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Hello, friends!

 

Thanks so much for picking up my book! I had a lot of fun writing it and I hope you enjoy reading it.

 

I just wanted to let you know that this book was previously published under the name Ali Cross. Because of James Patterson’s awesome Ali Cross books, it’s become necessary for me to switch to a pen name. My Desolation books will remain under Ali Cross, but Minnie and all the books to come, will be under Aria Clarke.

 

If you sign up for my newsletter (Check out the Want a Free Book? page!) it’ll be under Ali Cross...at least until I can wrap my head around all of this.

 

Besides, whatever you call me, it’s the books that lie between us. I hope they create a path that keep us walking side-by-side for years to come.

 

Be happy!

Aria Clarke

(aka Ali Cross)
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Close. So close I can smell her. Feel her.

Find.

Seek.

Help.

Finally.

—Cheveyo

There were so many voices in my head, I hardly missed the one I wanted to hear most.

A flock of birds argued with a family of squirrels over the vegetable garden; farther up the mountain the deer sought out the best places to graze; and in the house behind me, my family worried.

But Philo was silent.

I swear I felt him—felt the string or connection or whatever it was that had always connected us—but I knew that was impossible.

Philo was dead.

Once, I tried to shut down the connection. Sort of. To be honest, I hadn’t tried very hard. I wasn’t sure I wanted the connection to be gone, even if it was only the memory of one.

David advised me to leave it alone. I think he was afraid it would drive me crazy, but I was fine.

In fact, in the two months since I got back from Korea, I’d completely turned my life around. I’d read The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire from cover to cover and was currently taking notes, making a compilation of the facts, lies and contradictions in its pages. I decided I would, actually, write a version of the book for new vampires as well as a companion edition for human family members. I figured if I were to make a difference in the world, if I was going to prove vampires were still human, it wouldn’t hurt to begin establishing my name as a reputable source of information on the subject of vampires.

I’d also asked every member of my family for lessons in whatever they could teach me, and I’d learned a lot. Siobhan sparred with me every day, and had recently graduated me from open hand fighting to weapons. She said I was a fast learner and was becoming a good fighter. Okay, she might have said I was becoming a good “little” fighter, but I chose to believe she meant my size and not my ability.

Fearghus taught me about mythology and the supernaturals living in the world. If I’d known even half of what was living right alongside us when I was a human, I would never have slept a wink. Even now, it took concerted effort not to peer into shadowy corners or look too closely at the flares of light that sometimes caught my eye.

Jack and Mrs. Hamburg taught me about history, and their lessons were funny and heartbreaking and inspiring. Mrs. Hamburg pretended to be prickly, but inside she was just a big softie who’d lived a hard life and lost so much before she’d been reMade.

Sang was hesitant to commit to helping me with anything, but after I promised not to accompany him on all his travels representing the huge K-pop talent agency, and fangirl at every chance I got, he agreed to “add what he could” to my fighting lessons. Since he was much more willing than Siobhan to hurt me, I wasn’t sure I’d made the best decision there. Of course I healed super fast, but I swear I could still feel the bruises and cracked bones for days after one of our lessons.

I even met with Master Yi via Zoom every week. He taught me about the cosmos and the power I can draw from the world around me. His lessons were probably my favorite—especially when Junu popped in for a visit. He and I texted often, but with the time difference and his busy schedule we didn’t connect face-to-face as much as I would have liked. Master Yi was helping him, too. I wasn’t sure how, exactly, but Junu had changed in the few months since I’d seen him.

He was still training at the K-Pop Academy Sang recruited for, and seemed to be at the vanguard for improving gay rights in Korea. He even had a boyfriend, who I had yet to meet. But man, the pics of the two of them were freakin’ adorable.

Life was good. We’d all settled into a new normal.

And no one knew I was a mess inside.

Even though Ying Yue and Hashiki were dead, I still had this feeling of impending doom. Like they were right behind me, stalking me.

And I still felt hollow inside. Like a part of me was missing.

I sat on a cushion at the edge of our patio, overlooking the lawn, and closed my eyes. Some days were harder than others to practice the meditation techniques Master Yi had taught me. I breathed in, focusing on my mantra: I am powerful. I am eternal.

Loss was to be expected. It was a natural part of life.

But I missed Philo so, so much. No matter how much I told myself to just let go and move on, already.

