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            GREER

          

        

      

    

    
      As I stare across Gretchen’s dining table at Grace, who is flipping through a binder about some ridiculously hideous monster straight out of mythology, I still can’t really fathom that there are two girls right here in this loft who look just like me. Same long, dark-blond hair—although mine glistens with pricey highlights—and silver-gray eyes that have always been my most unique characteristic. Not anymore.

      Same height, weight, and shape. Same size. After the fight with the giant beast that was attacking Gretchen—a manticore, she called it—not even my keen fashion sense sets me apart. My clothes were positively disgusting and the only thing keeping me from throwing them in the nearest incinerator is the expensive label. Well, that and the fact that they’re kind of a badge of honor from my second real monster fight—evidence of a success more hard won than my string of straight A’s and student government positions.

      Anyway, my designer clothes are in a trash bag by the door and I’m wearing a pair of Gretchen’s gray cargos and a white tank top. One good thing about being triplets, I guess, is that we can share clothes. Barring extreme instances like this, however, I can’t imagine ever wanting to borrow anything from their closets. Eco-geek and military chick aren’t really my style.

      “Look at his feet,” Grace says, sliding the open binder toward me and pointing at a drawing of a fairly normal-looking creature with backward-facing feet. It needs a good orthopedic surgeon.

      “Gross,” I say, because it is and because I think it’s the kind of response she wants. Grace is thrilled to have found her sisters and can’t wait for us to become best friends. I’m not so enthusiastic. I already have a life and a boyfriend and a circle of friends. But knowing there’s this secret side of my life is kind of exhilarating. And scary.

      “You should see the panotii,” she says, her face contorting into a disgusted wince. “They have ears the size of their bodies.”

      “Have you memorized all the binders?” I ask.

      “No.” Her gaze drops and I can see her cheeks flush pink. She’s embarrassed by her dedication. “I’ve digitized most of them, though, and the funnier images stand out.”

      She shouldn’t be ashamed to be a hard worker. She should be proud of her achievements. Instead, she seems more like the kind of girl who dismisses them. Afraid of appearing… more than others.

      I’m about to tell her she should embrace her achievements, that her success should inspire others, not embarrass them. But before I can open my mouth a violent wave of nausea assaults my stomach.

      It’s so strong I lurch to my feet, certain I’m about to heave all over the shiny glass table.

      As soon as I’m upright, the sensation moves, spreads to the rest of my body. I’m shocked, frozen by an overwhelming sense of dread, weighted to the floor by the most horrible fear I’ve ever felt.

      From the corner of my eye I sense Gretchen walk into the room.

      “What’s wrong?” Grace asks, and I can hear the worry in her voice.

      “I—” I brace my hands on the table as my legs threaten to give out beneath me. “I don’t know. It’s just, all of a sudden, I got this really awful feeling.”

      My sisters exchange a look.

      “What kind of feeling?” Gretchen asks.

      I turn to her, needing her strength in this moment. “Like something bad is about to happen.”

      I’ve barely finished the sentence when Gretchen’s phone rings. She turns and runs for it and I focus on inhaling deeply, hoping that some meditative breathing will quell this incomprehensible sensation.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. In. Out. In⁠—

      Suddenly, Gretchen is sprinting toward us, arms wide and shouting, “Run!”

      I’m frozen, unable to process what exactly is happening, still overwhelmed by the feelings assaulting me.

      As Gretchen runs by she snags my arm with one of hers. She grabs Grace with the other, pushing us toward the open door.

      I feel my body take over, my feet moving to follow my sisters onto the balcony. I’m already climbing the railing when Gretchen grabs me under the arm and flings me up, over, and out.

      As I fall into the water below, the debilitating feeling vanishes and by the time I hit the freezing surface my wits have returned. I brace myself to hit the surface

      The shock of the cold disorients me, inciting panic at being propelled under the waves, and I force myself to calm down. Swim, I tell myself. Thankfully Gretchen tossed me at such an angle that I haven’t gone down so much as out. Within seconds I’m on the surface and paddling back toward my sisters.

      I see Grace’s head pop up first, just a few feet to my right. Thank goodness. Scanning the area for Gretchen, I feel my entire body flood with relief as she bursts through the surface.

