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(To be removed from the human manuscript)
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The following story is true. It is the expanded account of my latest investigative report and, hopefully, is far more entertaining than the dry, tedious facts that I laid out in the formal record. This is the full story—all my triumphs and many flaws. I have written it down so my children (if I ever have any) can understand who I am, figurative warts and all.

But, of course, there is no need for this book to have a single purpose. Despite many objections to my actions, I have decided to submit this to human publishers. Might as well earn a little money from my efforts. It’s not like being a Protector pays very much. However, in order to preserve the appearance of fiction for my human audience, I have changed some of the names and descriptions of various locations. The people in this story are all real (a few of them have even threatened to kill me because of how I portrayed them in the following pages). But I can divulge the truth for one simple reason: no ignorant human is going to actually believe any of this supernatural stuff exists. 

Verum mirabilius fictionem.

Protector Enzo Thornton
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Chapter 1
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No Good Samaritan Goes Unpunished
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PEACE WAS A lot more boring than I’d thought it would be. Everyone said I was crazy. After all, we’d gotten everything our kind had strived for throughout the centuries. The vampires owned most of the blood clinics, so there was no more need to drain living victims. Secret werewolf sanctuaries had been established globally, giving the weres a safe place to turn furry every month, with no risk of accidentally stumbling across a tasty human while they enjoyed their monthly mindless romp. Even the sirens had agreed to focus their womanly charms exclusively on Somali pirates rather than innocent merchant vessels. Every time the sirens’ wail lured sailors to their untimely deaths, the high seas actually became a safer place. Win-win. 

I’d list all the other agreements with different supernatural species, but, quite frankly, I don’t have the attention span to do so. If you really want to know, go read all the long-winded concords yourself. Make sure you wear gloves—a fair number of them are signed in blood. Tradition, and all that.

So why couldn’t I be happy when all the peace treaties were firmly in place? I guess part of it’s because the motto of my people is entrenched in the root of my being: Protect human life. Others say we’ve done our job. Being supernatural ourselves, we are able to stand up against the supernatural evils in this world in a way that humans simply cannot. We are the self-appointed supernatural police. Hall monitors on steroids (magical ones, that is), and now all we need to do is oversee the world and make sure the pacts are adhered to by the various factions.

But humans are still kidnapped, murdered, trafficked, enslaved, raped (and God knows what other horrors) on a daily basis. They still need protection. The problem is, the evil creatures they need protection from aren’t supernatural. They’re human.

Not our problem, our ruling council says. It’s human business. They can take care of themselves. Let their police, special agents, and military forces handle the task.

I disagree. We have the power to help them, and it’s our duty to protect them. Hell, it’s the very name we call ourselves—Protectors of Humanity. Other species call us different names, none of them flattering, but that’s beside the point right now. 

I decided to take matters into my own hands. If the Council wouldn’t act, I would. A supernatural vigilante, you might say, although I had no intentions to function as judge, jury, and executioner. I just wanted to catch the bastards. Let the human courts dole out whatever justice they saw fit.

So it was that I found myself stanching a hemorrhaging knife wound on a human woman, helplessly watching as her attacker ran to a car and drove away in a squeal of tires on asphalt. I could’ve easily caught him, but that would’ve meant releasing the pressure on the bloody puncture and allowing the victim to bleed to death. Her life would be the payment for capturing him. Unacceptable. Nothing to do but let him escape and get him another day. I’m not going to lie, though, it was galling as hell to watch him leave. 

I freed one red-stained hand long enough to dial 9-1-1 and demand an ambulance ASAP.

It was a matter of minutes that felt like hours before the emergency services vehicles pulled up, sirens wailing in a tone reminiscent of a banshee, lights flashing brightly in the fading blues of twilight. The EMTs quickly relieved me of my duties, bandaging the wound and loading the woman into the ambulance. One of them was kind enough to give me some antiseptic wipes to clean my hands off before they raced toward the hospital.

