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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          RAT MEN

        

      

    

    
      The convertible was just asking to be stolen. Unlocked doors. Fresh coat of paint. Keys in the ignition. The skeeball should have taken it by now.

      Yet the only one in sight leaned against the window of the candle shop next door and smoked his cigarette. With his undercut chin and white tank top soiled to gray, regular people would mistake him for a run-of-the-mill human lowlife.

      Crystal brushed her damn hair back again. Too bad she couldn’t keep it shorter. But the blonde strands were really scales that mimicked hair, and no mermaid worth her scales would ever cut her hair.

      The machines behind the deli’s counter rumbled some more. As the teenaged clerk fumbled about, he kept throwing side-long glances at her tits. His eyes met hers and she looked away, sipping her ancient latte.

      The rat man began eying the convertible. He blew out a long puff of smoke. Then he flicked a piece of burnt cigarette to the ground.

      Crystal watched the seat in front of her, letting the rat linger at the corner of her eyesight. Come on. Take the bait. Even though she placed a tracker on the car, it didn’t prevent them from stealing another one for shits and giggles. Hell, rat men did that sort of thing all the time.

      The thug glanced at the deli, Henry’s Cutlets, the dinkiest deli in Coral River. The mermaid forced herself not to look away. Just keep looking at the seat, as if nothing was going on. The rat gave the deli another look, a longer one.

      Play it cool. She sipped the brown shit. The car wasn’t hers. Her vampire client had loaned it to her. Mr. Gregory had even suggested it. But lose it and he’d want way more than some cash from her.

      An txt popped on her phone. Maggie. Her sister. She should know better than to message Crystal on a job.

      The bait outside collected sun and dust, despite the rat’s leers. No other cars waited around to distract the crooks. His two companions must see it from the candle shop. Unless the witch working there held them back. That could be it. He was waiting for them. It made sense, especially if he wasn’t the rat in charge.

      Maybe Maggie’s message was urgent. “omg i killed my bf icbi h wuz so nis bt t8ed so gd imha wwu cm hom” Translation: She drowned her boyfriend. Again. And then ate him. Now she missed him. Oh yeah, he was a nice guy.

      Just great. The taint. It was really getting to her. Magic was tainted only the goddess knew how long ago. Even since, all magical beings became twisted and nasty. Not when they were first born but as they aged.

      Crystal sighed, pressing her hand against her forehead. Maggie started killing her boyfriends two years ago. It used to take months. Now it took weeks. Not that she ever planned on killing them. It just happened. The bills for the cleaner mage to cover it up kept piling up. At least Crystal knew about those victims. Last month Angelica began watching people frolic in the sea with hungry eyes. It was only a matter of time before she started hunting them instead of fish.

      “Hey.”

      She jumped. The clerk watched her way too closely.

      “Do you want another one?” he asked.

      “No thanks.” She added a sullen look. Just to be safe.

      “It’s on the house.”

      She tapped her latte. “I’m still working on this one.”

      He leaned over the counter. Like that would help him. “It’s free.”

      I know. Crystal frowned. His confident I-own-you gaze said it all. The freckled freak wouldn’t give up. Not until she broke his ego. Then he would throw her out of the deli. Then the rat man would notice her. Stakeout ruined.

      “Fine.”

      The thug smirked at the car. She tensed. Any moment now.

      But the clerk slid a cup of brown sewage onto her table. “What are you up to?”

      “Waiting for my boyfriend.” Like she had time for one.

      “He’s pretty late.” His hand edged toward hers.

      She shifted hers away. The scrapping sound from her golden bracelet was way too loud. “No, I’m just early.”

      “You’re really thoughtful. Waiting here for hours. He’s a lucky guy.”

      Oh Kyla, kill me now. “Yeah.”

      The damn fucking rat man still leered at the car. What the hell? Did the bastard suddenly grow some brains? Though sweat drenched the idiot. Maybe the summer heat made him sluggish.

      This kid stank as badly as the rats, yet he swung over the other rat man side of the table, blocking half of her view of the car. “I’m Danny.”

      “Maggie.” Didn’t her black leather jacket and tight tee shirt suggest danger, do not approach?