      They’re okay. We’re okay.

      Treading water against the weight of wet clothes, I lean my head back as uncontrolled tears of shock and relief sting my eyes. That’s when I see the flames. Gretchen’s loft, the very space we were just inhabiting, is engulfed in flames and smoke.

      Her home. It’s just… gone.

      “This is bad,” I say.

      Grace says, “Somebody tried to kill us.”

      “You think?” Gretchen snaps.

      Grace doesn’t deserve that, but I suppose this is a pretty extraordinary situation. Gretchen could use a lot of slack right now. We all could.

      “All those books,” Grace says, shaking her head. “Thank goodness I got most of the binders done, but all those resources…”

      She trails off, probably mourning the lost library. Maybe that’s her coping mechanism, focusing on that tangible loss instead of the reality of how close we came to dying just now.

      Gretchen, on the other hand, isn’t bothering to cope. Even from several feet away, in the eerie glow of the fire, I can see the fury on her face.

      I glance from her to the burning shell of the loft in disbelief. What just happened? Can that have been an accident? What about that phone call?

      The chill of the frigid bay finally penetrates my fear- and adrenaline-flooded body. My muscles start spasming. I can ask questions later. If we don’t get out soon we’ll go hypothermic. And after everything that’s happened I don’t exactly relish the idea of a trip to the emergency room to top it off.

      “We need to get out of the water,” I say, my jaw tightening against the chill. When neither of them moves, I add, “Now!”

      Startled from their thoughts—Grace from her mourning of the information loss, Gretchen from her boiling anger at our near deaths—they turn toward shore and start paddling.

      With shivering limbs, I swim after them. The activity works the fear out of my system and clears my mind. I push aside all the thoughts fighting to consume me until there is only one remaining. The feeling of dread I had up in the loft. Was that a freak coincidence? Or was it a premonition? And if it was, what good is a warning like that if it petrifies me in place?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      San Francisco has a reputation for winter-like temperatures even in the summertime. But I have never been as thoroughly frozen to the core as I feel right now. Standing on the pier with my borrowed clothes clinging to me, soaked with icy water, I can’t stop the wave after wave of chills that quake over me.

      My teeth are chattering as I say, “We need to get warm.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Grace says, shaking just as hard as I am. “Someone will have called the fire department. And it’s not like we can really explain….”

      She waves her hand in a circle and, as vague as the gesture is, I understand exactly what she means. From what Gretchen has said, very little of her life is legitimately documented. She doesn’t want anyone poking around, asking questions about the loft and who lives—lived—there, let alone the burning arsenal inside.

      And none of us needs anyone asking about the triplets who nearly got blown up. Parents would be called, which would lead to even more questions. The kind I’m not prepared to answer yet.

      “I agree,” I say. “My car is right over⁠—”

      “I don’t think the fire has reached the garage yet,” Gretchen says.

      She’s looking at the building that was, until a bomb tore apart the upper level ten minutes ago, her home. Like she wants to go inside.

      “You can’t be serious,” I say. “You can’t go in there.”

      Fine, so the flames are still in the upper level at the far end of the building. The smoke is pouring out from every opening, every crack. And where there’s smoke…

      Gretchen spears me with a serious look. “I need that car,” she says. “I need what’s inside that car.”

      Then, before I can argue the point—by telling her that it’s complete insanity to run into a burning building that just blew up—she sprints toward a side door that presumably leads into the garage.

      She’s insane. We’ve already almost died tonight—twice—and now she’s racing back into danger.

      Grace starts to go after her, but I grab her, stopping her from following our sister into the inferno. One sister with a death wish is enough.

      “Let me go!” she shouts, trying to twist out of my grasp. “We can’t let her go in alone!”

      I understand the sentiment, but I hold Grace tighter. She’s not thinking clearly right now. I don’t want to risk losing her too.

      “Do I really have to explain why rushing into a burning building is a bad idea?

      “Greer!” Grace gives up her struggle and stands, limp, staring at the open door through which Gretchen disappeared. “What if she⁠—?”