Minnie.

But it wasn’t Philo who’d called me, and disappointment weighed on me like a physical thing.

 

I sighed and opened my eyes. Unsurprisingly, I sat on the stone bench in the woods outside the Council’s North American residence, and across from me stood Thor. “I told you to quit doing that.” At least he didn’t bring me to that creepy forest he used to go to.

He took a step toward me, even though he already stood too close, making me crane my neck to meet his gaze. “I wouldn’t have, if you’d given your answer yesterday as you promised.” He wore a light gray T-shirt stretched across his broad chest and he still wore his hair a little long—like a Viking surfer or something. He stood with his fingers tucked into his jeans’ front pockets—he appeared casual, but I knew better. His ice-blue eyes were unreadable as he regarded me.

Even after all this time, I still didn’t know what to make of him. He was both charming and pushy which, combined with the intensity most vampires I knew seemed to possess, made him a little hard to read. It also didn’t help that he was a vita ambularae, like me; he never let me see anything he didn’t intend to show me. My family seemed to have some animosity toward him, but then he’d helped save my life at the dance earlier this year when Ying Yue and her minions tried to kill me. Good guy or bad guy? I wasn’t sure.

I focused on the smell of rotting pine needles and tree sap, the birds fluttering in the leaves above my head—anything and everything to keep him from gaining access to my own thoughts. He’d been helping me this summer, too—a decision I still didn’t know whether or not to regret. At least my ability had grown. As long as I didn’t relax, which wasn’t a problem around Thor.

Abandoning his too-close-for-comfort stance, he took a couple steps back and sat on the bench across from me. He leaned forward onto his elbows and stared at me intently. I scowled back.

“You’ve done a lot of good work these past couple months, but you know your greatest strength lies in your mental abilities. There’s no one better to teach you than me, and I can only teach you so much like this.” He waved his hand in the air, indicating the mind-space he’d created for us to meet in despite the physical distance between us.

“But school…”

He scoffed and looked away, a muscle clenching and unclenching in his strong jaw. “We already talked about this. I don’t even know why you’re so set on going to school, particularly after how they treated you last year.” He turned stormy eyes on me and I couldn’t tell if he was legitimately concerned for me or if he was just trying to manipulate me. “I can get you tutors. I can promise they’ll do a far sight better than that public school you attend.”

“Because I’m still a kid!” I popped onto my feet and wrapped my arms around my stomach. “You wouldn’t understand. And I get it, I do. You’re old school and all that. But I want to do this the right way. I want to help bridge the gap between vampires and humans. Not—”

He stood, too, and raised his hands as if to grab me, but he dug them into his hair instead. He glanced away and took a breath, as if fighting for control. “I know you haven’t spent time with your friends—with Stacey. You’ve got to see by now how different you are from them.” I opened my mouth to respond, but he went in for the kill. “And it must be hard living in that house, being reminded of Philo every day.”

I tried not to flinch, but knowing Thor, it didn’t matter. He could read me like a book. Plus, everything he said was true. I’d seen Stacey less than a handful of times since I got home, and half of them I couldn’t even remember because I’d been so overcome with grief and guilt. And living here? Seeing Philo’s empty chair every night at dinner? It was like a stab to the gut every time.

Thor gently placed his hands on my shoulders, drawing them down until he had my hands in his. I stared at his chest, wondering how the fight had left me so quickly. “Have things improved with your family?”

See, this is how Thor didn’t fight fair. Even without getting in my head, he could play me like a fiddle. And he knew very well nothing had changed with my parents. My mom and dad had refused to take my calls, and hadn’t responded to either of the two texts I’d sent. Maybe I could have tried harder, but I think my parents had been pretty clear when they denounced me in that hospital room in Korea.

I was dead to them.

Period.

I stepped back from Thor, grateful he didn’t try to hold on to me. I rubbed my forehead, as if I could scrub away the lingering headache, but it didn’t budge. It never did. It was as constant as the ache in my heart.

“Minnie,” Thor coaxed, his fingers touching mine. It was the lightest touch, but his gaze saw all the way inside me and left me stripped bare of all my secrets, all my grief. “You can start new in Lake Tahoe. You can begin to live again.” He pulled more of my fingers into his and tightened his grasp. “You can make new memories.”

