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Chapter One

Halloween was not
my most favorite time of the year. In fact, it wasn’t a favorite
for my entire neighborhood, including the kids.

Still, every year, we stocked up on candy,
put on the porch light, and waited for all the little
trick-or-treaters from other neighborhoods because it never
failed that they would show up on our doorsteps. We never
decorated, never dressed up to greet them, and none of our children
ever went out with begging-bags in hand to collect those little
super-sweet candy bars and packages of specially wrapped bites of
sugary concoctions, but somehow, they always managed to find us
anyway.

I’d been busy working a lot of overtime
(suddenly, the barbershop was getting a slew of new customers--I
even had to work a half-day on Saturdays for the last month), and
Sandy, a good friend and also my next-door neighbor, was busy
helping a client with a matter of retrieving a bunch of stolen
pieces of antique jewelry. So, neither of us were able to candy
shop until the last minute (Sam, darn ‘im, kept forgetting to pick
any up, and Sandy’s guy, Lars, was just as absentminded about it as
Sam).

After loading up our carts with regular
groceries, we were going through the picked-over candy shelves at
the Harris-Teeter trying to decide if we had enough of the kind
that the little pes… um, the little darlings… who came to
our doors seemed to prefer, which were, of course, the most
expensive name-brand sweets in the store.

There were a lot of those left, but most of
the cheaper, not-so-popular ones that we usually bought to balance
out our stashes had already been taken. Not surprising since we
were just hours away from crowded doorsteps. Lucky kids. This meant
they were going to get more of the name-brand stuff.

“I think they can sniff us out,” grumbled
Sandy.

“You’re probably right,” I agreed. It
did seem that the kids homed in on the neighborhoods where
they knew they could score the most sweet loot.

Their parents brought them, cruising up and
down our streets, stopping to let the kids run up to our doors
while they kept a watchful eye out to make sure nobody enticed
their little costumed rug-rats into the house. Some even came to
the door with them, fixed smiles on their faces, eyes darting
around, surprised when they spotted our kids in the house instead
of out collecting diabetes in a sack. But it was the kids
themselves that directed their parents to our neighborhood, so if
we were being sniffed out, it was the little guys who were doing
it, not mom or dad.

We paid for our goodies and hurried to my
truck. We needed to get home and have dinner finished before the
doorbells started ringing.

Once upon a time, we never worried about the
kids coming around. We bought the candy, handed it out, then we’d
stick a sign up on the door when we ran out. No big deal, it only
took a couple of hours--three at the most--and thank God it only
came once a year. In fact, it kind of made us feel more normal,
kinda like we were just regular folk in a regular neighborhood.

But, after the incident of the Others
invading our neighborhood while trying to capture and/or kill
Eloise Habersham (she-who-was-the-neighborhood-flirt who turned out
to be a whole lot more and is now a friend of ours), we were more
or less outed. Not to the unawares. They still didn’t have a clue
that this wasn’t just your everyday suburban, boring-as-shit
neighborhood, but the Others and all sorts of not-so-nice…
somebodies … learned we were here.

We were sorta hoping that since poor Eloise
was no longer with us, the Others would leave us alone (and, no,
Eloise isn’t dead or anything, just in hiding with some really
powerful friends of ours…someplace else… and helping to
babysit their odd--but sweet--baby boy).

However, it now made us all nervous when the
trick-or-treaters showed up for their annual invasion. Not for us,
but for them. We were afraid some of the baddies might decide to
take the opportunity to give us grief just for the hell of it
because they knew we’d try to protect the unawares. After all,
protecting the human race is one of our main jobs.
Two-and-a-half years after the Eloise caper, that hadn’t happened,
but I swear, it was like waiting for the other shoe to drop.

There’d been only one small recent
episode--a group of ghouls sniffing around, which Sam and a couple
of others in the neighborhood took care of--but you never could
tell when something might jump off, especially at this particular
time of year. For that reason, as we’d done ever since the Eloise
thing, we put out extra patrols on Halloween night. Nobody was
really worried, and I suppose that a bit of complacency had set in;
however, we did want to be sure that all the unawares that
came in made it safely back out of the neighborhood.

Me--well, I’m a werewolf. So is my husband,
Sam, and of course, so is our recently turned twelve-year-old
daughter, Annamae, though she hasn’t undergone her first shift yet.
But she will, soon. Twelve is the usual age for that first
conversion from human to wolf (except for the European werewolves
who sometimes make the shift as toddlers), though, for her dad, it
had been thirteen. But that’s another story and includes the fact
that unlike her--or me--he wasn’t born a werewolf.