      “She won’t,” I insist, with more conviction—and more faith—than I knew I had. I take a deep breath, letting my faith in Gretchen straighten my spine. “She is strong and tough and capable in more ways than we can imagine. She’ll be fine.”

      As I say the words, I realize they’re true. And I believe them.

      Like Grace and me, Gretchen has had to face unimaginable changes in the last two weeks. She discovered she’s a triplet—which Grace and I just discovered, as well, along with the fact that we’re descendants of Medusa, destined to hunt monsters and chase them out of our world. She learned that her mentor, who is also one of our immortal ancestors, the gorgon Euryale, has been taken as a prisoner the gods only know where. And now, twice in one night, someone has tried to kill Gretchen. She’s handled all of these changes with dignity and courage. I don’t believe there is anything she can’t face.

      Of course, a burning building isn’t a mythological monster, and maybe this is one challenge she isn’t trained for. A trickle of fear slides down my spine.

      Just as I begin to doubt my conviction, Gretchen’s black Mustang bursts through the end wall of the building in an explosion of wood and plaster, squealing backward onto the blacktop. She cuts a tight turn and shifts into forward, skidding to a stop right next to my silver Porsche.

      I purse my lips to keep from grinning like a fool. I knew she would be fine. I knew it.

      Gretchen climbs out of the car, coughing.

      Grace rushes forward. “Are you okay?”

      She wraps Gretchen in a tight hug. I look away, trying to keep the tears of fear and relief and emotional release from spilling out.

      My attention drifts to my car, catching on the set of ugly dents on my otherwise perfect hood. They’re a reminder of the first near-death experience I encountered tonight—the six-armed giant who showed up at my front door—that feels so long ago now.

      So much for avoiding emotional reaction.

      “Yeah—” Gretchen gets caught in a round of wheezing coughs. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You sound fine,” I say sarcastically, earning a glare from both sisters.

      Gretchen walks around to her trunk, pops it open, and starts digging around inside. She pulls out a duffel bag, slams the trunk shut, and sets the bag on top.

      Feeling more in control of myself, I walk up to my car and run a hand over the dents—thankfully there don’t appear to be any scratches in the metallic clear-coat paint. There are so many ways the evening could have ended badly. Even if my car is a little worse for wear, I’m relieved that we’re all safe and whole. Tonight could have easily wound up a tragedy—if I hadn’t managed to outrun and then outdrive that giant, if Grace hadn’t autoported away from that giant bear in time, if she and I hadn’t gotten to Gretchen’s loft at just the right moment to help her fight the manticore, or if Gretchen hadn’t dragged us out an instant before the explosion.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, my analytical mind returning to working order. Something must have compelled Gretchen to throw us out into the bay. Something more concrete than my sense of dread. I think back to those moments, trying to remember exactly what happened. My mind was clouded by the nausea, but I remember a ringing sound. “You got a phone call,” I say, turning to Gretchen. “Someone warned you about the explosion, didn’t they?”

      I watch as her shoulders stiffen. She pauses in her dig through the duffel bag just long enough for me to know she heard me. Then she simply says, “Yes,” and starts pulling things out.

      “Yes?” I echo. As if that’s an adequate answer.

      A pair of combat boots hits the trunk with a thump.

      “Do you know who called?” Grace asks, shivering harder now.

      “Yes.”

      I ask the obvious question. “Who?”

      Anger rolls off Gretchen in hot waves. Yes, she knows who made the call. She’s going to find out what else that person knows. And she’s not going to tell us any more about it. Not acceptable.

      “Did your mystery caller give any specifics about the explosion?” I ask. “Was it a bomb or a gas leak or⁠—”

      “No,” Gretchen interrupts. “He only said to get out.”

      Her silver eyes cloud over and I’m immediately glad I’m not on the receiving end of her shadowed looks. I have no doubts the caller will regret ever meeting her before the night is through.

      “Who?” I repeat.

      Gretchen glances at me, maybe surprised at my persistence. “Someone who knows more than he’s let on.” When I start to ask more, she says, “I’ll take care of it. He’s my responsibility.”

      There’s an undercurrent of something—guilt maybe—and I let it go. Right here, right now is not the time.