      She leaned to the side, but he shifted with her. The asshole. Getting her to ask Kyla, the goddess of the sea, to kill her was enough bad luck.

      “So Maggie--”

      The car began pulling out of the parking spot. Fuck! She jumped up, and the bastard grabbed her wrist.

      “Wait.” His frigid hand clamped down harder. “I want to talk.”

      She glared at him. “I’ve got to go.”

      But he smirked. “I want to know why Maggie killed her boyfriend.”

      She narrowed her eyes. That’s it. She transformed her free hand into her blood-talons - three wonderfully curved talons made of crimson blood sharp enough to cut through orc steel - and pointed two of them at his neck.

      “And I said let go.”

      He gaped. And jerked back. Finally. Clueless wonder met reality.

      She bared her teeth, letting the ass get a very good of her canine fangs. His blood would taste so sweet. “Tell anyone about Maggie and I’ll slice your throat. Got it?”

      He nodded, slack jawed. “Make me like you.”

      Oh not that shit. Doesn’t anyone know what a vishra is? “Fuck off.”

      She rushed outside. The summer sun roasted her. The car sped down the road, the three lanes completely empty. Fuck!

      Crystal hopped on her Hayabusa and charged after it. A horde of bennies swept by before she reached the road. The slow-motion avalanche of cars forced her to weaved between them left and right. Wind and fumes blasted her from all directions.

      A blue piece of scrap metal cut her off than clanked on as fast as continental drift. She blared her horn. The ass slowed down even more. Its tail pipe barfed out noxious gray fumes.

      She coughed. Her lungs burned from the poisonous cloud. She swung out and spotted the rat men. They neared the intersection a block away. She ground her teeth. Drive too crazy and those bastards were bound to notice her.

      Time for Plan B. Catch them, beat them the fuck up, inject some of her blood into them, force them to tell her everything, then erase their memories of her. She should of done that in the first place. The only problem was that the coven would notice their three rat men suddenly had the same memory lapse. They’d eventually figure out who did it too. Especially with their magical skills.

      Down the huge block the light turned yellow. She growled but resisted the urge to spit out the brown bile that burnt her throat. A second later the rats zoomed right through it.

      She frowned. You’re not getting away. Not after I waited for hours.

      Cars began to slow. Swinging to the shoulder, Crystal twisted the handlebar and the bike roared forward. Come on!

      The front wheel edged upwards. The wind smashed her helmet and tore at her hands. Damn it, just another moment … the stopping cars zipped by.

      It turned red. Traffic filled the road. She hit the brakes. The front and the back. The wheels shrieked. Burnt rubber scolded her nose. She clenched her teeth.

      Intersection sped toward her. Not enough time to stop. At the corner a store connected both roads. She released the brakes and turned in, slowed, then turned onto the other road’s shoulder, and stopped.

      She took off her helmet and spat on the pavement. What the hell was she thinking? She couldn’t turn her whole body into blood. A collision would have killed her.

      And the rat men got away anyway. Crystal slapped her thigh and snarled. If she was going to die, it would be in a bloody battle, not some stupid accident. Just use the freaking tracker.

      Yanking out her phone, she tapped it a few times. A map came up. The rats remained on the same road. She trailed them, checking her progress at every intersection, catching every light along the way. Her punishment for being a moron. Several lights and turns later, they stopped at the Blue Sea County Mall, the lamest mall by the New Jersey shore.

      Crystal smirked. Their blood would flow through her talons tonight. Fuck the taint. She’ll fight them to the death. Live it up for once. Blood. Lots and lots of it. She licked her chops.

      Cars and SUVs filled the mall’s parking lot. If only a vishra’s nose was good enough for tracking. She could release a few blood-forms - extensions of herself composed of blood and obedient to her will and linked to her senses. Blood-form mice would do nicely. But she would need an army of mice to cover the whole place. No good.

      The tracker directed her to the lane with the convertible. According to the device, it waited near the edge of the lot. Why the hell would they park so fucking far away? The lot was practically an oven. She could probably cook a fish on the asphalt if it weren’t all the car oil and junk.