This is a great community, and nearly
everyone is a para of some type. There are all sorts of weres here,
plus vampires (good ones, of course), witches (like my friend
Sandy), you name it. Or, they’re an “aware,” which is a regular
human married to or hooked up with a not-so-regular one. Some are
just folk, who for various reasons, know of the paranormal world.
Those want to continue to live as normal a life as possible but
can’t quite reconcile the two worlds, so, in this particular part
of the U.S.A., they come here to this small neighborhood in the
town of Matthews, North Carolina. Even with the rumblings of
trouble, it’s still a relatively calm place for paras, and that’s
rare.

I stopped in front of Sandy’s house to let
her out, then hit the opener for my garage next door so I could
back the truck in. Since it was Saturday, Sam didn’t have to go in
to the massage parlor. He’d done a little cleaning while I was at
work, and he and Lars had also taken Annamae and her best friend,
Shauna (Lars and Sandy’s little witchling), to their soccer game. I
had to maneuver past his car in the driveway. That meant they’d
gotten back while we were at the store. I hurried into the
house.

“Hey, Babes, did you and Sandy get done
shopping?” said Sam as I stepped into the kitchen, bags in
hand.

“Yeah. A little help unloading?” I set the
three bags I was carrying on the center aisle.

“Sure. But first--” he reached down and
planted one on my lips--“a proper greeting.” He grinned down at me
and raised an eyebrow.

Oooo. He knew what that did to me. I was
going in for some more greeting when there came the clearing of a
throat from behind Sam.

“Yuck!” went the golden-haired, blue-eyed
fruit of our loins. “Y’all need to remember there’s a little child
around!”

Sam smirked, and I laughed because she
recently took a growth spurt and was now a half-inch taller than I
was. But then, it doesn’t take much to be taller than me (dammit),
and, like her blond hair and blue eyes, she’s also taking height
after her six-and-a-half-foot dad. She has full lips like mine, but
the rest of her is pure Sam. Well, her skin isn’t quite as light as
his, and her hair is curly rather than straight--both due to me
being black while Sam ain’t--but the older she gets, the more she
resembles him.

Yep, we managed to make a real pretty little
girl--who liked to tease us every time she caught us kissing.
Although, lately, I think it was more of an automatic reaction
because she was growing up. I knew for a fact that she had a crush
on the lead singer of a popular boy band. Wasn’t mad at her. I
remember when I was that age and starting to notice boys. I
don’t think Sam had paid any attention yet that daddy’s little girl
wasn’t all that little anymore. It was going to be real interesting
when he did.

“Hi, Annamae. How’d your game go?”

“Pretty good. We almost won. Hey, what kinda
candy did you get?” She was peeking into one of the bags.

I chuckled. “The sweet kind. Got some of
your favorites. Now go help your dad get the groceries, and I’ll
let you pick out a few pieces for yourself.”

“Yes’m!” She scooted out the garage door
behind Sam.

They brought the groceries in and put them
away. I quickly got dinner whipped up (since mashed potatoes were a
part of it, I did some actual whipping). Annamae, who’d already
picked out some candy for herself and stashed it in her room, set
the table. We had just finished eating when the doorbell rang.

“Darn, they’re early this year,” I observed.
However, as I grabbed the bowl of candy and headed for the door, I
caught the scent and realized that it was my neighbor from around
the corner, Roy, along with his toddler son, Eric, and not the
expected little fake ghosts, goblins, witches, and such. Or,
whatever the current hero or kids cartoon character costume was
most popular this year.

Wondering if he’d decided his kid should
join the unawares in the Halloween fun this year, I threw the door
open.

“Hey, how you guys doing?”

Eric gave me a sweet, three-year-old grin
and waggled his fingers at me. He wasn’t in costume, so I reckoned
they weren’t trick-or-treating after all. Of course, I was
wondering why Roy had the kid out with him instead of leaving him
home with his mom.

“Hi, Cady, we’re good, thanks,” went
Roy.

I stepped back. “Come on in.”

He followed Eric over the threshold and into
the house.

From the kitchen where he and Annamae were
doing clean-up, Sam hollered, “Hey, Roy! Come on back.”

“What’s up?” I asked as I herded him and
Eric towards the kitchen.

“I can’t stay,” he explained apologetically.
“Igor assigned me to tonight’s patrol, and I was hoping I could
leave Eric here. If you can’t watch him, I’ll understand, and I’ll
see if Sandy can. Pat had to go down to Waxhaw. I don’t know
whether you heard, but her mom’s gone critical.”

Igor, one of our resident vampires, was in
charge of coordinating security patrols for the neighborhood during
the month of October. It was our version of Neighborhood Watch, and
we did monthly rotations. This month was Igor’s turn. I was glad
that neither Sam nor I had it this month, but our turn would come.
Igor hadn’t assigned either of us to go out tonight, and I sure was
thankful for that.

“Yeah, we heard about that. Do you think her
mom will let her turn her now?”

Pat had been involuntarily turned some years
back by a rogue werewolf who had to be killed (an ugly story better
told another time). By the time she and Roy met and married, she’d
adjusted to her
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