A pair of police officers approached me. I glanced at them, expertly appraising them in a quick moment. One man, one woman. The male was a few inches taller than my six feet, leanly muscled like a marathoner, and in his late thirties. His skin, hair, and eyes were the medium hues resulting from a well-stirred portion of the American Melting Pot. Hard to even guess what the mix of his ancestry might be. He looked around with the air of a seasoned detective, taking in every detail of the crime scene in a calm, dispassionate manner. He wore authority like a cloak. Not in a pompous, high-handed manner, but a self-confidence that was so ingrained in his core that he couldn’t help but project it for all to see. 

His partner, on the other hand, was a compact bundle of high-voltage energy. Five-two, early twenties, and every feature on the small side—narrow, angular face and whipcord thin body. Hell, even her black hair was only an inch or two long and a sharp contrast to her pale skin. Her hair did help add to her height, though, as it was short enough to stand on end.

She looked at me with a raptor-fierce gaze. I suppose it made sense, since I was covered in blood at a crime scene, but surely she’d been informed that I had been trying to save the victim’s life, not end it. But then, as they got closer, I realized why she was staring at me so intensely. 

Shit, I thought, as I instinctively reached for my silver knife, realizing a split second later that I had left all my supernatural weapons behind for this foray amongst the humans. She’s a werewolf.
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Blood Trace
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“I’M DETECTIVE MARLOW. This is my partner, Officer Hawkins,” the human policeman said. I forced my gaze away from werewolf Hawkins to look at him. “We’d like to ask you a few questions about what occurred here. What is your name?”

“Enzo Thornton,” I replied, flashing a disarming smile, hoping that the appearance I currently preferred would come across as an innocent bystander to him. I didn’t want to get dragged into a human investigation. Too much of a hassle, even with my ever-useful get-out-of-jail-free card. I saw him evaluating me—clean-cut white male in his late twenties, dark workout clothes that didn’t show much blood despite being currently splattered on the front, and relaxed stance. Although, with a werewolf present, it was much more difficult to pull off an air of nonchalance than if it had been two human cops questioning me. Even if they’d been Gestapo—no big deal for someone like me. Not like a werewolf.

“Mr. Thornton, can you describe what happened here?” Detective Marlow asked.

“I was going for a run,” I said. No need to tell him that I was looking for trouble, not exercise. “Saw a man mugging a woman in the alley. He stabbed her with a knife. When he saw me coming, he ran off and drove away.”

“Why didn’t you catch him?” Hawkins demanded in a fierce voice. 

Marlow stopped scribbling in his notebook and looked at her, eyebrows raised in surprise.

Before he could speak, I answered. “The woman was losing a lot of blood. I applied pressure to the wound to keep her from bleeding out, and then called the ambulance.”

“But why didn’t you do more—”

“Enough, Hawkins,” Marlow said, frowning at her. 

She glared at me but held her tongue.

Marlow resumed his questioning. “Did you get a look at the assailant? Or his car?”

“Just his back. Shorter than me—maybe five-eight, five-nine. Medium build. Didn’t get a look at his face. Drove a dark sedan. Not sure the make or model. Something newish though.”

“What about his license plate?”

“No idea. Too dim and too far away.”

“If you remember anything else, give me a call.” He handed me a business card, which I tucked in my pocket.

Marlow walked away, but Hawkins didn’t move, still glaring at me. 

“You got a problem with me?” I whispered so the human wouldn’t hear, but I knew her keen werewolf ears would pick out my words.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“None of your business.” I managed to snap the words out despite continuing to whisper.

“Hawkins, come on,” Marlow ordered. His voice seemed unnaturally loud after our near-silent conversation.

“Stay away from me,” Hawkins said, a hint of a growl in her voice, before turning and following her partner. 

Not one to be denied the last word, I muttered my parting shot so only she would hear. “Nothing you can do to stop me.”

––––––––
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I WALKED A few blocks away before I summoned a rideshare. No need to be tied to the crime scene by other humans. Fortunately it was dark enough by then that the blood on my black clothing was no longer visible. Would’ve been hard to explain it to the driver. Got a quiet one, thankfully. I wasn’t in the mood for chatting.

