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      “Minotaur are real,” I said.

      “Is it minotaur or minotaurs?” Zoe asked in a bored tone.  “I mean, I need to know what to scream when more than one of them is running at me.”

      Looking up from the journal Ashlyn had loaned us, I glanced at my sister.  She lay on the couch, completely relaxed and tossing a balled-up piece of paper into the air.  Her brown curls trailed over the cushion, bouncing with each uncaring move, which annoyed me.  She’d already had a run-in with an incubus and knew just how dangerous the creatures here could be.

      “Can you please take this seriously?” I said.

      “I am, Kells.  Trust me.  I am.  What’s the point of learning all of this, though, if we never leave the house?”  She lifted her head to give me a moody look.

      “We haven’t even made it through all of the books yet.  Don’t rush the process.  Knowledge is our friend in this case.”

      “Isn’t it always our friend?”

      “Nope.  Sometimes ignorance is bliss.”

      She made a noise that might have sounded like agreement to some, but I knew it was just general pissiness escaping.  I couldn’t blame her.  I didn’t like being cooped up in a house for a month straight, either.  But, at least, inside this house, we were safe.

      “Why don’t you go for a run on the treadmill?” I suggested, already looking back down at the book.

      While I wasn’t overly fond of learning about all the things in Uttira that wanted to kill humans, I’d rather know what dangers we faced here.  As two of only a handful of human residents, my sister and I needed to know how to deal with the paranormal creatures who lived here.  And there were a lot.  I couldn’t even imagine what Ashlyn, a fellow human, had gone through to compile so much information in her journals.

      The doorbell rang, and Zoe jumped up from her reclined position on the couch.

      “Don’t—”

      “Open the door.  I know.  We’ve been doing this for weeks now.”

      I swiveled in my chair just enough to keep an eye on her without making it obvious.  She’d already threatened to smother me in my sleep if I didn’t give her some breathing room.  Considering where we were and what we were hiding from, I knew she’d reached her limit to say something like that.  Even if she had tried to make it sound like a joke.

      She looked out the front door’s peephole and waited several long moments.

      “Delivery guy…person…thing—” She looked at me.  “What are we supposed to call them?”

      “People.  They’re just like us.”

      “Uh, we don’t try to eat other people.”

      “Technically, they don’t either,” I said.  “According to Ashlyn’s notes, it’s against their law to consume human flesh.  So, in theory, they won’t kill us.”

      “Tell that to Ashlyn’s uncle,” Zoe said.

      Ashlyn had lived here nearly her entire life.  I didn’t know the whole story but knew that the creatures were somehow responsible for her uncle’s death.  However, while Uttira’s governing body, known as the Council, had assured me it had been an anomaly and the creature responsible had been removed, they’d also made it clear they couldn’t guarantee our safety.  Since I figured no one anywhere in the world could make that kind of promise, being locked away in this warded house was a hell of a lot better than living on the streets in the real world.

      “The delivery person’s gone,” Zoe announced.  “I’m going to open the door and very carefully drag the box inside without crossing the plane of protection.”

      I rolled my eyes at her.

      “You don’t need to snark at me.  Remember, if something grabs you, it’s not just you that you’re endangering.  It’s me, too, because I’m not letting something take you.”

      She sighed.  “I know.”

      She opened the door carefully and quickly pulled the box inside.

      “See?  Like a champ,” she said with pride.

      “Good job.  Did they give us anything good this time?”

      “I mean, it’s food, so that’s good.  But no sweets.  No chips.  Just veggies and meat and stuff to make our own whole grain bread.”

      I made a face and went back to reading about minotaur.  Or minotaurs.  Whatever.

      They were one of the many species mentioned in Ashlyn’s books and far from the scariest since she’d put a yellow star by it.  The scary ones got the red stars.  The really bad ones got purple.  There’d been only one green star in the books I’d read, and it had a special note by it.

      Furies were a human’s friend only if that human hadn’t committed any acts of wickedness.  I found it ironic that a creature created to send people to hell was the only “good” creature in the books so far.  However, having met Megan and experiencing her brutal honesty, even briefly, I could see why Ashlyn considered her good.

      “Get this,” I said.  “Minotaur go into a mating frenzy.  They can mate for up to three days straight.”

      “Uh, that sounds awful.  I’m not sure whether that’s in the good-to-know category or wish-I-didn’t-know.”

      “Good-to-know,” I said firmly.  “Stay away from horny minotaur.”

      She snorted and put her fingers on each side of her head, pointing straight up.

      “Horny.  Get it?” she asked.

      “This isolation isn’t making your jokes any better.”

      She laughed and continued putting away the groceries from our weekly food delivery.

