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    As soon as we locked eyes, I knew what he was.
A werewolf. 
 
    The werewolves had come out around five years ago.  "The White House released a public statement that said we acknowledge the existence of werewolves and believes that we as a country can continue to grow and prosper by accepting them as proper citizens and members of our community.” 
 
    This one was tall and muscular with skin the color of onyx. He had a thick beard and was wearing black slacks and a maroon button-down shirt. 
 
    Seeing a werewolf wasn’t a surprise, but a werewolf on this side of Silverton was a different story because it was normally the blue-collar types who came into Mac’s. 
 
    The wolf looked at me and licked his lips. His gaze was intense. If he wanted a show, he was in the right place. 
 
    Harry, the DJ, put my record on. I flipped my hair and grabbed the pole. I walked around it slowly with my best pouty face. He was still watching. I grabbed the pole and climbed up, hooking my leg around it as I spun around. People think stripping is all about ass-shaking, but that’s not true—it's damn near acrobatics. 
 
    The loud music blasted through the club, though calling it a club was generous. It was a hole-in-the-wall after-hours spot. Men on this side of town worked manual labor jobs. They liked to unwind with a cold beer while throwing their hard-earned money at us.  But now that Mac, the club owner, had put the club up for sale, I wasn’t sure how long my weekend side hustle was going to last. “Hey baby, over here!” a slurred voice yelled. His long hair was greasy and stuck to his head. He waved a crumpled-up dollar at me. I ignored him because drunk and rowdy never mix well. 
 
    The fool hopped up on stage and smacked my ass. I threw a right hook that caught him off guard and sent him stumbling back. He fell down and hit the stage hard. Rickey and Lamar, the unofficial club security, came and dragged him off the stage.  
 
    A couple of my regulars clapped and hollered. They were guys who knew that you DO NOT touch.  
 
    After the squabble, I scanned the crowd, but the wolf was gone.  When my song finished, I grabbed my cash and walked off the stage.  
 
    "Trinity Girl, are they tipping out there tonight?” Tony asked as she walked towards the stage. Tony’s stage name was "The Body” and it suited her well; she had a small waist, big booty, and pretty brown skin. Whenever Tony walked by me, I second-guessed if I was straight. 
 
    "Yea, they are. They must have gotten bonuses at the factory or something because they are showing out!”  
 
    “Good. That’s what I like to hear,” she said as she walked to the stage. When I got to the dressing room, I snatched off my wig and pulled on a sweater and a pair of black sweatpants. I was relieved to trade my heels for a pair of Nike slides. I stuffed everything in my bag. I would deal with my lashes and makeup when I got home. I wasn’t the type to hang around. I came in, danced, got my money, and bounced. I made the money; it didn’t make me. On my way out, I stopped to cash the DJ out and headed toward the door.  
 
    I walked past Rickey and Lamar. They were sitting at a little table playing spades. They weren’t officially security, just two regulars who kept the rowdiness out. I had never seen Rickey or Lamar get a lap dance or anything. I think they just got tired of being alone, so they came down here on the weekends. 
 
    The cool night air felt amazing on my face. I walked through the parking toward my beat-up old Caprice. I made good money at the club so I could afford something new but I liked my Caprice just fine. I named the car Ruby, and Ruby got me everywhere I needed to be. My stomach grumbled, and I wondered what fast food place was still open. While I was going over my options, an arm wrapped around my neck and squeezed. A knife poked my neck and broke the skin. I stood frozen as I inhaled the scent of funky sweat and cheap liquor. 
 
    “Oh, so you wanted to embarrass me, you ugly bitch.” It was the fool from the stage. I should have known better than to walk out here alone. His arm tightened so I couldn’t scream or breathe. He dragged me to the side of the club. My slides fell off, and my feet burned as they scraped against the concrete parking lot. There was only one dim light, casting shadows against the building. 
 
    “All that teasing y’all be doing, but tonight you gon’ show.” He tossed me to the ground and pinned my arms down with his knees.  
 
    He ripped my sweater with one hand while his other hand still held the knife to my throat. I heard the zipper of his pants. I started bucking trying to get away, but he pressed the blade down on my neck. “Bitch, I will gut you out here,” he hissed. 
 
    I closed my eyes because I couldn’t watch. 
 
    There was a low growl from somewhere in the darkness. The man was too busy fighting with my bikini top to notice before something swiped him across the face. 
 
    "What the fuck!” He screamed and jumped up; his hand pressed across his bleeding face. He had the knife raised, looking from left to right. Fear had me frozen in place. 
 
    The werewolf walked out of the shadows. It was standing up on two legs. It grabbed the man by the neck and slammed him into the side of the building. The crunch of bones breaking was loud.  
 
    The man made a wet gurgling noise, and blood flew from his mouth. 
 
    I scrambled away and jumped to my feet. I held my torn sweater closed as I ran to my car. When I looked back, I saw the wolf staring at me; his muscles ripped under his coal-black fur. It had to be the same one from inside the club, but what had he been doing out here waiting for me? I would not wait around to find out.  
 
    I rushed over to Ruby and climbed in. I didn’t have my keys. Great, this was like a scene out of one of those whack-ass horror movies. I must have dropped them when the sicko surprised me. I got out and started looking around for my keys. I found them on top of a pile of gravel. 
 
    When I looked back at the side of the club, there were no signs of the wolf or my attacker. I ran back to the car and jammed the keys in. The old car fired right up. I backed out of the parking lot and hightailed it out of there.  
 
    As soon as I pulled up to the house, I bolted out of the car and raced into the house, unlocking the door and slamming it behind me.  
 
    The house was dark except for the light over the stove; Aunt Nicey had used it like a night light since I was a little girl. When she first got me out of the foster home, I had been afraid of the dark. She never complained or got onto me when I slept with the lights on. 
 
    I tiptoed into her room and saw her in her bed asleep. Nicey knew I danced at the club she never judged me or tried to talk me out of dancing. The one thing that Aunt Nicey did try to talk me out of was my day job: summoning murder victims for the Supernatural Patrol Squad. It wasn’t my idea of a dream job, but I had made peace with the fact that seeing dead people was a part of life for me. Over the years, I learned how to block it out and only turn on the connection when I wanted to. After college, I decided that I should put the “gift” to work—especially since the teaching degree I spent all that time and money on wasn’t for me either. 
 
    When I walked into my bedroom and shut the door, the adrenaline faded, and the emotions hit me hard. I cried because it could have been all over for me tonight, all because of some drunk sicko. When I was all cried out, I walked to the bathroom because I could still smell his scent on me. 
 
    I took a long shower; the hot water felt good as it stung my skin. I stood under the faucet and let it flow all over me. I was standing in the mirror with my hair in a towel. A dark black and grey bruise had formed on my neck. I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine off the shelf; there was no need for a glass tonight. I went back to my room and flopped down on the bed. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the werewolf’s black fur stained with blood. Who was he, and why had he saved me? Werewolves knew that killing a human would bring terrible press, so why had he risked it? 
 
    Generally, humans were in three camps when it came to werewolves. Some were leery and waiting on one bad incident to try to lock them all up; others were groupies caught up in the allure of dating someone non-human. Some groupies took it to the extreme, getting bite marks tattooed on their bodies. The third camp was the people who were too busy dealing with their own shit to judge the werewolves. I was a part of the third group. 
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    The next morning, I was standing in front of the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot and there were bags under my eyes. I kept having dreams that the wolf from last night was hiding in the corner of my room with red eyes glowing, ready to jump out and grab me. I tied the scarf around my neck so hopefully Aunt Nicey would think I was trying to look chic and not ask too many questions. If she thought I was in danger, she would start hassling me to quit the club and I didn’t want to do that, at least not until I had saved up enough to get us out into a new house.  
 
    The house Aunt Nicey had raised me in was starting to show its age. The roof was starting to sink in, and all the plumbing and electricity needed a major overhaul. Aunt Nicey had retired a few years ago but her pension check was hardly enough to maintain the house; besides, she had taken care of me when no one else had, so now it was my turn to care for her in her golden years.  I had been taking extra shifts at the club and with the SPS I had saved up a big down payment and completed a first-time homeowners class. I wanted to save up a little bit more before we started house hunting. 
 
    "Trinity honey, telephone,” Aunt Nicey called out. I walked out of the bathroom and into the kitchen where she had the phone waiting for me. There was only one person who called the landline for me. I grabbed the phone. 
 
    “Hey, Raymond.” 
 
     Aunt Nicey slid a cream cheese bagel in front of me. I couldn't wait to bite into the salty pastry. It was from my favorite bakery. I mouthed thank you to her while I balanced the phone on my shoulders. 
 
    "Trinity, we got a new case.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “What is it this time?” 
 
    I picked up the bagel and bit into it. It was perfection. The right amount of tanginess. 
 
    He sighed. "Werewolves.” 
 
    “More than one?” I asked.  
 
    Aunt Nicey turned to look at me. Concern was obvious on her face.  
 
    "Yea Trinity, somebody blew up Silverton Garden last night. Lots of fatalities.” 
 
    I dropped the bagel back on the plate. My appetite was gone.  
 
    “Raymond, you know I can't cast weres, so I won't be much help.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “There was one human fatality.” 
 
    “I’ll be there at the station in a few,” I said as I hung up the phone. 
 
    Aunt Nicey wiped her hand on a dish towel. "What's going on, honey?” 
 
    I told her what I knew, and worry lines were on her forehead as she mouthed a quick prayer before she walked over to me. 
 
    "Trinity honey—" She was about to give me a lecture but then she stopped. 
 
    “I hope you can help the SPS catch whoever did this.” She gave me a hug. I knew why my last case had taken a real toll on me. A man had beaten his wife to death when he found out she was a werewolf in human form. Then he shot himself. When I cast his spirit, he cried and pleaded for forgiveness. He kept saying, “She should have told me." 
 
    There were more and more of these cases happening across the United States. They were dubbed "Wolf Panic." 
 
    "Take care of yourself,” Aunt Nicey said as I grabbed my keys  
 
    “I will, just a couple more cases and we are going to be moving on up” I sang as I kissed her on the cheek and walked out the door. 
 
    When I got to the police station, I saw Raymond leaning against the building, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    I got out of the car and walked over to him. “I thought you quit.” He took another drag before he dropped it to the ground and stomped it out. 
 
    “I’m tapering.” We both laughed because it sounded like bullshit. 
 
    “I’m going to tell Charlotte."  
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Please don't do that.” We both knew I was teasing because his wife hated me. Charlotte didn’t think that a stripper could have a professional relationship. 
 
    “Alright, Raymond. What's up? I'm ready to get to work.” I raised an eyebrow as he lit another cigarette and took a hard pull. 
 
    “There's been a change of plans.” He blew out a cloud of smoke, and I fanned it away. 
 
    "The damn werewolf committee pulled rank on us. They came down and collected all the wolf bodies; they only left the human behind.” 
 
    That’s strange because, normally, the werewolf board played nice with the SPS. I wondered what was different about this case.  
 
    "What’s that about?” I asked. 
 
     He shrugged his shoulders and took another drag. 
 
    “Did the human live at the complex or was he the perpetrator?” 
 
    “We don't even know who the human was. He was burned so bad he was unrecognizable, so we had to send off his teeth to try and see if he was in our system.” 
 
    “Okay Raymond, let me see the body. I can cast him in two seconds and we can get to the bottom of this whole thing.” 
 
    “Not happening, Trinity. The higher-ups are trying to get the Feds involved. Investigate it as a possible terror attack. But the Feds are dragging their feet.” 
 
    “Yea I’m sure they’re in no hurry to investigate.” 
 
    Raymond flicked his cigarette and raised his eyebrow. “Politics, Trinity. You have been around long enough to know that.” 
 
    “So, what are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Raymond said as he blew out a cloud of smoke. 
 
    I sucked my teeth. 
 
    I saw the heavy bags under his eyes. He was chain-smoking and not sleeping. I wondered if something was going on at home or if these cases were beginning to become too much for him. 
 
    "Well, let me know if anything changes.”  
 
    Raymond nodded his head and walked back into the station. 
 
    I got back in the car and stared at the faded-out building; there was no banner, no sign—nothing to identify what the building was. That was done as a safety precaution, even though everyone already knew what it was. 
 
    When the werewolves came out, the Supernatural Patrol Squad was created. The SPS handled all crimes werewolf. The officers were trained experts on how to handle the werewolf demographic, but the community disagreed and was always at odds with the SPS for using excessive force. There were a lot of assholes on the squad, but Raymond was the exception.
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     I was headed home when my cell phone buzzed. It was a message from Mac. Stop by the club asap. It's important. Mac hardly ever needed us at the club when we weren't working, so this had to be important. I turned into the parking lot. The club was an eyesore in the daytime. At least at night, the chipped paint and bars on the windows were harder to see, but there was no hiding in the daylight. 
 
    I pulled the door open and spotted Mac hunched over at the bar; he was a beast of a man. He was at least six-three of hard muscle. He had light brown skin and was always dressed in a nice suit and smoking a cigar. When I opened the door, he turned to see who it was. 
 
    "Trinity, come here for a sec.” His voice was loud and boisterous as he waved me over. He was holding a cocktail. 
 
    As I got closer, my heart almost stopped when I saw the man he was talking to. He had broad shoulders and smooth ebony skin, dark brown eyes, and a thick well-trimmed beard. He was wearing a leather bomber jacket with white fur on the top.  
 
    It was the wolf from last night. and no matter how handsome he was, I knew exactly what he looked like covered in blood. 
 
    "Trinity, this is Elijah. He is thinking about buying the place," Mac said before he took a sip of his drink. 
 
    Elijah locked eyes with me.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I stammered.  I wasn’t expecting to see him here. He seemed so unbothered that less than twenty-four hours ago I had watched him kill a man. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Trinity. I saw you dancing last night." Was he trying to scare me? Letting me know that he knew all about me in case I was thinking about telling people what happened? 
 
    "You came in to check out the merchandise, huh?”  
 
    He smirked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Mac snickered and tossed back the rest of his drink. 
 
    "Yeah, I guess you could say that. I own a few bars and gyms around town, so I figured it was time to get out of my neighborhood and expand my portfolio.” 
 
    I nodded my head. Most of the werewolves were poor. It was a tough sell getting people to hire them. A law had passed that allowed them to get food stamps, but no human or wolf was getting rich off that. So, it was good to see that some of them were doing well. 
 
    I looked over at Mac and said, “I wish you wouldn't sell this place.”  
 
    He was pouring another drink. "The wife is giving me no choice.” 
 
    “How is Hailey anyway?” I asked 
 
    Mac took a big swig from his drink and rolled his eyes dramatically. “She is good, bossing me around, as usual. Her dream girl boutique is really taking off,” he said, his eyes full of pride. 
 
    “Tell her I said hello.”  
 
    “I will. You should stop by and see her sometime. Please take her out to do girl stuff.” I laughed because Mac pretended to be so overwhelmed, but it wasn't hard to tell she had him wrapped around her finger. 
 
    Hailey used to dance here. She was a nice girl from a small town, but she could clap one ass cheek while in a full split. It sent all the men over the edge, and Mac quickly wifed her up. 
 
    “Alright, Mac. Is that all you wanted? For me to meet Elijah?” I asked. I was trying hard not to look at Elijah, but I could feel him watching me. 
 
    “Trinity, you are always in such a rush,” Mac said.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure what Mac’s angle was here. Did Elijah ask Mac to call me down here? I saw Miss Candy walk out of the locker room. She broke out into a huge grin when she saw me 
 
    “Hey Trinity girl, what are you doing down here in the daytime?” she joked.  
 
    “Oh, I just stopped by for a second,” I said, walking away from the bar and giving her a hug. Miss Candy was a retired dancer turned house manager. She watched all the auditions and handled any drama that happened between the girls. And there was a lot of drama.  
 
    “Come back here with me for a minute,” she said, so I followed her to the locker room. 
 
    “Did you see the new guy in there? He’s fine little chocolate drop, isn't he?” she asked. Miss Candy was a firecracker. Nothing got by her.  
 
    I smiled at her and nodded my head. 
 
    “Girl, if I was about twenty years younger, I would be in there prancing around.” Miss Candy was a mess. I couldn’t help but laugh at her antics. She held me in the locker room for fifteen minutes, giving me all the latest gossip from the club. When I was finally able to break away from her, I ducked out the exit door so I wouldn’t have to walk past Elijah and Mac. 
 
    The sun was shining, but there was a nice cool breeze. 
 
    Elijah was standing right next to my car. 
 
    I walked over to him, wondering what he wanted. I looked around. If he was going to attack me, there was no one out here to see it. I wrapped my hands around my keys. I would gouge his eyes out if he came after me. I kept a nice distance between the two of us. 
 
    "So, are you following me now?” I asked trying to sound tougher than I felt. 
 
    He smiled. “I’m not following you, but we do have business together, so to speak.” He adjusted his jacket and leaned against my car. 
 
    The intense way he looked at me gave me goosebumps. 
 
    “How is your neck?” he asked.  
 
    I touched the scarf that I was still wearing. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Let me see,” he said.  It wasn’t a request. 
 
    I figured he had saved my life, so why not. 
 
    I untied the scarf. He walked over and stood in front of me. He was so close I could smell his musky cologne. 
 
    He looked at my neck. Yellow flickered across his eyes. He reached out and traced a finger above the bruise. His hands were strong and warm. I closed my eyes for a second but then I snapped out of it and stepped back. It wasn’t a reprimand, but I had to stop myself from leaning into his touch.  
 
    He put his hand down, though he didn’t apologize or move. 
 
    “So why are you interested in a club on this side of town?” I asked as I retied my scarf. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, but there were ideas floating around in my mind. I’m not sure if a man’s touch had ever made me feel that way. 
 
    He looked down at me and took a few moments before he answered. “I’m a businessman, and with a few upgrades, the club could be a real money maker.” 
 
    Mac had been a good boss, but he was a cheap-ass. There were leaks in the roof, and the locker room had years of grime coated on the floor. 
 
    "Why do you work at a place like this?” he asked. 
 
    “I'm a business woman and this place makes me money, raggedy building and all.” 
 
    He smiled and his face softened. He had a perfect smile, plus he was in great shape. I wondered if he had to work out or if it was a perk of being a werewolf. There was no doubt that he was handsome, but the thing I found the most attractive was the way he made eye contact. It was something I didn’t see much in people. I had to remind myself to stop ogling him because he was possibly out here to shake me down. 
 
    “If you are worried about me telling someone about what happened the other night, I won't.” 
 
    “Oh, so you can keep a secret,” he teased. I was relieved that he wasn’t out here to threaten me, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about him flirting with me either. I had sworn off men and relationships. I just wanted to stack my money and take care of my aunt. 
 
    "Thank you for saving my butt the other night. I never heard that creep coming”. 
 
    He stared off for a second but then his gaze returned to me. “Trinity, I must admit that I am here for somewhat of a selfish reason.” 
 
    I stood there waiting for the shoe to drop. 
 
    “As I'm sure you know, the Silverton Gardens apartments were attacked last night.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “I've been told that you have a gift that helps you navigate these types of cases.” 
 
    I stood there looking at him but not saying anything. 
 
