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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            BAILEY : THE LONELY

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d  glanced out of desperation at the community bulletin board, from my uncomfortable orange plastic seat. Now that we were lowly apartment dwellers, without our own washer/dryer, Dad insisted we never leave clothes unattended. Like some perv was going to steal my brother’s worn Chicago Cubs jersey or my not-impressive bras.

      Now that would be desperation.

      I’d tried jacking my iPod up to Live!-In!-Concert! decibels to hear it over the spin cycle. Headache. I flipped through my English textbook but seriously? Homework. And I’m probably the only fifteen-year-old alive with a phone that can’t text.

      Eventually, a patchwork of advertisements and for-sale notices on a corkboard started looking like decent distraction. Especially one hand-lettered index card.

      I unfolded out of the chair, and crunched over spilled detergent on cheap vinyl flooring to get a better look.
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      With the usual phone number and stuff.

      I used to babysit. And I don’t frighten so easily. Not anymore.

      It’s hard to be scared of much, once you stop caring. And since Mom died . . .

      Blah blah blah griefcakes. She’s dead, life sucks, whatever. And I don’t babysit anymore.

      A fellow resident invaded the shared laundry room—one of several stand-alone facilities that service the sprawling Darkwood Crossing complex. We pretended not to notice each other, although her turban and caftan made her as subtle as a Welcome to Jamaica commercial.

      This was not Jamaica, by the way. This was Texas. A Texas without cowboys or cacti or anything of Western interest. Of course.

      Caftan lady pushed a staring, drooling little girl, too big for a stroller, in a stroller. The kid didn’t focus on anything. Not while her mom loaded the washer. Not as they left. And that? Was depressing.

      Or would be, if I cared. I didn’t care. And I did not want to try babysitting agai—

      That’s when I heard the sobbing, somewhere now by the dryers. Busy laundry room, right? I wanted to ignore it, the way I’d ignored Caftan Lady. The way I ignored everything. But . . . have you ever tried to pretend someone nearby wasn’t crying?’

      When I realized the sobs came from a kid, and not an adult, I had to look. I could be dead, and I would still have to look.

      At first, I didn’t see her, so I called out. “Hello?”

      A little, dark head rose from behind the trash can, which overflowed with empty detergent boxes, softener jugs. Beer bottles. Luckily, the floral scent off what must be powerful dryer sheets overwhelmed the garbage smell. The girl’s fearful, dark eyes dominated her ghostly pale face. Her unraveling braids hinted at neglect.

      Her fear.

      I could actually feel the fear roll off of her, one of the first things I’d felt in a long time. This was no I-didn’t-get-my-ice-cream temper tantrum.

      Who’s after you? I wanted to demand. But that’d only spook the kid. Instead, I made myself smile a little, fake or not, and just said, “Hey.”

      She sniffed wetly, but said nothing.

      “Are you okay?” I tried. Grown-ups almost always say yes, to this question. Kids are more honest.

      Slowly, she shook her head.

      “Can I—”

      But she spun away from me, looked at the laundry room’s doorway. “She’s coming!”

      “Who?” I turned to look, too. Going to the doorway to peek out, I felt like a spy or something. At first, all I saw was a parking lot, crowded with cars, and the gray walls and black roofs of two-story building after building of apartments. Then I saw her, stalking across the grass instead of using a sidewalk.

      I might not notice much at school, but even I’d noticed the bully of the freshman class. At first, I’d thought she was a boy, from the ripped jeans and biker boots she wore and the way she’d cut her greasy blond hair so short, and not in a cute, pixy way. Luckily, a teacher told her to act like a lady before I contracted what could have been a deadly case of foot-in-mouth disease.

      Said bully saw me staring from twenty feet away and glared at me. “What’re you lookin’ at?”

      I shrugged, unwilling to look away first.

      She pointed a hand at me, her wrist wrapped in a faded red bandana for the cool factor. “Don’t screw with me, Yankee,” she warned, and kept on walking, maybe looking for something. Or someone.

      Yankee. So I guess she knew who I was, anyway.

      As soon as she’d rounded a corner, I looked back into the laundry room. “She’s gone.”

      But the big-eyed girl with the black braids was gone, too. I guess she’d crawled out the open window over the dryer? I looked out it, but didn’t see where she’d gone—just some cigarette butts mixing with rose petals on the windowsill.

      I felt a brief flicker of frustration that I hadn’t been able to help. That sense of futility, more than anything else, made me snap a picture of the bulletin board with my cell. Hitching myself up onto a washer, swinging my feet, I looked from the phone display to the card and back. “Nights of the full moon?”

      The laundry room smelled of soap, fabric softener, and something disgusting from an overflowing trashcan. Out in the parking lot, I heard guys shouting and glass breaking—sadly, not unusual background noise—and the occasional, incongruous tinkle of wind chimes.

      Even after selling the house in Illinois, we could still use any extra money that came our way. Medical bills, you know? It sucks, paying medical bills for someone who’s died. Like rewarding the hospital and doctors for failing. But my family’s always been about Doing the Right Thing, and yes, that can be as annoying as it sounds.

      If I started babysitting, maybe I could add texting to our family plan. Maybe I’d even find someone I wanted to text, since my old friends had already written me off. And maybe—

      That’s when I noticed my textbook missing. I couldn’t even summon enough interest for a deep sigh or an “Oh, crap.”

      Crap happens.

      “Must not be easily frightened,” I read again, instead.

      If nothing else—maybe something would scare me, and I’d feel human and alive again. At least briefly.

      I’m Bailey DuPont, and I hadn’t felt alive for a very long time.
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      As it turns out? Full moon and my new sitting job landed that Saturday night.

      Good thing I’d stopped caring about stuff, because if I cared, I’d probably have died of embarrassment. My brother had to walk me to the babysitting gig. In the same complex. In broad daylight.

      Well . . . slanting-into-sunset daylight, anyway.

      Because Dad had noticed teenaged guys hanging around the complex, and worried about gangs, he insisted I be escorted. Nate represented the lesser of two evils. Not just because Dad had gone from being a respected structural engineer back home, to a lowly apartment custodian here—and what the hell was that about?  But having Dad walk me over would’ve been like getting dropped off at kindergarten or something.

      Not that Nate was so different.

      “Do you have your pepper spray?” he brother-henned, following me down the outdoor steps between our second-floor apartment and the neighbor’s. The stairs had no risers on them, so someone could reach through from below and grab your feet. Darkwood Crossing’s labyrinth of gray, two-story buildings and crumbling low half-walls hardly contradicted that Friday the Thirteenth, part twenty-six image.

      “Yeah,” I said, lagging behind him.

      He grinned at me over his shoulder. Not because anything was funny. With his rumpled blond hair and crinkly bright eyes, Nate’s default expression, even with Mom dead half a year now, was generally cheerful—especially pulling his I’m-two-years-older-and-know-best act. “And you charged your phone, right?”

      “Yeah.” But as we headed past another pair of buildings across the little courtyard from ours, I shivered as if I felt someone’s gaze. . . .