It only took a quarter of an hour to return to my apartment on the other side of the city—rush hour was officially over—and I began collecting an assortment of tools to further my own investigation into the mugging. It was highly doubtful that the human cops would ever be able to catch the bad guy based on the thin evidence and the unobservant witness. That’s me, in case you’re wondering. And I only play the part of someone who’s a run-of-the-mill imperceptive civilian.

I knew the guy I was after drove a black 2015 Mercedes-Benz C 300. He was Caucasian (white hands holding the knife) and had a slight limp in his left leg. Old knee injury, maybe. But I didn’t know the face, and I didn’t know the license plate. No need to give the other info to the police then. It wasn’t specific enough. But it would help me. At least I would know I’d found the right guy when I finally caught up to him. 

Before I stripped off my stained clothes and stepped into the shower, I squeezed some of the blood soaking the front of my shirt into a vial. Might be useful in tracking down the mugger. Then I stepped into the steaming shower to wash the rest away in a hot, pink stream of water. No matter how much you are used to getting covered in blood, nothing beats seeing it wash away in the scalding torrent of a refreshing shower. I love modern technology. I can’t imagine having to boil water over a fire for a bath, and then sitting in a stew of hot water and your own dirt and sweat. Not to mention any blood picked up along the way. 

After my shower, I preheated the oven for a frozen pizza. DiGiorno cheese-stuffed crust pepperoni pizza. Can’t beat it. Scrumptious cheesy goodness. Anyhow, I knew I had to kill some time so the human cops could finish up their investigation at the crime scene before I went back. Might as well indulge in some deliciously unhealthy dinner while I waited. Besides, my high metabolism had its uses—I didn’t need to worry about calorie counting, or any of that bullshit. If anything, it was occasionally a struggle to keep up with my supernatural energy requirements.

After baking and devouring half the pizza, I returned to the crime scene. No rideshare this time. Didn’t want my movements to be tracked back to where the mugging happened. Instead, I ran. Although I’m capable of extreme speeds, I kept my running to a brisk jog—perfectly blending with all the other human fitness fanatics out there. 

It took me a half hour to return to the alley where the woman had been stabbed. By the time I got there, all traces of human police were gone. Apparently they had “been there, done that.” Gotten all the evidence from the crime scene, and it was time to move on. Not that I blamed them—there wasn’t much for them to go on, and it definitely made my job a hell of a lot easier now that the police had abandoned the crime scene. I didn’t have to worry about compelling cops or erasing memories.

I pulled out my tracker device. It was a thin black disc, the perfect size to be easily held in the palm of my hand, with a small hole in the center. I carefully poured the small bottle of the victim’s blood into the hole and re-stoppered the empty vial. The disc glowed with black light. Mind you, I’m not talking about what humans call black lights. That’s just a fancy term for ultraviolet lights. I’m talking about real, honest-to-goodness light that is black. If you’ve never seen black light before, believe me, it’s just as weird-looking as it sounds. 

After a moment, three red dots appeared on the tracker. One was far brighter than the others—a heavy concentration of blood, clearly the victim herself. Based on where the spot appeared on the disc, I guessed she’d been taken to Mercy General Hospital.

The other dots were far dimmer—and far more interesting. One was dead center on the disc, indicating that it was where I was standing. It had to be honing onto both the vial of blood in my pocket and the leftovers from the crime scene. The third dot was what I had been hoping for. Another source. The bloody knife blade, or perhaps even blood that splattered on the mugger himself. Perfect. Time to hunt him down.

I set out at a steady jog, heading toward that third dot. If I was lucky, it would lead me straight to the mugger, who wouldn’t know what hit him. A little night-night powder to incapacitate him, then tie him up and dump him in front of a police station for the human authorities to find. Bloody knife conspicuously displayed so they would get the hint to run a DNA test. All in a good night’s work.

Of course, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy. Life is so rarely wrapped up with such a neat, pretty bow. But it never hurt to hope. After all, I like to think of myself as the eternal optimist—always looking for the silver lining in the looming storm clouds. 