      Glad she had something to do, I went back to Ashlyn’s journals.  They were packed with information and rules we needed to survive this place.  Like the one about never making eye contact.

      Half the creatures used eye contact as a way to manipulate human thoughts in order to get a person to do what they wanted.  In the case of Zoe’s run in with an incubus, she had endured a hot-and-heavy and very unwanted make out session with him.  The experience had terrified both of us.

      We’d left New York to get away from lives as sex-slaves, and that was the last thing we wanted to accidentally tumble into here.  So, I soaked up every bit of information I could on all the creatures.  Weaknesses.  Strengths.  Interests.

      The last one sounded dumb until I realized that knowing if a creature was interested in mating with human, eating human energy, or playing with human emotions made a big difference in their star ratings.  And knowing a creature liked games of chance or eating oats soaked in milk and honey potentially gave me bargaining power if it was ever needed.

      “Mr. Hot Pants is out again,” Zoe said.  “Did Eliana text you yet?”

      Eliana, a reluctant succubus around our age, was our sole contact at the moment.  While she was nice enough and we trusted her, she warned us not to.  One of Ashlyn’s journals had marked her kind with a yellow star, but Ashlyn had hand written a note that Eliana was green worthy.  Green meant she was good enough to invite inside the house, which we’d done.  Her visit had been the highlight of our week.  Real people time.  I kind of wished she would text.

      “You know she didn’t,” I said, answering Zoe’s question without looking up.  “And get away from the window.”

      “We should invite her over again.  She’s nice.”

      “She is,” I agreed.  “But she also reminded us that even a nice succubus is dangerous.  Unless you want to find yourself making out with her, it’d be better if we listened to her warning.”

      “I can’t decide if he walks like he has a stick up his ass or with a prowl.”

      “Stop looking out the window.”

      “And miss an opportunity to entertain you?  Are you sure?”

      I heaved a sigh, hating that I was just as curious as she was about the guy.  Up until a week ago, the house next door had been empty as far as we knew.  Then, a sudden burst of yelling had brought him to our attention.

      By the time we’d been brave enough to look out the window, all we’d seen was a tall man with dark hair and a love of tight-fitting t-shirts and low-slung jeans, glowering down at a goblin, who was stomping away from the house.  Once the goblin reached the sidewalk, the man had stepped back into the house and slammed the door shut.

      The sightings had been daily since then.  He’d even yelled at me for being on his lawn during the one time we’d braved leaving the house with the help of a few local werewolf pack members.  More people time we’d needed that had been cut too brief.

      Giving in, I looked up from the book.  “Fine.  What’s he doing now?”

      Zoe, standing a good foot back from the see-through curtain to remain undetected, raptly watched our odd neighbor.

      “I believe it’s his daily inspection walk.  I wonder what he’s looking for when he stares at his roof like that.”

      I pretended to return my attention to the book in my hands.

      “I hope we never find out.”

      “He’s scowling hard at it now.  Seriously, I have to know.  Did he spot something and he’s mad about it?  Is he waiting for a rooftop delivery?  If so, what delivers here?  DruidDash?”

      A soft laugh escaped me.

      “Okay, he stopped staring up and is looking down.  Maybe he’s realizing he needs shoes to walk around in snow.”

      “I doubt that.  He’s not human.  Why would he need shoes?”

      “Most humans don’t like shoes either.  He could be human.”

      “And that’s why you need to read these books more slowly.  There’s no way he’s human.  One, he lives here.  Two, he walks around barefoot outside in the middle of a Maine winter like it’s no big deal.  Three, you said his eyes glowed.”

      “It was sunny that day, and as soon as he turned his head toward the window, I looked down like I was supposed to.  Who knows if what I thought I saw was really what I saw?”

      “We are not going to introduce ourselves, no matter how good-looking you say he is.  It would be like ringing the dinner bell.”

      “He might not even notice if it did ring.  He’s yelling at that rock again.  I swear it was closer to the window yesterday.  I think he sneaks out at night to move it so he can yell at it in the morning for not being in the right spot.”

      I rolled my eyes at her imagination.

      “He’s squatting down,” she said with hushed excitement.  “He has the best backside ever.  Mmm.  Just biteable.”

      “Do not tell a human-eating creature that you think his ass is biteable.  Do you want to die?”

      “I thought they didn’t eat humans here,” she said with a smirk.

      “Do not twist my words, child.”

      My mock severity made her chuckle, and I grinned.

      “Seriously though, Kelsey, this guy has the body of a god.  The way he moves when—oh, shit!  He’s looking at me.”
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      I bolted from my chair and dove for Zoe, taking her down at the knees.  We fell with muffled “oofs” and landed in a tangle.