      Cruising slowly like a vulture she looked for the car. A man strolled away from her down the lane. A weird, middle aged one with a fancy red shirt and velvet black hat, soft yet solid. A glimmer came from his wrist - a bracelet with a silver diamond. No, the tint was slightly darker and not as reflective, yet it wasn’t tarnished.

      Her eyes bulged. Silvoy, an alloy of silver and steel. Only members of the Society wore silvoy. The stuff burned plenty of monsters and mages like broiling coffee burned fingers.

      Fuck! He would murder her ass for being a so-called evil monster.

      She hovered passed as if nothing were wrong. Rumor said they could tell the different between a human and a monster. In Wildwood one had spotted her right away among a crowd of humans. Goosebumps pinched her whole body.

      At his age the bastard would have more experience in battle yet not old enough for age to weaken him significantly. Maybe in a few years she might stand a chance. Worse, if she lost, he could enslave her with a curse, the varlet curse. Then he’d force her hunt down her sisters.

      If the Society was here, it was time to go. Only an idiot would risk her life and her sisters’. Crystal drove toward the nearest exit of the parking lot.

      And spotted the rat men. Her clients wouldn’t humor failure. Some risks had to be taken. And the Society freak headed toward the mall. She smiled. Maybe Kyla was smiling upon her after all.
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          THE KEY

        

      

    

    
      Despite thirty extra pounds of new belly hanging over his shorts, Jamie perked up. “And it uses Fourier Transforms to smooth the data.”

      Trevor smiled and nodded at his high school friend. So amazing. Ordinary people like him couldn’t begin to understand the greatness of the computer thing the guy had written.

      And from the blank looks on everyone else’s faces, neither could they. Lara might have the brains to understand it. The brunette of infinite intelligence could destroy the best arguments with only a few words. Henry could name a tune after three notes, and his mighty brawn could smash the drums he played for his rock band. And give tall, dark, and handsome Greg a football and he could crush any man alive. Trevor himself used his pre-med surgeon’s hands to ace those stupid science labs that everyone in the world hated.

      And they all knew Jamie was a genius. What would a reunion be without a genius? They even met at the Blue Sea County Mall for old time’s sake. Just standing around, letting people stream by on a Friday night, just like old times. Plus, a few salty, soft pretzels and cherry Icies.

      The chubby guy grinned. “The packets have to be filtered first. It took weeks to find the right one. I read through The Handbook of Filtering Tricks at least twenty times.”

      Lara’s violet toe nails screamed I’m a weirdo. Kinky weird. Especially with her grapey scent. But her legs were a nice bronze tan. The kind from good time in the sun. His fingers twitched at the thought of brushing them. And her short jeans showed every inch of them. Even nicer. And unlike Jamie, she hadn’t gained a pound. In fact, her stomach looked more toned than last year underneath her skintight top.

      Trevor’s own twig-like body had filled out from his weekly workout at the college gym. All that soreness wouldn’t go to waste. Anyway, who trusted a fat doctor? Not him.

      Maybe she’d be up for a summer romance. This time no studying would drive him asleep after the sex (the SATs sucked.) She had even scored three hundred points higher than him. Why the hell did she choose community college over a real school? Another mystery of the universe for scientists to investigate.

      He opened his mouth when a gang of teenaged pimples strutted by them. The guys all gawked at Lara’s heavenly endowed chest. Their cluelessness turned his stomach. Greg straightened his back, flared his nose, and glared back at them. They hurried by.

      Oh yeah. Greg guarded Lara like a big brother guarded his innocent baby sister. Trevor had to talk to her alone. Before Jamie put everyone into a coma.

      The doohickey in her pocket resembled a doomsday device detonator that some mad scientist built to destroy the world. Of course, it wasn’t a real bomb. Lara had the engineering skills of a squirrel who chewed through power wires. Community college wouldn’t have changed that.

      But he could use it to change the topic. No, he needed a reason to run over to her after everyone left. Returning it, claiming it fell out of her pocket, would do the trick. A white lie here and there never hurt anybody.

      Now for a distraction. Too bad he couldn’t recommend another pretzel. Tasty and useful. But fattening.