As I drew nearer to the target, I habitually checked my weaponry. Silver knife. Check. Wooden stake. Check. Various other tools and devices. Check, check, check. Not that I would need any of my magical weaponry, of course (other than the night-night powder). After all, it was a mere human I was tracking.

Oh, how wrong I was.
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A Squeaky Sewer Rat and a Whining Lion
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I slowed to a walk when the tracker showed I was within a hundred yards of the blood trace. I looked around. A few blocks of dingy apartments. Next to me was a rusted-out playground, all the swings missing their seats. Just a few lonely chains swinging slowly in the light breeze. 

The only people I saw were a block ahead, playing basketball on a communal court under the spotty light of a few tall lampposts. It took only a second of study to see that the lightest person among them was a tanned Mexican. My current pale skin would stand out in this neighborhood like a Grand Dragon at the “I Have a Dream” speech.

I decided to do a quick shift. That’s the convenience of being a shapeshifter—it’s easy to blend in to any surroundings. Darken the skin, get rid the scruff around the chin, rearrange the facial features, and I was a brand-new black teenager. I figured I’d look a little more innocent if I took a decade or so off my appearance. Give me a bit more of an element of surprise. Not that I really thought that I needed it, but it never hurts to have a little extra help. I thought about shifting to female—humans can be incredibly stupid about underestimating girls—but I didn’t have the right clothes to pull it off. Another time.

The tracker dot led me to the second set of apartments. I entered the hallway. No locks, or if there had been a lock, it was broken off long ago. Slowly, careful to make no sound, I advanced down the row of doors, stopping at apartment 112. This was it. I listened at the door. No noise. Perhaps the mugger was asleep.

I took only a matter of moments with my lock picks to trip the simple deadbolt. I eased the door open, wary of creaks from the hinges. No lights on inside. I slipped through the doorway, closing the door behind me, and waited a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dimness. Not complete darkness, mind you, as a streetlight was shining though the curtain-less window. 

A quick glance around made me doubt that I was in the right place. Crocheted doilies everywhere. Two cats sleeping on the clawed-up sofa. They opened their eyes and stared at me as I tiptoed though the apartment. A soft snoring came from the bedroom, and when I snuck over to peer inside, I saw an old lady sprawled on a sagging mattress, another pair of cats curled up at her side.

Just to be sure, I followed my tracker to the exact spot it said the blood should be. The middle of the living room. Nothing there. Damn, I wish the tracker had 3-D capabilities. Clearly I was at the right coordinates, just the wrong altitude. Time to try floor two. 

The second floor was equally fruitless. I only had to listen at the door of apartment 212 to know for sure. Screaming baby. Barking dog. Crying mother. That was a rattlesnake’s den that I wanted nothing to do with. Give me an old-fashioned beatdown any day before shoving a shrieking infant in my face. 

Floor three, though, was a different story. Jackpot. 

I listened at the door, pressing my ear to the peeling paint. Voices inside. Loud. Male. Arguing.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Voice Number One was high-pitched, almost effeminate. “You could’ve blown everything.”

“Nobody saw who I was.” Voice Number Two was deep, slightly gravelly.

I thought about breaking down the door and nabbing the two guys, but I wanted to hear more. Maybe there was more to the mugging than I originally thought.

“But you were seen in the act!” The voice broke on the last word like a prepubescent teenager. I decided to dub the speaker Mr. Squeaky.

“Just some random guy. No big deal.” He sounded more like a Mr. J. E. Jones to me, a bit reminiscent of Disney’s dead lion dad. Seriously, though, who puts a scene like that in a kids’ movie? And not just once, but in the remake too.

“No big deal? No big deal? You have no idea what could happen if the right people catch wind of this.”

“There’s no reason for anyone to get suspicious.”

“Unless she speaks. You didn’t even manage to finish the job. She was taken to the hospital.”

“Nothing I could do about it. She came after me first. Had to defend myself. Anyhow, I made sure she won’t survive. I used this.”

“Shit! Give that to me, you moron! Are you trying to attract their attention? Besides, she knows the antidote.”

“There’s an antidote?”