      Gretchen reaches back into the duffel, pulls out a dry T-shirt, and tosses it at Grace.

      Despite her obvious shyness, Grace pulls off her icy wet shirt and pulls on a dry one from Gretchen’s stash. The black knit sticks to her still-damp bra, but the moisture won’t show on the dark fabric. Though the wet denim of her jeans probably feels like lead dragging her down, it’s probably insulating as well. She still shivers, but less violently.

      “Now what?” I ask.

      “Now,” Gretchen says, finding another top and throwing it my direction. “You two go home and I go find the jerk. I’ll get the whole story from him. For once. If I have to beat his pretty face to a pulp, I’ll find out what’s going on.”

      I quickly change into the dry tank. I don’t miss her reference to his pretty face. He’s not just a random acquaintance. I have a feeling there’s more to their relationship than she’d ever let me and Grace know.

      Gretchen finally digs a pair of dry cargos out of the bag and, without hesitation, drops her drenched ones to the ground. She steps into the dry pants—not caring that her underwear is still soaked—yanks them up, and quickly zips and buttons them with jerky, angry movements. She pulls her wet tank off, leaving just her white sports bra.

      It’s all well and good that she wants to go pound some information out of the pretty face who called to warn us, but that doesn’t change the fact that there are big angry monsters waiting at home for me and Grace.

      “What about the monsters?” I ask. “There’s a six-armed giant tearing through my house. And a giant bear in the alley behind Grace’s apartment.”

      Grace blushes. I’m not sure whether it’s because she’d forgotten about the bear or whether she’s embarrassed to need Gretchen to help her get rid of it. Either way, Grace and I are not capable of taking on the vile creatures on our own.

      Gretchen doesn’t respond. Just drops her boots to the ground and steps into them. She bends over and quickly does up the laces.

      “Yeah,” Grace says quietly. “I don’t like the idea that they’re out there looking for us. Or,” she adds softly, “our families.”

      Well, I don’t need to worry about that. Mother and Dad won’t be home until the wee hours. But the idea of going home alone and maybe having to face that terrifying giant again—not precisely how I hoped to end the evening.

      Gretchen runs a hand over her wet hair.

      “Hell.” She closes her eyes. “You’re right. I’ll deal with those first.” She nods at Grace. “The ursa will be the harder hunt, so I’ll take care of the bear first.”

      Grace gives her a relieved smile.

      “Can you take her home?” Gretchen asks me. “Give me a five-minute head start and I’ll have the thing back in the abyss before you get there.” When I nod, she adds, “Then I’ll take out your giant.”

      “We can help,” Grace insists. “You don’t have to face them alone.”

      As much as I don’t relish the idea of ever seeing that thing again, Grace has a point. I’m not the kind of girl who lets someone else do my dirty work.

      “Yes, of course,” I say. “We’ll go with you.”

      Gretchen shakes her head. “I’ll be fine,” she says. “Nothing I haven’t faced before.”

      I nod, realizing this is a matter of pride for her. And maybe an opportunity to work out some frustration.

      “Where will you sleep?” I ask. “We have a comfortable sofa bed in the rec room. No one goes down there much anymore.”

      “You can come home with me,” Grace offers. “I’ll have to explain things to my parents, you know, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      “I’ve got a place,” Gretchen says. “Ursula and I have a safe house—somewhere to go, with basic supplies and weapons, in case something like this ever happens.”

      “Are you sure?” Grace asks.

      Gretchen nods. “I’ll be fine.”

      I find myself saying “Thank you” and really meaning it. I feel a little guilty about letting Gretchen go hunting alone. I’m going to have to learn how to fight these monsters on my own eventually. I won’t always have one of my sisters around to help.

      But for tonight, after everything I’ve been through, after everything that’s changed in my world in the last few days, it’s a relief to know that Gretchen is here to take care of business. I have no doubts that the creatures sent to kill us will be long gone before Grace and I get home.

      Then my biggest challenge will be figuring out how to explain to my parents about the dents in my car and the damage to our front door. Frankly, that’s no less terrifying than the monsters.
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      “Thanks for the ride,” I say to Greer as she pulls up in front of my apartment building. There’s no sign of Gretchen or her car, so she must have been here and moved on already.