      No, distract and snatch. It was a great way to mess with friends. Snatch phone, txt embarrassing message, return. Although the return part was tricky. Especially when tight clothing was involved. His gifted fingers saved him more than once, though the random ping had ruined him too often.

      A bunch of old geezers sat on the benches. Nothing special. The usual people walked by - families with little kids, little hordes of teenaged girls, the occasional creepy guy with shifty eyes.

      Some of the girls eyed over Henry’s superman body as they passed by. Too bad for them he didn’t date jail bait. If only one had the guts to try - the perfect topic changer. Especially the cute one who bathed in toxic perfume.

      Patience. Wait for the right moment.

      “I still need to modify the differential equation solver routines,” said Jamie, “They can’t handle stiff equations well enough.”

      Eyes blinked slower and slower. Don’t fall asleep.

      “The rutta-kunge solver has to be--”

      A gigantic fart shook the room. Everyone jumped. Trevor snatched the detonator and hide it behind his hand. Everyone stopped and listened, waiting for stinky roar to end. But it kept going. And going. People’s noses became to wrinkle. The awful rancid smell began to assault his mouth.

      He slipped the detonator into his pocket just as it ended. One of the old geezers jostled on the bench, hunched forward, and smiled. Now that old geezer had guts.

      Trevor and his friends stared at each other. No one moved for several moments. Then they burst out laughing. His lungs hurt for air, and the laughs subsided. A few too many people had glared at them. Oops.

      “I’ve got to get going,” said Henry, “I’ve got an early shift tomorrow and need to smell good.”

      Greg nodded, chuckling. “Me too.”

      “Me three,” said Lara, “I can’t have my customers vomit before breakfast. They won’t tip well.”

      Soon everyone went their separate ways. Trevor sat on the bench and waited a few minutes (away from the noxious odor, though.) Just to be sure. He took out his phone and dialed. It rang. She didn’t answer. Just great.

      She probably walked here. It was close enough, and she’s the type to do it to save on gas money, despite the lack of sidewalks. Coral River had a thing against connecting their isolated clusters of sidewalks. But it was a nice warm night. He hurried through the parking lot and down the street along the side of the woods. Around fifty feet of rustling grass and dim light separated Lara and him.

      Three thugs slipped behind her, Trevor slowed down his pace and reached for his phone. The filthy gray of their tank tops shined through the fading light, but the woods would provide the perfect cover for whatever crime they planned to commit.

      He could duck into the woods and call 911. But the air seemed too quiet. The snaps and scraps from the brush would alert them to his presence. Even if it didn’t, they would hear his voice and target him. Or snatch Lara and drag her away before help arrived. No. He had to put more distance between them and him first. Without losing sight of them, of course.

      He slowed to a snail’s slimy pace, keeping his eyes on their feet. Anything higher might set off their instincts. That’s what the movies said. Hopefully, feet were all right.

      They got closer and closer to her. His legs egged him to slow down. His heart pounded too loudly. Anyone could hear it. He tapped the phone’s screen. It stayed dark. He rubbed it. Nothing.

      “Fuck,” he muttered. He clamped his mouth shut. Note to self, charge phone more often.

      They snatched Lara and dragged her into the woods. She didn’t even struggle. Not even a peep. He sucked in a breath and froze. His teeth stung. Shouting out now wouldn’t do anything good. They’d just go deeper into the woods. He had to do something.

      A sweat chilled his back. But what? They might be armed.

      Follow them and get them to chase him instead. All those weeks at the gym were about to pay off. Assuming they didn’t have a gun.

      He ran over to where they entered the woods. A path led the way. He stared at it. The longer he waited the further they’d get and the lower chance he’d have to save her. How could he hesitate now? She needed him.

      Here goes nothing. He paced down the trail. At least there was still enough light to see where he was going, but the light would be gone soon.

      The breeze made the leaves emit tiny scraps. Every leaf his foot crushed seemed to echo through the woods. Good-bye surprise.

      Three men and a struggling girl should make some sound. Enough to hear from a distance.

      Nothing. Not even crickets. The little chickens.

      He picked up his pace. The air seemed too thick. If only he had charged his phone. A root caught his foot and he stumbled. No!

      “This is far enough.” It was Lara’s voice - annoyed yet calm. What?

