded her as she leaned down to press a kiss to Alec’s forehead. “You’re an idiot,” she whispered.

			“Love you, too,” he said, opening his eyes. They immediately went wide. “Look out!”

			She began to turn to look toward whatever had caught Alec’s eye. She caught a flash of slashing metal, but she couldn’t react.

			At that moment, Alec morphed, almost instantly, into a Wolf Man.
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			Natalie heard Igor screaming, “Rutabaga!” and for a minute she didn’t understand what he was saying. All she could do was stare at Alec. His fur pushed from his skin, his teeth distended, his claws curled, and he pushed from the couch with an angry, vengeful roar, shoving her aside in the process.

			The shock of what she was looking at jolted her back to reality and she realized that Desmond Van Helsing had a sword and was now grappling with a very angry werewolf. A werewolf who should not have existed, since the moon wasn’t full and he’d just had a surgery to supposedly correct this irregularity.

			“Rutabaga! Rutabaga!” Igor continued to howl at the top of his lungs.

			Donald Van Helsing, the great hulk of a man who had never spoken in all the times she’d come here, moved forward.

			“Are you saying rutabaga?” he asked, his voice deep and rumbly. “Well, the rutabaga can’t save you now!”

			Lydia Van Helsing smacked him across the back of the head as she lunged for a drawer in her grandfather’s desk. “Don’t talk, you moron, just attack.”

			Her sister-cousin Gemma wheeled the old man to a corner of the room for safety and Lydia yanked something from the drawer, aimed it at the Creature in the corner, and pushed a button.

			Natalie screamed as she realized it was the captive Creature’s trigger. An assumption proven true when he began to tear at the chains holding him and broke them like they were Tinkertoys. He lunged toward her like a bull on a mission to destroy a particularly irksome bullfighter. She dodged his swinging bricks of fists and rolled out of the way.

			The door burst open and Drake and Pat swept in. Drake’s fang was distended and all his old-man confusion seemed to be erased, leaving him a frightening vampire on the hunt. And Pat had shoved aside his protective cloak and was revealed in his full glory. But unlike in the sewer, when he had been uncovered and quite beautiful, now he was terrifying. There was a light to his normally kind eyes and as he extended his wings and flew up to the high ceiling of the office, he let out a cry that seemed to shatter the very air around them.

			Alec covered his ears for a moment, but then leapt at Desmond, tackling him and knocking the sword from his hands, the two of them tumbling across the floor, grappling.

			Natalie stopped focusing on them and started focusing on her real problem: the Creature. He was still coming at her, growling and swinging. One hit wouldn’t kill her like it would a human, but enough of them and he could probably damage her beyond the point of fixing. Of course, the same was true if she hit him enough, too.

			But she didn’t want to kill him. She wanted to help him.

			“Please listen to me,” she said, trying to keep her tone calm as he growled at her. “I don’t know your name—”

			“That one is Cain,” Igor provided helpfully before he ducked away from Lydia, who had turned her attention on him.

			“Cain,” Natalie said with a sigh. “Okay, do you hear that? You have a name? You’re not just a thing, a weapon. Please, listen to m—”

			She was cut off as he caught her across the chin with a kick that seemed to come out of nowhere.

			“Motherfucker!” she barked as she flew across the room and smashed into a table, shattering it into hundreds of pieces. She snatched up the biggest remnant and got back to her feet.

			“Look,” she tried again as she swung the shard of wood to keep him back. “I can help you. Turn on the Van Helsings and we can get ahold of that trigger. I’ll turn you off and we’ll get the chip out.”

			But he wasn’t hearing her. He wasn’t aware of her at all. He just kept coming, just kept swinging, ignoring the chaos of all the Van Helsings brandishing swords and Alec in full werewolf, ignoring everything.

			He was just focused on her. Killing her.

			She shook her head. “Sorry, man,” she said, and then tossed the wood aside and rushed at him.

			Hitting him with all her strength, she knocked him back across the room with the same ease with which he had sent her flying. She rose up and began to rain her own punches down on the Creature, slamming his head back against the floor. He swung upward, connecting with her jaw. He wasn’t going to knock her out as long as she dodged some portion of the blows, but her vision blurred and the world got dizzy nonetheless.

			“Please don’t make me do this,” she said between punches, then she raised both fists above her head and thrust them down, striking him clean between the eyes.

			The skin broke, sending a trickle of blood down his cheek like a tear, and he collapsed backward and lay deathly still in the middle of the room.

			She pushed off of him, rising to stare down at him. His eyes were open and unblinking. Had she hit him hard enough to kill him? Do enough damage to the brain—kind of like the zombies she hated to be compared to—and it would end their kind.