      Then I spotted a girl, maybe my age, looking out the tombstone-shaped windows of another upstairs apartment. With the right timing, we could have looked into each other’s living rooms. Cozy, huh?

      My steps slowed as I stared up at the glimpse of sharp features and bright, slanted eyes. She looked . . . familiar.

      She returned my stare until Nate, noticing, waved at her. Somehow, he made that look cool.

      Mystery Girl ducked behind the curtains of her apartment.

      Nate—being Nate—took no offense. “We’ve lived here over a month, Bays. You need to start meeting people.”

      “I’m meeting the Hunt family in Building 900, Apartment 902,” I reminded him. As we crossed a parking lot, careful to avoid broken glass and speed bumps, I had to ask, “Is this place anything like you expected?”

      He shrugged good-naturedly. “Compared with what?”

      Duh. “Back home.” Our two-story house, three-car American dream? He couldn’t have forgotten already.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and continued walking. “I didn’t know what to expect.”

      When Dad first said we’d be into a downtown apartment eight hundred miles south of Chicago, I’d envisioned something like on TV—a tall building with a doorman and an elevator. Turns out in the South, a lot of apartments look more like cheap interstate motels, complete with outdoor stairways and entrances. No elevators.

      Darkwood Crossing (and what PR genius thought up that name?) wasn’t even gated, so wave that doorman goodbye. The complex is huge, forty-something squat, two-story buildings sprawled back from the access road of a six-lane highway. They’re surrounded not by green lawns or city streets but gray asphalt with numbered parking spaces. Park in the wrong spot and the Apartment Police leave a nastygram on your windshield—or tow you. They’d already gotten Nate’s old fixer-upper once, even though Dad was supposed to have an “in” with management.

      As for the buildings themselves? Square roofs slope halfway down their brick sides—mansard roofs, Dad calls them—so that the upstairs windows and balconies peer out of shingles. Cup your hands around to shade your eyes and that’s what the view out my bedroom window looks like.

      Note the singular: window.

      Each building has four apartments—two upstairs and two downstairs, on either side of an open stairway. A set of six buildings then surround a little courtyard of grass and trees. On the outer walls, the first-floor units hide tiny patios behind six-foot privacy fences, but the second-floor apartments like ours only get small balconies with iron railings overlooking the walkways or parking lots.

      Exposure ’R’ Us.

      Walking from our apartment to the mailboxes, or one of the laundry rooms, or the very small pool—or to my first babysitting job in over a year—felt kind of like making our way through a long, brick maze. Okay, so that part was vaguely cool, especially the big trees and old-fashioned gas lamps decorating some of the courtyards. But it felt creepy, too, even with the occasional jingle of wind chimes from some of those patios.

      Especially when I could have sworn someone ran right by me, leaving a chill in its—her?—wake.

      Lucky I had my big brother with me, right? Insert rolled eyes here.

      I used to really resent Nate for being the perfect golden boy of the family. How do you live up to something like that? For a while, starting junior high, I’d tried living down to some rebellious negative of him, my dark to his light. I’d lied. I’d experimented with smoking and drinking, despite hating both. I’d wanted to shoplift, but chickened out—pathetic, huh? Mom getting sick put an end to all that. Now it’s as if Nate and I are in this special club of two, working through stuff that even Dad doesn’t quite get. Nate copes by making friends everywhere, volunteering, and keeping busy. I cope by shutting myself off, reading books, and watching a lot of TV. We get each other now, all the same. Nobody else does.

      “Nine hundred,” Nate read from the plaque on the outside of yet another slate-colored, two-story building with its roof pulled halfway down like some wool cap. He glanced up the stairs. “Nine oh two will be—”

      Which is when we heard the fight.

      “—don’t trust me!” yelled someone. A door opened above us, and a wave of angry words spilled down. “Admit it. Just admit it!”

      “Can you blame us?” A gentler, older voice sounded tired but firm. “Go. Spend the night with Samantha. But leave your brother and the sitter alone.”

      The stairs shuddered under combat boots right before a form wheeled around the corner and almost plowed into us. She stopped, just in time.

      Three guesses who?

      “You’re the sitter?” Our resident bully looked me up, then down. Then she laughed, sort of sneering, like she was in on a joke I wouldn’t like.

      “Hey there.” Leave it to Nate to turn on the charm before I’d even caught my breath. “I’ve seen you around school. You’re . . . Ashley, right?”

      Uh oh. That was the name. I’d seen her punch a junior for using it.

      This time, she just blinked at my brother and said, “Ash.”

      “Right. Ash.” I could hear from the stretch in my brother’s words that he was hitting her with the full-on grin. “I’m Nate DuPont. You know my sister Bailey, right? Don’t worry. She’s the best babysitter around.”

      Ash forced her gaze away from my brother back to me—and the sneer came back. “Right,” was all she said, and she laughed again before stalking away.

      Nate turned back to me, clearly unfazed. “Don’t sweat that. Call me if you need me, okay?” He paused, then added, “Love you, kid.”

      That’s something else losing Mom had done to us. We always say it, now. Like at any time, we could lose the chance to say it again.

      “Love you, kid,” I echoed.

      I’m pretty sure I heard Ash’s nasty laugh at our I-love-yous, from somewhere down the maze of pathways that wove through Darkwood Crossing.
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            ZOE: THE WATCHFUL

          

        

      

    

    
      Crap! I jumped back into the twilit shadows, hoping Mr. Banging McHawty hadn’t seen me. Bad enough that he and his sister spotted me in the window. I didn’t want him—or anyone else around here, especially not Ashley Hunt—to realize that I was following them.

      Trouble was—not following them hadn’t been an option. Not around here. Not around now.

      He strolled past my hiding place, behind a sharp-scented juniper tree, like he had all the time in the world. He wasn’t even heading straight home. And he was minus one brown-haired, jersey-wearing sister.

      Yeah. They’d actually split up.

      Forcing back the urge to bang my head against the nearest wall of gray bricks in frustration, I let McHawty get a courtyard ahead of me, then trailed behind him. Better keep an eye on one of them than lose them both, right?

      And that could be more than a figure of speech, around here.

      Here’s the deal. If you’re ever wandering around a creepy cemetery, abandoned insane asylum, deserted summer camp, or crappy apartment complex, don’t do it during betwixt-and-between time. Those are the most dangerous. Dawn. Dusk. Noon.

      Midnight. Witching hour. Sound familiar?

      And if you do stay out past dark—I can’t even believe I need to spell this out for you—don’t do it with a full moon on the way!

      Seriously. Any eight-year-old who’s read a Goosebumps book should know that much. My newbie neighbors, though? Totally clueless.

      I figured that part out as soon as I heard them heading out at sunset.

      Fast forward, and here I was, trying to walk silently, pretending not to notice his fine, fine butt or how his blond hair deepened to bronze, now to a coffee color, as the last light gave up the sky. It’s not like I’m a stalker or anything. It’s not like I didn’t have clothes to wash, homework to do, websites to hack. This guy wasn’t even my type. Honest.

      First off, he’s human.