      He slowed down. Time for some heroics.

      A man chuckled. “Whatever you say.”

      They sounded so close. Up ahead there didn’t seem to be many trees for a bit. A clearing. His heart raced. Just do it. Maybe it’s just a misunderstanding. It’ll be a good laugh.

      Only a few more steps. His body grew heavy. He gulped. Don’t chicken out. Lara’s life depends on it.

      Lara growled. “Get your hands off me.”

      A hand clamped down on his mouth, and someone yanked him into the woods. Oh fuck. This is it. His knees trembled. His stomach churned.

      His captor tapped his shoulder. A man with an eye-patch and a curly red mustache put the barrel of a handgun against his lips then pointed it at the clearing. Trevor nodded. He couldn’t outrun a bullet.

      Lara leaned her back against a tree. The biggest thug pressed his fist against the wood next to her head. It cracked inward. Trevor froze. Normal people couldn’t do that. Not even a martial artist. They needed to whack the wood to break it. That’s what every movie and video said.

      The bastard grinned. “You liked it last time.”

      She touched his arm and murmured something. Huh? What’s she doing?

      He howled, jerking his arm away. “You bitch!” He seemed to get hairier and hairier. What the?

      She sneered. “Keep this up and Maria will teach you some manners.”

      Glowering, he pulled away. The other two thugs back away a touch. Good. Maybe she’ll get out of here without a problem.

      She giggled. “Did you get the kid’s liver and heart?”

      Trevor gaped. What the hell? No. I didn’t hear that right.

      “Yeah.” He sneered. “You have the key?”

      What the hell are they talking about?

      “Yeah.” She felt her pocket. “Right - what?!”

      The thug grinned. She snarled. Maybe it’s a joke. A bad joke.

      She grabbed her pocket again. The rustles from the fabric sounded way too loud. “Fuck! There’s no way it fell out.” She clenched her fist. “Where the fuck could it be?”

      The hair now covered the goon’s body. His face - it couldn’t be - it looked a lot like a rat’s face complete with a long snout and whiskers. Just a whole lot bigger than a normal rodent’s. “Looks I won’t be the one Maria’s angry at.”

      She smacked her back against the tree. The sound of her clothing scrapping against the bark echoed about. “You idiot! It’s more important than all of us combined. I need to find it.”

      Chills racked Trevor’s body. How could Lara not notice the rat thing?

      “You need to find it.” The other two had also transformed into rat people. What the hell? Did I walk onto some movie set?

      Her whole body tensed. “We need to find it. She’ll feed all of us to the troll if we don’t.”

      A troll? Who fed people to trolls? No one in real life. What type of comment was that to make when rat people were about to eat you? But Trevor had worse things to worry about. Like One Eye holding him captive with a gun.

      Maybe if he stomped on the man’s foot, he could the gun out of his hands. Maybe. Probably not. And the struggle would warn the rat guys. Trevor stood a small chance against a regular guy with a gun. Who knew what those rat guys could do? He needed the gun.

      “Damn it,” she said, stomping her foot, “Fuck. Where -” She checked her phone. “That asshole. Trevor must have grabbed it.”

      The rats perked up. Oopsie. If only I could hop over and apologize. Hopefully, she won’t get in trouble over the whole thing.

      She growled. “He lives at 407 Deer Street. Make him give it to you and kill him. Kill everyone who sees you or the key.”

      What?! It couldn’t be. His mouth soured. Why the hell would she order them to kill him? It had to be a joke. A bad joke. But her frown looked serious. Dead serious. What’s wrong with her? His mouth dried and his stomach knotted. All he did was snatch a stupid toy. It’s not something to kill anyone over. What the fuck was wrong with her?

      “Where--”

      “Go down the street that way.” She pointed in the direction of his house. “Make a right. Go down two streets. Make two lefts. It’s the third house down. He should be home by the time you get there.”

      Her directions were correct. Completely correct. His stomach clenched. How could she? After all they went through together, how could she order his execution? And without a second thought. Like they were complete strangers. No, archenemies. Weren’t they laughing together only a half an hour ago? Didn’t they listen to the fart of a century together?