    “The FBI is already pushing this case aside, and members of the pack are getting antsy. I need your help tracking down who did this.” 
 
    It was definitely not the politest way to ask for my help, but he did save my life so I felt like I couldn’t say no. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “I can’t cast werewolves if that’s what you want. Humans only.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We understand there was one human caught in the blast, and we were able to find some information on him.” 
 
    “Okay fine. When do you want to meet about it?”  
 
    He stood up straight. “Right now. I need you to come down to our office and meet with the board. I have to convince them that working with the humans would be the best move on this.” 
 
    I stood there looking at him. I swear there was a twinkle in his eyes. He had me right where he wanted me, and there wasn't a thing I could do about it. 
 
    “I have worked with the SPS for years and I have never met anyone on the board. You guys keep your politics close to your chest, but now you need something I’m allowed to see what you guys do. That doesn’t quite seem fair.” 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and offered no explanation. "You can ride me with me. I'll bring you back to your car after the meeting.” 
 
    I followed him to a big black SUV with shiny rims. I wanted to roll my eyes. Men, even the supernatural ones, like their toys. 
 
    Once we were rolling, I needed to get a few things clear. "So, tell me about the board and what I need to know before going in there.” 
 
    He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel.  
 
    "There are two members on the board. The Alpha and the second in command. The Alpha is no-nonsense and powerful. He doesn’t care much for humans getting involved in the wolf business. His rulings are law, and he will only deviate if it benefits the entire wolf population.” 
 
    I smirked. “He sounds like a joy to deal with.”  
 
    "Trinity, be mindful of your words when you get in there. If he decides to reprimand you, there’s nothing I can do to protect you from him.”  
 
    My blood ran cold as I wondered what a reprimand from a werewolf looked like. 
 
    "The second in command is Lucinda. She doesn’t mind working with humans if she thinks it will benefit the wolves, but she sees humans as just that, a tool to be used, so do not confuse that with friendliness.”   
 
    I sat back in the seat. “So, what’s the deal with the werewolves? I see the commercials and statements all the time, making it seem like they respect humans and want to live beside us kumbaya-style, but according to you, that’s all a façade.” 
 
    "Trinity, we didn’t want to come out. We were forced out because a pack member pillow talked with a human woman he was dating, which led to a group of hunters getting our DNA.” 
 
    “So, what was the reprimand for that type of mess up?” I scoffed. I wasn’t trying to make light of the wolves and their traditions, but everything with them was so intense. He turned away from the road and looked at me. 
 
    “The penalty for exposing the pack to danger has always been an exile.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, “That doesn't seem too bad.” 
 
    Elijah looked at me, "To a wolf, exile is worse than death. It means separation from our customs, traditions, our ancestors. No other wolf is allowed to interact with you lest they be labeled a traitor.” 
 
    I guess, with the wolves, there was no grey area. Everything was black and white, with no room for error. There was also something I respected about it. It was like a no-nonsense guide on how to stay out of trouble.  
 
    It was quiet inside the truck. Elijah reached over and turned on the radio.  
 
    “Breaking news: the district attorney has released their investigation findings on the SPS shooting of Nigel Ramtrak. Last year, the SPS found Nigel in wolf form running in the woods at midnight. The SPS ordered Nigel to change forms immediately, and when he refused, the SPS used their silver to put him down.” 
 
    “Put him down,” Elijah growled as he gripped the steering wheel. "They talk about us like we are nothing.” He looked straight ahead; his entire body was tense. The two people on the radio kept having their conversation. I sat back in my seat and watched Elijah and hoped he wouldn’t rage shift while we were on the highway. The tone of the radio conversation wasn’t helping. 
 
    "Yes, well, all he had to do was follow the officer’s commands. It's simple. When an officer tells you to stop, you do it, no matter if you are a man or wolf. I agree,” the radio host said. The outro music started. “And that’s all from us. Thank you for listening to The Good Word with Pastor Oroville.” 
 
    "The young ones can’t change on command,” Elijah growled as he clicked off the radio. 
 
    I looked out the window and wondered what other beings were out there, hoping that they would never have to deal with human bias.  
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    The scenery started to change as we got to the East Side. The buildings were more run down. I didn't see any grocery stores or shopping centers—but there were plenty of pawn shops, liquor stores, and a few convenience stores. 
 
    We pulled up in front of a run-down apartment complex.  
 
    There were young guys with hoodies sitting on the stoop. Another group was huddled to the left of the building. I had a bit of street smarts so I figured the guys outside were security. 
 
    “This is the board building?” I asked. 
 
    "What, were you expecting some high-end building with diamond chandeliers outside?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. I didn't like what he was implying, but he was right; I had been expecting something grandiose. 
 
    "You ready?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head “yes.” 
 
    The guys outside all nodded at Elijah as I followed him up the stoop. 
 
    When we got into the building, we were standing in the lobby. It was warm and smelled earthy. We walked to the first apartment. The numbers 1204 were in big bold letters. Elijah knocked on the door three times and then stepped back. There was movement on the other side, and then the door opened. 
 
    The apartment was empty except for a long conference table. An older woman with silver hair and amber eyes was sitting at the table. She had brown skin and long, red fingernails. She was stunning but something about her was intimidating. 
 
    “Elijah, it’s about time you got here,” she snapped. 
 
    "Trinity, stand right there.” He pointed to a spot in front of the table. 
 
    Elijah took a seat next to Lucinda. I looked from him to Lucinda, and then I got pissed when I realized that this asshole was the Alpha. I folded my arms across my chest. He grinned when he realized I had caught on. 
 
    "So, human, Elijah told me you have a special gift.”  
 
    I nodded my head. “It’s ‘Trinity.’ And yes, I can communicate with spirits.” 
 
    “I like this one. She’s feisty,” she said. Her voice was cold and calculating. Lucinda raised an eyebrow. "I knew it had to be significant for our Alpha to invite a human here.” Lucinda sat back in her chair. “I don’t think we need your help. A human can’t tell us anything we don’t know.” 
 
    She said human like it was a nasty word. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Well, feel free to figure it out without me.” 
 
    That was the wrong thing to say. She jumped out of her seat and rushed toward me. Elijah ran up beside her. He laid his hand against her arm, and the veins that were bulging from her head disappeared. He nodded to the table with his head, and she went back to the table and sat down. 
 
    I had never realized how fast the werewolves were. She could have crushed every bone in my body before I had a chance to blink.  
 
    Elijah sat back at the table and Lucinda ran her hand through her hair and adjusted her blouse before she spoke. “Human, I don't know if you are very stupid or very brave.” 
 
    "I asked Trinity to help us out on this case, so respect that, Lucinda.”  
 
    Lucinda rolled her eyes. “I can’t think of one human who would be stupid enough to launch an attack on us. The human was nothing more than someone’s pet coming over for a late-night play session.” She waggled her eyebrows at me. “Do you play, Trinity? We don’t bite. Unless you like that type of thing.” 
 
    “No, I prefer not to catch fleas,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes lit up bright yellow, but then she smiled. If it was a test, I had passed. “Our Alpha is in denial, but it was the Vampires who attacked us. They don’t have the restrictions that come with assimilating with humans. Being the cowards that they are, they took this as an opportunity to strike us.” 
 
    Elijah’s shoulders were tense, and he rolled his neck to the side. Something was happening between him and Lucinda, and I wasn’t sure what it was, but she was disrespecting the Alpha. 
 
    I played the information over in my head, wondering if I had been too quick to point the finger at the human who died in the fire. 
 
    Elijah snapped his fingers. A short woman wearing thick glasses walked in holding an envelope. She sashayed over to me and handed me the envelope. Then she turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    A short, stocky man burst into the conference room. I recognized him from the stoop. He rushed over to Elijah and whispered something in his ear.  
 
    Elijah jumped up. “Trinity, something has come up. Someone will drive you back to your car,” he said before he rushed out of the room. 
 
    Lucinda looked at me and grinned. "Trinity, if you know what's good for you, get out now. This is not a playground for naive little girls who want to play detective.”  
 
    My grip tightened on the folder, and I walked out without saying a word. 
 
    I was standing outside of the building. The temperature had dropped from chilly to cold.  I rubbed my hands over my arms.  Elijah should have told me he was Alpha from the jump, and Lucinda was rude and tacky as hell. 
 
    A young man full of swagger walked toward me. He was tall and slim, wearing a pair of designer jeans and a white t-shirt with a pair of grey and red sneakers. He had little diamond studs in each ear. And tattoos on the side of his face. 
 
    “I'm Rocco. I'm taking you back to your car.”  
 
    He had a pretty smile, which was all gold on the bottom.  
 
    He pointed to a silver SUV and we walked over to it. When we got in, I looked around. It was spotless; it even smelled brand new. 
 
    "You guys like these flashy SUVs,” I said as I put my seatbelt on. 
 
    "Yes, ma’am, but it's not the flash. It's because they are bulletproof,” he said, tapping the glass. He had an accent.  
 
    "You’re not from here, are you Rocco?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I'm from down south.”  
 
    “You don't have to call me ma’am, Rocco. I'm not that old,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. "Sorry about that.”  
 
    I sat back in the passenger seat. Rocco seemed nice and that was comforting after being in the hot seat with Lucinda. 
 
    “Lucinda was going at me pretty hard. Is she like that with everyone?” 
 
    I was surprised when Rocco actually answered. “Yeah, Lucinda is the pack’s second in command. She has been through a lot, so she can be a little rough around the edges. She has to be, otherwise, the pack wouldn’t respect her, but she’s good people.”  
 
    “Oh, so females can be Alpha.” I assumed that the Alpha had to be male. The werewolves weren't very open with the inner workings of their society. It left room for people to make a lot of assumptions, myself included. 
 
    “Hell yea, some of the most successful packs have female Alphas. We don't have the same hierarchies and beliefs most humans have. 
 
    I took a few moments to process that, but since he was so forthcoming with information, I wanted to keep him talking. 
 
    “Are they a couple?” Out of all the things I could have asked Rocco, that was the thing I went for. 
 
    He looked at me and did a dramatic shudder like it was a terrible thought. 
 
    “No, she is the one who took Elijah and his brother in after their parents got killed. Every pack has a designated werewolf that is responsible for raising the orphans.” It was a bleak thought to go through life knowing it was likely someone else would have to raise your children. 
 
    Rocco looked at me like he knew what I was thinking. “We have to be prepared.”  
 
    It made sense why she was trying to rattle me; Elijah was like her son. 
 
    “So where is Elijah’s brother? Shouldn’t he be on the board?” I asked. 
 
    Rocco took a deep breath. 
 
    “Raheem got exiled a few years ago.” I sat back in the seat. What type of leader exiles his own brother?  We were getting close to the club.  
 
    “Rocco, can I ask you something? And please don’t take it the wrong way.”  
 
    “What's up?” I could hear the edge in his tone, afraid he had already said too much. 
 
    “The attack on Silverton Garden was a day ago…” I hesitated because I knew I was about to cross a line. “But you all seem so back to business already. How is that?”  
 
    Rocco pulled into the parking lot, and then he turned and looked at me. His eyes were a soft yellow. “We avenge first, grieve later.” 
 
    Something about the way he said it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  
 
    “It's the red Caprice,” I said, pointing to Ruby like it wasn't the only car in the lot. 
 
    His eyes bugged out when he pulled up next to the car. 
 
    "Yo, this is your whip?” 
 
    “Yea,” I said as I got out of the truck. 
 
    Rocco got out of the truck. He walked around the Caprice and ran his hand across the paint and bent down to look at the headlights. “I always wanted one of these." 
 
    “Do you mind?” he asked, pointing to the door. 
 
    “No, go ahead.” I had never thought much of the old car, so to see how excited it made Rocco tickled me. 
 
    He opened the door and climbed in; he turned around and looked in the backseat. "You should get the peanut butter guts. That would set it off.” 
 
    He checked out the interior one last time before he got out of the car and stood next to me. The excitement had his eyes glowing a dark hazel. The way the werewolves' eyes changed with their emotions was fascinating to me. 
 
    “Alright, Trinity. Do you need me to follow you or anything?” he asked as he got in the truck.  
 
    “Thanks, but I’m good.”  
 
    Something about Rocco was sweet. It made me want to watch over him, protect him, and make sure he was getting enough to eat like I was his big sister. I had to remind myself that he didn’t need protection because there was a killer inside of him.  
 
    I waved bye as he drove out of the lot. 
 
    I sat in the car and opened up the envelope I had gotten from the werewolves. 
 
    A singed driver’s license fell out. I could make out the picture. He had wispy black hair and a bad comb-over and a blank look on his face. I read the name out loud. Owen Williams. His address was on the East Side but not at the target complex. I whipped out of the parking lot and headed back toward the address on his ID. It was time to figure out who this guy was. 
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    I pulled up in front of the run-down duplex. It had definitely seen better days. The roof was sinking in and there were boards on the windows. A big dog with cropped ears lunged and barked at me as it strained against its tether. I kept my eyes on it because Cujo had another thing coming if he came over here. I knocked on the door. No answer. I walked around to the backyard where there was a bunch of furniture and trash bags. 
 
    “Looks like somebody got evicted,” I said to myself. 
 
    I went back to the front door and twisted the knob. The door opened.  
 
    I crept inside and shut the door behind me. The first thing I noticed was the smell of body odor and cigarettes. I walked over to a coffee table and flipped through a stack of mail. A door in the back opened and a woman rushed toward me.  
 
    “You bitch!” she yelled as she swung a hammer at me. I turned to run out the door, and I pivoted before she could smash it into my shoulder. She only caught the back of my arm. "You bitch!” She lifted up the hammer again. 
 
    I punched her hard in the stomach before she could smash my head in. She stumbled back, still holding the hammer. I got to my feet. The adrenaline had numbed the pain in my shoulder. She ran toward me but this time I was ready. I punched her in the face, and she fell to the floor. I looked at her stomach. It was going up and down, so she wasn't dead.  
 
    I stood over her. Something wasn't right. I couldn’t tell how old she was. Her eyes were sunk in. Her arms were covered with huge nasty scabs. Was she a user? But of what? I stepped over her. I wished I had time to look around, but I knew I had to get out of here because there was no way the people next door hadn't heard all that commotion. I ran out of the apartment and jumped in the Caprice. Before I left, I called 911 for an ambulance so they could check the woman over. Maybe they could get her some help. I mean, I had broken into her house. The least I could do was make sure she was okay. Then I pulled my car out of there as fast as I could.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    [image: A picture containing background pattern  Description automatically generated] 
 
   



 

 Chapter 6 
 
    [image: A picture containing background pattern  Description automatically generated] 
 
    
       
 
   
 
    I had to see the crime scene in person. I had been avoiding it. So many spirits in one place was going to be hell, but I didn’t have any other choice. I knew that the truth was in the ashes of Silverton Garden. I turned Ruby around and headed toward the scene. Before I got within eyesight of the complex, the air started to change. It got heavy. I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. I can't cast supernatural beings, but I could still feel their energy. 
 
    I eased the Caprice down the street and slowed down. The apartment complex had been huge, and seeing it reduced to a smoldering pile of rubble made me sick to my stomach. I parked down the sidewalk and got out. 
 
    A heavyset police lady was standing in front of the yellow crime scene tape. Her name was Sherry. I had met her on a case I worked on with the Silverton Police Department. It was a particularly sad case of elder abuse. A woman had left her elderly mother in bed to perish while she spent her monthly benefits check. I had nightmares for weeks after I cast her spirit. I still remember how sad she had been. She carried the type of sadness you could feel in your bones. Sherry walked over to me. “Trinity, I know the SPS isn’t working this case anymore so what are you doing here?"  
 
    “Sherry, the board took this case away from the SPS, but they are dragging their feet. If we don’t figure out who did this, it’s going to happen again. You know someone this bold isn’t going to stop at one attack.” 
 
    She took her hat off and ran her hands through her salt and pepper hair. 
 
    "You got 10 minutes; Trinity, I’m not losing my pension on account of some of your foolishness, do you hear me?” 
 
    I nodded my head. I didn’t want to get anyone else caught up in this nonsense, but I had to see this scene. 
 
    I ducked under the tape and looked around. The burnt smell was still heavy in the air. 
 
    A cold chill ran through my body. I could feel the spirits knocking against my barriers, full of desperation and anger. My knees felt weak. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself. I was grateful that I had spent so much time learning how to build the barrier between me and the spirits. 
 
    I had to get focused if I wanted to figure out who did this. I could deal with my emotions later, over a glass of something strong. 
 
    I walked around picking through rubble and rocks. I knew my time was coming to an end, and I hadn't found a thing. I picked up a broken slab and saw a tiny pink baby shoe covered in dirt and ash. 
 
    I picked the shoe up, doing my best to push down the rush of emotion I felt. Underneath the shoe was something shiny. I dug it out and looked at it. It was a little silver pendant. I picked it up and rolled it over in my hands. I used my thumb to wipe some of the grime away. There was a weird black symbol on it. I gently laid the baby shoe back down and shoved the pendant into my pocket.  
 
    Sherry walked over to me. “Trinity, it's time for you to get out of here.” I nodded my head and stood up. I had talked to everyone I could to get answers, and now it was time to talk to Mr. Owen himself. 
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    Through my time with the SPS, I learned a few things. The werewolves were supposed to register all their members with the government. But sometimes they didn’t. The unregistered members were strategically placed in spots the werewolves were prohibited from, like the hospital. For some reason, the government believed that werewolves shouldn’t be doctors or judges.  
 
    Last year, I worked on a case where a young werewolf had gotten caught with a minuscule amount of weed. She spilled the beans about where she had gotten it: a nurse named Juan from the hospital. When I got to the hospital to interview Juan, he spilled his guts about the weed and how he was also a werewolf. Instead of telling Raymond or the SPS, I kept it to myself. And now it was time for me to cash in the favor. 
 
    When I got to the hospital, I walked up to the intake desk and spoke to the attendant. 
 
    "Can you tell Juan Ramirez his fiancée Trinity Jones is here to see him?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Oh, I never knew Juan had a fiancée,” she said as she picked up the phone. 
 
    A few minutes later, Juan came around the corner. His face was flushed and his glasses were sliding off his nose. I’m surprised his green scrubs weren’t soaked in sweat. I could tell he was in a panic thinking I was there to turn him in. 
 
    "Hi, Trinity. Honey, what are you doing here?” he stammered. 
 
    I pulled him into a hug. "I need a favor,” I whispered into his ear. 
 
    "Of course, we can have lunch,” he said when we pulled apart from our fake embrace. 
 
    We got on the elevator, and I finally saw him take a breath. 
 
    “Juan, I need to see the body of the man from the apartment fire."  
 
    He scowled and wrinkled his nose as he pushed the ground floor button. 
 
    “Trinity, the body is burned pretty bad, so prepare yourself. I don’t know what you need to do in there but make it quick.”  
 
    I shook my head “yes.” 
 
    “Trinity, after this, we are even, right?"  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    When we got off the elevator, I made sure that my guards were up because we were about to walk into a room full of dead people and I didn’t want their spirits to rush me. I wished I could help them all. 
 
    “Trinity, over here.” Juan waved me over to a table holding a black body bag. He unzipped it, and the smell of burned flesh made vomit rise up in the back of my throat. I swallowed it back down. 
 