      And second off, I’m—okay, so I’m human too, but with major extenuating circumstances. My mother still won’t tell me who—or what—my father was. As far as that goes, I’m not so sure she’s actually my mother. It’s some big state secret or something—or . . . Just. That. Bad.

      Which, considering that we’ve lived at Darkwood Crossing most of my life, could be exponentially bad.

      Still, I have a soft spot for—

      McHawty stopped. Cocked his head.

      Turned.

      I dropped behind the nearest pony wall and waited, hoping I’d been quick enough. Because I’ve got really good night vision, I was able to make out a rabbit, frozen, staring back at me from a thatch of decorative monkey grass. I saw nothing else.

      Nothing.

      The rabbit vanished into the grass with a rustle, a moment before I heard the footsteps. But instead of my neighbor’s voice, the words I heard came from a crackling, seeming aged throat. “Help an old lady, sonny?”

      Oh crap on a shingle! If this was who I thought it was . . .

      Part of me wanted to leap to my feet and shout, “Stop! It’s a trap!”

      But if you’re keeping a list, here’s another thing to never ever ever do.

      Do not dive between a predator and her prey. At least, not without a suit of armor or a weapon. Or a plan. Without any of those—yet—I could only cross my fingers and hope for the right response, if only to buy some time.

      Do not be rude. Do not be rude!

      “Sure,” said McHawty, to my relief and surprise. “Let me take those for you.”

      All that was missing was a nice “Ma’am.” And he was a Yankee, after all.

      “That’s right kind of you.” A faint tap-tap accompanied the voice as it moved away from my hiding place. Probably a cane. “I’m Miz Serena, but you can call me Granny Serena.”

      Granny, my ass! But my stomach shrank to the size of a walnut, all the same. Miz Serena was nobody to mess with. Especially not for humans.

      Just call me Exhibit B. Slowly, I rose, just high enough to peek over the low wall to where one of Darkwood Crossing’s most powerful residents was leading Exhibit A. Yes, she had a cane. He now carried several canvas shopping bags, ’cause even predators can be environmentally conscious.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Miz Serena. I’m Nate DuPont.” He paused, shifted the groceries, then laughed. “Sorry—I can’t shake hands just yet.”

      Good, I thought. Better that he not let her get anything from him. No sweat. No skin cells. No stray, golden hairs.

      “I’m just up here, sonny.”

      “Here?” He obviously noticed the incongruity of a seemingly ancient lady, hunched and frail, keeping an upstairs apartment.

      “That’s what I just said, isn’t it?” She pretended to miss a step—I’m sure it was pretend—and Nate DuPont shifted even more bags to his right hand to catch her elbow with his left.

      “Here.”

      If the scam was going the way I’ve heard it goes—and oh, I hear a lot—Miz Serena would have laid it on thick. She probably exuded Old Lady stank—a mix of menthol rub, cigarette smoke, and maybe an adult diaper for kicks. She’d probably have some moles—preferably hairy—on her age-spotted face. I had no doubt she’d thinned her hair until she looked like a chemotherapy patient. The goal, in case you aren’t well-versed in your fairy tales, was to catch her young victim in a moment of rudeness. All he had to do was refuse to help her, insult her, or even push her clawed hand too roughly away from him, and he’d be fair game.

      Even the evil have to follow rules. Then again, they have their ways of cheating.

      I ghosted after them, following them to the corner just past the foot of the stairs, watching, waiting, wondering what I could do without making an enemy of someone who could eat me and my mother for lunch.

      That, too, might not be a figure of speech.

      As they reached the landing at the top of the stairs, Nate released Miz Serena’s elbow—politely—and reshifted the weight of the grocery bags, setting them carefully outside her door. He flexed his right hand behind his back, where she couldn’t see it, probably to get the blood flowing again. He did not wipe his left hand on his jeans.

      I’ll admit. I was impressed. Grossed out, but impressed.

      He waited patiently while Serena fumbled with the keys, deliberately stretching out the moment, giving him a chance to bug off. He didn’t. But in the meantime, I recognized another threat.

      The threshold.

      You’ve probably heard the legends about how vampires can’t go into a home without getting permission, right? Who hasn’t heard that? Well, it works the other way, too. To stay safe from someone, don’t go into their lair.

      Even—no, especially—if they invite you to come in.

      Geez. I should write a manual.

      With a metallic jingle, Serena dropped the keys. Nate crouched and picked them up. “This one?” he asked, guiding it into the keyhole for her.

      “Thank you, dear,” Serena cackled. “Now, if you could just carry the bags in for me, I could make you some tea.”

      No. Not the threshold. Definitely not the tea. This wasn’t my business. My mom would so pitch a fit about it not being my business, if she found out. But I couldn’t stand watching this guy be all innocent and eagle-scouty, and this whatever-Serena-is getting all smug and spidery, and not do something.

      “Wait!”

      Even as I stepped into the open, at the foot of the stairs, I knew this wasn’t what I should have done. Serena turned, far too quickly for an old crone, and the flash of her eyes promised serious trouble for any further interference. If Nate DuPont hadn’t turned as well, smiling more than startled, he would have noticed. But she was too good to allow that.

      And here I stood, out in the open. At night. Close to moonrise.

      When in doubt? Improvise.

      “I mean—Nate! There you are!” I climbed several steps, bringing myself closer. Not that I would have tackled him to the ground to stop him from heading into Serena’s parlor. Probably. But I liked having options.

      My fake smile felt weird in my cheeks—probably because I don’t even do real smiles very much.

      “I thought maybe you got lost,” I continued, talking fast. “This place is like a maze, isn’t it? Good evening. Miz Serena. I see you’ve met my new friend Nate.”

      “Hi . . .” Nate started, and, rather than stumble for my name—which he couldn’t possibly know—he proved he too had improv skills. “. . . kiddo.”

      Beyond his solid shoulder, Miz Serena’s glare changed, her eyes flickering back to their more natural form. She still looked old. Sorta. Then again, who knew how old she was? All I knew was that it takes a long time to gather the kind of power that gives sensitive folk like me migraines if we stand too close for too long.

      Let’s just say they weren’t old-lady eyes.

      Not frail. Not helpless. Definitely dangerous. However, she kept the granny voice and warbled, “Mr. DuPont was just about to help me bring my groceries inside, Zoe.”

      Nate obediently began to pick up grocery bags, with no idea that he was the rope in a tug-o’-war of wills.

      Not good. “I’ll help,” I suggested, wanting to bite my tongue at the very idea. If he had to go inside, I couldn’t let him go alone. If Serena morphed to her more natural form, the beautiful seductress, he’d be toast.

      Surprised toast, sure. But apparently guys can get over surprise really, really fast around a naked siren type.

      Two more steps up, and inspiration struck. I fell to one knee on the concrete stair. “Ow!”

      Like that, Nate had left the bags. He jumped the steps between us by bracing his hands on the railings and swinging down, and crouched slightly above me. I wondered if his sister often needed help—he could have practiced this, it was so smooth. “Are you okay?”

      “I think I twisted my ankle,” I lied—and it felt just as artificial as Serena using the word “sonny.” The damsel in distress act? Barf. But I’d gotten him away from her doorway, anyway.