      Greer smiles—a small smile that doesn’t reach her eyes—and says, “No problem. It’s on my way home anyway.”

      I know that’s a lie and that her house is in the opposite direction, but I don’t call her on it. She’s been through a lot—we all have—and I’m just thankful she isn’t running away from our legacy. From us. I would hardly blame her after tonight.

      I open the door, ready to climb out, but at the last second I lean back across the seats, the stick shift jabbing into my ribs, and wrap my arms around her. The thought of what might have happened tonight if she had run away, if she hadn’t helped me and Gretchen fight the manticore… it’s too awful to imagine. I’m so grateful that we’re together in this, the three of us.

      “Thank you,” I whisper against her damp hair.

      I’m pretty sure it’s a sign of our extreme circumstances that she hugs me back. Before she can take it back or say something to ruin the moment, I jump out of the car and slam the door behind me.

      I watch, sad and happy at the same time, as she drives away. If we can survive a night like tonight with our fragile sisterhood intact, I have to believe we can survive anything as long as we stick together.

      When her taillights disappear around the corner I turn and trudge up the sidewalk to the front gate. I dig in my jeans pocket, thankful to find my keys still stashed inside. I quickly let myself in through the courtyard gate and then the main door of the building.

      I don’t realize how exhausted I am until I slide my key into the apartment door. It’s like my mind decides that all threats are behind me now that I’m home and it’s okay for my body to collapse for a while. My feet are too heavy to lift and it’s all I can do to turn the handle.

      I swing the door open as quietly as possible.

      I shouldn’t have bothered. Every light is on and I hear my dad’s voice booming from the kitchen.

      “I don’t care if it’s only been five minutes,” he shouts, “she is not the kind of girl⁠—”

      There’s a pause and my heart drops into my stomach.

      I hear my mom sobbing. Oh no. Oh no-no-no-no-no. I can’t believe I didn’t think about them at all—at all—in the last few hours. I was so caught up in everything I never once considered that they might be wondering where I went, worrying about my safety.

      If they knew why, I’m sure they would understand. But I can’t—won’t—tell them.

      Feeling like the worst daughter in history, I walk to the kitchen.

      “Something has happened to my daughter,” Dad continues, “and if you don’t send someone to help us search, I’ll—” He sees me and freezes.

      I try to look as apologetic as I feel.

      The look in his eyes shifts quickly from shock to relief to pure fury.

      Mom gasps and rushes me, pulling me into a suffocating hug.

      Dad looks like he wants to explode.

      “Never mind!” he barks into the phone. Then, after hanging up on what I can only assume is the police department, he roars, “Where the hell have you been?”

      “I was so worried,” Mom sobs. “I sent you out to take the garbage and you never came back. That was hours ago. I imagined the worst.”

      “You had your mother scared half to death.”

      They look at me, their expressions angry and accusing and, I’m sure, relieved. But mostly angry. I just never even thought about the fact that Mom would be expecting me back, would be wondering where I went.

      I know I was a little preoccupied, what with almost getting killed by a giant bear and then blown up, but that’s not really an excuse. I had time after the fight at Gretchen’s. After my shower, while Greer and I were giggling over the binders. I had plenty of time. I could have called home to check in.

      If I’m being honest, I was too caught up in spending time with my sisters.

      Even though I didn’t have my phone with me, since I’d just been taking out the garbage, I could have found a way. I should have found a way.

      “I’m sorry,” I say lamely. “I didn’t even think⁠—”

      “You’re sorry?” Dad echoes. “You should be sorry.”

      Mom lays a hand on his arm. “This is so unlike you, Grace. To just disappear without telling us. What’s going on?”

      “And look at you,” Dad says, his gaze sweeping over me. “Your jeans are drenched. And your hair. Everything but that T-shirt.”

      “Weren’t you wearing a blue shirt when you left?” Mom asks. She shakes her head. “What happened?”

      “I—” What can I say? That I found my sisters, that we’re triplets and we’re destined to hunt monsters who, apparently, want us dead? Who tried to kill us twice in one night? No, that’s not fair to Mom and Dad. I can’t share that burden with anyone but Gretchen and Greer. It is ours alone.