With him, he meant. He’d always wanted me to join him, from the very first time we met. I never knew what that meant exactly, but I knew it wasn’t only training or a new place to live he was offering. He wanted to replace Philo in my heart.

Or at least in my life.

I didn’t even know if it would ever be possible to give that place in my heart away again. And while I (sometimes) liked Thor, and appreciated what he’d taught me, I’d never wanted him. Not in the way he wanted me.

“I don’t know,” I said. I’d always been a fan of I don’t know, but I’ll find out. It meant there was something new to learn. A way to improve. To be better than I was before.

But now I just didn’t know. I didn’t know anything.

I didn’t know what to do.

I didn’t know what I wanted.

I didn’t know how to go on.

Without my permission, Thor gently pushed images into my mind. Images of me on a small boat in the lake, my fingers trailing in the water; me, reading on the bed Thor had carved to look like the bow of a Viking ship; me, jogging through the woods, a wild and carefree grin on my face. He was smart to leave himself out of these snapshots, but it didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out that he imagined himself with me.

Especially when his hands were warm on mine, their pressure gently increasing as he subtly drew me nearer. Especially when his bright eyes seemed to have darkened as he gazed into mine. I took a shaky breath and tried to think of something else. Anything else.

Thor was definitely sneaky. Since his disastrous attempt to get with me in the spring, he’d been careful to only show me stuff he knew I desired. Like me attending Council meetings, learning new skills, training with him and becoming one of the strongest and most skilled mens moderators, or mind controllers, alive. He even encouraged me to imagine myself as more powerful than him.

But I was powerful, maybe more than he realized. When he sent me those possibilities, he couldn’t erase his own bias. I felt his desire for me, his wish for something more, something romantic, like flavors and scents accompanying each vision.

I had to admit—only to myself, never to Thor—some of it was appealing. It was so different from the life I had now, from the life I’d pictured with Philo. Maybe if I took a completely different path, the memories and hopes I’d once had wouldn’t haunt me so much. Wouldn’t hurt so much.

And how many of us ever got a second chance? I could be a different Minnie—one who didn’t dream of Philo or wish he’d just magically show up at dinner every night.

Thor began circling his thumbs on my palms, his gaze fixed on mine. “No one will know you there. There aren’t even any servants who served Ying Yue. No one will know what you’ve lost. You can make yourself new in every way. You can even rewrite your past, if you like, and I’ll support you. We could travel anywhere you wished to go. I could show you the world.”

I stared into his eyes, his earnest, ancient eyes, and I wanted to believe.

Out of the corner of my eye, a light appeared. A beam of sunlight shone on a path like a spotlight, and for a moment, it seemed as if another, more precious mind space overlaid Thor’s.

I instinctively moved toward it, my heart thumping painfully. Philo?

Thor squeezed my hands. “He’s not there, Minnie. He’s gone. Well and truly gone.”

Well and truly gone.

And he was right. The light, or the vision—whatever it was—was gone.

“Come with me. I can have a car pick you up tomorrow morning and fly you here. I’ll take care of everything. It’s a good decision, Minnie.” He focused on me intently, and while I felt the edges of his influence crowding against my mind, he didn’t push it. He left me free to choose for myself. For Thor, that was something of an improvement.

But was it enough?

He wanted what he wanted, and while he’d proven himself a friend, I knew he strained against the boundaries I’d put on our friendship. If he had his way, he would simply use his gift to persuade me and I’d be 100% his. He’d defend his actions by claiming it was what I wanted, that I just needed help getting there. And maybe, eventually, I’d feel as if the decision had been mine.

I was grateful he didn’t, because even knowing what he was capable of, I almost wanted to go. To forget. To leave all the memories behind. To take the easier path.

Master Yi’s teachings came into my mind then. We’d spoken many times lately about the path our feet are on, and the dangers of wishing ourselves off of it. “You must look to the Buddha for understanding,” he’d said. “You must look inside your own self for peace.” Then he’d sent me a text with a quote from Gautama Buddha. I’d liked it so much I’d made it my phone’s wallpaper.

No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must walk the path.

I sharpened my gaze on Thor’s face.

Everything I knew was here. Everything I was and everything I’d become—it was all grounded here. There was comfort in the normal, the same, especially when everything inside me had changed.

“When should I tell the car to arrive?” he pressed.