      “My ankles ache all the time from those stairs.” Serena tried to reclaim his attention, but short of falling to the ground herself, her chances shrank. “My back too, from carrying those bags.”

      But Nate DuPont used the same railing-vault trick to swing over my body and stuck the landing on the step beneath me. His grin carried unnecessary reassurance. “Let me take a look and—”

      “No!” No way did I want this guy pawing my leg. It wasn’t as much of an anti-touchy-feely thing as because it left us way too close to the pissed-off siren. Her dark energy, all the thicker for her annoyance, was already making my head pound. “I think I can stand.”

      “You young folks heal so quickly,” Serena mourned, as if the decrepit routine weren’t an even bigger act than mine. More practiced, too. And with a much lousier ending.

      So, instead of my neighbor feeling up my ankle, I found his hand on my shoulder, another on my hip, as he helped draw me into a standing position. “Try putting just a little weight on it.”

      “See there?” The old-lady voice came from up top. “All better. Now sonny, if you could just put these bags in my kitchen—“

      So I said, “Ouch!” and I leaned into him. I don’t think I’ve ever had so much contact with a guy, not unless you count getting body-checked into Matt Richards playing basketball in 8th grade PE.

      Nate DuPont smelled a lot better than Matt had. Like springtime and soap. And he looked down at me—pretty much like he’d look at his little sister, I think. Yippee.

      “I’m so sorry, Granny Serena.” He grinned, not glancing away. “But duty calls.”

      She didn’t even thank him for his help that far. She sure as hell didn’t wish me well. But I didn’t have to completely convince her.

      All I needed, around here, was plausible deniability.

      It’s like I said. There are rules, even among the mix-and-match of paranormal misfits who people the inner blocks of the Darkwood Crossing Apartment Homes.

      If “people” is even the right term.
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            BAILEY: THE BRAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Between the “not easily frightened” request and the realization that Ash Hunt lived here, I half expected a blood-soaked clown with a butcher knife to open the scarred green door.

      Clowns, of course, used to terrify me. Back when anything terrified me, I mean.

      Instead, a bleached-blond, big-haired lady with too much makeup and a beauty-queen smile greeted me with, “Hey! You must be Bailey.” She grabbed me in a big, unexpected hug that enveloped me in the sharp scent of cheap perfume. “Come on in, sweetie. I’m Missy Hunt. Thank you so much for coming!”

      She could not have looked less like Ashley if she’d tried.

      We don’t hug strangers in Chicago. We don’t say “Hey.” We sure don’t call them “sweetie.” But what really weirded me out as she drew me into their carpeted front room was my niggling sense of . . . disappointment?

      No cobwebs. No blood splatters. No, you know . . . candelabras. Had I wanted something to scare me?

      Instead, all I got was the über-cheerful Mrs. Hunt’s “tour” of the exact same floor plan our apartment has. But Chez Hunt’s version featured a horrible plaid sofa set and cherub knickknacks covering every flat surface.

      Mrs. Hunt reminded me of a happy flight attendant as she recited the usual babysitter instructions. The remote for the TV and cable. Whatever I wanted from the fridge, except the breast milk of course (“Just kidding. That’s for the baby”). Bathroom’s back here. Crib’s in the master bedroom. They’d posted the important phone numbers (“We, uh, might not answer right off, but you just leave a message, all right, sweetie?”).

      Maybe Ash’s dad would scare me? But no—we found him kneeling on the bed, changing the baby’s diaper. Sandy-haired with an outdoor tan under his golf shirt, he had a toothpaste smile, without any creepy vibe.

      “This here’s our widdle Buddy,” he baby-talked to me—seriously—while his wife pointed out the diaper things and all. Papa Hunt secured the tabs on the baby’s ducky diapers and tickled his stomach. “He’s got a full tum tum, and a dry diapy, so he should drift right off to dreamland and not be any bother at all. Will you, Buddy? Huh?”

      With nothing scary around me, I found myself reverting into babysitter mode, falling into the old mental checklist, as if my world hadn’t ended six months ago. Diaper supplies—check. Light switch—good. Except—not good. Not any more. At an odd ache in my teeth, I realized I was clenching them. My breath had sped up, too. I felt angry.

      Everything had changed. So what was I even doing here, pretending normalcy? Suddenly, all I wanted was to run home to my room, flop into bed, and turn on the television. But my real room was back in Chicago. What I had here was a pale imitation.

      “—no need to even check on him unless he gets, um, fussy. He wakes too easily. But if he does, um, cry? You should put these on before you touch him,” Mrs. Hunt instructed, smiling too brightly as she indicated a pair of black leather elbow gloves. They looked . . . kinky. Like something you’d see on a Goth bridesmaid. “Just to be safe, ’kay?”

      “Seriously?” I asked, surprise interrupting my silent crisis.

      Mr. Hunt flashed his wife a look. “You said she could follow directions.”

      “I’m sure she can.” When she turned to me, her mascaraed eyes looked panicky over her lipstick-framed teeth. “Can’t you, Bailey honey?”

      “Su-u-ure.” I nodded, regaining my balance, and shared a quick look with the sleepy-eyed baby. He was adorable, no surprise. Most babies are. “Your house, your rules. Gloves before touching baby.”

      Both Hunts relaxed with a big whoosh of breath and a relaxing of smiles. “It’s only because he’s allergic to so many things. Use the gloves and we won’t have to worry about him having . . . a reaction.”

      “Watch that he doesn’t nip . . . I mean, he’s teething, so watch what he gets his mouth on.” Mr. Hunt pushed to his feet and tucked the baby into the crib. He glanced out the window, the sunset having surrendered to full dusk, and murmured, “Dang.”

      They both started moving—and talking—faster.

      Mrs. Hunt hustled me back into the front room. “Absolutely nobody is allowed here while we aren’t home. Best thing you can do is just not answer the door—”

      “—to anyone or anything,” Mr. Hunt finished. He took his wallet and keys out of his pants pocket and tossed them in a bowl on the kitchen counter.

      Usually, men heading out do the opposite. Now that I noticed, Missy was awfully underdressed for a night out, too . . . makeup aside.

      “Not even close relatives, you understand?” Mrs. Hunt’s eyes swam with sudden-but-earnest tears. “Everything’s been so . . . so confused, since the attack, even before our little angel left the hospital, poor darling—and anyhow, we can’t trust anyone. As if things aren’t bad enough—”

      “Missy,” interrupted her husband. “Honey, full dark’s just around the corner. If we’re going to make the rendezvous . . .”

      “Of course. Don’t mind me.” She fanned her eyes with both hands, to dry the tears before they could make her mascara run. “Just . . . um . . .”

      Mr. Hunt grasped her elbow and steered her toward the door. “Be creative,” he suggested over his shoulder at me. His smile looked a little panicky now. “If anything . . . unusual . . . happens, roll with it. Just ask, ‘What would my mom do?’ Use the chain lock, after we’re gone. And have a good night!”

      Hurry or not, they stopped long enough after shutting the door to lock not one but two deadbolts with their keys. Chunk! Chunk! Locking something out, I wondered? Or locking me in?