			But then he blinked. His blank stare cleared and he looked up at her.

			“A-another?” he said in a lightly Eastern European accent.

			She stared. Or . . . it would jar the chip in his brain, she supposed. “Y-you’re awake?”

			“Yes. And you’re a Creature, too.”

			A vase flew by her head and Natalie just barely escaped being hit. She looked around at the carnage of the fight.

			“Look, I’ll explain everything to you ASAP, but for right now, please help us.”

			He looked around, too, and blinked. She didn’t know how long he’d been under Van Helsing control, but he obviously didn’t know what the fuck was going on. Wolf Men battling humans, Igor snapping at Lydia’s hands like a rabid little dog, Pat swooping and dive-bombing the screeching Gemma and the big, stupid Donald Van Helsing. In the corner, Drake and the elder Van Helsing grappled like they had for sixty years. It was only Van Helsing’s wooden stake gripped in one hand that gave him any chance against the vampire.

			Old-man fights. Yuck.

			“Um, yeah, I’m going to need an explanation.” He pushed up and past her. “But not until after I get that one.”

			He pointed toward Donald, who was conveniently barreling toward them.

			“You took me!” he shouted, and hit the man as hard as he could. The blow destroyed Donald’s face and knocked him out, but Cain didn’t stop. He rained punches down, one after another, with the obvious intent of taking Donald’s life.

			Natalie stared, the whole scene moving to some kind of slow-motion movie moment in her mind. This was war . . . all over again. And what did they get from war? Nothing. They’d never gotten anything except fear and horror and being forced to run, being forced to kill and become true monsters just to survive.

			She stepped up on the coffee table, which was somehow still intact despite the carnage around it.

			“Stop!” she cried out, her voice so much deeper and more monstrous than ever before that even she was a little taken aback. “All of my monsters, stop now.”

			Slowly, everyone stopped and turned to stare at her. Donald lay limp in Cain’s big arms, but he was still breathing; Gemma had a black eye and an obviously broken wrist; and Igor had a slash across his face that would need stitching. Drake and the oldest Van Helsing had done their damage to each other.

			She stared at Alec. He was still a werewolf and had slashed Desmond during their fight, but to her surprise he actually stopped when she told him to do so. She’d never seen that before. He’d never been capable of such restraint before.

			But maybe it was the trigger. That was the only reason he could be a werewolf right now. Someone, perhaps Linda in another betrayal, had triggered him. And now he was being shut down like an electronic doll brought out for fun and then forgotten in the toy box.

			She flinched.

			“Enough,” Natalie said, wiping blood from her own lip.

			“Enough?” Cain shouted, shaking the unconscious Donald like a bloody rag doll. “Who are you to tell me what to do? Do you know what they’ve done to me?”

			She nodded. “I do. They’ve been doing it to us for decades, centuries, even. To all of us. And we’ve let them. We’ve played into their wars, we’ve run from their mobs, we’ve feared them just as they taught the world to fear us. And what have we gained from it? All of us—any of us—on either side?” She stared at each Van Helsing in turn. “Death. Loss. Fear. Censure. Mockery. You can stop it.”

			She looked at Desmond, because he was obviously the future leader of this ugly clan. And the most reasonable one, though that wasn’t saying much.

			“You can stop this.”

			“You mean a new truce?” he asked, spitting blood onto the carpet with disdain.

			“No,” she corrected with a shake of her head. “A truce implies a war on hiatus. I mean, stop it. Forever. End this.”

			He laughed, and she winced at how ugly it was.

			“I take that as a refusal.” She shrugged. “Very well, then we will end it.”

			Desmond had dropped the Book of the Dead during his struggle with Alec and now she stooped to take it. “I end it. The war is over.”

			“What do you mean, ‘the war is over’?” the oldest Van Helsing barked from his wheelchair. He nearly ran over Drake’s foot to come closer. “You can’t end the war!”

			“I can.” She shook her head. “I did. We’re not fighting anymore.”

			“I don’t understand,” Lydia snapped, her ugly voice shrill and sharp. “You surrender?”

			Natalie looked at the other monsters. “If you want to call it that, sure. But don’t come looking to us for concessions. We refuse to grant any. And we refuse to fight you. Or play your games anymore.”

			“You can’t just quit fighting,” Lydia insisted. “It doesn’t work like that. There will be consequences.”

			Natalie motioned to her friends and they all began to gather beside her, near the doorway to the hall.

			“No. There won’t. Not anymore.”