A flicker of a smile ghosted over my lips. I had to hand it to the guy, he was persistent. And man, it would be so easy to give in. He’d not only take care of all the details, he’d take care of me.

I took a step back from him, breaking his hold on my hands.

“Maybe—”

A dog barked. I glanced toward the path, the one that led out of Thor’s mind place.

“Maybe?” he urged stepping toward me.

“I—”

Another bark.

His countenance darkened just as his mind place grew gloomier and just a tad threatening. I wasn’t sure how far he’d go to get what he wanted.

“I’ve gotta go,” I said. We didn’t have a dog, but one was definitely barking—and nearby, too. “Let me take care of this and I’ll get back to you.”

“That’s what you said before. I’ve already waited long enough,” he growled.

I turned away, barely able to stop myself from running down the path toward . . . something.

“Minnie.” Thor’s sharp command stopped me in my tracks, and I turned back to look at him.

I tried to offer him a smile, but I knew it would do little to ease his frustration. “You can’t save me, Thor. No matter how much I wish you could. There’s a reason I’m on the path I’m on. I need to see it to the end.”

He opened his mouth to respond, but I yanked myself out of the vision . . . 

 

and I was once more sitting at the little table on our patio. I opened my eyes and saw—

the fathomless amber eyes of a very large, very intimidating, very familiar, dog.
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She sees me. And…

I am safe.

—Cheveyo

 The dog looked at me and I looked at him.

I stared into his luminous amber eyes that seemed so familiar, and tried to appear calm and not all freaked out. Which I was, of course.

Then it clicked. “What are you doing here?” There was something in his eyes that seemed so intelligent, like he knew perfectly well who I was, but the last time I’d been in this particular dog’s mind, he’d been singularly focused on the hunt and the kill. So what was he doing here?

I wanted to pet him, but resisted—in part because there was a good chance he might bite my hand off, despite the kindness I thought I saw in his eyes, but also because he was filthy.

He was a lot rangier than when I last saw him in Lake Tahoe five months ago—and that was saying something. He hadn’t exactly been the picture of health then and now he seemed as if he was at death’s door. But there was no denying he was the same dog—I recognized his mind.

I opened a connection between us, curious how he’d traveled so far—and was surprised to discover he’d come looking for me. I saw an image in his mind of my face, and an imprint of my mind on his. His thoughts were still very primal and basic, but everything around his memory of me swirled with an imperative: Find. Seek. Help.

Over and over again: Find. Seek. Help.

The question was why? Why me?

And who was the help for? Did he need my help? Or did he want to help me?

And again—why?

Why would a dog attach itself to me like this?

Sure, Thor had said I should have been more careful about being nice to him because he would likely follow me around—but that had been months ago and in an entirely different state. I frowned, considering what to do as I stared into the dog’s eyes.

Hello, I tried. I knew it was pointless, animals don’t exactly communicate, or even think, in the same way we do. Their needs are basic and so are their thoughts.

Proving my point, an image and a thought rose to the surface of the dog’s mind: Water.

“Well alrighty then,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll be right back.” I bypassed the patio doors and took the stairs down to the lower level. At the door I turned back to look at him. He was an awfully big dog—sitting on his haunches, his eyes had been level with mine. I didn’t know dogs very well, but it seemed as if that made him far larger than normal dogs. His fur was matted and tangled, with bald spots where tufts had been yanked out. Scars crisscrossed his muzzle and one of his ears was missing the tip. What had this guy been through? “Stay here.” He didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t even twitch. But I felt his strangely intelligent eyes staring at me the entire way.

While Manuella kept a small kitchen on the main floor, I didn’t think it would have what I was looking for, so I made my way down to the commercial kitchen on the bottom floor. I’d never been there before, and for a moment I stood in the doorway, taking in the ultra-modern professional-looking kitchen. The staff wore uniforms trimmed in red, which seemed fitting. I knew they were aware of me because I saw their backs stiffen and felt the tension wafting off of them, but they remained focused on their work, every movement quick and precise. I figured they all knew who—or rather, what—they worked for, but weren’t accustomed to much interaction. I’d lived here for almost a year and the only time I saw any of the kitchen staff was when they were delivering dinner.

A woman wearing a black hat slightly taller than the others abandoned her station, wiped her hands on a towel hanging at her waist, and hurried over to me.