      One Eye shoved him into the clearing. The bastard! Trevor froze. Everyone looked at him.

      He blanked. “Uhm, hi.”

      Lara scowled at him. “Get him!”

      He slipped out the detonator and put his thumb over the button. If she planned on killing him over some stupid toy, the least he could do was try to break the thing. “Is this the thing you want?”

      She gaped. “No! Don’t press it! It’s--”

      Fuck you. He pressed it. Blue light engulfed him, warming his entire body, making his heart squirm. Oh god, I’m going to die. Then it disappeared. Now even the rat guys gawked at him. If it was a bomb, good thing it was a dud. Lara’s engineering skills really sucked big time.

      Lara glared at him. “You asshole.” She huffed. “Capture the idiot alive.”

      One Eye stepped forward and Trevor cringed. Time to kiss his ass good-bye. If only he had thanks his mom for last night’s dinner instead of complaining about the stale soda. Then the guy pointed the gun at the rats. Maybe I won’t die?

      “I have a few questions for you,” he said as Lara gaped, “One --”

      She waved her hands around. “Kill him!”

      Red light glittered around her hands. Goosebumps pinched Trevor’s arms. What sort of trick was that?

      A bang rang out. A yellow light streaked into her shoulder. The red light shattered and she stumbled back several feet. Gnashing her teeth, she grabbed the spot hit by the bullet.

      “What are you waiting for?!” She arced her back like a furious house cat. “Tommy, get those assholes!”

      One Eye gave her a bored look. “Let’s try again. My first question is--”

      A brunette with a large sword leaped out of the woods behind them. She swung the sword and slashed deep into the arm of a rat thug. He howled. Lara jumped.

      “Don’t move,” his former friend said. She rushed in between her comrades. “Transfer flamma!”

      All four turned into yellow light orbs and zipped through the canopy and disappeared into the sky. His jaw dropped. Holy fuck. He shook his head. It can’t be.

      One Eye sighed. “Kids these days.”

      Trevor gawked at the sky. “What the fuck was that?!”

      “Magic,” said One Eye, slipping his hand into his pocket, “Fire magic.”

      “No way.” His head felt too light. Way too light. “You’re kidding. Right? Magic’s not - it couldn’t be.”

      “Shut the idiot up,” said the brunette. She glared at him. The girl looked too thin to carry such a large sword. In fact, she looked way too thin to be alive. Like an extreme case of anorexia. The kind where eating a few buckets of ice cream fried in lard wouldn’t even cut it.

      But her snug pants showed healthy curves in her legs, and her plain, green tee shirt showed off a healthy though average chest. She had a strange woodsy off scent. Trevor managed not to gag from it.

      Plus, her arms were thin but not bony. She must be a case of an extremely small frame. Super-small frame. Like a child stretched into an adult. That had to be it.

      She slipped her sword into the sheath that hung by her hips. “Do not stare at me, you pig behind.”

      His mouth twisted. What sort of insult was that? Did she learn English as a second language? “I’m not the one swinging a sword around like some Renaissance geek.”

      Her gaze hardened. “Your pig utterances do not move me.”

      He shook his head again. He didn’t need some weirdo comparing him to a pig. Trevor raised his hands. “Anywho, as much as I like getting compared to pigs, I think it’s time for me to go. See ya.”

      He turned and took a step. A hand clamped down on his shoulder, holding him in place. Oh shit.

      “Wait here,” said One Eye. His voice had the gruffness of a pirate but without the silly twang of a sea goer. Taps came from his direction. Just what Trevor needed. Get kidnapped right after one of his closest friends ordered him dead. “You’ll be coming with us.”

      He needed a drink. Beer, soda, hell, even water. Come to think of it, that might be it. “But I need to take a piss.”

      “Hold it.”

      Trevor jostled his legs. The hand clamped down harder. Damn it. Now for plan B. Come up with plan C.

      He tensed up. “It’s an emergency.” Come on. I need a plan C. Brain, don’t blank out on me now.

      The brunette tsked. “The pig lover is lying.”

      The taps sped up. It was from One Eye. He let go off his shoulder.

      I’m free. Run for - One Eye grabbed his arm right above the elbow.