      It’s not like it would reassure them anyway. Either they’d think I’d lost my mind or, on the off chance that they believed me, they’d be scared to death about me being in danger. If I stop to think about it for too long, I’d be scared to death.

      No, I can’t tell them any of it. I have to protect them however I can.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I had some things to think about and I just kind of ended up walking around.”

      On the scale of cover stories, I’m sure that’s pretty low. But it’s the best I’ve got. I glance down at myself, wishing I had some believable explanation for the state of my clothes and appearance.

      Mom frowns, as if now she’s more worried about whatever it was I needed to think about. Before meeting Gretchen—before she tossed me over her shoulder and carried me out of that nightclub—I had no secrets from my mom. Oh how I wish I could tell her everything now.

      Dad shakes his head. “I can’t even look at you right now.”

      I bite my lips to keep from crying as he turns and walks away. I know I’ve screwed up, but there’s no way to fix this. I’m going to have to face the consequences. Another part of my new responsibilities.

      “He’s just worried,” Mom says, trying to make me feel better, even when she probably shouldn’t, but should be just as angry as Dad. “Let him sleep on it and you two can talk in the morning.”

      I nod and let her hug me. Then she turns and follows Dad to bed.

      I lean against the counter and try to process this situation. There’s no win here, really. Either I tell my parents the truth and they forgive me for turning into a flake but worry that I’ll be eaten by a mythological monster. Or I lie to them, I keep my secret, and let them think I’m turning into a problem child, but the worst thing they imagine is falling grades and boy troubles.

      As much as I want my parents to think well of me, to respect and trust me, I want to protect them more. And that means keeping them in the dark as much and for as long as possible.

      Decisions like this stink. But I guess it comes with the destiny.

      Pushing away from the counter, I head for the shower to wash off the bay water stink and then I’ll collapse in bed. Maybe things will look better in the morning.

      And maybe flying monkeys will bring me a magic broom.
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        * * *

      

      Even through my closed door and theirs I can hear Mom and Dad arguing about me. It’s the middle of the night and I’m so tired I just want to cry, but sleep isn’t coming. The guilt over what I’m doing to my parents is eating at my stomach, so I lie there staring at the shadowed ceiling.

      It’s such a change for them to be arguing over me. Sure, there were lots of long nights and late discussions when we were talking about moving to San Francisco, when I got the scholarship offer from Alpha—thanks, I know now, to my immortal ancestor, the gorgon Sthenno, in an effort to bring me and my sisters together. To reunite the Key Generation.

      That was the most discord I’d ever caused in our house.

      My brother, Thane, is usually the troublemaker.

      I smile at that thought. If he were home, he’d find it hilarious that I’m finally at the center of the turmoil. And by hilarious I mean he might crack a small smile. He’s not much for showing emotion.

      It’s quite a coincidence that when he decides to disappear in his quest to “figure things out” is right when all Hades breaks loose in my world. He’s only been gone since this afternoon, but it feels like weeks. So much has happened and I already miss him. I hope he comes home soon.

      I’m finally starting to drift off to sleep and the world around me is going soft and fuzzy when I hear the ding-dong chime of a text message. I roll over and grab my phone off the charger. It’s from Thane.

      Are you okay?

      I blink, trying to bring my brain back to full consciousness. Am I okay? He’s the one who’s run off to places unknown. I should be asking him that question. He doesn’t know what happened tonight though. He’s just checking in, letting me know he’s thinking about me.

      Yes. You?

      I expect an immediate response, but as I sit there, staring at my phone, I realize that the ding-dong wasn’t a first alert. It was a second chime to let me know about a message I hadn’t read yet. I scroll through his texts and see that he’s sent me five tonight, the last one almost half an hour ago. I must have been in the shower.

      I’m about to fall back into bed, thinking he must have given up waiting for me and has gone to sleep, when I get a new message alert.

      Good. Night.