A string of curses rattled off from Mr. Squeaky. It was almost amusing, listening to such a shrill voice muttering curses that would make a troll blush (and, in case you don’t know, every other word grunted from a troll’s mouth is usually an expletive of some sort). The ending to the tirade caught my attention, sending a flood of adrenaline through my veins. “Damned, idiotic humans.”

So. Mr. Squeaky wasn’t human. All of a sudden, my night was looking a lot more interesting. 

I heard heavy footsteps move across the creaking floorboards, heading toward the front door. “I don’t need to take any of this bullshit from you,” Mr. Jones said, his deep voice much closer now.

I listened intently, waiting for the right moment. The doorknob turned, and I threw myself into the door, thrusting it into the unsuspecting Mr. Jones as I barged in. 

I quickly scanned the dingy room. A forty-something-year-old white guy was sprawled at my feet. Mr. Jones. Across the room, springing up in alarm from a dilapidated couch, was Mr. Squeaky. Damn it all. No wonder he had such a high-pitched voice. He was a sprite. Four feet tall, with the pointed ears and slim build common to all the elfin-type creatures. I might’ve guessed from the voice, but sprites are usually found in nature settings, not in the middle of a concrete ghetto.

This one was a water sprite of some sort. Pale blue skin, a set of gills on his neck—water sprites can breathe normally in the air—and webbing between his fingers. Probably webbed feet, too, but I couldn’t see them behind the sagging ottoman. He was naked, but thank God sprites have no external reproductive parts. One of his hands held a blood-stained knife. The blade was serpentine and had some sort of runes etched along its length. I wasn’t able to discern what they were, because as soon as he saw me, Mr. Squeaky turned and punched through the window, using the butt of the knife to shatter the glass. 

I lunged across the room, making a grab for the sprite, but he leaped through the broken window before I could reach him. Damn it. Sprites are such a nuisance. So freakin’ fast. I heard a splash as I reached the sill and leaned out. An open manhole was in the street right outside the apartments. Sewers. Disgusting but effective. There was no way I’d be able to track a water sprite through the vile sewer water. I may be able to shapeshift, but gills and flippers are beyond me. My kind is confined to strictly human forms. I’d have to be content with questioning Mr. Jones.

Speaking of him, I turned around just in time to see him scrambling out the doorway. “Not this time,” I growled, and raced after him.

He was dashing toward the stairway at the end of the hall. Slight limp in his left leg, just like I remembered. Not that a sound human could’ve outrun me, but it made it mere child’s play to tackle him before he made it halfway to the stairs.

We landed with a crash. He spewed curses as I wrenched his arms behind his back and slapped a pair of magi-cuffs—handcuffs with magical-dampening spells—on his wrists. I wasn’t too worried about nosy neighbors poking their heads out to see what was going on. Not in this part of town.

“Shut up,” I snapped anyway, giving him a good shake. The sprite’s escape had put me in a mood as foul as the tunnels he’d fled through.

I dragged Mr. Jones to his feet and spun him to face me.

“You’re just some punk kid!” he yelled. “Let me go.”

“What were you doing with that sprite?”

At my final word, the man’s face drained of all color. “You’re—you’re a hunter,” he stammered. He attempted to step backward, probably to bolt again, but I maintained a firm grip on the front of his clothes. 

“Correct,” I said. “Maybe you’re not as much of a moron as the sprite thought.”

“You can’t do anything to me!” Mr. Jones protested. “I’m human—you can’t touch me.”

“Then again, I’ve been wrong before,” I muttered to myself. I gave the guy another shake to get his attention. “You’ve had dealings with a supernatural creature and, unless I am very much mistaken, a supernatural weapon. You know things that are classified to humans. Therefore, you fall under our jurisdiction. And I most definitely have the right to detain you.”

“I want a lawyer!”

I laughed derisively. “You signed away your rights to human counsel the moment you signed up with that sprite. You’re coming with me, whether you like it or not. Now, where’re your keys?”

“My—my keys?” he spluttered. 

Damn, I was going to have to spell everything out for this guy. “Yes, your keys. I don’t have a car.”

“You can’t just take my car!”