			She motioned the rest of them into the hallway, including the Creature Cain. It was rather enjoyable to see that the Van Helsings were so injured and/or confused that none of them even tried to follow. They couldn’t stop her now.

			Once everyone was out behind her, she reached forward to shut the door and nodded at the Van Helsings in her final acknowledgment of them, of their family, of their threats and lies and accusations.

			“Good-bye,” she said, and closed the door quietly.

			[image: • • •]

			The sewers weren’t a great place to transition from a werewolf to a human, but Alec didn’t exactly have a choice. He clung to the walls, sliding along behind their group as his clouded mind cleared and he felt his fangs and claws retract. The fur did the same, but as always, he felt itchy and uncomfortable.

			Natalie had been supporting him and he stopped, panting as he straightened up.

			“I—I’m okay now,” he promised her. “I’m me again.”

			She stared at him, tears in her eyes. He could see how defeated she was. Despite everything.

			“It didn’t work,” she murmured as they rushed forward to get back with the main group. “You werewolfed out. It’s not the full moon. So the surgery didn’t work. And I’m going to fucking kill Linda for triggering you. It had to be her, and that bitch is going to be sorry.”

			Alec reached out and grabbed her hand, dragging her closer. “Natalie,” he said. “It wasn’t Linda who triggered me.”

			She wrinkled her brow. “What? What do you mean? It certainly wasn’t the mummies.”

			He shook his head. He could scarcely believe what he was going to tell her, either.

			“No one triggered me. Natalie, I turned myself. I had control of the change this time. And once I was in werewolf form, I also had control over what I was doing. Didn’t you notice I stopped when you said to do so? That I changed back?”

			Natalie hesitated. “Yes, but I figured someone just turned off your remote.”

			“At exactly the right time, like a coincidence?” he asked with a chuckle. “Don’t you watch movies? No such thing. No, I did it.”

			“Are you saying you’re in control of your powers now?” Igor asked.

			Alec jumped. He hadn’t realized the entire group had come to a skidding halt in the middle of the stinky sewer tunnel and were now staring at him.

			“Yeah . . . At least for now that seems to be true,” he breathed.

			Natalie covered her mouth, shocked, but he could also see she was overjoyed. “Are you telling me you might have even better superpowers?”

			He thought about it. “Um, yeah. Yeah, I just might.”

			“Is that going to make you insufferable?” Natalie asked, but she was grinning from ear to ear.

			“I sure hope so.”

			Cain stepped forward before Alec could kiss her. He was shaking his head. “Okay, seriously, someone needs to explain a lot to me. Who are all you people? Like, you’re all different monsters, so how does that work? How did you find me? Where am I? How—”

			Natalie touched his arm. “Come on. Let’s get back to the mummies and the Swamp Dweller. Then we’ll tell you everything.”

			Drake cleared his throat as they started walking again. “Will you also explain to everyone how exactly you just surrendered to the Van Helsings? And how that’s going to help us?”

			Natalie reached back and grabbed Alec’s hand as they entered Pat’s secret hideaway. She smiled up at him, a knowing, devious expression he loved that he couldn’t trust.

			“Yeah, I have some thoughts about that, too . . .”
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			One month later

			“Why do we have to meet on Valentine’s Day?” Kai asked as she snuggled closer to Rehu. “It sucks.”

			Natalie rolled her eyes and looked around the apartment where they were now holding their meetings. Cain’s place, bought with the shit-ton of money her “brother” had apparently made in futures trading over the past fifty years. Once he’d gotten it all figured out about the Van Helsings and the chip and all that, he’d been very nice about allowing them to meet at his place, so long as Igor agreed to decorate it for free.

			And besides free decorating, Igor had helped them all remove the chips from those who had been assaulted by Hyde and the Van Helsings. Several surgeries later, Linda, Igor, and Cain were all chip-free. With only a few withdrawal symptoms that were rapidly clearing up.

			“Look, I get that you and Rehu are now super-duper soul-bound or whatever, thanks to the ritual you performed at Hyde’s place,” Linda said with a shake of her head. “And that’s . . . so weird and so romantic for you. But c’mon. You can wait for your date for an hour while we have our regular meeting.”

			“And we should start that, so everyone sit down,” Natalie said, motioning to their circle with a smile. “I have a lot to share and so do several of you. First, I’m happy to announce that none of our formerly chipped members are having problems.”

			“Unless you count my awesome ability to wolf out whenever a problem,” Alec added, then grunted and promptly turned into a Wolf Man.

			“Good Lord, we all know it’s great,” Natalie said with a laugh. “Put it away.”