She had brown hair tied into a knot at her neck and a kind face that showed laugh lines when she smiled. She offered me a slight bow and lingering smile. “What can I do for you, miss?”

“Oh, uh,” I shooed at her. “You don’t need to do that. I didn’t mean to interrupt you guys. I just need a bowl and water and…and maybe some meat or something?”

The woman’s eyebrow twitched, as if she didn’t know what to make of my request but had long ago learned not to ask questions. She turned and sent a pointed look at the others—two women and three men—presumably to tell them to get back to work. I hadn’t realized they’d stopped working and were staring, but as one, they turned their backs on us and resumed their tasks.

“What kind of bowl, miss?” She reached for a glass-doored cabinet containing pristine white bowls.

“Oh no, not one of those.” I’d seen those bowls on our dining table and there was no way I wanted to use one of Manuella’s good serving dishes. I took a few more steps into the kitchen and looked around. “I was hoping for something big, like a mixing bowl or something. It’s for a dog.”

“Oh!” the woman exclaimed and her shoulders dropped just a little. Had she really been concerned about my request? Like I was some depraved creature that would eat raw meat or something?

Then again, she did live in a house full of vampires. Who knew what she thought about us and what we may or may not do?

“Sorry,” I said again—not so much for the request but for the anxiety my presence caused. I’d assumed any non-vamps working here would be totally used to us by now, but my presence obviously freaked these people out. I heard their hearts beating faster the closer I came to them, and saw the tension bunching their shoulders. Sheesh. I took a step back, trying to ease their worry.

“It’s no problem, miss. We have just the thing.” The kind lady dug into a low cupboard and straightened with a large silver mixing bowl in her arms. “Is this about right?”

I smiled. “Perfect.”

The lines around her eyes softened, and though she still wore a smile, her heart raced just as fast as her coworkers’. She moved toward one of the giant refrigerators, then looked over her shoulder at me. “Is the…meat…for the dog as well?”

“Yup. He just kinda showed up and looks mostly starved to death.”

There was something in her expression as she returned to the counter near me with a large container. Was it disapproval? Maybe she wanted to chastise me for feeding a stray but didn’t dare say anything. I told myself it didn’t matter, because this dog had found me despite all probability, and I was feeding him no matter what anyone said. Or didn’t say.

I watched as she pulled out two large animal bones and put them into another container. I spied the lids neatly stacked in the cupboard she’d retrieved the plastic container from, so I grabbed the one I thought would fit. The staff continued to work, but they definitely weren’t paying attention to their knives or whatever. They kept shooting glances at me, like I was crazy. Like I’d never done household tasks for myself before. I thought there’d be more gossip going on among the staff, and they’d know all about me, but apparently not. If there was, they’d know the only thing I’d ever killed was a spider this one time at drama camp. I’d felt the thing crawling on my face during the night and I’d freaked out, slapping it and squishing its guts all over my cheek.

Okay, well. I guess the last thing I killed was a deer the day I became a vampire. But I preferred not to think about that.

I snapped the lid onto the container and set the bowl on top of it. “Thanks so much.”

“I can carry it upstairs for you, miss.”

I laughed. “It’s okay. I got it.” She nodded, but I got the feeling she was not at all sure about letting me do such a menial task myself. “Bye everybody!” I called out before ducking into the hall. I breathed a sigh of relief once I got to the stairs. That was so weird, I thought. I couldn’t decide if I should spend more time there so they would get used to me, or if I should stay the heck away.

I carried my burden back outside, only to find the patio and surrounding area empty. Disappointment plummeted like a stone in my stomach. I set the bowl and tub of bones at the edge of the patio, then turned away to turn on the water at the hose just to the side. When I turned back, hose in hand, I saw the dog.

He was crouched low to the ground, just in front of the woods. He’d obviously already smelled the meat, because as I filled his bowl, he came closer and closer. He seemed to vacillate between being excited to see me, because he’d glance at me and wag his tail, and being terrified . . . of the food? For some reason whenever he focused on the food, he’d crouch lower and his ears would flatten against his head. I retreated to one of the table chairs and tucked my feet under me to wait.

It was hot outside, and the sun felt so close I could touch it, but it was cool in the shadow of the patio, and a breeze blew through the trees, warm and delicious over my skin. I had all the time in the world and today was a good day to rescue another creature.