      Just in case, I quickly reached the door and slid the chain lock into place, too. Maybe things were less normal than even the Goth gloves implied?

      The rumble of their feet on the outside stairs shook the room, then faded. Silence surged back around me until the air conditioner kicked on.

      Here we were, with April not even half over, and it was already air-conditioner weather in Texas. Yuck.

      First, I checked on Buddy, before he could completely fall asleep. Or so I’d thought. Instead of waking easily, he lay there as if dead, chubby face lax. That might have worried me. New babysitter? Dead baby? But I’ve done this before. I simply used a mirror from Missy Hunt’s vanity to check for breath, and Buddy misted the glass just fine. Nothing frightening there.

      Whatever had put him in the hospital, he seemed to have recovered.

      I studied family photos on my way to the fridge. In her younger days, Missy had won beauty pageants, judging by the shots of her with high-styled hair, wearing evening gowns with crowns and sashes that read “Miss Amarillo” or “Miss Cotton Patch.”

      More interesting were the portraits of a much younger Missy with—could that be Ash? Ash, the terror of Crockett High School and, apparently, Darkwood Crossing? “Mama’s Angel,” read a T-shirt on a curly-haired toddler. Another photo showed the same kid, rugrat age—wow, Ash actually had curls—as the daughter half of matching mother-daughter gowns, apparently in yet another beauty pageant. No sashes, though. Even at three or so, the kid had a strong jaw and a glassy stare that wouldn’t likely win any prizes.

      That shot was all wrinkled, as if someone had crumpled it before smoothing it out and pressing it behind picture glass.

      That was Ash, all right.

      She appeared in a mix of single portraits and family pics with Missy, usually in frills and lace, always with makeup that didn’t help, and looking increasingly meaner as she grew older.

      By the time she reached my age, Mr. Hunt’s face had joined their pictures, so stepfather, I guessed. They ended with a few photos of baby Buddy with one or the other parent beside an incubator in some kind of NICU setting . . . which would’ve explained the gloves if they’d been latex.

      But Missy had mentioned an attack. Maybe that explained things. Some people dealt with stress by pretending it didn’t happen, or so said the grief therapist dad made me see. Could that explain Missy Hunt’s overly cheerful vibe, and hug?

      Maybe, but it didn’t explain why Ash didn’t babysit.  Or the “not easily frightened.” But it did keep the rest of my brain occupied as I checked the fridge, babysitter central. Dinner and a movie and a paycheck. A good gig if you could get it, especially if you can team-sit with friends. Once, it had been my dream job.

      But now, I didn’t want to think about “once.” Or the fact I had no friends.

      The Hunts had left me a decent selection of pop and . . . a casserole. We’d lived on casseroles from friends and neighbors for weeks after Mom’s death. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry.

      For a brief moment, I considered using my phone to snap some pictures of little Ashley’s portraits, or . . . or going through Mr. Hunt’s wallet. After all, he’d just left it there! But my previous, bad-girl phase seemed embarrassingly immature, now that the universe had put it into stark perspective.

      Finally, I flopped onto the granny sofa and folded my arms, bored again. That seemed to be the one emotion I was capable of maintaining.

      Whatever I’d been hoping for in taking this job—I mean, beyond the twenty bucks—I hadn’t gotten it. So, more disappointment. Welcome to my life.

      I turned on the television and channel-surfed until I found some true crime/forensics show to creep me out. It was either that or the usual stalker boyfriend movie on Lifetime. Yeah, so my tastes had gotten dark over the last year. So sue me.

      I’m sure I would have recognized and responded to the sound of a baby crying. But that’s not what eventually distracted me from the deep, voiceover narration that accompanied the reenactment of a serial killer’s grisly murders. The sound that distracted me was a whimpering.

      From the master bedroom.

      Not a fussy-baby, working-up-to-a-wail whimpering, either. It was more a really high-pitched yelp.

      Muting the show, I rolled to my feet and headed in to check on Buddy. I didn’t have to turn on the light in the master bedroom—a bright wash of orange moonlight bisected the room and fell over the crib.

      What I found there wasn’t a baby at all.

      Not a baby human, anyway.

      What looked up at me through squinty blue eyes set in a brown, furry face was a little brown puppy!

      On seeing me, it began to grunt and wiggle so happily it fell over. Its tail thumped the mattress in anticipation.

      But where was the baby?

      Yeah, I get it now. Maybe subconsciously, I got it then. I’m not stupid—but I do live in the real world. Seriously, would you have leapt to the weird-but-obvious conclusion right away, if you were the one in charge of a kid’s safety? Or would you, like me, have defaulted to alarm?

      My first thought was that Buddy, too little to crawl or climb, had somehow fallen out of the bed. Or the puppy—why would they put a puppy in with him? Why hadn’t I seen him?—had knocked him out. Maybe he’d . . . rolled under something?

      “Buddy?” I called, too loudly. Yeah, like I expected the baby was going to answer with “Over here!”

      Instead, the puppy in the crib answered. It started its ki-yi-yi lonely-puppy serenade, like from the start of Lady and the Tramp.

      I checked the bedroom window, which overlooked a parking lot. Locked from the inside. Okay, so no one had gotten in that way. I looked in the overstuffed closet. I looked under the bed. I checked the bathroom with its floral shower curtain and no windows.

      No baby.

      Yi! Yip! Yi! The puppy’s crying fed my growing, guilty panic. Sure, I’d wanted to feel something new, but did it have to be something this bad?

      “Buddy!” I circled the apartment, methodically checking windows, trying doors, my heart stumbling so fast that I felt dizzy. I tried to control the panic.

      I needed to call the Hunts. I needed to call 9-1-1!

      I needed to call my mother. Too bad on that last one, huh?

      I found every single window and door firmly latched from the inside. No baby. But in the apartment’s second bedroom—Ash’s bedroom—I found something else.

      I wouldn’t have gone in, under other circumstances. But I had to find Buddy. I had to hold off the crazy for a few minutes longer. I didn’t want to alert the authorities and have it all become “The Case of the Stupid Babysitter Who Didn’t Look in the Last Room.”

      I barged in, right past the Keep Out signs, and flipped on the lights—

      And found myself face-to-face with a wolf.

      Immediately I realized—no, it was just a poster of a wolf. One of many. Wolf images papered the walls, mixing with movie posters like The Wolfman and Underworld: Rise of the Lycans. There was even a wolf bedspread. A desktop computer with a wolf screensaver. And clothes, grungy denim and leather and jerseys, scattered everywhere.

      Back slowly out of the room. Do not disturb the lair.

      I shut the door, unsettled by more than the missing kids and the theme decorating.

      Wow.

      I didn’t need to find a Team Jacob button to catch on, by then. But it was ludicrous, right?

      Blindingly obvious, by now. But batcrap crazy, all the same! Even with not easily frightened, and nights of the full moon, and the gloves. Watch that he doesn’t nip.