			He scowled, or as close as a Wolf Man’s face could do, and then grunted and turned back into himself.

			“Operation Destroy Their Power is in full swing,” Natalie continued.

			Drake sighed. “Why do we have to call it that?”

			“Because it’s awesome,” Natalie said. “I like it being like a military operation. For as long as I can remember, the Van Helsings have had the power. And with this mission, they’re losing it every day.”

			“Explain to me again how it works,” Linda said with a shiver. “It still makes me nervous.”

			“The Van Helsings keep power over us by threatening to expose us, thereby bringing down all those ‘consequences’ that they love to rail on about like some terrible movie villain,” Natalie explained, for what felt like the fiftieth time. “But when we had our last encounter, I realized that the only way to take that power was to reveal ourselves on our own terms.”

			“By outing ourselves,” Pat said with a shiver of his own.

			She smiled. “Yes. It was Lydia who gave me the idea, when she was so proud of the fact that #killthemonsters was being used in conjunction with the #monstersinnewyork tag on Twitter. I came home and looked, and what she didn’t say was there were just as many hashtags about how awesome real monsters would be. So I decided to take over how to spin it.”

			She motioned to Alec and he clicked on the computer. It began to project onto Cain’s huge television screen, showing Twitter. But not just any Twitter account: @monstersinNYC. With over fifty thousand followers, growing every day. And there were hundreds of tweets directed at the account that were mostly supportive.

			“So what do we do with this . . . thing?” Drake asked. “Twipper?”

			“Twitter,” Natalie said, laughing.

			“We’ve been taking pictures,” Alec offered, and clicked over to show a tweet they’d posted just today. Alec in a coffee shop, but in full Wolf Man form. Sipping his coffee, reading the paper.

			“You did what?” Kai said, letting go of Rehu long enough to sit up in horror. “That was in public?”

			“Uh-huh. He only stayed that way for a minute and we were in a booth in a corner. The public may not be ready to see us in person yet, but they love the pictures,” Natalie explained. “Our plan is multifaceted. We get the social media support and the traditional media support. Check and check, because the story is already getting some play locally in the news magazines.”

			Alec grinned. “They said my name on TV. Wolf Man. It was awesome.”

			“And then what?” Linda asked.

			“Then we start to come out in real life. Get some support for the fact that we may be different, but we’re just like everyone else in New York. Just trying to be normal.”

			“We could have a reality show!” Igor said, clapping his hands. “Ooooo!”

			“No, no,” Natalie hurried to say when Linda looked like she would faint. “I don’t want us to be stars. I want us to get played out. Just be another weird thing in New York, like that naked cowboy dude and that guy that looks like Santa who roams around the park even in the summer. An oddity, but not worth really talking about.”

			“So we shall actually become normal, instead of just pretending to be,” Pat said, his deep voice filled with wonder.

			“Yup,” Natalie said. “It’s radical, but I think it’s worth a try. Worst-case scenario, we have to run again. Best-case? We never have to worry about the Van Helsings again. The more normal we become, the crazier their rants will be. So what do you say, everyone, are you with me to try?”

			She stared at the group, holding her breath as she awaited their normal response of freaking the fuck out. Linda stood up and Natalie braced herself. But to her surprise, the Swamp Dweller nodded.

			“I’m in.”

			“I will also try it,” said Pat with a quick smile for Linda, which she returned with a blush of her own.

			Drake nodded. “I still can’t come out during the day. But I’ll allow you to try this.”

			Igor laughed. “Maybe it will help me start my design business here. Monster Designs, I’ll call it! Can we advertise?”

			“Sure,” Natalie said with a blink of confusion. “Why not? But we’ll discuss the timeline for reveal.”

			“We’re in, too,” Rehu and Kai said in unison.

			Natalie shook her head at their newly formed psychic connection. It was as weird on them as it had been on Jekyll and Hyde. But whatever.

			And that brought up her final problem.

			“Our only issue is Hyde,” she said with a glance for Linda. “Have you heard from him since he smashed out the window, injured?”

			She shook her head. “No. He told me before everything went bad that he wanted to go back to Europe, so I’m guessing that’s where he’s gone. But we’ll have to tread carefully. You know how he is about revenge. Cold or hot, he will try for it eventually.”

			“And we’ll cross his bridge when we come to it,” Natalie said. She looked at Alec, his handsome face so filled with pride . . . in her.

			“I guess it’s time for a new tweet,” she said, and clicked a few keys to compose it.

			We’re coming out. #dontfearthemonsters

			She took a breath, hit send, and closed the computer.

			The war was over. And the battle had just begun.
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