    When Juan opened the bag, what I saw was too awful for words. A thing of nightmares. I closed my eyes and said my incantation. The energy in the room started to change. It got so quiet I could hear a faucet dripping somewhere in the room. When I opened my eyes, the room was black. Owen was standing next to the table. He was looking down at his body. I walked over to him. My footsteps were loud, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. 
 
    "Owen, what happened at Silverton Gardens?”  
 
    He whipped around to look at me, and his lips curled into a sinister smile. I knew then that he wasn’t some innocent bystander. Owen had done this.  
 
    "We fulfilled our mission. The next generation will know that we stood up. We took action.” 
 
    "Why did you do this, Owen? Who helped you do this?” I was losing my cool. How could someone think murdering people was some type of mission?  
 
    Owen turned toward me. His eyes were wild, darting all over the place. 
 
    “The werewolves are evil, but the government gives them all the jobs, while real citizens like me and my family get scraps.” 
 
    Had this whole thing been about sending some type of message to the government? 
 
    “Owen, there were babies in that complex. They had nothing to do with any of that.” I felt my emotions starting to get the better of me, but how dare he be so callous about taking so many lives? I noticed that Owen had the same scabs as the woman in the apartment. 
 
    “We, the real citizens, stood up and took action. We fulfilled our mission.”  
 
    Even though he was already dead, I wanted to slap that ugly grin right off his face. 
 
    Juan made a noise and the connection closed. Owen and the darkness disappeared. There had to be some clues in what Owen had said, but I would have to figure it out later. First, I needed to get the heck out of there. 
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    I was standing in front of the mirror. My eyes were swollen and my face was pale. Connecting to the spirit world took a lot out of me and it always took a while to recover. And being face to face with Owen’s dark energy had made it ten times worse. 
 
    “Aunt Nicey, where are you?” I called out as I walked out of my room, but two seconds later I caught a whiff of garlic and onions. My stomach growled but I was leery because Aunt Nicey wasn’t that great of a cook. There were two meals that she rocked: lasagna and fried chicken. Anything else, I stayed away from unless it came from a package. 
 
    “I’m in the kitchen, baby,” she yelled.  
 
    When I walked to the kitchen, she was standing in front of the stove. She was wearing a white kitchen apron and holding a glass of wine. There were cans of tomato sauce on the counter. So, she was making lasagna. I wanted to jump for joy because I was starving. I walked over and kissed her on the cheek. That’s when I saw the vase full of red roses on the table.  
 
    “Auntie, you got some man sniffing around here?” I had never known my aunt to date, or even take a phone call from a man, so I was shocked. 
 
    She took a sip of wine and laughed.  
 
    "Out of all words in the dictionary, you come up with ‘sniff,’ Trinity?” Her brown cheeks were a little rosy. Aunt Nicey had been hitting the wine a little heavily this evening. 
 
    "Sweetheart, those are for you,” she said as she turned back toward the stove. 
 
    I had never gotten flowers, not even when I was in a relationship, so I didn’t know how to feel about it. I don’t like flowers, but the gesture was nice. 
 
    I walked over to the table and picked up the card. 
 
    Trinity, have dinner with me tonight at 8? - Elijah. 
 
    I didn’t feel like doing this tonight, but it would be the perfect opportunity to ask him if the board had made any progress on the case. Also, how in the hell did he have my address? Did Mac give it to him? 
 
    Aunt Nicey turned to look at me. There was a sly smile on her face. “So now it’s your turn to explain who is sniffing around here,” Aunt Nicey said  
 
    I pulled out a chair from the table and sat down to watch Aunt Nicey assemble the layers of the lasagna. She made it look so easy. If it was me, I would have been splashing tomato sauce all over that white apron. Female grace eluded me—I envied the softness I saw when girls like Tony the Body walked by or gave a delicate hand gesture.  
 
    Aunt Nicey cleared her throat. “I’m waiting, niece.”  
 
    I sat back in my chair. "His name is Elijah. He is thinking about buying the club from Mac.” Her back was to me but I knew she was listening. 
 
    "He’s handsome,” I continued, and she nodded her head. I was buying time before I dropped the bombshell. "He’s also a werewolf. The Alpha, to be exact.”  
 
    Her head stopped nodding and she tossed back the rest of her wine. She turned to look at me, but I couldn’t get a feel for what she was thinking. 
 
    “He introduced me to the board and in return he made me promise to have dinner with him.” I hurried up and got the sentence out because it all sounded like a hot mess. 
 
    "So, since he sent roses, I’m guessing it's not a business dinner,” she said with her eyebrows raised.  
 
    I thought about it for a while. Elijah was a bit of a jerk, but he saved my life. And beyond that, there was something that attracted me to him. 
 
    "I thought that the Alpha was top secret, so why would he tell you that?” She poured another glass of wine. 
 
    “I don’t know.” But I did know. I had seen him kill a man and told no one so he knew I could keep a secret. 
 
    I looked at the clock. It was almost seven o’clock. If I was going to make it to dinner on time, I needed to get my butt moving. 
 
    Aunt Nicey slid the heavy lasagna onto the stove, and I stood up. "Alright Aunt Nicey, I got to get ready.” 
 
    "Alright baby,” she said without looking my way. 
 
    I was alone in my bedroom, staring at my closet, trying to find something to wear, when it hit me. There was no restaurant name on the card, so he was going to pick me up, but I still didn’t know how he knew my address. Did Mac give it to him? 
 
    An hour later, I was standing in front of the mirror. I put on a white tank top, a cropped leather jacket, and a pair of distressed black jeans. I topped it off with sneakers. I didn’t want Elijah to get the wrong ideas.  
 
    I gave my short bob a flick with the comb, put on some earrings, and I was good to go. I was putting on lip-gloss when there was a knock on the door. Damn it, why hadn’t he called first? Wait, he didn’t have my number.  
 
    I grabbed my purse and rushed into the hallway. I saw him standing there, talking to Aunt Nicey. I was glad to see he was dressed casual too, wearing nice pressed jeans and a black shirt. So maybe we were on the same page after all. 
 
    When he saw me, his eyes turned yellow for a few seconds and then they went back to that dark brown. Was he disappointed by my outfit? 
 
    "Elijah, it’s nice to meet you. My niece was just telling me about you.” Nicey had on her sweet-as-pie voice. 
 
    "Nice to meet you too, Ma’am. You have a lovely home.”  
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes at both of them. 
 
    "I trust you are going to take care of my niece.” She was giving him a stern look. It was cute to see her putting him on the hot seat like he was a regular guy. 
 
    "Yes, ma’am. I’m going to take her out to a new restaurant. I promise to be a total gentleman.”  
 
    She nodded her head. I guess his answer was satisfactory. 
 
    "You two have a nice evening,” she said as we walked out of the house.  
 
    I turned to tell her I would be home early, but she winked at me and shut the door before I could get a word out. 
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    “I'm glad you accepted my invitation,” Elijah said as he opened the passenger door. His cologne smelled amazing. It was a little sweet and musky but not overpowering. I slid into the passenger seat. 
 
    "Thanks, but how did you know where I lived? Did Mac tell you?"  
 
    He shut the door and waited until he was in his own seat before answering. “No, Mac didn’t tell me. Trinity, the wolves keep track of certain humans. The same way your government keeps tabs on us.”  
 
    That pissed me off. So why in the hell would the pack be keeping track of me? He answered before I could ask. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know it probably makes me seem like a creepy stalker, but we had heard rumors that there was a woman who could cast spirits working for the SPS and we wanted to know more about you.” 
 
    Anger swept through me. “So, what, you have a file on me?”  
 
    He pulled out of the parking spot, and we started down the street. "Don’t you have a file on me?”  he asked.  
 
    Damn it, he was right, but that wasn’t the point. And why not? Because he was a werewolf? "The SPS keeps a file on you, yes, but your dang pack was so tight-lipped about who you were, we never knew who the Alpha was.” I sat back in my seat, pissed off but also feeling like a hypocrite. "So, what’s in your file about me?” 
 
    “The basics. Your gift, address, and where you work. We kept up with the times you worked on a case involving one of our members.” 
 
    I wondered if he was holding back. Surely, they had more information about my sorry story about foster homes, my overdosed mother, and all that. Part of me was jealous because he had out-detectived me. 
 
    “So, did you decide to buy the club because I work there?” 
 
    "No, that was a bonus.” He smiled. 
 
    It was quiet in the truck as Elijah maneuvered through the streets.  
 
    We pulled up in front of the restaurant. 
 
    When we walked inside, hip-hop music was playing in the background.  
 
    A young waitress with pink hair and blue eyes stood at the hosting station. "Good evening. Welcome to The Spot. Follow me,” she said as she grabbed two menus and showed us to a table. 
 
    The restaurant was packed. People were laughing and some bopped to the music. I sat down at the table. Elijah ordered a double shot of crown royal and I ordered a glass of Alize. I let Elijah choose the appetizers.  
 
    I leaned in. "Have you and the board made any finds in the case?”  
 
    He wrinkled his nose up. 
 
    "What?” I asked as I took a sip from the glass. 
 
    “Trinity, it’s hard for me to discuss wolf matters with someone outside of the pack.” He swirled the amber liquid around in the glass. "But no, we haven’t been able to find out anything,” 
 
    "Elijah, if you didn’t want to talk shop, then why did you invite me here?”  
 
    "I want to know more about you.” 
 
    "Oh, you mean, what isn’t already in your file.” 
 
    He smirked. “What about the file the SPS has been keeping on me? 
 
    I wanted to slump down in my seat because once again he had called me out. Elijah had his brown eyes locked on me like he was studying me. I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable. This was the person who had saved my life and I was being a brat. 
 
    "Well, for one you lied to me about being the Alpha,” I said in a low voice so no one else could hear. 
 
    The waitress came over and refilled our drinks. She also dropped our appetizers off, fried pickles and mozzarella sticks. When she was gone, he started talking. 
 
    “Trinity, I didn’t exactly lie to you, but we don’t want the human public to know who the Alphas are. It could put us at risk.” I wasn’t dense so I knew that.  
 
    I couldn’t explain why I was being so snippy with him but there was something that made me feel like I needed to protect myself from him. Not in a self-defense way, but in a he-has-eyes-I-could-get-lost-in type of way. 
 
    I took a sip of the Alize and relaxed. "The way we met was… intense," I said.  
 
    I could see the wheels turning. "So, you’re afraid of me?” he asked 
 
    "No, not afraid. The way we met was very damsel in distress. I’m used to taking care of myself and that night, my distractedness almost cost me my life.” I took a beat and tried to think about how far I was going to go. “I’m not used to anyone protecting me.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and looked at me. “Trinity, trust me, I know you are not a damsel, but sometimes staying strong means getting help.” 
 
    I sat there staring at him. The Alpha was full of surprises. 
 
    “So, are you single?” He changed the subject. 
 
    "If I was not single, I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    He nodded his head.  
 
    "Why are you single?” 
 
    And there it was, the story I was tired of repeating. "My fiancé forgot to tell me about his pregnant girlfriend.” 
 
    He gripped his glass tight. 
 
    "What about you?” I asked as I nibbled on the edge of a fried pickle which was surprisingly delicious. 
 
    "I have been single for a long time. Dating within the pack always seems like a power imbalance so it usually doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Power imbalance aka commitment issues?” 
 
    He smirked. “Not quite. If a woman is dating the Alpha, the person who can have her killed or exiled at a moment's notice, can she ever relax and be herself? Or is there always a fear that one wrong move and she is out?” 
 
    It was a terrifying thought but the fact that Elijah had enough self-awareness to realize it was admirable. 
 
    I looked around at a couple across from us. The man had his hand on her thigh and her head was on his shoulder. They were both smiling and laughing. They looked so happy and, for a fleeting minute, I wondered what it would be like to have that.  
 
    “Trinity, are you ok? What’s wrong?” he asked.  
 
    "Nothing. Everything is fine.” 
 
    I finished the Alize and cherished the warmth that spread throughout my body. 
 
    “So, who is Elijah, other than Alpha?”  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders and looked down at his drink. It was the first time I saw a chip in the armor he wore. My simple question had taken him by surprise. 
 
    “I don’t know, Trinity; all I know is the pack. I am their leader. Their protector. I became an entrepreneur to help empower others since a lot of places won’t hire us.” 
 
    Once again, I respected his intentions, but every answer led back to the pack. I wanted to get past that so I could see what made him tick. 
 
    “So, when Elijah isn’t carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders, what does he like to do? Do you like to go fishing? Are you into fashion? Knitting?” I was being light-hearted about it, but it was sad to see that he had no clue who he was outside of the pack.  
 
    Before he could answer, a new waitress came to the table to refill our drinks. She had long wavy hair. Her breasts were spilling out of her crop top and there was no way those little shorts were hiding all that ass.  I knew she had to clean up with tips every night. 
 
    "Hey handsome, what can I get for you?”  
 
    “We need a few more minutes,” Elijah said as he picked the menu up.  
 
    She looked at me smacking her gum. "And you?” 
 
    "I need a bit more time too." 
 
    “Umm-hmm.” She looked me up and down like she was disgusted by what she saw. 
 
    She put her notepad away and looked at Elijah. "I have never seen you around here before.”  
 
    “Yes, it's my first time.” 
 
    “A virgin, huh,” she said, thrusting her chest out, giving him a better view. 
 
    Elijah looked up from the menu and then closed it. "On second thought, we need the check. I lost my appetite.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she said as she walked off. A few minutes later, she came back to the table and slammed the check down with an attitude.  
 
    Elijah never even looked her way. He picked up his glass and finished his Crown Royal. 
 
    My ex had flirted with women right in my face so to have a man shut it down was exciting and my body took notice. I got my hormones and my thoughts in check. I wasn’t here for that. 
 
    A group of young women walked past our table. One of the girls looked at Elijah and made a smooching sound—the same sound a person would use to call a puppy. I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Elijah slammed his glass against the table. His eyes were yellow and he was growling. The girls scurried away; I saw that one of them had a bite mark tattoo on her shoulder. 
 
    Everybody in the restaurant was looking at us. 
 
    I dug in my purse and pulled out the money for the bill. "Elijah, let’s go." The last thing I wanted was for someone to call the SPS. It would make a bigger scene than it had to be. 
 
    Elijah whipped his head around and looked at me. We stood up and hurried out of the restaurant. When we got in the truck, the heat that rolled off of him was insane. 
 
    Elijah slammed his door hard and laid his head against the steering wheel. 
 
    "Are you ok?" Instinctively, I reached over and rubbed his back. 
 
    His breathing slowed down and he lifted his head up. His eyes were flickering between yellow and brown. 
 
    “Sorry you had to see me like that. I hate when people treat us like we exist solely for their fetish.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe that he was apologizing when he was the one who had been disrespected. “Does that happen a lot?” I asked. 
 
    "More than you would believe.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a stack of bills. "Thanks for covering dinner.” He handed me the bills and I put them in my purse. 
 
    “Trinity, I should get you home.” Something about seeing Elijah without his usual control gave me a glimpse of vulnerability. That drew me to him. The last thing I wanted to do was go home. 
 
    I sat back in my seat.  
 
    “Do you want to call it a night?” I asked, trying to gauge his mood. 
 
    "No, I don’t want to be anywhere else. Where do you want to go?” he asked as he started the truck. 
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    We were quiet as we rode through the city. I wondered if I had made a mistake or lost my mind. I was supposed to be working on a case. The last thing I needed to be doing was trying to get to know Elijah on a deeper level because the last time I trusted someone with my heart it ended up going bad. I tried to remind myself that this wasn’t the same as last time. 
 
    We took an exit off the highway, and then we drove for a while before turning onto a long dusty road. A part of me got nervous. Where in the world was, he taking me? 
 
    We stopped in front of a cabin. 
 
    “Here we are,” he said as he opened his door and got out. I looked around and tried to take it all in. We were in the woods surrounded by trees. There was a fire pit out front and two chairs.  
 
    It startled me a little when he opened my door. When I stepped out of the truck, I didn’t hear anything except crickets. I stood there and soaked it all in. It was relaxing to not hear the honking of car horns or the yelling of neighbors walking by. 
 
    “Is this your cabin?”  
 
    “Yes, it belonged to my parents. It was their safe house. Very few people knew about its existence. I’ve had it renovated and updated, but it still feels like home. I like to come out here when I change. I like to run in the woods. It makes me feel free.” 
 
    “Safe-house, huh? Are you saying your parents were in the life?” 
 
    “Yes, both of them. They thought selling dope was the only way out. It’s kind of why I go so hard trying to help the community because my parents had a role in tearing it down.” 
 
    Rocco had told me that Elijah’s parents had been killed, but he left out the part about them being drug dealers. 
 
    Elijah walked over to stand in front of me. 
 
    “Trinity.” It startled me when he said my name. I had been lost in my own thoughts.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Would you like to go for a run with me?” 
 
    That was the oddest thing a man had ever asked me to do, especially since Elijah was only a man on the outside. Running in the woods with a werewolf held more than a hint of danger, and that made me excited. 
 
    He grabbed me by the hands.  
 
    “I can’t keep up with you out there. I’ll get lost.” 
 
    “I will run slow. Besides, I could find you anywhere.” The bit about him finding me anywhere didn’t get by me. I wondered what I smelled like to him. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go.”  
 
    As crazy as this was, it was exciting, 
 
    “Should I turn my head while you change?” 
 
    "You can watch if you want to.” He winked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned around, but I did have the urge to peek.  
 
    Behind me, the air felt electric. I heard the dry sounds of bones breaking. I was hesitant to turn around, not sure what I would see. 
 
    When I had gathered my nerve, I turned around. He was on two legs. His fur was jet black with twinges of silver. His eyes glowed bright yellow. His hands were replaced by long sharp claws. His pointy ears twitched as he watched me for a reaction. 
 
    His clothes were in a neat pile next to him. 
 
    I wasn’t afraid, but I didn’t want to scratch him behind the ears either. I wanted to show him the proper respect. He wasn’t a pet.  
 
    He took off toward the woods. He ran with grace and power, but there was also something wild about it. I took off behind him. The branches whipped across my face and arms. This was insane. I had no clue where I was going, but I followed the black blur in front of me. He slowed to a pace I could match. My lungs burned, but I was smiling like a crazy person. Something about running out in the middle of the dark made me feel free and alive. Right up until I tripped over something and fell flat on my face. 
 
    “Trinity, are you ok?” He was human again, and he was kneeling over me, looking concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, but when I tried to stand up, the shooting pain was white hot. It surged through me.  
 
    "Trinity, I’m going to change so I can carry you back to the house.” 
 
    "Can’t you carry me this way?” 
 
    "Yes, but it would take longer.” 
 
    "Go ahead and change.”  
 
    He shook his head from left to right. His muscles twisted and his face contorted. Even though in his wolf form everything about him was a weapon, he was gentle when he picked me up. As he ran, the friction made my ankle hurt but it wasn’t unbearable. When we got to the cabin, he took me into the back bedroom and laid me on the bed. He walked out of the room, and when he came back, he was dressed. 
 
    “Trinity, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to do that it.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I haven’t had that much fun in forever.” I sat up on my elbows, still breathing hard from the run. 
 