      While my sane side battered against what sure seemed like evidence, I kept backing up, past the bathroom and right back into the master bedroom. The puppy’s cries became grunts of happy excitement as it waddled to the corner of the crib. It tried to plant its clumsy front paws against the cushioned crib bumper, but fell over again. It rolled back to its puppy feet, its tiny tail wagging so hard it wiggled him even harder.

      Him.

      I looked past the tail at the discarded infant diaper in the crib with him, complete with cute duckies on it, half chewed to bits.

      Holy . . .

      “Buddy?” I tried.

      The puppy wiggled with such joy that he stumbled, then attacked the bumper again, still whining to be held. He looked and sounded like a puppy. He even smelled like a puppy.

      “Whoa,” I whispered.

      It’s not as if my world was shifting or anything. Not exactly. This change was nothing, against what my family had gone through this last year. But still! I stood there, wobbling on a wire between reality and . . . something else.

      And seriously, what had reality done for me, lately?

      The hell with it. I jumped.

      “Holy crap. You’re Buddy!”
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      ’Do you want me to carry you?”

      Nate “McHawty” DuPont sounded more like a valedictorian in the making than a blond jock. In my world, the cute ones are seldom smart and vice versa. So maybe this could be interesting.

      Especially if he were really, truly normal.

      “How about a little support?” Aware of our audience, and I don’t just mean the hag—the apartments have eyes—I looped an arm around his warm, solid waist, instead. His Chicago Cubs jersey felt soft under my fingers. He felt real. And warm. And human. And normal.

      Like anyone here had that luxury!

      Instead of allowing me to enjoy the moment, my mind insisted on racing ahead. Around here, if you piss off one person, you piss off their friends/pack/clan/nest/peeps. Since I’d probably royally pissed Serena off, I needed to figure out who her friends were. There’s no such thing as a static enemies list around here. Allegiances change. Loyalties waver. And that also meant finding out where McHawty’s sister had vanished to. She’d need protection, too.

      We took a few tentative steps and I caught sight of the Cubs logo again. It reminded me that I needed to check my database to see if anyone living here had any aversions to bear totems. If so, I’d have to steal the jersey. No, not for myself but for his safety. You never knew with the paranormal. It could be like wearing blue in a Bloods neighborhood.

      I pretended that the pain that gripped my head was actually in my ankle. “I really appreciate this. Thanks.” Up close, he definitely looked like a valedictorian. Or a young Captain America. The superhero. Not the sickly alter-ego.

      Still, the thanks almost caught in my throat. I am so not used to accepting help.

      He shifted, rewrapping an arm at my waist to take more of my weight. Apparently, he could handle it. I heard a rustle of canvas—probably Serena collecting her own damned bags—and the slam of her door. Mission accomplished? I snuck a quick look. No signs of Serena glowering from her landing. Still, I limped beside him, hip to hip, until we left her block of apartments behind and reached a different courtyard well out of view of her windows.

      Then I stood up straight on my own two feet and twisted out of his utilitarian embrace. “That’s far enough, Prince Charming,” I drawled.

      Something in the shadows snickered. Prince Normal didn’t appear to hear. I wished I hadn’t.

      He stared dumbfounded at me, and then his gaze dropped to my foot. “Okay, so what’s going on?”

      What? No damsel in distress ever had pulled this on him before?

      He narrowed his eyes, “Talk, New-Friend Zoe.”

      “You won’t understand, but I just saved you from a fate worse than death.”

      The grin came back, but not a version I liked. “You did, did you?”

      Crap. Now I had to make up an explanation. Lucky for me, when you live in two different worlds, you become well-versed at knowing how to lie in both. I knew I had to start with the truth to sucker him in, then veer from that about halfway through.

      “Granny Serena isn’t quite what she appears to be.” Truth.

      “She likes to lure unsuspecting new tenants to her apartment.” Truth.

      “Once she gets her hooks into you, she’ll have you doing all sorts of things for her because she comes across as a poor, decrepit, lonely old woman.” The last part was true, anyway.

      “But in reality, she’s a mean-spirited old—” I prayed for forgiveness from the real witches who lived in the complex “—witch who will have you doing all sorts of favors for her. Innocent ones to start, but they won’t stay like that. She’ll hit you up for money, and if you don’t have any, she’ll coerce you into selling personal items for her. Trouble is, they aren’t her personal items.” In case you didn’t notice, that’s where the veering-from-the-truth part happened.

      He gaped at me, clearly torn between shock and amusement. “Granny’s a thief?”

      I nodded. “No one ever suspects her. Not poor little old Serena.” I leaned forward as I warmed to my story, lowering my voice as if letting him on a big secret. “The cops raid her place every couple of months, recover what they can.”

      He quirked a suspicious eyebrow. “They don’t arrest her?”

      Crap. I’d dug myself a hole and stepped right into it. Now I shoveled hard and fast. “Uh . . . her only relative is a . . . a cop. He protects her by prosecuting the people she cons into fencing the stuff. They take the fall for her.”

      McHawty whistled. “That’s quite a racket.”

      I nodded. “And that’s why I pulled that little stunt. To save you a world of trouble.”

      “Then thanks.” He shot me the sort of smile that probably got him extra-large slice of pie from the lunch lady or a C-note in his birthday card from his Grandma. From me, it only got him a scowl. Can’t let the pretty ones think they can charm you. Not that too many tried. Ya can’t get too attached to the outer wrappings.

      Or the bait within.

      “So where’s your sister?” I asked, checking at least one to-do off my mental list. Assuming the light-haired girl was his sister, right? Not his girlfriend? “I thought I saw you heading out with someone else.”

      He leaned closer. “Why do you want to know?”

      That straight, white smile bounced off the wall of protection I kept around me at all times. Now was so not the time to wonder what he saw when he looked at me. Too skinny? Too tall? Too red-haired and pale? Focus.

      I continued. “If she’s out here by herself, she may be in over her head. Look around. Does this place look particularly safe to you?”

      “It doesn’t look unsafe.” He glanced around while saying that, maybe finally seeing beyond the lack of gang tagging or burglar bars to the truth about the complex. But his gaze didn’t linger on the orange moon rising over the trees, or how we stood where two intersecting walkways created a kind of crossroads, or even the too-thick hedgerow that grew along a stretch of the parking lot outside the 600 block.

      There are none so blind.

      The night continued to congeal around us, as if the blocks of apartment houses radiated a darkness to match so many of their occupants. I made sure I kept a lookout for the things that liked to live in the shadows and an even closer watch for those things that liked to jump out of the shadows.

      “Bailey should be fine—as long as she doesn’t fall prey to little old ladies.” His air of nonchalance rang true. Like he truly believed it’s the things you saw that would get you.

      Luckily, I was pretty sure Granny Serena didn’t swing both ways. She had a track record of seducing boys only and not girls. One threat down, five hundred and ninety-nine more to go. “So where’d she go?”

      “If you must know, she’s babysitting.”

      I noted that he left out the where. But I guess it got her indoors, anyway and safe—depending on who or what she was babysitting. . . .

      If I could get him to tell me . . . I stopped myself. I’m only human. I could only protect one fellow human at a time, right?

      Maybe.