I rolled my eyes, not bothering to respond, and patted the guy down. Jingle in the front left pocket. I reached in and pulled out a small bundle of keys. On the ring was a fob with the Mercedes logo. Excellent. I always appreciate riding in style. 

I dragged my captive down the stairs and out the door, ignoring his protests and curses. Once outside, I punched the unlock button on the fob. Half a block away, lights flashed on a black car. Perfect.

When I reached the car, I opened one of the back doors, flipped the child safety lock and shut the door, then went to the other side and repeated the process. But before I slammed the second door, I threw the squirming Mr. Jones into the back seat. Not exactly the same as the back of a police cruiser—let alone one of our vehicles, which are strong enough to contain even an ogre—but it would do the job for one wimpy human. 

I got in the driver’s seat and started the car, taking a moment to appreciate the soft purr of the engine. Sudden revelation hit me—why the hell hadn’t I seen the glaring incongruities before? Guess I was too focused on the tracking, the sprite, and the capture. Couldn’t see the forest for the trees.

“What are you doing in a place like this?” I demanded. “This car doesn’t belong here. Not in this neighborhood. It would be broken into or stolen on a daily basis. Hell, you don’t belong here. So what were you doing?”

For once, Mr. Jones was silent. Dammit. Typical. Wouldn’t shut up when I wanted silence, wouldn’t speak when I wanted answers. Oh well. I’d get him into an interrogation chamber soon enough.

Before I pulled away from the curb, I shifted back into my normal appearance. Didn’t want to be pulled over by the cops. No, I wasn’t worried about racial profiling. Black kid driving a fancy car. Okay, maybe a little concerned. But it was more because my shifted visage was that of a teen not old enough for high school, let alone driving. Better to be safe than sorry on all accounts.

Besides, I would’ve had to shift back anyway once I reached our command base in the City. Regulations state that all Protectors must use one of their registered appearances while at base—can you imagine how confusing a building full of shapeshifters would be otherwise? You’d talk to a guy in a meeting, eat lunch with another at the mess hall, play basketball with a third, and only when you were in the middle of a poker game with a fourth person would you realize that you’d spent the whole day with the same shifter—just different faces. 

“Where are you taking me?” Okay, this guy was really starting to get on my nerves. I don’t generally associate such deep voices with such a high volume of whininess, but this guy really knew how to play the wrongfully accused victim.

“To HQ,” I said, deciding to humor him. “My home away from home.” 
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Chapter 4
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Say Good-Night-Night

––––––––
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AS I PUT the car in drive, Mr. Jones flopped over in the back seat, rolling on his back so he could kick the passenger-side window with both feet. Must’ve been uncomfortable for him to be lying on top of his cuffed hands, but that didn’t stop him from banging his size tens against the window.

I slammed the gearshift back into park and turned around to look at him. “Shut. Up!” I roared. 

His response was to add to the din by yelling. “Help! Help! I’m being abducted!”

“That’s it,” I growled. I wasn’t about to put up with this racket for the hour’s drive to HQ. I pulled out my bag of night-night powder, took a three-fingered pinch of the fine blackish-purple dust, and threw it in his face. It only needed to make skin contact with a human in order to be effective, but headshots always worked faster. 

Mr. Jones immediately went limp, his mouth gaping slightly as his breathing evened into a soft snore. 

“Much better.” I shifted back into drive, pulled away from the curb, and then fiddled with the radio dial as I drove. Needed some tunes for the journey to HQ. The quiet snoring in the backseat was better than the shouting and kicking, but it was already getting dreary. Steppenwolf’s “Born to be Wild” was on. Perfect to rock out to during a car ride. I cranked up the volume and headed toward the freeway.

The Protectors’ regional headquarters was in Bay City, which (surprise surprise) is a city built by a bay, just over sixty miles from Summerville. Despite the name, Summerville was the worst place to visit during the summer. The dry heat felt like hell itself was vacationing there, though the rest of the year, the climate was relatively mild. Summerville was where I’d made my residence—close enough that it wasn’t that big of a deal to drive to the City when needed, but far enough away for me to operate fairly autonomously from the Council. They still didn’t approve of me going after human villains, but I wasn’t technically breaking any of our laws, so there wasn’t anything they could do about it.