      “It’s not important,” the man said. The taps stopped. One Eye turned Trevor to face him. “Those three thugs you saw, they’re called rat men. They’re not human. They’re monsters.”

      Trevor nodded as if this crazy shit made sense. “Monsters, gotcha. Real monsters.”

      As if monsters really existed. Those thugs were, maybe, some experiment gone horribly wrong. Some mad scientist was gnashing his teeth over some escaped specimens.

      Or some genetic company. Yeah, a genetics company. Mad scientists only existed in movies and games. And comics. Don’t forget comics.

      “Yes,” One Eye said, “Real monsters. Willow, show him your ears.”

      Her face twisted as she groaned. Or growled. Was she a troll? With her attitude not even a troll would want her. That begged the question, were there really trolls too? I hope not.

      The pig girl walked over, turned the side of her head to him, and brushed away her long black hair. The earlobe was pointed and an inch too long. The top too. Plus it didn’t have those twisty, foldy things a regular ear had. It just had some bump covering some of the ear hole.

      Trevor grimaced. “It looks real.” Or a fake covering the real thing. A really good fake.

      The girl huffed. “My ear is real.”

      “Check it,” said One Eye, “But stay gentle. Elf ears are sensitive.”

      Trevor nodded again. Elves. Right. Good costume.

      The man breathed out loudly. “If you can prove it’s fake, I’ll let you go home. You won’t hear from us ever again.”

      Yeah right. And what about Lara? How could she do something so outright evil? How could he not have seen it coming? He closed his hands then opened them.

      But maybe he could embarrass Miss Pig Behind.

      “All right.”

      He touched the top tip of the ear between his fingers. It had the soft give of a normal ear. He brushed his fingers down, rubbing as he went -- if she attached something to her ear he would feel it and make it come off. That would show her. Maybe chuckle as it came off just to rub it in.

      But as he went down the ear remained intact. He didn’t even feel the slipperiness of makeup, just smooth skin. And at the center he felt a touch of warmth. Suddenly, he felt it shift. A tiny muscle bulged between the ear and her head.

      His heart froze. It’s real. Then it pounded. Holy shit, it’s really real. And kept pounding.

      “It’s real.” His heart must have made his soft voice too hard for them to hear him. “It’s real.”

      The elf growled. “Then let of my of ear.”

      He jerked his hand away. “Oh, uhm. Sorry.”

      How could this happen? Why didn’t everyone know about this already. That whole light show before really was magic. But a witch throwing spells all over the place would have gotten someone’s attention by now. Why weren’t there pictures of it? Everyone had a camera. Unless it was a conspiracy.

      “So what else is there? Orcs? Dragons? Wizards?”

      One Eye straightened his back, letting of nineteen-year-old his arm, then gave his back a pat. “There’s plenty out there. Call me Dr. Van Jager. We need to head over to the safe house for now.”

      Safe house, right. At least he might find out what’s going on. Conspiracy theory, here I come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          THE TEST

        

      

    

    
      The moment they left the woods, some flashy Indian babe waved at them. Her bright white tee shirt and even whiter teeth shined through the darkness. She patted a black 4-passenger door sports car as if ready to join some race - the engravings marked it as Thorn but it resembled an Audi. For some reason she wore huge sunglasses. It was practically nighttime too. What a weirdo.

      “Hey,” she said, “What took so long?”

      One Eye walked ahead of them. “The kid became the key.”

      She grinned, throwing her head back. “Ah, a suicidal teen. You’re just so thoughtful and caring it makes my heart go all squishy.”

      Just great. First Pig Girl, now Sarcasm Lady. She probably thinks he’s still in high school. What nineteen year old still went to high school? Besides retards. He sank a bit. Just because she was a few years older than him, she thought she knew everything. The bitch.

      The tinted windows hid the inside of the car. Everyone hopped in. Sarcasm Lady took the driver’s seat, yet she didn’t take off the sunglasses. What was she going to do? Drive using her sixth sense? Talk about a nutcase. Or did people really have a sixth sense? The new car smell didn’t bode well either.

      The car revved up and zipped down the street with barely a hum. At each turn the car kept going. Traffic from an opposing street filled the intersection. The light glowed red
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