    That cheered him up. "Can I get you anything? Some food or something since we didn’t get to eat earlier?” 
 
    "No thanks. It would be great if you had something stronger than Tylenol.”  
 
    He propped some pillows behind me. “Sorry, no pain pills, but would you like a glass of wine? It might make the drive back to town more comfortable.”  
 
    “Yes, that will be fine.”  
 
    He walked out of the room, and I laid back and looked around. There were blue and white checkered pillows behind me. I was laying on top of a soft blue comforter. On my right, the big windows didn't have curtains and had the perfect view on the trees outside. 
 
    Elijah came back holding two glasses of wine.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as he handed me the glass. I winced as I tried to sit up. 
 
    "Are you ok?” he asked as he sat on the bed next to me.  
 
    "Yea, I'm all good," I said. I took a sip of the wine. “So, Elijah, at the restaurant I asked what you like to do in your free time.” 
 
    He ran a hand over his low haircut. “I don't have much free time. I like to swim. Being in the water is relaxing to me.” 
 
    "I never thought werewolves would be into the water.” 
 
    He tensed up and scooted away from me. I had said something wrong, but what? 
 
    "Sorry if I offended you. I wasn't trying to." 
 
    He sat his glass down on the nightstand. "It’s not that. Being a werewolf is a part of me but not the only part." 
 
    We sat there drinking our wine in silence. Elijah sat his glass down on the nightstand 
 
    I reached over and struggled to set it next to his. He reached over and set it down for me. 
 
    "Sorry I stereotyped you." 
 
    "It’s not your fault. We have been pretty secretive, but humans have proved to be fickle, and if they turn on us one day, it will be our secrets that help us survive.” 
 
    I leaned back and rested my head on the pillow. "There's Elijah with the riddles again."  
 
    He smiled at me. He picked up my uninjured foot and began to rub it. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the strong hands as they kneaded my foot. 
 
    He set my foot down. “Trinity, do you mind if we stay here for the night? I think I’ve had one glass of wine too many.”  
 
    I smiled, enjoying the effects of the wine myself. “We can stay.” 
 
    He stood up and leaned over me. "Goodnight,” he said as he leaned in to kiss me on the cheek, but I turned my head and our lips connected. 
 
    I looked up into his eyes. "Don't leave," I whispered.  
 
    He took off his shirt and climbed into bed behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.  
 
    I leaned back into him and pressed my ass into him. His dick grew hard against me. 
 
    He placed a warm kiss on the back of my neck and let out a low growl. 
 
    My body responded as my center got wet. 
 
    “Trinity, are you sure?” he whispered. 
 
    "Yes." It came out in a moan. I rolled onto my back and ignored the pain in my foot.  
 
    He climbed on top of me, and we kissed. Our tongues explored one another. He smelled like cigars and wine. 
 
    He lifted my shirt off and unclasped my bra. He squeezed each breast before he latched onto each, sucking on them gently. 
 
    I arched my back and moaned.  
 
    He eased my jeans and panties off in one fluid motion. He took extra care to avoid my hurt ankle. 
 
    He stood up and unbuttoned his jeans. Even though he was wearing boxers, I could tell his dick was huge! I bit my lip and wondered if I would be able to take all of it. 
 
    He climbed back on top of me and spread my wet lips apart. My breath was caught in my throat as he slid the tip of his shaft against my clit, and it sent waves of pleasure through my entire body.  He pushed inside of me an inch at a time. Each inch stretched my walls. 
 
    "Trinity, you feel so good." His voice was rough and gravelly. 
 
    He slid in and out of me with deep strokes. I cried out as my orgasm took me by surprise. Waves of pleasure crashed over me.  
 
    Elijah sped up his strokes. He grabbed my hips and thrust himself into me hard. He pulled his cock out and laid it against my belly as he came. I watched as he stood up, still erect. 
 
    "Give me a second, Trinity," he said as he walked into the bathroom. I heard the water running, and he came back holding a hand towel. He wiped my belly off and he disappeared back into the bathroom. 
 
    "How about a bath?" 
 
    "Sounds good," I said, my eyes heavy. I was still riding the wave of the orgasm. 
 
    He picked me up and carried me into the bathroom. I leaned against his chest. 
 
    The bathroom was huge. He set me in the tub and climbed in behind me.  
 
    I heard the opening of a bottle and then the sweet smell of vanilla.  
 
    “Sit up,” he said. 
 
    My eyes were closed as he ran his fingers through my hair, massaging the shampoo into my scalp. I closed my eyes and embraced the sensation. He rinsed my hair, and after we bathed, we lay there for a while. I had never bathed with a man. It was more intimate than I could have guessed. 
 
    After we had bathed and dried, we lay back in bed. He took me in his arms, and we lay there. “Trinity, do you ever wonder why I saved you that night” 
 
    My heart sped up. “Yes, I wondered why you didn’t just turn him in.” 
 
    “I knew what he was about to do to you. My werewolf took over and I couldn’t control it.” 
 
    I weaved my fingers into his. “Does that happen a lot?” I asked 
 
    “Never happens,” he said from behind me 
 
    “So, why me why that night?” 
 
    “You are meant to be mine, Trinity.” 
 
    I smiled thinking this was his way of asking me to be his girlfriend. “Yes, I will be your girlfriend, Elijah.” 
 
    He chuckled from behind me. “It's not that simple, Trinity.” 
 
    The last thing I had expected was to end up in bed with Elijah in the middle of nowhere, but here I was. The sex had been amazing. There were no regrets about that. But I felt like he wanted something else from me—something I wasn’t sure I could give. 
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    I was standing on the sidewalk, holding my cell phone. I had on a baseball cap and an oversized sweater. "Where you at?” I asked. 
 
    "Home,” said the irritated voice on the other side of the phone. 
 
    "Meet me at the park in 5.” 
 
    "Damn it, Trinity, I told you I’m out of the game.”  
 
    “Do it,” I said before I hung up the call and hobbled back into the park. My ankle was still sore, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I sat on a bench and looked around. I didn’t see anyone but a couple of people driving by, but even then, you never knew who was who. Anyone could be watching or listening. I glanced at my watch.   
 
    I watched as Twig ran across the street exactly five minutes later. Twig was a vampire. He had been moving a big amount of dope until he got caught and became an informant for the SPS. The world knew the werewolves were out, but the SPS knew there were more supernatural creatures. We couldn’t announce it to the public. We wanted to avoid any panic or widespread witch hunts. It would have been impossible to put Twig in prison because it would have been hard to believe he turned to ash at yard time but I’m sure in time the powers that be would figure out how. They had already created the first werewolf prison, equipped with silver reinforcements and cutting-edge technology. 
 
    It was dark outside, but it was hard to miss Twig. He was tall and skinny with a baby face.  
 
    "Where's Raymond?” he asked as he sat beside me. 
 
    “Are you asking the questions, Twig, or am I?” 
 
    He sat forward and looked around. “What's up, Trinity?” he asked. 
 
    “Have you heard anything about some kind of super dope on the street?” 
 
    He giggled. “What the hell is super dope?” He was getting too comfortable taking shots at me. 
 
    “Twig, keep being a comedian and you’ll end up in jail.” I didn’t have the ability to put Twig in jail, but I didn’t want him to know that because I needed his help. 
 
     He straightened up. 
 
    "Word on the street is somebody out there is pushing some kind of dope that’s killing people on site. If it doesn’t kill them, it gives them crazy super strength. So, who’s pushing it?” 
 
    Twig pulled his cap down and looked from side to side. "I don’t know, Trinity.” 
 
    I shook my head. On some level, I respected the street code, but I wasn’t sure that Twig was as far out of the game as he wanted me to believe. 
 
    "Have you heard anything about that attack on the Silverton Garden complex?” 
 
    "No, I definitely have not.” He shook his head, but his body tensed up. 
 
    “Word on the street is that it was the vamps,” I said. 
 
    This time he looked at me and balled his face up. "Why would we start a war with the wolves and mess up the influx of cash we got coming in?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. "Word on the street.” 
 
    "Naw, word on the street is wrong on that one.” 
 
    “Any clue who did it?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me a stern, "No.” 
 
    "Twig, hypothetically if a vamp were to pull off an attack like that, who would it be?” 
 
    “Trinity, you trying to get me caught up, but check this, there is only one vamp in town with that much pull, His name is Easton.”  
 
    I ran the name through my mental Rolodex and came up empty. “I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    "Exactly.” He stood up and walked back the way he came.  
 
    The meeting with Twig had been lackluster. 
 
    I walked back to my car and drove out of the parking lot. All I got was the name of a street legend that may have been complete bullshit. 
 
    I stopped at a stop sign, and someone slammed into the back of my car.  
 
    The force of the crash made my head rock forward. When I looked back, I saw the big black truck that hit me.  
 
    Great, I hope I have my insurance papers in here.   
 
    Two men had gotten out of the truck. One was walking up to the passenger side. The other was coming up on my driver’s side.  
 
    Alarm bells rang off in my head and I hit the gas. How long had they been following me, and how was I so scatter-brained that I didn’t notice? The men jumped back in their truck and sped up behind me. There was no way I was going to lead them to my house, so I took a quick exit and started going in the opposite direction. Then boom, they crashed into me again! I zipped down the street and pulled into the police parking lot. The two men high-tailed it out of there, but their message had been very clear: someone wanted me off the case. But what they didn’t know was they had convinced me to dig in even deeper.                                                     
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    I was sitting on my bed with my foot propped up on a stack of pillows. I was flipping through the file I had gotten from the board. Nothing seemed to make any sense. The wolves were convinced that the attack had to have come from the vampires, but from what I could tell, Owen was an addict with no ties to the vamps. I sat back and leaned my head against the wall. None of this was adding up. The one thing that I did know was that I had to get back to that apartment. Owen was hiding something, and I had to figure out what it was. 
 
    I was sitting inside the Caprice outside the duplex. It was nighttime, and there was a lot of foot activity happening outside. I walked up to the door and took a deep breath, preparing myself for a fight. Last time, I had been stupid and bolted in. I twisted the doorknob and it creaked open. Great, if someone was in there, they definitely heard that. I stepped into the apartment. I didn’t hear anything, so I slipped in and looked in the bedroom and the bathroom. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief, realizing I was in the apartment alone. I flipped on the light. The kitchen was a mess with half-empty takeout containers everywhere. The sink was full of slimy dishes and the buzzing of flies was loud. 
 
    I walked back into the front room and flipped on a switch. Roaches scattered across the walls. There wasn’t much furniture—only a small TV and a worn-down couch.  
 
    I saw the pile of mail on the floor. I had been looking through it when the wild woman attacked me. 
 
    I kneeled down and picked it up. 
 
    There was a lot of junk mail and past due notices, but then I saw a bright yellow pamphlet that caught my attention. 
 
    Brother, we know you are tired. 
 
    Tired of working hard and still barely making ends meet while the werewolves and their offspring get the jobs. Are you tired of your neighborhoods being plagued with more crime since the werewolves came to town?  Are you afraid to let your children walk home from school because you never know when one of these monsters could be hiding in the shadows, ready to jump out and take them away? If any of this sounds like you, we would love to have you at our next meeting. Come as you are. No membership fees because our people are already struggling. Come join us: the true citizens of Silverton. 
 
    Bingo! 
 
    Since the wolves had come out, several groups had surfaced. Some were religious and some were political, but this one seemed different—they knew exactly who they were talking to, and they were laying it on thick. 
 
    I folded it up and put it in my pocket.  
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    I hobbled down the steps as I got off stage, holding the few dollars I had made. Since my ankle was still a little sore, there was no climbing and flipping around the pole. 
 
    I was in the dressing room getting ready to get dressed. Tony walked in; she was looking extra thick in a leopard print cat suit that fit like a second skin it left nothing to the imagination.  I turned my head so I wouldn’t stare but she walked up beside me. “Trinity, there’s a guy in the private room requesting a dance from you.” 
 
    "Who is it?” 
 
    "Girl, I don’t know but he fine as hell. Plus, he bought the bar out so you betta go get that money.”  
 
    Anytime there was real money in the club, we got excited. We didn’t get too many of the flashy types but when we did, it could mean an extra big payday. 
 
    As long as I had been dancing at the club, I had never seen anybody buy out the bar, so what the hell was going on? I made my way out of the dressing room and to the main floor. I saw a line of girls walking into the private room. A few seconds later, they walked out looking dejected.  
 
    I was curious to see who was here making a scene. I lifted the curtain and walked in. The room was no bigger than a closet with black painted walls and a small recliner. 
 
    Rocco was sitting in the chair holding a black bottle with gold letters on it. 
 
    "Rocco, you know how to make a scene, huh.” 
 
    "What’s up, Trinity?” He smiled. “I’m here because Elijah wanted me to bring you a message.” 
 
    "Elijah could have called me himself." I was pissed I hadn’t heard from Elijah since our date. If he wanted sex with no strings, he should have said that. 
 
    Rocco shrugged his shoulders. “Trinity, I’m not going to lie to you, it’s some heavy shit going on in the pack right now.”  
 
    That didn’t make me feel better, but I knew it wasn’t Rocco’s fault.  
 
    “What does he want?” I sighed. 
 
    “He wants you to meet him tomorrow night at Knockout, one of the pack’s clubs.” He took a big swig from the bottle he was holding. 
 
    “Rocco, are you old enough to be drinking?” 
 
    “Oh, Trinity, don’t play me like that. I’m older than I look. But Trinity, for real, if the boss wasn’t feeling you, I would shoot my shot at you.”  
 
    That made me blush for some reason, even though I had been on stage twerking without a bit of shame. "Rocco, you are a mess.”  
 
    He smiled and set the bottle down.  
 
    “Tell your boss next time he wants to invite me somewhere, he needs to pick up the phone.” 
 
    “Trinity, if I give Elijah that message, he might rip my head off. Please don’t make me do it,” he pretended to plead.  
 
    I knew he was joking but I had seen Elijah kill a man and I didn’t want to give him a reason to hurt Rocco. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Ok, just for you I’m going to go.” 
 
     “Thank you!” he said, grabbing the champagne out of the bucket. 
 
    “Alright Rocco, I’m out.” I turned to head out. 
 
    “Trinity.” I turned around to see what he wanted. "Can you send baby in the catsuit back here?” 
 
    "You got good taste.” I winked at him. 
 
    "Let me find out.” He smiled and turned the bottle up. 
 
     Tony was at the bar taking a shot. 
 
     I walked up beside her and tapped on the bar. "My boy Rocco would like to meet you.” 
 
    "Appreciate it, Trinity!” 
 
    She fixed her hair and put a little extra sway in her hips when she walked off. 
 
    I went back to the dressing room and sat in front of the mirror. 
 
    How dare Elijah summon me like I am at his beck and call? I wasn’t going to jump whenever he wanted me to, but I did need to know if they had a break in the case. From now on, everything between him and I was strictly business. 
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     I drove out of the lot and towards Towanda’s house. Towanda had been my best friend since middle school. She used to get picked on, but I stood up for her and we had been friends ever since. The girls at school didn’t like me either, but I had no problem punching them in the face, so they learned to leave me alone. I pulled up in front of Towanda’s red brick house. Her new Porsche was in the driveway. Towanda was an entrepreneur. She made a killing selling witch things online.  Towanda tried to convince me to sell casting sessions via video. I thought she was crazy, but the new car in her driveway made me think that she might have been on to something. 
 
    I walked up the gravelly driveway and towards the front door. Several stray cats meowed. She always set food out for them. I knocked on the door and I could hear someone moving around inside. Towanda opened the door and the smell of lavender floated out around her. Her long locks hung around her shoulders, and a tiny gold ring hung from her septum. Her hazel eyes were piercing. She was wearing a tank top and a pair of shorts. 
 
    “Hey stranger,” she said as she turned and walked down the hallway. 
 
    I kicked my shoes off and followed behind her. Towanda’s house felt peaceful and calm. It’s like as soon as you walked in, the anxiety melted away from you. It was her version of an energy spell. Towanda was a witch, but not the type with the pointy hat and broomstick. Her family had moved here from down south, so her magic involved lots of herbs, oils, and everyday rituals.  
 
    “What have you been up to?” she asked as she ducked into the kitchen. She was boiling a pot of something on the stove. 
 
    “Working at the club, and I took on a new case with the SPS.” 
 
    “Trinity, please tell me you aren’t working on that apartment attack.” She pulled the pot off the stove and turned off the burner. 
 
    Well, then I won’t say it. 
 
    “What is that?” I pointed to the stove. 
 
    “It’s a blessed tea. I am selling it in my witchy store. So, what’s up, Trinity? You have that look in your eye.” 
 
    I shifted in my chair. “I’ve gotten tangled up with a werewolf.” I left out the part about him being the Alpha. 
 
    “Tell me more.” 
 
    I gave her the rundown, starting at the first night when the drunk man had tried to attack me. I left out the fact that the attacker was dead. I was keeping a lot more secrets these days. 
 
    “Trinity, this is why I worry about you working at that club.”  
 
    I waved my hands in the air. I know that it was hard for people to believe, but I liked working at the club. 
 
    “I can't believe he attacked somebody for messing with you. That’s crazy. Why didn’t he call the police?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t like the tone of this conversation. Towanda was usually the most nonjudgmental person I knew. 
 
    "How much do you know about the wolves, Trinity?” She folded her hands and looked at me. 
 
    “They have been assimilating. Well, trying to, but they live pretty hard. The government hasn’t made it that easy for them to get ahead.” 
 
    She got up and grabbed two cups from the cabinet. She used a ladle to fill the cups with the steaming liquid. 
 
    She came back and set a cup in front of me. “Trinity, there's a dark side to the werewolves. There are rumors that they make people disappear who speak out against them.” 
 
    I knew that Towanda was trying to protect me, but I still didn’t like the implication. I could see dead people and she was a witch, so could we judge? I mean, I’m sure there are some bad wolves, but the same can be said for people. Right? I took a sip of the warm liquid. It was bitter, so I swished it around in my mouth before swallowing.  
 
    "I want you to go into this with your eyes wide open,” she said, her fingers wrapped around her glass. 
 
    I took another drink. 
 
    "I know, Towanda.” But I didn’t mean it. I was uncomfortable, and I didn’t want to be around my best friend for a second longer. 
 
    “Thanks for the tea,” I said.  
 
    She stood up. We hugged and I turned and walked toward the door. 
 
    “Trinity, promise me you will be careful. Whoever this group is, if they are bold enough to go after the wolves…”  
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence and I was glad about that.  
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     I looked at the GPS and then back out the window.  I thought I had gotten lost. There was nothing over here but old factories and warehouses. "Your destination is on the left,” the GPS chimed. Why in the world would Elijah want to meet me here? I parked the car and killed the ignition. I was tempted to say screw it and head home. But then I heard laughing.  
 
    I looked out the window and saw a big crowd of people walk past me. “Where in the hell did they come from?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    The group formed a line in front of one of the old buildings. The door to the building opened and the sound of rap music crept out.  
 
    A huge man walked out. He started patting people down and letting them into the building. I got out of the car and walked to the back of the line.  Finally, it was my turn to face the security guard. He gave me a quick pat down and then said, “Ticket?" His voice was high-pitched, which caught me off guard. 
 