I thought of what I’d said to Thor, about needing to save myself, and wondered at the irony of my current situation. Sometimes it was good to have someone else save us—like now, with the dog. But most of the time? Most of the time we relied too much on other people, I think. That’s what I’d been doing this whole time, waiting on Philo to save me. For him to come back and make me feel alive again.

The dog reached the patio, his ears twitching this way and that as if expecting to be challenged at any moment, but when he reached the food, he dug into it with single-minded focus. It was him and the food and the world around him could fall apart and he might not notice.

He was so skinny. Deathly skinny. I had no idea how in the world he managed to travel so far in such bad condition. His fur was missing in patches over his eyes, at his neck and on his legs. Burrs knotted the fur on his legs and tail. I didn’t think he had mange—not that I’d ever seen a dog with it in real life. With every rise and fall of his breath, his ribs pressed against his skin and he whined a little as he ate. I wondered if eating was painful. Sometimes my parents and I would fast for some religious reason or another. I got used to it, but when I first started fasting with them, I remember my stomach would hurt so bad that when it came time to eat, instead of diving right in, I almost felt sick to my stomach. The dog didn’t hesitate eating, but I wondered if maybe the experience wasn’t as awesome as one might think, either.

He soon ran out of water, but I was hesitant to get up and fill it. I should have thought to put the bowl a little distance away from the bones. I wasn’t sure it was wise to get so near to the dog while he was still eating—even if it was to fill his water bowl.

After ten minutes, the dog licked the water bowl, then laid down on the grass with his head between his outstretched paws. I took this as permission to come close and refill his bowl. I turned the hose on, but the dog flinched, so I reduced the pressure on the stream until he seemed to relax, watching the water fill the bowl with great care. Finally, I guess he couldn’t stand to wait anymore, because he stood and approached the bowl.

He lapped at the water, then at the stream still flowing from the nozzle in my hand.

“You’re a good boy,” I crooned to the scraggly creature. “Feel better now? Got some food in your tummy?” I’d never had a dog before. Never even had a pet goldfish. But Stacey’s family had all the pets, so I’d had some experience. Stacey used to hose down her dogs and they always seemed to love it. And this dog needed a good wash.

I moved the direction of the water onto the patio and the dog followed. I flicked it around a bit, onto the grass, onto the patio, onto the grass. The dog stepped back, watching, then tried to bite the stream of water. Soon, I was spraying water all over the place—including all over the dog. He jumped and barked, trying to bite the water out of the air. He turned his body so the spray would get him on the side, then bounded out of the way, only to return again for more.

We both got soaked in the process and one of us got cleaner while the other dirtier—every time he shook, he sprayed dirty water onto me. But I consoled myself with the fact that the water was getting clearer the longer we played.

Eventually we slowed down and the dog wandered to a patch of grass where the sun shone brightly and began to roll around on his back. It looked so relaxing, so fun, that I flopped down onto the grass nearby. I didn’t roll around or anything, but I spread my arms wide and closed my eyes while I soaked in the powerful, healing, and slightly addictive properties of sunlight. Though I wouldn’t be able to stay in the sun long—even with my long sleeves and the suntan lotion I’d used, the sun would dehydrate my skin quickly, and rather than look fresh and sun-kissed I’d look more dead. And no girl wants that.

My body felt light and tingly, like it was reveling in the laughter I’d just given it. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d laughed. My path had been such a hard one for too long and instead of just getting on with it, I’d been farting around feeling sorry for myself, but never moving forward.

When the dog curled up against my side, his damp fur quickly soaking my light shirt, my first reaction was to pull away. But he’d helped me to feel more like myself, more like the girl I still wanted to be, so I dug my fingers into the thick fur at his neck and let myself relax into the moment. It wasn’t long before I drifted off into the first restful sleep I’d had since leaving Korea.
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So tired. Too tired, too safe, to do anything but sleep.

And I dream.

The dream feels strange and unfamiliar. I do not belong here, in this dream.

But she is here. She is right and good.

I am safe here, with her.

—Cheveyo

I woke slowly, feeling like a happy cat. Untangling my fingers from the dog’s fur, I stretched and groaned.

And someone groaned next to me.

I froze mid-stretch.

The groan came again. Decidedly undog-like.