      This is cryptic, even for Thane. Does he mean that he’s good? Or that it’s good that I’m okay? He doesn’t say a word about where he is, when he’s coming back. He vanished this afternoon with nothing more than a phone call to tell me the cover story he fed Mom. That he’s staying at his soccer teammate Milo’s house. I have no idea where he really is or what he’s doing. And all I get is Good. Night.? My irritation pushes my exhaustion to the side. I sit up and text back.

      Where are you? When are you coming home?

      I stare at my screen for ten minutes. Nothing. I text again.

      Worried about you.

      This time, I only have five minutes worth of patience. No response. Instead of texting again, I pull up my touch screen and call his number.

      My irritation grows as I listen to it ring. And ring. And ring-ring-ring. I tap my feet on the floor in an anxious gesture that drives Mom so crazy, I’ve almost managed to rid myself of it. Except in extreme circumstances.

      The call goes to his voicemail, which is nothing more than the generic message that comes with the service. Now I’m starting to really worry. I hang up, ready to call again—and again and again until he finally picks up—when a message chime ding-dongs in my ear.

      Don’t. I’m fine. Home soon.

      That’s not really the answer I want. I want to know where he is, I want to know that he’s coming home tomorrow, not just vaguely soon. I miss him. I worry about him. And—maybe most of all—I want my big brother’s shoulder to lean on.

      But it’s better than no answer at all.

      I send one more text.

      XOXO

      I set my phone back on the nightstand, knowing I won’t hear from him again tonight.
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      When I get to Greer’s neighborhood, the Gegenees giant is lumbering through the park across the street from her house, batting at low-hanging tree limbs. Even after everything I’ve been through tonight, I’m still itching for a fight. The extra adrenaline is still throbbing through my bloodstream. Some days, fighting is the only thing that makes me feel sane. In control.

      Since that day four years ago when the oracle read my prophecy, told me I was destined for more than life as the worthless adopted daughter of abusive addict parents, I’ve spent my days and nights honing my skills in hand-to-hand combat. Most of my monster fights are routine. Hunt, fight, send them home. But sometimes, the fight itself is what I need. The challenge of taking down a beast gets my brain working straight again.

      Maybe that will help tonight.

      The ursa hybrid behind Grace’s building wasn’t any trouble, it was too focused on cornering a fat rat behind the dumpster. Never saw me coming. Talk about anticlimactic. I hope the giant proves more of a challenge.

      I drive Moira up onto the sidewalk, jerking the parking brake into place as I unbuckle. The replacement cargos from my emergency kit in the trunk aren’t outfitted—the pockets are empty of my usual gear. But I don’t want the gear tonight. I don’t need it. I only need my fists.

      “Lose something?” I tease as I climb out of the car. “Kitty cat stuck up a tree?”

      The Gegenees giant whirls around, its hideous face contorting into a look of shock and then rage. Good. The angrier it gets, the better the fight will be.

      Then its gaze rakes over me, taking in my sports bra and cargos as I round Moira’s hood. When it gets to my Doc Martens it scowls.

      “Expecting bare feet?” I ask as I approach. “Or maybe strappy stilettos?”

      It looks up, its eyes widening in fear.

      “Big tough guy like you?” I crack my knuckles. “Volunteered to take on one of the weaker sisters? I’m so disappointed.”

      It starts backing up.

      “But here’s a lesson to share with all your beastie buds.” I roll my shoulders. I can almost feel the first punch. “You come after one of us, you get all of us.”

      It backs up faster, knocking its head into one of the branches and wincing.

      “Now,” I say with a sick smile, “you have to deal with me.”

      It turns to run.

      “Don’t you want to play?” I call, but it keeps running. “Darn it.”

      I chase after it, up over the hill and down the grassy slope on the other side. When it tries to run through the playground, two of its arms get caught in the hanging rings of the jungle gym. It screams, howling into the night like a bear caught in a steel trap.

      As I leap through the air, landing on its back with my legs around its waist, I sigh. “Not even putting up a fight. Where’s the fun in that?”

      The beast struggles more, trying to wrench its arms from the rings and dislodge me from its back. Pathetic.

      My fangs drop, I lean forward over its bulging shoulder and sink a bite into a meaty forearm. I barely even have a moment to enjoy the huntress high, as the venom flows from my fangs into its bloodstream, before it vanishes beneath me.