    “I don’t have one,” I stammered.  
 
    “No ticket, no show,” he said. He looked irritated that I was holding up the line.  
 
    “I'm here to see Elijah,” I protested. Now why would that asshole send me here knowing I didn’t have a ticket to get in? 
 
    The man raised his eyebrows skeptically. Something about his eyes made me realize he wasn’t human at all. 
 
    “Elija doesn’t see humans,” he scoffed. 
 
    By this point, I was fuming. “Go in there and tell him that Trinity Jones is out here and I'm about to leave.” I folded my arms across my chest. I looked more like a pouty little girl but I was pissed. 
 
    The man nodded his head and the other man ducked inside. A few moments later, he came back out. “Hey Bear, Elijah said it's cool.” 
 
    Bear stepped aside and I walked past him with all the attitude I could muster. The music was loud inside the brightly lit building. I looked around and took notice of large oil spots on the floor. It looked like the inside of an industrial size auto repair shop. In the middle of the building was an octagon-shaped ring made of crowd control barricades and gym mats.  Off to the side was a bar on wheels; behind it was a pretty woman making drinks. 
 
    Elijah walked toward me holding a cocktail and puffing a cigar.  
 
    He was wearing a brown leather jacket with white fur around the collar, black jeans, and a pair of Timbs. 
 
    Even though he was a jerk, he was handsome and he knew it. “Trinity, glad you could make it.” 
 
     I walked over to him but didn’t get close enough for him to touch me. “So why didn't you send me a ticket when you sent Rocco to summon me?” There was a bitter edge to my voice that I wished I could hide. I didn’t want him to know how much his ghosting me had gotten under my skin. 
 
    A hint of amusement fluttered across his face and then it was gone. “Sorry Trinity, I forgot the house rules.” 
 
    I leaned in and whispered in his ear, "From here on, we are strictly business.”  
 
    He pulled me into a hug and his lips brushed against my ear. “It’s not what you think. I’m in danger, and being around me would put you in danger too.”  
 
    I pulled back. Why was he in trouble and why had he called me here?  Elijah motioned with his cigar. "Come on, Trinity. You are in time to watch the show.” He put the cigar back in his mouth; he was smiling but his eyes were scanning the crowd. I followed beside him, and we moved toward the makeshift ring. There were all types in here.  I knew some of them were werewolves, and I saw a few vampires. I’m not sure what the rest were. Since when did vampires and werewolves hang out together? There was definitely something amiss going on here. 
 
    Elijah stood close to me. I could feel the heat from his body. I wondered if all wolves ran hot. I knew all too well what his body worked like. I needed to get my head out of the gutter. This was business, nothing more. 
 
    The music stopped and the crowd parted. I turned to see what was going on. A huge man with tan skin walked through the crowd. Every time he took a step, there was a loud thump. He swung his big arms from side to side. There were intricate tattoos on his ribcage. His sandy red hair was in a bun and his beard was thick and wild. He stopped and looked at me with piercing blue eyes that twitched around. I felt like I was staring into the eyes of a shark.  
 
    I took a step back and bumped into Elijah.  
 
    He put his hand on the small of my back.  
 
    The towering man moved on, but Elijah kept his hand on my back until I brushed it away. Who did he think he was? In trouble or not, I wasn't going to be treated like a throwaway. I watched as the hulking man climbed over the barricade and into the ring. He slapped himself across the chest and yelled. It was a loud and deep sound I had never heard a human make. He jumped up and down and yelled.  The crowd yelled back at him. It was clear that he was a fan favorite. 
 
    A skinny man tried to crawl over the barrier, but he ended up toppling over it and landing hard on his back. The crowd erupted into laughter. I felt bad for him. I don't claim to be an expert, but I have seen boxing matches and there was no way these two were in the same weight class. This guy didn't stand a chance. 
 
    A referee wearing a blue shirt walked into the ring. "On this side, we have our undefeated champ Jefe the Berserker. And ladies and gentlemen, coming to you all the way from uptown Silverton we have Wilson the Accountant.” 
 
    I stole a glance at Elijah. His eyes were on the ring, like everyone else in here. 
 
    The bell rang and Wilson put his gloves up. He had the worst boxing stance I had ever seen. He trotted toward Jefe and threw a punch to the side of Jefe’s head. Jefe looked at him and smiled. 
 
    "More!” Jefe yelled. His voice boomed and he had some type of accent. The crowd roared with excitement.  
 
    Wilson hit Jefe with an uppercut that would have been pretty effective against a normal man.  
 
    Jefe took a step and hit Wilson so hard his mouth guard flew out. 
 
    Wilson fell to the ground and Jefe was on him. He pummeled his fist into the downed man. Blood splashed across his face, and I couldn't look away. The bell clanged and three men rushed into the ring and pulled Jefe off. A group of men wearing red jackets rushed into the ring and dragged Wilson out.  
 
    "Our winner, everybody,” the referee said. The crowd went crazy, hooting and hollering. Some even threw money into the ring. The wild man used the back of his hand to wipe the blood off his face and then he licked it. 
 
    Elijah put his hand on my back and guided me out of the crowd and over to the bar. I sat on a stool.  
 
    “What can I get you?” the bartender asked. She was a tall, slim woman. She had on a low-cut shirt and her lipstick was bright red. 
 
    “Long Island ice tea.” 
 
    “Good choice,” she said as she started pulling out mixes and pouring the ingredients into a tall glass. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the show?” Elijah sat down across from me and took off his jacket. He laid it on the counter. 
 
    “Is Wilson dead?”  
 
    “Maybe.” He shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “What do you mean? Why would you let that happen?” 
 
    “Trinity, look around. No one forced Wilson to get in that ring, and next week there will be a line of men to take his place.” 
 
    “That doesn't make any sense.” I wrinkled my nose. “Why would anyone sign up for a fight they knew they had no chance of winning?” 
 
    “Trinity, it’s not my job to ask why. They pay to fight. It's business, not a counseling session.”  
 
    Elijah was on edge. Something was bothering him, but I was still reeling that people would pay to get in the ring with that monster. 
 
    The bartender slid my drink toward me, and I took a big gulp of it. My eyes watered as it burned all the way down.  It was all liquor and no tea. 
 
    “What is Jefe?”  
 
    “So, you like him?” Elijah asked. He was tapping his hands on the bar. 
 
    “No, I’ve never seen anyone like him. It’s hard to believe he is human.” 
 
    “Jefe is Scandinavian. A direct descendant of the berserkers.” 
 
    “That’s interesting.” In my mind, I was trying to make a connection to what I knew about the berserkers, but I was drawing a blank. 
 
    “I can call him over here if you want to get to know him on a more personal level,” Elijah said. That was the last straw. I jumped off the stool and slapped him hard across the face. “Screw you, Elijah.” I stormed out of the club. I was not going to stand for this type of disrespect. 
 
    I got in the car and slammed the door. I shoved the keys in the ignition as tears fell down my cheeks. I had had one-night stands before, and they never bothered me but with Elijah, I thought we had something different and I had been wrong. 
 
    The tapping on my window scared me. I looked over and saw Elijah motioning for me to let the window down. I turned the ignition and got ready to drive off. 
 
    He pulled the door open before I could.  
 
    “Trinity, I'm sorry, but I had to get you out of the club so I could talk to you.”  
 
    I turned my head away from him. 
 
    He grabbed my face and used his thumb to wipe away my tears. “Trinity, please don’t cry; I promise I'm not being this way to hurt you. Look, I can't explain everything but we have had a break in the case.” 
 
    I shook away from his hand. “What happened?" 
 
    “We found out one of our females had been trysting with a vamp, and because we were keeping them apart, we think he attacked the Silverton apartments in retaliation.” 
 
    It sounded more plausible than my theory, which was mostly a loose connection between drugs and a radical group that hated werewolves. 
 
    “Trinity, listen to me. The pack is convinced that the vampires did this, and the fact that I haven’t retaliated makes me look weak. A weak Alpha is a dead Alpha, do you understand?” He was looking around, making sure no one was watching. 
 
    “If I attack the vamps, it will start a war like nothing you have ever seen and humans will get hurt.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself down. 
 
    “Trinity, I trust you, and if there is even a sliver of a chance that the vamps didn't do this, I need to know. I have to be absolutely sure before I make a move, but I’m running out of time.” 
 
    "I understand, Elijah, and I’m doing the best I can with the case.” 
 
    He ran a warm finger across my cheek. 
 
    I felt a huge lump in my throat. “Do you think I could talk to the female wolf?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    "I want to ask her if she knows anything about this.” I pulled out the pendant and the pamphlet.  
 
    His face was tense as he read through the yellow paper. He balled it up. 
 
    “Hey, that's my evidence,” I said as I took it away from him and put it back in my purse. 
 
    Elijah shook his head. 
 
    “Those little groups have existed since we came out. They are not strong enough to pull off an attack like this.” 
 
    What is it with the supernatural? Do they not understand that humans have attacked other humans since the beginning of time?  
 
    "I will do my best to let you talk to the girl.” 
 
    A burly man walked up and tapped Elijah on the shoulder. He was in all black and wearing a skull cap. The right side of his face was covered in deep burn scars. I tried not to stare. 
 
    “Elijah, man, we got to go,” the man said, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    Elijah nodded his head. “Trinity, I'll call you as soon as I can.” He hurried away with the man, and they jumped in an SUV and peeled out of the parking lot. 
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    I was sitting in the car holding my cell phone to my ear. This was the third time I had called.  
 
    Twig finally answered with an attitude. “What is it? Why are you sweating me, Trinity?” he yelled into the phone.  
 
    “Twig, I need to know how to find Easton.”  
 
    “Trinity, it’s been a lot of I lately. Where the hell is Raymond at?” 
 
    “Twig, you sure got a lot of lip for somebody I can send to prison with a phone call.” 
 
    Twig took a deep breath and muttered on the other end of the phone. 
 
    “Trinity, I’m going to text you the address but know that if I catch a stake, my blood is on your hands.” He hung up the phone before I could say anything and not even a minute later my phone beeped with a text. I typed the address into the GPS and got on the road headed to the southside. 
 
     I steered the Caprice through the streets of the South Side. It was a different world over here. It had nice smooth streets with huge houses lining both sides, and luxury cars in every driveway. There was so much wealth in this neighborhood that it was almost gaudy. 
 
    I pulled up to a big gate and pressed the talk box. 
 
    The static voice rattled on the other end. 
 
    “Here to see Easton. It’s Trinity Jones from the SPS.” I knew sooner than later it was going to get back to Raymond that I was out here using the SPS name to investigate this crime, but I couldn't think about that now. 
 
    There was a silence and then a long beep and the gate slid back.  
 
    I drove down the long driveway and up to the front of the house. The front door had some type of weird design on it. 
 
    I stepped out, and the doors swung open. There was an older man wearing a black and white suit on the other side. 
 
    “Good day, ma’am. Master will see you now.” 
 
    I wanted to snort. “Does he make you call him master?” 
 
    The man smiled and nodded. That's when I saw his fangs. It made me feel uneasy, but I was relieved that there wasn't a human person being forced to call someone else “master.” 
 
    We walked to an office door. The man knocked on the door and walked away. 
 
    “Come in,” the voice on the other side said with a heavy New York accent. I pushed the door open and walked into a massive library.  
 
    Easton was sitting behind a huge L-shaped desk. He had almond-colored skin and green eyes. His hair was braided in two long fishbone braids. He motioned for me to sit. 
 
    He watched every move I made. He was wearing a thick, gold herringbone chain. His desk was organized with every paper in its place. He even had one of those fancy pen holders. 
 
    He had his hands folded in front of him. His nails were trimmed and clean.  
 
    The entire office felt stifling with everything in its place. 
 
    “Trinity Jones, I heard I may be getting a visit from you.” His voice was mellow and measured. 
 
    "Who told you that?” I asked, trying to appear that I was calm and at ease.  
 
    "Twig is your informant. Do you think someone in my clan could work with the SPS without me knowing?” he said, sitting back in his seat.  
 
    I shifted in my seat. “You aren't going to hurt him, are you?” I was scared that I had put Twig in danger. Twig was a jerk, but I didn’t want him to get hurt because he had helped me. 
 
    Easton smiled and I saw his fangs, which put me a little on edge because, once again, in my race to get something done, I hadn't told a soul where I was. 
 
    “Twig is in his position for a reason. The same way he gives you information, he gives me information. He’s my eyes on the ground. Do you think he would have uttered my name if I didn’t give him the green light to?” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense. 
 
    I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, can I offer you a glass of water or wine?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “Okay Trinity Jones, so how can I help you?”   
 
    “Okay Easton, by now I’m sure you have heard of the attack on the werewolf complex.”  
 
    I saw something flicker across his eyes, but I couldn't tell if it was anger or alarm. 
 
    "I have.”  
 
    “The werewolves are convinced the vampires had something to do with it.” 
 
    He slid up to the desk. “You don't believe that, do you? 
 
    "Well, did they?” 
 
    He smiled. "Well, for one thing, I don't speak for all vampires, but I can say that me and my associates didn't have anything to do with that attack.” 
 
    “Business too good?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mrs. Jones, real estate is always good.” 
 
    “Ms. Jones,” I corrected him. And there was that damn smile again. 
 
    “Is it true that you can see ghosts?” 
 
    “Yes, I see dead people.” I smirked. 
 
    He put his head down and laughed. 
 
    "Yo, my people told me you had nerves of steel.”  
 
    When he dropped the formal act, it gave me a glance at what his real personality was like. 
 
    "Let me ask you something, Trinity. How do you have such faith that I won't rip you to shreds and pretend you were never here?” 
 
    I was sick of all these supes trying to remind me of how dangerous they were. Like all humans were full of roses and sunshine. Did they not watch the news? Or pay attention to anything happening in the world that wasn't their faction? 
 
    “Is that what you want to do? Rip me apart?” 
 
     A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and laced his fingers together. “Trinity, I mean no disrespect, but you smell like a dog. Are you one of their pets?” 
 
    It had been days since I had been with Elijah, but it was no surprise that Easton with his enhanced senses could still smell him. But it was none of his business anyway. 
 
    "I would never have a master.” 
 
    “Are you sure? There's something alluring about being able to trust someone so much that you submit to them completely.” 
 
    I didn't know exactly where this was going, but we had definitely gotten off track. 
 
    “I don't know if I would ever trust someone so much.” 
 
    “Too much pride? Too much hurt?  Imagine letting it all go and giving it to someone who could carry it like it was a mere feather. In my clan, I am master.” 
 
    “Or over-compensator?” The words slipped out of my mouth before I thought them through. 
 
    He flew from behind the desk and landed right in front of me in a matter of seconds. We were face-to-face. His eyelashes were long. Being this close to me, he looked delicate but deadly. It was like staring into the eyes of a cheetah right before it ripped your face off. 
 
    I thought for sure he was going to sink his fangs into my neck but, instead, he smiled and leaned against his desk. He was wearing a tailored charcoal suit with a red lapel. 
 
    I looked at the curve of his mouth and shoulders, wondering if he could feel the softness of his suit against his skin. I shook away the thoughts and put on my best poker face. 
 
    “Why are you so invested in the werewolves?” he asked, putting his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “I don’t want humans to be collateral damage if the vamps and the werewolves go to war.” 
 
    “Umm-hmm.” It sounded like a growl. Gosh, what is it with these supe men always growling? “Ask your questions, Trinity.” 
 
    I dug around in my purse and wrapped my fingers around the pendant. 
 
    “Have you seen this before?” I opened up my hand he leaned over and plucked the pendant from me. His fingers were cool as they brushed against my palm, but not ice cold and rigid like I expected the skin of a vampire to feel. 
 
    He flipped the pendant over and traced the symbol with his thumb. A look of disgust filtered across his face. 
 
    "Here,” he said as he dropped it back in my hand. He walked back behind his desk and pulled out a chair. 
 
    The playfulness was gone from his demeanor. He thumbed his nose and sat up. 
 
    “Some of my people are still in the streets, and that symbol is on some dope that got humans dropping like flies and losing their minds.” 
 
    “Do you know who is behind it?” 
 
    He gave me the look. 
 
    “I know about the street code and all that but I need to find out who is behind this,” I explained.  
 
    “Why do you care? Aren’t you in the supernatural business, not the drug task force?” 
 
    “Well, whoever is behind this is the one who attacked the wolves’ complex.” 
 
    “Nah Trinity, that can’t be right because according to my people, the crew pushing that dope are humans, and what human would attack the damn werewolves?” 
 
    “So, Easton, if it wasn’t the vampires or the humans, what else is there?”  
 
    He sat back in his chair and looked at me. “Trinity Jones, for you to be such a know-it-all, you are only scraping the surface of what’s out there.” 
 
    The phone rang and he picked it up. 
 
    I knew it was time for me to go so I stood up and walked to the door. He held up a hand signaling me to wait. 
 
    He ended the conversation and hung up the phone. 
 
    I had my hand on the doorknob. “The wolves told me that one of your clan members was dating a wolf. The wolves think your member attacked the complex as some type of payback for keeping them apart.” 
 
     He sat back in his chair and gave a dramatic sigh. “Damn it Bryce,” he said.  
 
    “So, you know about this?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, one of my members has an affinity for the furry kind, very fuckin Romeo and Juliet,” he said as he waved his hands in the air. 
 
    I almost giggled despite the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “Did the wolves say why they thought it was Bryce?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “You would have to talk to them about that.” 
 
    "Yo, why are you telling me this?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I might need a favor one day.” 
 
    “Trinity Jones plays dangerous and dirty,” he said as I walked out of the door. 
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    I kicked the bag that hung from the ceiling and then I launched a barrage of punches at it until I was out of breath. 
 
    I hugged the bag and tried to catch my break. The sweat poured off my face.  A hard workout always made me feel better and since hurting my ankle I was out of practice. 
 
    Nicey opened the door to the garage. The sunshine she let in burned my eyes. “Trinity, baby, telephone.”  
 
    I walked past her and walked into the house. 
 
    “Hello!”  
 
    “Trinity, this is Raymond. We need you to get down here as soon as possible.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and sighed. I was tired of everyone beckoning me. I needed to set up some type of official hours. 
 
    As I was walking into the SPS office, it seemed like everyone stopped talking when I walked in. 
 
    I walked into Raymond’s office and he shut the door behind me. His salt and pepper hair needed a trim. His suit was wrinkled. He looked like hell. 
 
    I crossed my legs and sat in the chair. 
 
    “Trinity, why are you out running around on your own? I have to remind you that you are not SPS or the police. You are going to find yourself on the wrong side of the law if you keep playing vigilante.” 
 
    “Raymond, someone blew up an entire apartment complex. There were babies in those apartments. I don't care if they are werewolves or not, no one deserves that.” 
 
    “Trinity, damn it. Don't you think I know that? The wolf board doesn't want us involved for some reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, because they think it makes them look weak to the vamps and the other factions.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together. “Trinity, it's crazy. I know the SPS has a bad reputation and there are some officers who do go rogue, but I’m out here trying to do the right thing. But every time I turn around, my hands are tied, and now you are out here using the SPS name like it’s your own behind the stage pass.” 
 