      “So, what brings you to Darkwood Crossing?” I started to walk deliberately back toward our own apartments—four long paths and two parking lots away. To my relief, he fell into step beside me, almost like he was the one walking me home.

      “Our mom died.”

      I winced at his matter-of-fact announcement, but could see pain behind his nonchalance. Suddenly, McHawty seemed an inappropriate nickname. He became Nate to me.

      Nate paid too much attention to his feet as we shuffled down the path. “We sold the house to pay off bills, and Dad took a job down here.”

      “You had a house?” Talk about a comedown. I used to dream of Mom and me living in a house—or of finding my real parents who, of course, would own one, complete with a Perfect Princess bedroom just waiting for me. A place with yards, and a swing set, and maybe . . .  gables. Stupid, little-girl dreams.

      “Yup. I’m an apartment-dwelling virgin,” he admitted, almost flirtatiously. “So if you have any advice for the newbie, I could probably use it.”

      Move out? Probably too much. I was already flirting with danger, having revealed what I already had. A guy like this, clean-cut and aware, earnest and intelligent—if he went public with the kind of critters that lived around here, people just might listen to him. That would bring bad publicity down on the complex and, collaterally, on me.

      Best to keep things normal.

      “Lessee. Darkwood Crossing 101: The pool closest to us is the small one.” I pointed toward the pool house. “If you want to swim laps or something once they open them for the summer, the one to the north is twice as large.”

      “North pool. Got it.”

      We crossed the second-to-the-last parking lot between us and safety. Three paths to go, though.

      “And the laundry rooms are all about the same, but the last dryer in the one closest to us? The change thingie is broken, so you can get free service.”

      Nate nodded, apparently impressed. “You’ve got a sneaky side to you, New-Friend Zoe.”

      “Dane,” I clarified reluctantly. Names have power and by telling him mine, I was giving away power. But somehow, I had a feeling he wouldn’t use it against me. “I’m Zoe Dane.”

      He stopped to offer me his hand, like we were meeting at a cotillion or something. Although less comfortable than I liked, I gave him mine. At least he shook it, instead of bending over it for a kiss.

      “It’s smart to make friends with the natives,” he said.

      He had no idea. With the full moon rising, we were walking appetizers, out here. So as his new best friend and unofficial protector, I motioned him forward and we started walking again. Two paths, one parking lot to go.

      He fell into step beside me.

      Something else followed, chittering and lurking, but trailing us all the same. Little people, probably—generally as harmless as coyotes or bobcats, which also like to stay out of your way, but like all wildlife, they could prove fierce if provoked. Spies, maybe. But would they be spying on me, or on Nate?

      Depended on whether they were advance scouts looking for information or trolling for dinner.

      Either way, he didn’t seem to notice.

      He did seem to hear the faint chanting at the moment I did, carried on the breeze along with some wood smoke from the courtyard one apartment block over. “East and South, West and North, we bid thee send thy heralds forth.”

      “Someone having a campout?” Nate asked.

      “Nudists. Very unattractive nudists.” I steered him the opposite direction. That would be our local coven—and yes, they worked “sky-clad.” Hopefully, they’d posted lookouts at all pathways into their circle, or maybe they’d drafted some of the Guardians to help, but you couldn’t be too careful. Weres weren’t the only threat to wanderers on the night of the full moon. “And they like their privacy.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You have no idea how serious.” The detour meant walking with him an extra pathway longer, but I could stand it if he could. Except.

      I was definitely sensing some energy directed at us—no, not us. At him. I’ve lived at the apartments, among the creatures, long enough to recognize the scent of specific energies—like a dog hearing a silent whistle. It smelled . . . tasted . . . felt angry. Angry, aggressive, and really pissed off. But where from? It wasn’t Serena. But who?

      I cut my gaze over, toward a window, just as the blinds folded shut.

      Then I sensed something from a balcony we were about to pass. I glanced upward—just as a glass door slid closed.

      I kept my head still, not wanting to tip Nate off about how we were surrounded by hostility. But I couldn’t help but shiver. Crap. Was the entire DWC population watching him? And if so—why? Was it a new-animal-at-the-zoo curiosity? Or was it more new-prey-on-the-safari?

      I sped my pace, to get us to that last pathway.

      “Grifters and nudists,” Nate mused, keeping pace easily. “This place is dangerous.”

      Ah! There, ahead of us. The parking lot beside our own freestanding laundry room, across from our own block of apartments. Home base. We were so close—

      Someone moved, fast, across my peripheral vision, like a kid running. He—she?—left a wake of coldness. I pivoted, startled, and saw—

      Holly bushes throwing spiky shadows against gray brick. Cracked sidewalks, just waiting to trip the unwary. A chill of colder-than-April air. But nothing outstandingly unusual.

      More unusual than normal, I mean. Normal has a whole different meaning at DWC.

      My gaze met his, and I felt some relief that at last, Nate appeared to have heard the noise, sensed the movement, too. For a moment, confusion clouded his smiling eyes. But he shook it off, just as quick. The human mind leans toward making artificial sense out of the odd crap around them. It’s called inattentional blindness, and you’d freak if you knew how much weirdness hides in plain sight behind it.

      In the meantime, whoever or whatever had just passed us might be listening in, ready to tattle if I spilled more about the weirdness that is our apartment community. Or, it might be waiting for us to cross that last parking lot, vulnerable and out in the open.

      There was only one thing I could do, maybe what had drawn me out in the first place.

      I reached up and placed my hand on his solid shoulder, ignoring his stiffened surprise. “You and your sister are under my protection.” I turned to the shadows where I hoped at least one Guardian lurked with the rest of the voyeurs. They prided themselves on being everywhere, after all. Just my luck if the one assigned to this quarter was out taking a leak or on a coffee break.

      “Understand me?” I directed this toward the biggest shadow.

      “Look, that’s. . . nice of you?” Nate started to say more, but I silenced him with a glare.

      Once more with feeling. “He and his sister are under my family’s protection. Okay?”

      Something rippled in response from the darkness beside a privacy fence, and a slight breeze blew up, tinkling among the chimes on a nearby patio. I only hope it meant one of the G-crew heard me and that he was spreading the word. They’re scary, eerie bastards at the best of times.

      You don’t want to run into them at any other time.

      “Are you okay, Zoe?” Nate was starting to look like he feared for my sanity. He really did have a smile for every occasion, didn’t he?

      I felt a familiar tensing in my shoulders—and it wasn’t mine. My mother’s anxiety level rose sharply, from back at our place. She probably had just realized I wasn’t home, maybe guessed what I was up to. It’s not as if I had an all-access pass around here either.

      Human, remember? With a mother who can project emotions at a thousand paces.

      I took his arm and hurried him across that last parking lot, to the foot of the stairs leading up to his family’s apartment, across the courtyard from mine.

      “Go home,” I told him. “When you go to get your sister later, drive there. Leave your headlights on, even when you leave the car.”

      He had the audacity to laugh and salute me. “Yes sir, Cap’n. Watch out for the boogeymen. Any other orders?”

      A sudden howl split the dark silence. No big.