Still, easier to keep out from under their noses. Summerville was a much smaller city—only a couple hundred thousand or so, compared to the sprawling million-plus of Bay City—but there were still plenty of baddies for me to pursue. And that wasn’t even counting the water sprite who escaped. Or the werewolf cop. What was going on with her? Worth looking into. Weres generally didn’t associate so closely with humans unless they had some ulterior purpose. Might be time to use my silver dagger.

The freeway to Bay City was fairly empty this late in the evening. Of course, it was Tuesday. Almost the middle of the week. If it were Sunday—or even Monday—the road would’ve been clogged with cars returning from a weekend getaway to the mountains. It didn’t even matter what season it was—winter brought out the snow-sport lovers, summer the hikers and boaters, and spring and fall catered to those who naively thought that the mountains ever had an off season from tourists. Fridays and Saturdays had equally bad traffic, only it was all the people from the scattered small farming towns heading to the City for a night out on the town. 

I reached the outskirts of Bay City nearly an hour later, negotiated the annoyance of the interstate interchange, which required a sudden crossing of four lanes of traffic in order to make my exit onto Market Street and downtown. From the offramp, HQ was only a half-dozen blocks away. Luckily for me, the traffic lights on Market Street are timed, so after one initial red light, all I had to do was stick to the speed limit in order to hit every light at green. It went against my nature to go so slow, but it was better than stopping at every intersection.

And then I arrived. West Coast Headquarters for the Protectors of Humanity. The front of HQ was an old cathedral, the first built in the city. Holy ground is a vital tool in our arsenal. Vampires and a few other creatures of the dark can’t enter holy ground, making it a stronghold against them. Although, on the other hand, ghosts are inexplicably attracted to holy ground. Good thing we have other ways to get rid of the nasty ghosts. But the harmless ghosts are usually left alone. There are a few long-term residents of HQ who keep a pact with us: As long as they stay out of human sight, we leave them alone to go about their business.

Of course, to maintain status as holy ground, the cathedral must actually be used as a church. So it is. Hundreds of ignorant humans attend it every Sunday, thinking they are members of the simple Our Lady of Faith Church. The priest and a few of the deacons know the truth, but that is only because it is necessary, mostly in case we need to suddenly explain a dead minotaur or something in the foyer.

But behind the church is where the real work happens. The buildings where Protectors are housed, fed, and trained. It’s somewhat between a boarding school and a military base—with perhaps a dash of juvie thrown in, in the case of more troublesome young shifters. Not that I would know anything about that, of course. I was a perfect angel as a cadet. 

I passed the front of the church and took a right-hand turn at the corner. Halfway down the block, I turned into the gated driveway leading to our parking lot. I know you’re imagining some elaborate, wrought-iron gate leading to our ancient, mystical sanctuary, but the gate was just one of those hinged-bar things like any paid parking lot has. Parking is a highly sought after luxury in the City, and we have to keep unwanted cars out of our lot while remaining discreet. More elaborate, non-human protective barriers are farther in, out of sight of the general public.

A box much like a parking-ticket dispensing machine was to the left of the gate. I rolled down my window and pressed my thumb into the big green button on the front of it. Although it looked like an ordinary button, it was in fact a top-of-the-line DNA scanner, which not only registered DNA, but it also checked for signs of life. In other words, you couldn’t just chop off someone’s finger (or any other body part) and use it to get past security.

It was a matter of seconds for the box to beep its acceptance of my DNA print, immediately followed by the raising of the gate arm. If an unauthorized person tried to hit the button and get a parking ticket, the display would post the message “Parking Lot Full.”

The parking lot itself was bordered on three sides by buildings of various sorts. To the right was the cathedral and the church administration buildings. All what they appeared to be. 

Directly ahead was the school, which was supposedly Our Lady of Faith Academy, the most exclusive school in the City, and nearly impossible to get into. Well, technically impossible for humans, since it was a shapeshifter-only academy
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