    I believed him. I didn't care for a lot of members of the team, but from what I had seen, Raymond always shot it straight with everyone.  
 
    “Look Raymond, the wolves think it’s the vampires, but I think they got it all wrong because look, I found this at Owen’s apartment.” 
 
    “Trinity, how did you get access to Owen’s apartment?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Raymond, do you want to see what I have or not?” 
 
    He nodded his head “yes.” 
 
    “I found this pendant and pamphlet and when I summoned Owen’s spirit, he kept saying that he was glad he had completed his mission and that he was a true citizen.” I slid the evidence across the desk. 
 
    Raymond picked it up and scanned through it. “Trinity, don’t think I didn’t hear you say you cast Owen's spirit. That means somebody let you in the morgue.” He shot me a stern look as he turned the pendant around in his palm. 
 
    “The wolves and the vamps are cocky. They don't think that there is a human alive bold enough to try and take them out, but I think that's exactly what's happening, and somehow, it’s all connected to this super dope that is driving people crazy.” 
 
    Raymond looked over at the pamphlet. I knew his wheels were turning. He looked at me and said, “The police have been seeing a lot of that super dope on the street. Sometimes it can take three officers to bring down somebody hyped up on that mess. It’s killing more people than fentanyl. They have been trying to track down who’s behind it, but we haven’t been able to figure it out.” 
 
    “So, you think whoever is pushing that dope was responsible for the attack on the wolves? But why? I don't get it. The wolves only have a few major players in the dope game. The vamps are buying up all the real estate.” So, what would they get from taking the wolves out and bringing all that heat? Then he said something scary. 
 
    “Unless it’s not about the money at all.” 
 
    Hearing Raymond say that gave me goosebumps. “Raymond, listen. I know I crossed some lines, but the wolves think it’s the vampires and they are itching to retaliate. If that happens, the city could be a war zone.” 
 
    Raymond sat back in his chair and rubbed his hands over his face. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Trinity, you might want to take this to our anti-terrorist office.”  
 
    I scrunched my face up. “I never even knew there was one of those here.” 
 
    “Yeah, they like to fly under the radar.” 
 
    He pulled off a sticky note and started writing. “Here is my contact, Smitty’s, number. You can trust her.” He slid the note across the table. 
 
    I picked it up and stood up to leave. 
 
    “Thanks again, Trinity, for coming in here and shooting it straight. Sorry I was so hard on you at first. I get so frustrated with all the damn politics. I just want to do good police work, not play favorites or all this favor-for-a-favor crap. That's not what I signed up for.” 
 
    I stood up and smiled at him. “Raymond, you’re a good officer. You have always treated the supes with respect, and a lot of them don't trust the SPS but they trust you. Maybe you should open up some type of private practice or something.”  
 
    He looked and smirked. “You know I might just do that.” I nodded my head and walked out the door. 
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     I was lying across the bed when my phone rang. The piercing sound of the ringtone startled me. “Hello?” 
 
    “Girl, I know you are not still in the bed.”  
 
    I smiled. “Well, I'm in the bed but I haven't been here all day,” I said sitting up. 
 
    “Trinity, I know you have been working hard all murder she wrote but take a break and come out with me, we can have some drinks, and dance a little bit. It will be fun.” 
 
    I was tempted to decline but then I thought about it. I hadn't been to a club that wasn’t work in ages. It would feel great to blow off some steam. 
 
    “Ok, you have convinced me. Where you want to meet?” 
 
    “Yay, that’s my girl. I'll shoot you the address,” she said before she hung up the phone. 
 
    I walked up to the swanky new bar on the East Side. I was meeting Towanda here for drinks. It had been a long time since we had spent time together and I was ready for some girl talk. It was a nice break getting away from the supe men I had been spending so much time around lately. I had chosen to take a cab because anytime me and my girl got together there was definitely no driving home.  
 
    I walked into the crowded club. The music was blasting a hip-hop dance song. I made my way through the dance floor and to the bar. Towanda was sitting at the bar, sipping a bright green drink. She looked radiant. She was leaning across the bar, talking to the female bartender who had a big grin on her face. I had long suspected my best friend of being a lesbian, but she had never come out and told me. I never pushed the issue. She would come out and tell me on her own time.  
 
    “Hey stranger,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her. She hugged me back.  
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Whatever she’s having.”  
 
    “Alright, coming right up.”  
 
    “So, detective Trinity, how’s it going?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. The bartender slid my drink toward me and I took a sip. It was sweet and I didn't taste any alcohol, which let me know I needed to be careful with it. 
 
    “I am tired of all these factions.” She shook her head. “Any more dates with Mr. dark and handsome?” 
 
    “No, I have no time for dating,” I said, but something on my face must have betrayed me because she gave me the look.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The little time we spent together was amazing, but some kind of drama is going down and now he doesn't have time for me.” 
 
    “Trinity, don't think like that. In the supernatural world, things can get real crazy really quick, so he may be telling the truth.” 
 
    “What about you? How’s your dating life?”  
 
    She smiled the way she always did and waved me off.  
 
    I spent the next hour listening to Towanda tell me about all the moves she was making with her new business. She was moving up the ranks in her coven and she was excited about it. Most people treated the witches like new age hippies—into nature and protecting the earth, but I had learned from Towanda that although that was true to an extent, there were dark witches. 
 
    “Can I get you ladies anything else?” the bartender asked. She had long brown hair and a round face. I noticed the way she looked at Towanda. If I had to guess, these two knew each other. If that were the case, I was happy for my best friend. 
 
    “Hey, Trinity.” 
 
    “Rocco!” I said as I whipped around. 
 
    He was standing there wearing a black shirt and a pair of dark shades. People were definitely taking notice of him. “Elijah wants to see you.” 
 
    “Are we going to do this?” I asked, looking at Rocco. 
 
    He leaned in close to me. He smelled like he had just smoked a blunt. “It’s not safe for Elijah right now. He only trusts me.” 
 
    I tossed back my shot. “Rocco, tell Elijah to leave me alone.”  
 
    “He has the girl you want to talk to.”  
 
    “Damn it. When and where Rocco?”  I wasn’t irritated with Rocco but this whole messenger thing with Elijah was starting to piss me off. 
 
    “Now, and at the board spot.” He turned and walked out of the club. 
 
    Towanda’s eyes were wide. “Girl, who is that?” 
 
    “Elijah’s idea of a damn phone, girl. He sends Rocco whenever he wants to see me.”  
 
    “How does Rocco always know where you are?” Towanda asked. 
 
    “You know what? I had never thought about that. I wondered if he has Rocco following me.” The mere thought pissed me off and I was going to get to the bottom of it. 
 
    I tossed back my drink. I knew that Elijah was in trouble, but still, feeling like I had been strung along sucked. 
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    I walked into the conference room. The first thing I noticed was the smell of burning hair. It reminded me of an old-school hot comb. 
 
    Elijah was sitting at one end of the table with his hands clasped together, and Lucinda was at the other end.  
 
    In the middle of the room was a young girl with a heart-shaped face. She had long brown, wavy hair, and she had her head down. Her arms were tied behind her with silver chains. There was a thick metal collar around her neck  
 
    Her feet were shackled, and the smoke that was coming from her arms and legs let me know that she was bound by silver and being burned.  
 
    “Trinity, this is Victoria. Ask her whatever questions you need to,” Elijah said. There were big bags under his eyes, and his clothes were wrinkled. It looked like he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
    Victoria looked up at me. Even with her tear-stained face, she was beautiful. I wasn't surprised that a young man would risk it all.  
 
    “Hi, Victoria, are you ok?” I knew it was a stupid question, but I couldn’t help myself. Besides, she wasn’t moving or screaming out in pain. 
 
    “Human, she’s fine. Hurry it up,” Lucinda said. 
 
    Elijah let out a little growl, either agreeing with her or telling her to shut up. I wasn't sure which.  
 
    I had to remind myself that even though she looked like a regular teenage girl, she was not. “Victoria, have you ever seen this before?” I opened my palm, showing her the pendant. 
 
    She leaned in for a better look. “Last week a group of me and my girlfriends were at the mall and a group of human boys was catcalling us until they realized we were werewolves and then they got nasty and started calling us names. They all had this symbol tattooed on them.” 
 
    Elijah jumped out of his chair and rushed over. “Victoria, are you lying to protect the vamp? Why wouldn't you tell me that the humans were making trouble with you?” 
 
    Victoria started to cry and tremble. “I’m sorry, Elijah. I didn't want to make trouble.” 
 
    He walked over to the table and slammed his fists down, splitting it in two. 
 
    I kneeled down next to Victoria. “Was there anything about the boys that you noticed was anything different about them?” 
 
    Her brows bunched together as she tried to remember. 
 
    “Yea they were all weird acting. Their eyes were all glassy and they were hopped up. Jumping around, clapping their hands, hanging over stuff. Like they were high.” 
 
    I stood up and put the pendant in my pocket. 
 
    “Trinity, it is time for you to go. I need to call a pack meeting. If the humans have gotten this bold, then it is time for us to play offense.”  
 
    I shook my head and walked toward the door. He didn’t have to ask me twice. Now that my suspicions confirmed, I needed to get in touch with the vampires.  If we could all put our heads down, we could work together and figure out how to stop this group and avoid an all-out war. if Elijah’s pack had thought he was soft for not attacking the vampires, they would definitely turn on him if he refused to retaliate against humans.  
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    I sped over to Easton’s, hoping I wasn’t too late. I pulled up to the gate in front of Easton’s home and pressed the button on the talk box. The static sounded, and a very alert, chipper-sounding voice answered. Of course, they are vampires, so they would be awake. 
 
    “This is Trinity Jones, and I need to speak to Easton. It’s very important.” 
 
    “Master Easton is attending to important matters.” 
 
    “Well, if he doesn’t get his butt out here right now, there will be an all-out war.” The gate opened, and as soon as there was enough room, I drove through it. I sped up the driveway and then walked to the door. The butler was standing there, and he showed me in. 
 
    “Right this way, ma’am.” 
 
    We walked through the dark house and down a staircase. If the matter hadn't been so urgent, I would have been impressed by the artwork hanging on the walls. We walked into a room and there were dozens of people, all wearing dark, formal clothing. Some were holding wine glasses, but I’m sure it wasn’t merlot. A teenage boy was on his knees with his arms and legs bound to a chair in the middle of the room.  
 
    They were going to expose him to the sunlight and everybody here was going to watch it, like it was a new release at the movie theater. 
 
    When I stepped into the room, everyone’s heads whipped around and locked on me.  
 
    Coming here like this had been a huge mistake. I was a human in a room full of vampires. They could drain me in two seconds.  
 
    I crept back toward the door as they all kept watching me. 
 
    A blur ran toward me and grabbed me by the arm, dragging me out of the room. 
 
    It was Easton. "Coming here like this was a mistake, Trinity.” 
 
    “I came here to stop you from killing someone innocent. Victoria, the female werewolf, confirmed that she had seen this symbol tattooed on a group of human boys who tried to attack her. This very HUMAN group is playing the vamps and the wolves against each other.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Trinity, get out of here and be quick about it.” 
 
     The door to the observatory room opened, and several well-dressed vampires walked out. I made my way out the front door and jumped into my car. I high-tailed it out of there as quickly as I could, glad that the gate was still open.  
 
    When I got home, I peeped in on Nicey. She was sound asleep. I went to my room and crashed on the bed. I wasn't sure if I had saved Bryce or Victoria, but I had tried. 
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    I was standing in my closet looking for a pair of heels. I was getting my bag ready so I could head to the club.  I was getting closer to finding out who had attacked the wolves but I still had bills, so I maintained my slot at the club. My cell phone rang. “Hello, is this Trinity Jones?” 
 
    “Yes, who is this?” I asked. 
 
     “My name is Smitty, and I work at the counter-terrorism division of SPS.” 
 
    Damn it, this would happen right now. 
 
    The woman continued, “Would you be able to meet me for dinner somewhere? I’d rather not talk at the office, and I could sure use a bite to eat.” 
 
    “Yes, that would be great. Do you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” She gave me the address, and I jotted it down. I ran back to my room and took off my club clothes, opting for more appropriate attire: a sweater and a pair of leggings.  
 
    Aunt Nicey appeared in my doorway. She had her hair wrapped up and she was wearing a fluffy pink robe. “Hey, Trinity, where are you off to?”  
 
    “Running out to meet a friend.” 
 
    “A friend or a work contact?” 
 
    I smiled because she knew me all too well. I kissed her cheek. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get home. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Trinity.” 
 
    I grabbed the sticky note and ran out of the house. 
 
    The restaurant was a casual dining place, so I wouldn't look too out of place. 
 
    “Dining for one?” the waitress behind the booth asked me. 
 
    “No, actually, I’m meeting a friend.” I had never seen Smitty. I didn't know what she looked like. How big of a fool was I to not ask her what kind of shirt she would be wearing or something? 
 
    “Right this way!” she said. The restaurant was damn near empty, so that was a huge break. She stopped me in front of a little booth in the back of the diner. 
 
    “Smitty?” I asked. 
 
    The woman smiled at me. She was wearing thick black glasses. But they looked like they were more for the style than prescription. 
 
    She had long manicured fingernails and a lot of tattoos. Not exactly what I was expecting from a counter-terrorist agent. 
 
    “Have a seat, Trinity. I’ve heard so much about you,” she said. 
 
    The waitress set a menu in front of me, but I had no intention of eating. 
 
    Smitty had a huge spread in front of her. Pancakes, bacon, two glasses of orange juice, and a heaping side of gravy-covered biscuits. 
 
    “Okay, Trinity. So, Raymond tells me you need information about a group that has a vendetta against the wolves. You are going to need to be more specific because there are quite a few of those groups.” 
 
    I pulled out the pendant and the pamphlet. She wiped her hands on her napkins and examined both items before handing them back to me. “This symbol comes from a group called the Catchers.”  
 
    I made a face. 
 
    Smitty saw it and smirked. “Yeah, like dog catchers.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and thought about how ridiculous this whole thing was.  
 
    “They are usually pretty low-key, but the group got a new leader and they have been growing like crazy. Before, their leader was more clean-cut. He wore suits and was more into political things. He had some big-wigged people in government buying into his foolishness, but their new leader, Oroville, is more plain-spoken. He can connect with those in rural areas like the people who work in factories. Their whole shtick now is they are the true citizens.” She took a bite of bacon and set it back on her plate. “Oh yeah, and he’s a pastor to boot.” 
 
    “A pastor?” 
 
    “Yep," she said as she sipped water from her glass. 
 
    “He goes by Pastor Oroville.” Where had I heard that name before? I rolled it over in my mind and then it hit me. “The guy on the radio.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one,” she said as she took a drink from her cup.  
 
    “Have you known them to be into the drug scene?” 
 
    “Yep, a lot of these groups move dope, the Catchers included.” 
 
    “Do you think I could get in and have a sit down with him?” 
 
    Smitty grimaced and set down her fork. “Do you think that would be a good idea? We don’t have any records of the group being violent, but they aren’t exactly boy scouts either,” Smitty said. 
 
    I thought about it for a while. I had invited myself in front of the wolf board and Easton, so I’m sure I would be ok talking to the leader of a human group, no matter how pissed at the wolves they were. 
 
    “Thanks a lot, Smitty.” 
 
    “Anytime, Trinity. Raymond has said nothing but good things about you. If you ever want to get in on this side of things, give me a call.”  
 
    “Thanks, Smitty. I might.” I walked out of the diner and got in my car. 
 
    The meeting with Smitty was refreshing. It was good to finally put a face to the organization. 
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    I pulled the Caprice into the driveway and turned off the ignition. I was sitting there taking a breather before I walked into the house. Someone looked out the blinds, but it wasn't Nicey. 
 
    Shit! Someone is in the house. 
 
    I jumped out of the car and rushed to the front door. It was already open.  
 
    I ran inside and someone grabbed me around the waist. “You traitor bitch,” he said in my ear. He stank of body must and cigarettes. I threw my head back hard.  I heard the loud crunch of his nose breaking. The man let me go and I ran toward the kitchen. Two more of them ran out. 
They knocked me to the ground. They showed no mercy as they kicked and punched me. The last thing, I remembered was a black combat boot smashing into my face. 
 
    “Trinity, can you move?” It was Elijah. I groaned because every part of my body hurt. It even hurt to blink. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust; everything was bleary. I looked and saw it was Elijah. He helped me stand up and pain shot through me. That's when I remembered why I had run in here in the first place. I started walking towards Aunt Nicey’s room. He grabbed onto my arm. 
 
    “Trinity, please you don't want to see that.” He shook his head and I jerked my arm away from him. I walked into her bedroom and flipped the light on. A scream rang out of my mouth from the deepest parts of me and then the world went dark. 
 
    When I woke up, I was laying on the sofa. Elijah was standing over me with a cool rag on my head. Red and blue lights flashed and bounced off the walls. Police were in and out. Elijah squeezed my hand.  I sat up, wishing this was a nightmare but I knew this was real life. A door from the back room opened and all the police officers stopped whatever they were doing and took off their hats and bowed their heads. I stood up determined to stand even though my knees were wobbly. 
 
    Two men in dark suits walked by pulling a stretcher with a black body bag on top of it. A scream bubbled up inside of my belly and ripped through my mouth. There was a sharp pain in my chest and my knees gave out. Elijah caught me and pulled me into him; he was so solid. Tonight, I would borrow his strength because I was empty. 
 
    “Trinity, I know this is hard, but I need to talk to you.” It was Raymond. I nodded my head and followed him outside. I felt like the other officers were trying to avoid eye contact with me. Maybe they all blamed me and they were right to. This was my fault. 
 
    Outside, the cool air felt good against my face as it dried up my tears. 
 
    I caught sight of the ambulance as it moved down the driveway. There were no lights on. I mean what was the rush right? Another stabbing pain in my chest. 
 
    We walked off the porch and over to Raymond’s squad car. I leaned against the car. Raymond pulled out his little black notebook. 
 
    “Trinity, can you tell me what happened tonight?” 
 
    I was standing there but I felt like I was somewhere else suspended in time. Aunt Nicey had rescued me from the foster home when the rest of the family wanted nothing to do with the situation and this is how I repaid her, by leading a group of sickos straight to her because I wanted to play detective. 
 
    “Trinity,” Raymond called out. 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I went to meet up with Smitty.” He looked up from his notepad. “When I pulled up in the driveway, I saw someone peeking out the blinds so I ran in because Aunt Nicey never looks out of the blinds like that so I knew something was wrong. I was able to take one of them down, I’m pretty sure I broke his nose. And then two or three more of them ran out and attacked me. They were all wearing black combat boots.” More writing from Raymond. “They kicked me in my face and knocked me out.  Elijah was here when I woke up.” 
 
    “Why was he here?” Raymond asked.  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I don't know. You got to ask him.” 
 
    “Are you two an item?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “When it's convenient for him.”  
 
    He gave me a skeptical look but didn't press the issue. 
 
    “He tried to keep me from seeing her, but I had to. We all knew this was my fault, so I had to see her.” Raymond didn’t try to convince me otherwise. He nodded his head and kept scribbling. 
 
    “Trinity, I hate to ask you this but what did you see?” 
 