      Most of the folks around here are . . . unique, possessing a wide variety of talents and abilities. A handful were like me—standard human (probably, theoretically) but very much aware of how dangerous some of our neighbors could be. And then there were the pure innocents, like Mr. McHawty and his sister, living around the perimeter like a facade.

      Camouflage never lasted long at Darkwood.

      A headache stabbed through my tension—my mother’s anxiety level rising to Level Orange. I had to get home before she went into Defcon One. Mothers!

      “I gotta go. Stay in the light.”

      He crooked another charming smile, meaning he probably didn’t believe a word I said. “Why not?” As I stepped away, he reached out and touched my arm. His fingers felt warm, and alive, and real. “Thanks, New-Friend Zoe. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      What would it hurt? “I’m in your AP math class.”

      He looked shocked. “You are? I don’t remember seeing you there.”

      I shrugged. That was my goal. To be there, but to not stick out. Being noticeable in high school could be just as dangerous as strolling the complex grounds after dark.

      “Most people don’t notice me. I like it that way.”

      “I’ll make sure that you and Bailey meet. She could use a friend. She’s a freshman.”

      “You keep a close watch on her. This place looks okay, but trust me—she’s not safe, here. Neither are you, for that matter.”

      Finally, the smile died. He contemplated me, not so big a pushover after all, in a way that threatened my usual detached coolness, and he spoke with quiet gravity. “Thanks for the advice.”

      I nodded and crossed the grassy courtyard toward the stairs leading up to my apartment, aware of his gaze following me—and not by any occult means. As I passed by a large pecan tree that crowded the sidewalk, I whispered to the Guardian I now sensed lurking there. “They don’t know anything. Give them a break.”

      A disembodied voice answered me. “I’ll think about it.”

      I froze. Guardians didn’t generally materialize long enough to talk back. That was, none of them except for one, their leader, Parker.

      A guy who, at age seventeen, had survived his own execution.

      Human? I sorta doubted it.

      Aw crap. . . .
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      So much for boredom. I was puppy-sitting a werewolf.

      Try saying that with a straight face.

      My breath shallow, I yanked on the leather gloves—allergies, good one—and scooped “Buddy” out of the crib, cuddling him to my chest.

      He wiggled in ecstasy and tried to lick my chin. I remembered what Mr. Hunt said about nipping, so I dropped him lower, closer to my waist. I patted his furry rump. “Let’s find out more about the rules before we do anything risky, huh, Buddy? Huh?”

      Saying his name started a new session of tail wagging. I carried him to the sofa with me, scratching behind his floppy ears. As a baby, he’d been pretty standard stuff. The usual drool and diapers. “But as a puppy, you’re pretty adorable, mister.”

      He pushed his head under my hand, licking continuously at the glove, as if to remind me I’d stopped rubbing his ears. I took the hint and began to scrub them again. “Who’s my cute widdle werewolf baby, huh?”

      He rolled over to his back on my lap and dissolved in happy puppy noises.

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      Maybe I didn’t sound completely sane. Which mattered how exactly? It’s not like I had an audience.

      Except a freakin’ werewolf baby.

      At least I hoped it . . . he . . . it was a werewolf baby. Because if the Hunts got home, and Buddy really had been kidnapped and replaced with a dog, I wouldn’t make it through the police interview without a mandatory psychiatric hold.

      If this wasn’t Buddy, maybe I’d commit myself, just to save them the trouble

      “Which world do you want to live in, Bays?” Mom would have asked. Usually she’d said it about choosing between doing the right thing and doing something hurtful. “A world of light, or a world of darkness? Take advantage of it when you get the choice. Sometimes, life doesn’t even give you that.”

      No kidding.

      For the first time in over a year, I felt like I had the choice again.

      And to be honest? The world in which I was babysitting a werewolf pup felt more real than the one I’d been surviving these last months. At least, it felt more alive.

      Like I was trading up.

      So Buddy and I played tug-of-war with his pacifier. I poured some of Missy’s milk from the fridge into a bowl, and he lapped it up. I felt almost . . .

      Happy?

      It’d been so long, I barely recognized the feeling. Even better, the moment I realized that’s how I felt, guilt didn’t rush in to obliterate it. That had been boring, everyday Bailey. Tonight’s little surprise allowed me to be someone else.

      When my phone rang, Buddy’s ears twitched at the ringtone. I shifted him off my lap to do the pocket-search shimmy and pulled out my cell.

      “Critter Sitters, how may I direct your call?”  It’d be funny if it wasn’t so weirdly true.

      Nate hesitated for a moment. “Who are you, and what have you done with my sister? You know—short? Light hair? Early frown lines?”

      “I’m kind of in the middle of something.” I extended a leather-gloved finger to lift the puppy’s floppy ear out of his milk. “Everything okay at home?”

      “Yes, actually. Strange story about that. . . .” But whatever he’d meant to say, he stopped himself. “Listen, don’t walk home by yourself when the Hunts get back. Give me a call, and I’ll drive over there. Capiche?”

      “Huh?” I stalled. “Haven’t I heard this track before? It sounds amazingly familiar.”

      “Humor me, okay? For what it’s worth, I’m glad you decided to get out for an evening.” Sometimes Nate did that—just announced the truth, flat-out, without embarrassment even. Too bad I couldn’t return the favor—not about Buddy. It wasn’t my secret to tell, was it?

      Or maybe I was just that desperate to hold off what I remembered of “reality” for a little while longer.

      “Remember how I’m in the middle of something? What exactly does that mean to you?”

      Buddy started chewing on the laces of my gym shoes. You can’t turn into a werewolf from that, right? Or—my lips twitched—would my shoes morph into animal slippers during the next full moon?

      “It means shut up and leave you alone,” my brother translated. “Fine. Just . . . be—”

      “—careful,” I finished with him.

      “I mean it.” He paused for a moment. “Bailey, you were right. These apartments are . . .”

      “‘Unusual?’” I supplied.

      “Yes and stop finishing my sentences.” He hung up. After saying “Love you,” that is.

      I gladly turned my attention from the worried-about-everything reality of Nate and back to the anything-can-happen little werepup.

      “So what happened?” I asked Buddy, kneeling beside him to rub his round little tummy. “Is your mean ol’ big sister a woofie? Did she bite you?”

      It would explain a lot—especially that wolves! wolves! wolves! bedroom. But damn. Wasn’t Ashley Hunt menacing enough as a butch sophomore with a mean streak? To imagine her out there right now, all fanged and furred, with an appetite for trios of pigs or kids on their way to Grandmother’s house was almost too bad to compute.

      “If this is my fantasy,” I whispered, “then I say that only cute werepuppies are allowed to—”

      Something jiggled the doorknob to the outside.

      Buddy leaped upward, back arched, barking a raspy little bark for all he was worth. Even in baby-bark, I could decipher what he meant. Intruder! Intruder!

      I picked him up, shushing him. No chance that I’d imagined . . . ?

      More jiggling at the doorknob.

      Then, someone beyond the door spat out a particularly vile curse word. Even if the voice hadn’t sounded vaguely familiar—in a quick, hide-behind-your-locker-door kind of way—the fact that Buddy stopped barking assured me I
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