      “Get off me,” I whispered.

      “I wouldn’t be on you if you hadn’t attacked like a psycho.”

      “You were looking at him.”

      “No.  I was looking down.  You know, like you’ve drilled into my head every day since that asshole in the Roost kissed me.”

      I gave her a push to move her away.

      “Get to the bedroom.”

      We got to our feet, and with our eyes glued to the hardwood floors, we hurried to our designated safe space, the master bedroom.  The window in that room had blackout curtains that stayed drawn at all times.

      “What happened?” I asked, closing the door behind us.

      “I was watching him chew out the rock, and then he just turned and stared right at the window.  I immediately averted my gaze and told you.  Which I’m never doing again, by the way.  I think I bruised a hip.”

      She sat on our bed and huffed a sigh.

      “How long do we need to stay in here?” she asked.

      “A few hours to be safe.”

      “I don’t even think he saw me.”

      “Do you really want to take the chance?”

      There was a long moment of defeated silence before her sullen answer.

      “No.  It’s not fair, though, that two seconds of watching something more interesting than the walls turned into two hours of solitary confinement.”

      “Three.  And it’s not solitary.  I’m here with you.”

      “Three?  Text Eliana.  We don’t even know what kind of creature he is.  For all we know, he’s harmless.”

      “We’ve been told repeatedly that nothing in Uttira is harmless.”  I picked up the journal I’d left on the nightstand.  “I suggest you use the treadmill.  Ashlyn swore it helped.”

      I returned to reading, this time about dryads, while Zoe walked out her frustration.  Once she was tired enough to sit, she lay down on her side of the bed and started flipping through an old magazine.  Well before our three hours were up, she fell asleep.

      Setting the journal aside, I watched her sleep and again wondered if we’d made the right choice.  Living out on the streets in New York had been hard.  Always looking over our shoulders, wondering how close Joey was to finding us.  We’d played a dangerous game of hide and seek.  One I didn’t want to go back to.  Yet, were we any better off here?

      My head told me yes, but my heart wasn’t so sure.  Zoe was miserable and doing her best to hide it. She knew what waited for us if we wanted to return to our old life.  A druid would memory wipe us, and we’d be dumped back on the streets where we’d been found with only a few hundred dollars in our pockets.  Confused and nowhere to go sounded like a version of hell I didn’t want to visit.  Here, we had food, shelter, and relative safety if we followed the rules.

      Before coming here, Zoe and I had several lengthy discussions about our limited options. We’d talked about going to the police, but the odds were good that telling them our cousin was after us wouldn’t end well.  For us.  The police would figure out we were living on the streets.  At eighteen, I’d be given minimal help, which wouldn’t keep me safe.  And Zoe, at sixteen, would be swept into the system since, with no diploma or means to support us both, I wouldn’t qualify as a guardian for her.

      There wasn’t anyone else to take us in.  Joey was the only family we had left, and we weren’t ever going back to him.

      Staying in Uttira really was the best option.  We simply needed to get better at following the rules.  Which is why I woke Zoe.

      “I’m going to go check things out.  Do you want to be the defense this time?”

      “Yeah,” she dragged herself out of bed and shuffled down the hall behind me.

      I peeked into the spare bedroom, glancing out the windows.

      “No crazy guy,” I said softly.

      The guest bathroom’s high window above the shower remained free of peeping Tom’s too.

      At the end of the hall, I hesitated then leaned around the corner to give a sweeping glance at all the windows in the room.

      “We’re clear,” I said.

      “About time.  I’m hungry.”

      She went to the kitchen while I turned on the television.  The Uttira Council had hooked us up with channels from the city so we could keep up on news.  That small privilege was one of the perks of being human.  The non-human residents were only allowed Council approved content, which didn’t include most of the human news stations.

      “How does spaghetti sound?” Zoe asked.

      “Fine.”

      I went to the kitchen to help.  Meal prep was mundane, but it was something to do.  With my attention on the onion tearing my eyes, I missed half of what the news anchor said until Zoe swore.

      “I think that was Jessica.”

      I wiped my eyes with my arms and looked up at the broadcast.  The news anchor was doing his best sad expression as he gave the details about a woman beaten then stabbed in her home.  Then he asked that anyone with news regarding the incident call a hotline they had set up.  They displayed a picture of a girl along with a number to call.

      It was Jessica’s senior picture.

      “Shit,” I breathed.

      Zoe started crying, and I quickly hugged her.

      “It can’t be related,” I said.  “Killing Jessica doesn’t make any sense.  Joey wanted to sell us.  Why would he kill her instead of taking and selling her, too?”

      “If he’s okay with
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