    “It was awful. It looked like they had kicked her face in and she was naked. Raymond, did they rap-” Hot vomit shot out of my mouth and brought me to my knees. I wanted to scream but it wouldn't come out. Instead, out came a guttural grunt, followed by another wave of bile. Raymond patted my back. 
 
    “It’s ok, Trinity, we are going to find these assholes.” 
 
    I nodded my head, hoping I wouldn't puke again. 
 
    Elijah rushed to my side and offered me a damp towel. “Trinity, are you ok?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come on, there's nothing you can do here tonight.” He helped me into the SUV.  I watched as more officers walked in and out of the house. I felt exposed, people inside my house poking around going through my things, dissecting every part of my life for judgment. 
 
    I felt more naked than I had ever felt in my entire life. 
 
    I looked out the window and into the night, but I didn't see anything. 
 
    We pulled off. We drove through the city, but I wasn’t seeing anything. The truck stopped in front of a house. He opened my door and held my hand for the short walk inside.  
 
    “Where's the bathroom?” I asked. Elijah showed me. “Can I borrow a shirt or something? I need a shower. I puked all over myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, slide your clothes out and I’ll toss them in the washer.”  
 
    I went into the bathroom and pulled off my grime-covered clothes. When l looked in the mirror, I was a wreck. Dark blue bruises on the side of my face. My hair was matted and stuck to my head. My eyes were red and puffy. 
 
    I peeled off my shirt. My entire side was sore to the touch and bruised. I took off my bra and panties and put them all in a bundle. 
 
    Elijah knocked on the door. I hid behind the door and passed him my gross clothes and he handed me a sweater that was long enough to be a nightshirt.  
 
    I shut the door. I could tell he was still behind it. I hadn't heard him walk away. 
 
    I turned the water on as hot as it would go. He only had one bottle of shampoo and a single bar of soap. 
 
    I lathered up and washed my body first and then the chunks of vomit and slime from my hair. I stood there under the hot water, letting it burn my skin. The pain was real, and it was the only thing I could feel. 
 
    I knew that I could grab my stones and cast Aunt Nicey’s spirit, but I didn't want to. I could pretend that it wasn't real if I didn't see her on the other side. 
 
     The water started to run cool, so I turned the faucet off and got out. I half-ass dried off before I put the sweatshirt on. It was baggy but warm. I opened the door and sure enough, Elijah was standing right there. 
 
      
 
    “Come on Trinity, I’ll show you where the bedroom is.” 
 
    I walked in and didn't bother looking around, but it was dark and comfortable. 
 
    I laid down on the soft bed and pulled my knees up to my chest. He draped the cover over me and turned to leave. 
 
    “Elijah, please don't leave me. Not tonight.” I scooched over and he slid in bed behind me. He wrapped his arms around me. I listened to the soft thud of his heart beating in his chest. I drifted into a dark dreamless sleep. 
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    I was sitting on the edge of the bed when Elijah walked in holding my clothes.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I sat them next to me.  
 
    “How are you, Trinity?”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I was in a fog. I was very aware that it wasn’t a dream, but it felt trancelike. 
 
    “I’m here,” I said.  
 
    His phone rang and he walked out to take the call.  When I was dressed, I walked to the front room. Elijah was standing at the stove blowing on a steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    “Coffee?” he offered. 
 
    “Sure. Sometime today I need to stop by the house and grab some things.” 
 
    He poured a cup of coffee and slid it to me. “Are you sure you're ready for that? I can have somebody stop by and grab your things.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “It's ok. I have to face it. I'd rather it be sooner,” I said as I picked up the cup and took a sip of the bitter liquid. 
 
     We were quiet as we drove back to Aunt Nicey’s. Elijah reached over and took my hand in his. I liked the way he could give me space but still be present. It was a powerful trait a lot of people didn’t have. There was yellow crime scene tape in front of the house and a squad car outside. The officer got out of the car and took his hat off when he saw me get out of the truck. 
 
    “Officer, I need to grab a few things.” 
 
    “House has been cleared, so your good ma’am,” he said as he headed back to his patrol car. Before we got to the porch, Towanda's red Porshe shot up the block. She left the door open as she ran toward me, wrapping her arms around me in a bear hug. Her eyes were bloodshot red. Aunt Nicey had been like a second mother to her, letting her stay over and not saying a word when Towanda went back for seconds or thirds at dinnertime. Towanda's family had some issues but Aunt Nicey never let on that she knew.  “Oh, Trinity, I’m so sorry.” We both cried and dabbed at our eyes.  
 
    “You must be Elijah. I am sorry to meet this way.” She dried her eyes and nodded in his direction. He returned the gesture. 
 
    “I came to pack a bag. I’m not going to stay here right now.”  
 
    “Come on, I’ll go in with you,” she said, wrapping her arms around me. 
 
     Elijah went back to the truck and leaned against it as he scanned the area. I had a sick urge to giggle because he was acting like a watchdog. I know that sometimes trauma can make you act in strange ways, but goodness did it feel grim to have the giggles walking in the house where my beloved aunt had been murdered. 
 
    When we stepped in, I felt her Towanda shiver, feeling the energy, because I felt it too a place that was once so full of laughs was now empty and evil. 
 
    “Trinity, if you want, I know a guy who cleans up cri- this type of thing. I can give him a call if you want and after he is done, I can come in and lay down a cleansing spell.” 
 
    “That would be great, Towanda, thank you.” She took me by the hand and squeezed it. 
 
    Hand in hand, we rushed to my room. Thank goodness, it was on the other side of the hall. I found no comfort in being in my room. I wanted to get the hell out of here. I tossed stuff in the bag. Hell, I don't know if I had socks that matched. I also grabbed the folder I had with all the information I had gotten from the terrorist expert. I wondered why the police hadn’t grabbed it last night. When I was done packing, me and Towanda hugged goodbye. “Call me if you need anything, Trinity,” she said as she got in the car. 
 
    “Elijah, I'm going to drive my car back to your place.” He nodded his head and looked around. 
 
    “I've got to go handle some board business, but I will be home as soon as I can. Hand me your phone.” I dug around and pulled it out. “This is the number to the board building. Call me if you need anything.” He bent down to kiss me on the cheek. I tried to smile but it felt more like a grimace.
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    When I got back to Elijah’s, my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number. “Trinity Jones.”  
 
    It was Easton.  “I’m sorry to hear about what happened to your aunt.” 
 
    “Thank you, Easton.”  
 
    “I wanted to let you know that we plan to offer our assistance to the werewolves, mostly because one of our clan members was disrespectful in his actions toward one of their members. If it wasn’t for that, we wouldn’t be involved. But we need to figure out how to reach a common goal.” 
 
    He said it casually, but I knew what he meant. How could they help kill Oroville without being drug out of the closet?  The wolves knew if everyone found out they attacked the organization, all their hard work assimilating would be out the window.  
 
    “Ok Easton, thank you for keeping me in the loop.”  
 
    “Anytime, Trinity Jones, and remember me and my clan are indebted to you and we take our obligations seriously.” 
 
    I hung up the phone and laid my head down on the counter. I was tired and I needed some time to process everything that happened in the last seventy-two hours, but I didn’t get the chance because my phone rang again. This time it was Elijah. 
 
    “Trinity, in about forty-five minutes, I am going to step into a meeting with Easton and his clan. Is there anything I need to know?” Elijah said.   
 
    “Elijah, I need to be at the meeting,”  
 
    “Trinity, being in this room could be disastrous. We have been fighting the vampires for years. A peaceful resolution is not guaranteed,” he said. I could tell he was getting frustrated. 
 
    “Elijah, I'm on my way.” 
 
    “No, I’ll send Rocco to get you,” he said before he hung up the phone. I had no clue what was about to happen in this meeting, but after everything I had lost because of this case, there was no way I was going to miss it. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Rocco was pulling into the driveway. He got out of the truck and walked over to me. He pulled me into a hug; he smelled like black and milds. 
 
    “Damn Trinity,” was all he said when he let me go. I climbed into the truck. 
 
    “Rocco, do you ever get tired of doing Elijah’s grunt work?” I said as I shut the door. I wanted to lighten the mood. because I was on the verge of breaking down. 
 
    He laughed as he drove out of the neighborhood. 
 
    “Nah it's not like that, Trinity. Elijah trusts me.” 
 
    “Why? It doesn’t seem like he trusts anyone these days,” I said as I adjusted my seatbelt. 
 
    “Elijah and Raheem are brothers to me, deeper than blood. My daddy got himself killed and my momma got strung out. Those two dudes showed me a way out.” 
 
    I let Rocco’s words sink in.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Rocco.” 
 
    “It's all good, Trinity.” 
 
    “Elijah never talks about his brother.” 
 
    Rocco sucked his teeth. “Yeah man, that’s a tough spot. Elijah sending Raheem into exile, saved his life. Otherwise, the entire pack would have been on his head for their lost loved ones. Sometimes love means setting someone completely free, even if it hurts.” 
 
    “Damn Rocco, let me find out you a motivational speaker under that pretty boy façade." 
 
    “Aww, Trinity don’t do me like that.” We both laughed. 
 
    A few minutes later, we were pulling up to the council building. 
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     I was sitting at the bar at the club. The same one I had watched Jefe pummel poor Wilson. 
 
    The tension in the room was thick.  I sipped my drink and set it down, the loud clinging sound it made when I set it on the coaster obnoxious. The vamps were on one side and the wolves were on the other. Elijah was in front of the werewolves. A cloud of smoke surrounded him as he puffed his cigar. He looked powerful in his leather jacket and black pants and boots.  Easton was in front of the vampires. He looked almost regal wearing a silk shirt and pants. He was grinning but one wrong move and this would turn into a damn blood bath. Both of the leaders were dripping in ego and male bravado. Neither wanted to look like the weak link. 
 
     I was the only human here and I knew they could all smell me. A few of the vampires looked my way but they turned away. 
 
    “So, wolf- I mean Elijah, what are we going to do about the pastor and his group?” Easton said, his movements calm and relaxed. How many times he had faced battle? What did it actually take to rattle his cage? The thought terrified me. 
 
    A few growls came from behind Elijah. 
 
    It was good to know the pack still had his back even though there was trouble in the ranks.  
 
    “Enough with the disrespect, Easton. Do you want to be petty and start a war or do you want to get this out of the way so you and your cronies can get back to making money?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Easton said. 
 
    The two of them literally paced back and forth trying to come up with a way to bring the group down but there was literally no way to kill a pastor and not ruffle some feathers. 
 
    I had enough of this show. It was going nowhere so I spoke up. 
 
    “Why don’t you all let the SPS handle the pastor?”  
 
    All heads whipped toward me. I regretted opening my mouth. 
 
    “The SPS would turn us all in,” Easton hissed. 
 
    His clan and the werewolves seemed to agree. 
 
    “I get it. The organization as a whole can’t be trusted but Raymond is a good guy. I trust him with my life.” 
 
    Easton had his hands behind his back, looking at me.  
 
    Elijah's eyes were yellow and he snarled. What was wrong with him? Didn’t he say he trusted me, so why not now? I dug my cell phone out of my purse. 
 
    I punched in Raymond’s number and prayed he would pick up, having so many supernatural eyes watching my every move was unnerving and I tried really hard to not let my hands shake. 
 
    “Hello,” a grumbly-sounding Raymond answered. 
 
    “Raymond, who the fuck is calling this house so late?” his wife snapped in the back. 
 
    “It’s Trinity,” I said. 
 
    “Raymond, I always knew you and that bitch had something going on.” His wife was irate and I was sorry that I had made trouble in his household but this was life or death. 
 
    “Raymond I am sitting here with the head of the vamp faction and the wolf faction.” 
 
    I heard him take a deep breath and then clear his throat. 
 
    “They are together? In the same room. Are you crazy?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” 
 
    “They would like to talk to you about the Catchers. We found out Pastor Oroville is running the whole show.” Raymond took a deep breath, probably wishing he had a cigarette. 
 
    “I’m going to put you on speaker now.” 
 
    “Of course.” Raymond cleared his throat and put on his no-nonsense voice. I pushed the speakerphone button. 
 
    Elijah and Easton walked over to stand beside me. The members of each group were tense. I suppose that’s normal when you're in a room with your arch nemesis that you have been fighting with for years.  
 
    “Raymond, Trinity tells us that she trusts you, but we don't,” Elijah said. 
 
    “Gentleman, I understand why you could feel that way. There hasn’t always been the most cooperation between us.” 
 
    “So, what is the SPS plan for the pastor? Unless we can get one of his minions to flip, the only thing we have on Oroville right now is the dope charge and even that is shaky. So, we need to handle this ourselves,” Elijah said. 
 
    “No. As you know, if the public finds out you attacked him, there would be mass hysteria, which none of us need right now. Let me make a few calls and then I will get back to you. Give me your word you won't make a move until you hear from me.” 
 
    “You have 48 hours!” Easton hissed. 
 
    The ride home was tense. Elijah wasn’t talking and I didn’t feel like begging for him to share his thoughts. I had enough things to worry about, like what outfit was I going to have Nicey buried in. It seemed like such a grotesque thing to fret over but it had to be done. 
 
    When we got in the house, Elijah walked straight to the bar and grabbed the bottle of Hennessy. He took a big swig and slammed it back on the counter. 
 
    “So why do you trust this Raymond so much?” Elijah snapped.  
 
    The powerful Alpha was jealous. I would be lying if I said a part of me wasn't amused. But I wouldn't disrespect him by laughing.  
 
    “We have worked together for years.” 
 
    “So, you have never fucked him?” 
 
    “Elijah, you will not talk to me like that?” I turned and walked toward the bedroom. But he stomped after me.  
 
    “Trinity, everyone knows you belong to me, yet you stand in a room in front of my entire pack in front of my oldest enemy and tell them that you trust another man, a human man, with your life. The pack could have all turned on me the moment you said that.” 
 
    I had disrespected him, but I hadn't tried to. 
 
    “Elijah, it's not my fault your pack is turning on you and I didn't mean to embarrass you, but I do trust Raymond. We have worked side by side for years and he has never made a move on me.” 
 
    I grabbed my bag from the floor and started digging through it even though I wasn’t looking for anything. 
 
    “Trinity, we are predators, killers, protectors.” 
 
    “Elijah, how can you even say I belong to you? You only call out to me when it's convenient and then you don’t even bother to call me. You send Rocco to fetch me.” 
 
    “Trinity, there is so much that you don't understand.” 
 
    “Rocco is the only member of the pack that I trust right now.” I didn’t even bother turning to look at him. I kept digging through my bag. Trying my best to ignore him and wishing he would go away. 
 
    “Trinity, for one second can you look past your feelings and see that me keeping my distance was my attempt to protect you?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Damn it, Trinity, could you stop and talk to me for a second?”  
 
    I tossed my bag on the floor and climbed in the bed. This conversation was over. A few minutes later, the bed squeaked as Elijah laid down next to me. I scooted over almost to the edge, hoping he got the point; tomorrow I was going to have to see my aunt in a casket. I didn’t have the energy to deal with whatever this drama was. 
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    I laid in bed for a long time, listening to the birds chirping outside. I could hear Elijah moving around somewhere in the house. It was a normal day. It seemed wrong that the world kept spinning even though someone very special had been taken away from me. I forced myself to get up and go through the motions, brush my teeth, take a shower, brush my hair, and put on a black dress. I didn’t bother looking in the mirror. I put on a pair of black sunglasses and walked into the living room. 
 
    Elijah was standing at the bar, adjusting the cufflinks on his suit. 
 
    “Good morning.” He smiled in my direction. I just nodded at him. I was tempted to take a couple of shots before we left but I decided against it.  
 
    “I'm going to drive my truck but I'm going to be right behind you in the limo,” he said. 
 
    “Ok.” It took a lot for me to muster that single word. I walked out the front door and waited for the limo. I watched as two kids on bicycles raced down the street, both smiling and full of blissful youth, the kind I never got to have. I have always been aware that we lived among monsters of humankind. The limo pulled up and I climbed inside. 
 
     The ride to the church seemed like it took forever. I was in a rush to get this entire thing over with. I hated the fakeness of funerals, people walking around pretending to care and saying dumb shit like “oh they looked like themselves” and “everything happens for a reason” and the pettiness at the reception as people gorged themselves on food and gossip, their pretend mourning pushed to the side. It was all a show. One I could do without. That’s why I had opted to not have a reception. I looked out the window. I scanned the long line at the church. I saw Towanda; she gave me a weak smile and looked away. I recognized a few other people, but the rest were strangers, nosey people curious about the woman who had been attacked in her home. 
 
    Inside the church, I sat in the front row the lone person in the “Family” section.  Elijah was in the pew right behind me. The pastor stood up and his mouth was moving but I didn’t hear any words. I was too focused on the shiny white casket. It was a closed casket service. No amount of make-up could hide the damage those monsters had done to her. I was glad that I had worn my sunglasses. I felt like they made me invisible. I hated the way everyone was looking at me, like they were waiting on me to break down.   
 
    The choir sang but I couldn’t tell you what song it was. I know typically the family stood around and thanked everybody for coming but that wasn’t happening. This wasn’t a celebration. I rushed to the limo before anybody could speak to me. I took my shades off and watched as the pallbearers walked the casket down the steps and loaded it into the limo in front of me. That’s when it started to rain. A light drizzle at first and then the floodgates opened.  
 
    When we got to the gravesite, the crowd had thinned out. I guess it wasn’t worth it to stand in the pouring rain to get the scoop. The pastor said some words and a quick prayer, and the people dispersed, happy to say their goodbyes, get out of the rain, and get back to their life. But I stood there, watching as they lowered the casket to the ground. The pastor walked over and shook my hand.  
 
    “Sweetheart, you know that’s only your aunt's vessel in that casket. You don’t have to watch this.”  
 
    I took my hand back and said, "Yes I do. I won't leave her now.” He smiled and walked away. I wasn’t leaving. It was my mistake that put her in that box and no amount of kind words would change that. I watched as the workers shoveled layer after layer of dirt onto her casket. The rain made it a hard job. They were slipping and sliding trying to get the job done. 
 
    Elijah stood next to me, but I kept my focus on the scene in front of me. It stopped raining and a rainbow peeked between the clouds and the birds were chirping again. I didn’t move until they had smoothed the last layer of the earth.  I stood up and walked over. The workers were respectful and stepped aside as I walked over and kneeled down to lay my flower down. “I'm sorry, Nicey. Loving me cost you your life.”  
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    When we were back at Elijah’s, we sat at the table across from each other. He was watching me.  
 
    “What's up Elijah? You have been staring at me for at least an hour,” I asked. 
 
    “Trinity, I need you to say something. What's on your mind?” 
 
    What happened to Nicey was my fault.  I had criticized the wolves and the vampires for underestimating the humans, but I had underestimated them more than anyone, and Aunt Nicey had paid the ultimate price for my misstep and no amount of talking was going to change that. 
 
    “Elijah, I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to get drunk.” He nodded his head and walked over to the bar. He grabbed a bottle of Hennesy and two glasses. He poured us each a tall shot. I tossed it back and the liquor burned all the way down. I motioned for another shot and then another. An hour later I was well on my way to getting my wish of being drunk. 
 