      I crash to the soft, wood chip-covered ground on my hands and knees. Why do they always have to be so easy when I’m eager for a throw-down? I need to get this angry energy out of me before I explode. Normally I would go take it out on the punching dummy at the loft, but it’s ashes by now.

      Well, if the monsters want to go down easy, I think as I stand and dust off my knees, maybe Nick will be a challenge. And he’s next on my list.

      Back in my car, I yank open the glove box and pull out the spare phone. Mine got fried when I jumped into the bay with my sisters, but hopefully the SIM card survived the dunk. I dig the card out of my old phone, dry it off on my pants, and then place it in the backup phone. I’m relieved when the phone powers up, but my recent calls list is blank.

      Fine. Even if my SIM card didn’t record the call, I have his number saved from when he called before.

      I labeled it ANNOYING JERKWAD.

      At least the annoying jerkwad had called to warn us.

      My brain drifts for a second, imagining what might have happened if he hadn’t made that call. But I quickly shake the thought out of my mind. It’s too unthinkable. He did make the call, my sisters and I are safe, and now he’s going to tell me what he knows.

      Whether he wants to or not.

      When Nick first appeared in my life two weeks ago, I thought he was a puzzle. A guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer, who wouldn’t back down from me, and who was somehow immune to my hypnotic eye power. Now I know he must be something more, someone involved in this as more than just an innocent bystander.

      No one else knows my phone number. No one else could have made that call, warning me to get out of the loft. It must have been Nick.

      I dial the number.

      He picks up on the fourth ring.

      “Hello?” He sounds sleepy.

      I grit my teeth. Seriously? He went back to sleep after that?

      “Where are you?” I demand.

      “What?”

      “Where. Are. You?”

      There’s silence, some shuffling, and then, “Gretchen?”

      “Of course it’s Gretchen,” I snap. “Didn’t you think I’d be calling back?”

      “Calling back?” he echoes.

      “Or did you think I’d be dead?”

      “Dead?” His voice clears in an instant. “What’s going on?”

      “Tell me where you are,” I demand for the last time. “Right now.”

      To my surprise, he actually gives me the address. I floor the accelerator, reaching for my spare gear under the passenger seat as I go. Within five minutes, I’ve restocked my pockets and I’m speeding into a parking spot behind the wooden apartment building on Twin Peaks. The slope is killer, but he must have a great view of the city. If I weren’t about to pound his face into the dirt, I’d be jealous. It’s a great spot to do a monster sniff test.

      I don’t notice him standing outside, waiting, until he walks up to my window and knocks on the glass.

      Without hesitation, I pull the handle and shove, sending Moira’s door into Nick’s hip and knocking him to the ground. I jump out, take my advantage—he’s got several inches of height on me, so I’ll take whatever I can get—and straddle his waist. I clamp one hand around his wrists and reach into my cargo pocket with another, pulling out a zip tie.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he demands, bucking and trying to knock me off. “What happened?”

      I don’t say a word. I slip a zip tie around his wrists and yank, tugging it not quite tight enough to cut off circulation, but enough to secure his hands.

      “Gretchen,” he says, resting his blond head back against the pavement, giving up on trying to get free, “tell me what’s going on.”

      He sounds almost reasonable, like he’s not at all shocked that I’ve tackled him to the ground and tied him like a prize pig. I shouldn’t be surprised. He knew the explosion was coming, which means he knows who—and what—I am.

      Maybe I should give him a tiny bit of credit for saving our lives.

      A tiny bit.

      “We’re going for a drive,” I explain. “You can either get in the passenger seat under your own power, or I’ll put you there myself.”

      He studies me for a second, watching me with those midnight-blue eyes. I can’t tell what’s going on in his mind—can I ever?—but he just nods and says, “I’m good.”

      I push back to my feet, yank him to his, and then follow him around the car. He pulls open the door and climbs in without argument. Well, that’s something going right.

      When I get back in the driver’s seat I can feel his eyes on me. He’s waiting for me to say something, but I’m so angry I don’t know what to say. All that built-up energy—the leftover fear and adrenaline—is vibrating inside me and I feel like a rubber band
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