    “Elijah, did you always know you were going to be Alpha?”  
 
    He tossed his shot back and poured another one. “Yes, my father was Alpha, and his father before him. I was the oldest, so it was always my fate.” He leaned against the counter and looked at me. 
 
    "I assumed the Alpha would be mated with another werewolf from the pack,” I said before I tossed the rest of my shot back. 
 
    Elijah looked at the ground. That was odd he never looked away, what was he not telling me? He took a deep breath and a few moments later his eyes found mine. 
 
    “Trinity, I need to tell you something. The females in our pack have had trouble carrying a pregnancy to term, so every few years we locate a female that has no problem carrying, and in most cases, the Alpha takes her as a permanent mate.” I sat straight up. 
 
    “Can’t you say no?” 
 
    “Any alpha who refused would be stripped of his status and exiled.” 
 
    “So, what, we could never have babies or get married?” Maybe it was the liquor that had me feeling irate. Elijah and I were nowhere close to that level but this conversation made it clear we would never get there. 
 
    “Yes, but I would have to mate with her to ensure the survival of the pack.” 
 
    “When we first met, you said that dating within the pack was difficult. This is something else.” 
 
    “A female from the pack would understand that this is part of my duty which is bigger than my feelings about the situation.” 
 
    I thought about the way my heart broke when my ex-fiancé’s pregnant girlfriend knocked on my front door. There was no way in hell I was going to relive that nightmare. 
 
    I jumped off the bar stool.  I didn’t even look at Elijah. I slammed the door to the bathroom and took a shower. I got dressed and when I got out of the bathroom, he was sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    I started throwing my clothes in my bag. “Trinity, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    He looked up at me. “Trinity, it's not safe.” I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to stay here and deal with this. 
 
    “Elijah, I shared my body with you. You were there with me on the worst night of my life.  But then you tell me you can get one phone call and none of that will matter because of some obligation? What about loyalty to me?” I put the rest of my things in the bag and zipped it up. 
 
    “Trinity, you knew from the beginning that things would be different with me.” 
 
    “Bullshit, Elijah. The first time we went out for dinner, I told you what my ex had done, so if you had any decency, you would have said, ‘Hey no matter what happens I have to fuck other women from time to time’.” 
 
    “Damn it, Trinity, it’s not that simple. I wouldn't enjoy it.” 
 
    “Yes, it is that simple. Elijah, you’re a man so you would cum and then have  little wolf puppies, hurray. But the mere thought of me fucking Raymond before I even knew you sent you into a rage.” His eyes were glowing yellow, but I didn't care if he was pissed. 
 
    I grabbed my bag and my keys. He walked up and snatched my keys away. "You are drunk. You can drive home in the morning.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and ordered a cab. 
 
    “Elijah, I’ll help you out on this deal but then I’m done. I'll be back for my car in the morning. Leave the keys on the seat.” I swung the bag over my shoulder and marched toward the door. 
 
    “Trinity,” he called after me, but I walked out the front door and to the end of the driveway. 
 
    I don't know what I thought would happen, and a part of me wished he would run out after me beg me to stay, tell me he would renounce his title as Alpha.  
 
    When the cab pulled up, I tossed my bag inside and shut the door. As we drove down the street, I wiped away the tears and let the window down. I was done with the hypocrisy of it all. 
 
    When we pulled into aunt Nicey's driveway, I took a deep breath and got out of the car. As soon as I walked into the house, I could feel the difference. 
 
    Towanda had definitely come through with the cleansing ritual. The house felt like a house, an empty vessel, but there was no cleaning spell strong enough to erase memories. I knew the 48 hours the factions had given Raymond were ticking away. I would be glad when this was over. I was going to spend as much time away from the supes as I could.
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    I was sitting cross-legged on my bed looking through an old photo book. I was on my third glass of wine. Tonight, I was having a pity party for one. I looked at old photos of my mother. she was young and smiling. Her hair was in a big afro and she had on a mini dress smoking a cigarette. She looked happy. This wasn't the woman I had known, the woman whose life had turned bitter and mean. Every memory I have of my mom was either mad or in tears, the drugs numbed whatever hurt she had, and that had been her downfall she had set the house on fire one night trying to freebase. Someone had pulled me out of the house, but I had no memory of the incident. 
 
    There was so much of my childhood that I didn't remember. The psychologist said my brain is trying to protect me so it shuts those memories down and hell that works for me. If the brain says it would be better to not remember, then I’m all for it. 
 
    Aunt Nicey had filled me in on parts of her life. My grandmother had been the devil incarnate, loaning her oldest daughters out to dealers to settle her debt. 
 
    I flipped through the rest of the pictures. There were a few of me and Towanda as preteens, both wearing skirts that were too tight and smiling. There were no baby pictures. Mom never told me who my father was so there were none of him.  
 
    I didn't even know if I wanted kids, but I wanted the option and I didn't want to deal with drama and dysfunction, especially the kind that came with random siblings popping up at the house.  I wanted something for myself, and Elijah would never be able to give that to me. I slammed the photo book. That was enough of memory lane. I needed to focus on the case. 
 
    I picked up the phone and dialed Raymond. His wife Charlotte picked up. 
 
    “Hi Charlotte, this is Trinity. Is Raymond-”  
 
    She smacked her teeth. “You got some nerve calling this house after causing drama in my marriage.” 
 
    I didn’t know what she was talking about. “Charlotte, me and Raymond only work together and that's the truth.” 
 
    “Yeah whatever, he’s not here.” She hung up the phone. I don’t know why that woman hated me. Maybe Raymond had given her a reason not to trust him. 
 
    There was a crash in the front room. I jumped off the bed and yanked the bedroom door open. A cloud of black smoke poured through it.  I slammed the door shut and ran to the window. It took a couple of hard tugs, but it opened and I climbed out. When I hit the ground, I gasped trying to get air into my lungs. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot of good things about you, Trinity Jones, but I must say that I am disappointed.” 
 
    I looked up and standing there was Oroville, and on both sides of him were young men holding chains. They all had wild jumpy eyes. I saw one with tape on his nose. He was breathing harder than the rest, ready to take his revenge for what I had done to his nose. 
 
    “Grab her.” Two of the men grabbed me by the arms and started dragging me off. 
 
    I jerked and pulled but they didn't flinch. They drug me in front of the house next to a big black pickup truck. 
 
    “Yes, bitch, you bow before me, not to your supernatural deities,” Oroville said. One of the men put a brown bag over my head and threw me into the back of the vehicle. 
 
    I wanted to scream or cry out, but I knew it wouldn't do me any good. 
 
    I was panicking, barely able to breathe through the bag.  I had to remind myself to calm down. Maybe I could figure out where these sickos were taking me. I closed my eyes and took control of my breath.  
 
    The truck grumbled away from the house, and I had no clue which way we were going.  I wondered if this is how it would all end for me: in the back of a grimy ass pick-up truck.  
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    My kidnappers drove for at least an hour. When the truck finally stopped, they pulled me out of the truck. The bag was still over my head. I was being pressed against something. My arms were stretched out and chains were looped around my wrist. 
 
    I was starting to panic. Not being able to see what people were doing to my body was torture. Someone ripped the bag off of my head. I was strapped to a cross-like contraption and it looked like I was inside an old barn. 
 
    Oroville was standing there wearing his overalls and Stetson hat. Standing around him had to be fifteen members, all wearing black combat boots. They looked like guys I walked past all the time at the grocery store or the movie theater. 
 
    Oroville's eyes weren't jumpy, so I guess he didn’t have a taste for the product.  
 
    If it was going to end here, I wanted to know why. 
 
    “Why did you do this, Oroville?” He smiled. 
 
    “Because we are the true citizens. To be here it is our birthright.” 
 
    “If you care so much about your true citizens, why pump your dope into the veins of your community?” His face twisted, and for a brief second the mask was gone and he showed his true evil self but then he relaxed. 
 
    “Because the government has made it hard for true citizens to make a living. They would rather take care of the werewolves. They care more about an abomination than the men GOD himself created.” 
 
    I wanted to retort but that statement was so outlandish I didn’t know where to start. 
 
    “So, God wants you to blow up babies and brutalize old women?” Oroville walked over and slapped me hard across the face. I felt blood drip into my mouth. 
 
    “True citizens of Silverton, I want you to take a hard look at this,” he said, pointing in my direction. 
 
    He walked up and ripped my shirt off, exposing my bra and then he ripped my pajama shorts off. I pulled against my restraints, but it was futile. I wanted nothing more than to cover myself.  “Look at this filthy traitor, but feel no lust. She is contaminated. She has let those creatures have their way with her.” I looked in the crowd, hoping to find one person who felt empathy for me but there wasn’t one. I could see the hate for me in their eyes. 
 
    Oroville punched me in the stomach. I turned my head and puked. “True citizens, it is our duty to teach this traitor a lesson. Don’t be fooled by the fact that she is a woman. Show no mercy, the same way the monsters have shown none since they came to town and took over our neighborhoods, jobs and even our women.” 
 
    The group moved toward me, taped nose in the front. 
 
    “Please don’t do this. He’s using you. He doesn’t care about your struggle,” I begged but it fell on deaf ears. Taped nose was the first to get to me. He hit me with a pair of brass knuckles, sending a sharp pain through my head. I knew my jaw was broken. The rest of the group unleashed on me hitting me in the face and the stomach. 
 
    “Enough,” Oroville yelled. “Get her down.”   
 
    Someone untied my hands. I crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “You don't deserve to look at us,” Orvile said before he spat in my direction. "Turn this traitor around.” Two of the men forced me to spin around. 
 
    “How many lashes should this beast lover take?" I wondered what I had done in my life to deserve this. It's probably the same thing my Aunt Nicey thought as these monsters tortured her. 
 
    I heard the crack of the whip right before it struck me and ripped the skin off my back. 
 
    I lost control of my bladder. “True citizens, look at this disgusting creature,” Oroville said before he cracked the whip again and flung it across my back. I cried out as another layer of skin was sliced from my back. 
 
    They all cheered and clapped. They didn’t hear the snarls from the werewolves who had them surrounded. Then the screams started. There was movement all around me, bodies moving and slamming to the ground. Taped nose ran past me. A sandy red wolf grabbed him and twisted his head completely around, his face still screaming. 
 
    “Rocco,” I whispered. 
 
     I caught a glimpse of Oroville's Stetson hat bobbing through the crowd, trying to make a run for it.  A black wolf with a streak of grey jumped out of the shadows and grabbed him by the arm. Oroville's eyes grew wide. “Let me go, you devil,” Oroville screamed. Elijah punched him in the mouth. His claw went straight through Oroville's skull. Oroville's body went limp, and Elijah tossed his tongue on the floor, leaving Oroville in a bloody broken pile. 
 
    I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see anymore. Someone lifted me up. Their fur felt like a warm blanket. I snuggled into it. The wolf carried me; we were outside now. I didn’t hear any more fighting, only crickets. 
 
    I never knew being alive could hurt so bad. 
 
    "Wolf, I can help.” It was Easton. He was pleading with someone about something. I snuggled into the fur of whoever was holding me. 
 
    There was a grayness pulling at me and I knew there was no more pain there. So, I closed my eyes and gave in. Everything went black.  I was falling into the darkness and then I hit the ground, but it was more like falling onto a soft pillow. And then a door slammed. 
 
    “Trinity baby.” It was my Aunt Nicey. I jumped up and wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “Aunt Nicey, I'm so sorry about what happened to you. It was all my fault.” She hugged me back. 
 
    “Trinity baby,” she said as she hugged me back. 
 
    “Aunt Nicey, is my mom in there?” Her mouth started moving but no words came out.  I was being pulled away. I reached out but she faded away. 
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    My eyes fluttered open. my mouth was propped open, and a wrist was pressed against it. 
 
    “Look wolf, she is coming back.” It was Easton. I was in his arms and his blood was dripping into my mouth. 
 
    Every part of my body was in agony. 
 
    “Drink more.” 
 
    He rubbed my back. The more blood I swallowed, the more pain I felt. My body was coming back alive. 
 
    “They worked you over in there, beautiful. I have never seen a human take a beating like that and survive,” Easton said. 
 
    “Barely survived.” It came out in a whisper, but he smiled.  
 
    “In this case almost counts, Mami.” 
 
    A warm feeling spread inside my body, calming my mind. I felt no panic. His blood was like a big dose of valium. He pulled his wrist away from my mouth and helped me sit up. 
 
    I still hurt like hell but in some way, I was riding the wave. There was a strange feeling of acceptance floated inside of me. 
 
    “Am I a vampire now?” 
 
    He smiled showing his fangs. 
 
    “Yes, no more sunlight or bikinis in the daytime.” 
 
    I laughed and it hurt. Elijah was in front of me. His eyes were glowing and a low growl rumbled through him. 
 
    Easton wasn’t fazed by Elijah’s warning. He ran a cool thumb over my cheek. 
 
    “No, you won't turn. That's a different process. But we are connected now. I’m like your guardian angel now.”  
 
    “Angel?” I laughed again, imagining Easton with a halo and white wings. The image was ridiculous. 
 
     He stood up and wiped his hands on his pants. 
 
    “See you soon, Trinity Jones.” He winked at me and walked off. 
 
    Elijah came over to look me over. He was man again. Where had his clothes been? Last time I saw him, he was in wolf form. 
 
    He held my face in his palm. “Trinity, are you ok?” I grimaced because not even an hour ago my jaw had been broken but now it ached like hell. 
 
    “No but I’m alive.” 
 
    He pulled me to him, which hurt like hell, but I appreciated the gesture. 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Raymond called and said there was a fire at your house. From there we were able to track your scent. We are wolves, remember?” I wanted to smile goodness he could be such a smart ass. 
 
    He picked me up. I looked around and saw groups of wolves talking to uniformed officers. I was looking for Raymond, but he was nowhere to be found. There wasn’t a vampire in sight either. Elijah put me in the backseat of the truck and closed the door. 
 
    “All dead?” I asked when he was in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “YES!  I wished I could bring them back to life and kill them again for what they did to you.” 
 
    “What now that the wolves killed a pastor?” 
 
    “Apparently if your pockets are deep enough, even the ugliest things can go away. The vampires donated a large amount of money to someone very important. Tomorrow on the news it will be reported that Oroville and his cult committed a mass suicide.” I adjusted myself in the seat and tried to get comfortable. 
 
    “I told you we could trust Raymond.”  
 
    Elijah only grunted. His refusal to show any gratitude toward the person who had helped him sort this mess out was irritating but I was in no shape to fight.  
 
    The ride was bumpy and uncomfortable, but I was happy to be alive. Seeing Aunt Nicey had been a good feeling, but I knew I had to cast her so we could have a proper conversation.  
 
    Elijah called ahead so when we got to the hospital, they rushed me to the back.  I was hooked up to an IV and pumped full of more drugs. 
 
    “Is the medicine helping?” Elijah asked as he pulled up a chair next to my hospital bed. 
 
    “Yes,” I told him. And it was true, the medicine helped, but not as much as Easton's blood.  
 
    “Trinity Jones, are you keeping secrets? And now you know vamps have more fun.” I tried to hide my shock and surprise. He said we would have a connection, not a direct line to my thoughts. 
 
    Get out of my head, Easton! A mental door slammed shut.  I would have to deal with that later.  
 
    “Trinity, why are you smiling?” Elijah asked as he took my hand in his. 
 
    “Happy to be alive,” I said, and it was true. He squeezed my hand and then kissed the back of it. 
 
    “I should have been there to protect you.” Is that all he cared about, protecting, serving? It was admirable but damn wasn't there anything else? 
 
    I knew that he would protect me, but as long as he was Alpha, he could never give me all of him and that’s what I needed, more than protection, more than security, but for tonight him being beside me was enough. 
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     I was sitting on the edge of the bed in my new townhouse. Since everything that happened a few weeks ago, there were times I felt like I had broken my own heart. I wasn’t sure if I had even made the right decision. I cared about Elijah but the thought of him having to be with another woman wasn’t something I could deal with. But I would be a liar if I said I didn’t miss him but that would heal with time. I walked to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine. I took my glass of wine and walked into the spare room which was now my full-time casting room. I had turned in my heels at the club, not because Elijah was the owner now, but it was time to do something different. I had become a caster for hire but not for the SPS but for people who wanted to connect with loved ones they had lost. 
 
    I set my glass on a coaster and leaned back in the chair and opened my mind, letting down the mental blocks. “Hey, baby, drinking in the daytime, huh?” I smiled as Aunt Nicey stood in front of me.  
 
    “Aunt Nicey, I missed you and wanted to say hi.”  
 
    “Now baby, you can’t be casting me all the time. You got to learn to move on. Besides how do you know I don’t have a life here on the other side?” I snorted and rolled my eyes. I didn’t have the heart to ask her about my mother again. 
 
    “I love you, baby, and everything is going to be alright.” And then she was gone. There was longing in my heart, but I knew it wouldn’t be fair to keep calling her. She deserved to rest and I deserved to live. 
 
    THE END! 
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    The first thing I saw when I walked into the bank was an officer leaning over a trash can and puking. I wrinkled my nose and kept walking.   
 
    There were hundred-dollar bills scattered on the lobby floor and bloody footprints leading toward the exit. I walked around them, assuming they were evidence.  
 
    “Hey, Trinity, over here,” Raymond called out. I looked up and saw him waving me over. I walked over sweat was visible on his brow, and he looked pale. “Are you okay?” I asked. I had never seen Raymond look shaken at a crime scene.  
 
    He nodded. “I haven’t ever seen anything like this,” he said.  
 
    “Well, Raymond, I’m not even sure what I’m doing here. I don’t work bank robberies.”   
 
    Raymond looked over my shoulder. “Are you alright?” He asked someone behind me. I turned around to see who he was talking to. A chubby but handsome brown skin man walked over.  “This is my new partner, Williams. He just transferred. I’m training him.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Williams,” I said as I extended my hand to him. He smiled and I noted that he had a pretty smile that lit up his face.  
 
    “Same here, Trinity. I have heard a lot about you.” Of course, he has the team was always gossiping about the stripper who could talk to dead people.  
 
    We shook hands.   
 
    “Come on Trinity, you gotta see this shit.” Raymond walked me over to a blood-soaked white sheet. I could feel the pull of a spirit knocking at my mental barriers. I knew there was a body underneath the cloth. I took a deep breath Raymond pulled back the sheet, and where the head should have been was a pile of bloody flesh.  The only thing I could make out was teeth and pieces of a jawbone.  
 
    “That’s enough.” I croaked out as I I tried to keep it down, but a furious rush of vomit shot up. I turned and ran out of the bank. When I leaned into the bushes, the bagel I had for breakfast came up in slimy chunks.  
 
    “Damn, so both my partners are green,” Raymond said from behind me.   
 
    I shook my head and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “What asked as I took some deep breaths to regain my composure.   
 
    “Come on Trinity, you got to hear it from the witnesses, but I need you to keep your poker face on because what these witnesses are about to tell you is going to change this city forever. 
 
    The end 
 
    Get your copy of strange Justice here 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BPZX7FBQ
  
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
5 ,
! AERICAN AMERICAN URBAN FANTASY

". MELODY LYNCH * '





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