Ever so slowly, I lowered my arms and crossed them over my chest. I opened my eyes just a slit and peered in the direction of the noise.

And saw not a dog, but a man. A naked man.

I gasped and scrambled backward, positioning myself into a low crouch as I went.

I wanted to scream—I probably should have—but instead I half-whispered, half-screeched, “Who the heck are you?”

He startled, and if my brain hadn’t been screaming stranger danger! I might have laughed. He moved faster than a human, but not quite vampire-fast, into a crouch, mirroring me. The position shielded me from having to look at his, um, manliness, thank goodness. Where I trembled with tension and all my senses were on high alert, he seemed completely at ease. And he wasn’t a man, either—well, not a grown man, anyway. He was probably around my age and his golden eyes sparkled in the sunlight, nearly outshining his wide, happy grin. He opened his mouth, but before he had a chance to speak, the back door opened and Jack burst out at a run.

“What the devil?” he said as he stumbled to a stop next to me. He took a slow step forward, his right hand reaching for something at his hip that wasn’t there. He scowled and shook out his hand, muttering something distinctly unpleasant. I’d never seen Jack angry before, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to ever again. He hadn’t gone vamp or anything, but with his dark beard and pale skin, and his eyes burning like black coals, he was plenty scary enough. “You wanna tell me who the devil you are, little man? An’ while yer at it, you can tell me what yer intentions were toward Miss Minnie here.” His voice dropped lower and lower as he spoke until the last words came out like a menacing growl.

The boy’s expression went from something like open adoration to outright terror—not that I could blame him—and after a quick glance between Jack and me, he did something I’d never seen before.

He morphed into a dog.

The change wasn’t as long and painful as what I’d seen on Vampire Diaries or True Blood. It was like the guy just shook himself and somewhere between the shakes, he shifted from boy to dog. Totally weird and fascinating. I wondered how it was physically possible. Was it something in his DNA, or was it purely magic?

My mouth dropped open, but I didn’t care how stupid I looked as the dog stared at me mournfully for a second before whipping around and sprinting into the woods.

“Well, I’ll be,” Jack said in a low whisper. “I ain’t seen a werewolf in a long time. An’ I ain’t never seen one so young.” He finally looked down at me. “An’ one so scrawny as that ’un.” I didn’t know what to say to that, and after a minute, Jack finally seemed to remember why he’d come out here in the first place. His whole demeanor changed as he went from curious consideration to concerned older brother. “You all right there, Miss Minnie? He didn’t hurt you none, did he?” He reached down to me and pulled me to my feet with one large hand.

It’s not that I needed his help to stand, but I appreciated the human contact. The reassurance that I was still me, and this was still the world I knew. Or, sorta knew.

“Pardon me for airin’ my lungs there, Miss Minnie. I’d no way of knowin’ the way of things, see.” He blushed and glanced away.

“I would’ve been swearing too if I’d been able to pick my jaw up off the ground,” I said. I laughed in this weird, high-pitched breathy way that did not sound like me at all. I stopped immediately.

Jack swung his gaze back to mine. “You’re shakin’ like a leaf. Come ’ere then. Yer all right.” He pulled me into his arms and squished me to him. He smelled like cigar smoke and leather, and he had a nice broad chest and strong arms, perfect for giving comforting hugs. After a moment of resistance, I sighed against him. I’d had Jack’s hugs before, and they never failed to make me feel better.

“I’m all right.” Reluctantly I pulled back. Jack was the kind of guy who’d hug and comfort me as long as I needed and he’d never complain. Not even once. Not even if his arms fell asleep. But I didn’t want to do that to him. He’d held and comforted me enough over the past two months. I turned away from the concern in his eyes and looked out over the lawn toward the woods. I had the distinct feeling the dog . . . boy . . . whatever hadn’t gone far—he was likely watching us right now—but the idea didn’t threaten me like maybe it should. I wanted him to come back. “So that was a werewolf, eh?”

“Sure was.”

“But aren’t werewolves supposed to be giant in their wolf form? And stand on two legs and stuff?”

Jack smirked and raised one eyebrow. “You’ve been watchin’ too many o’ those TV shows.” He snorted. I was a little offended because vampires were pretty much just like the ones on Vampire Diaries. How was I to know the other creatures wouldn’t be the same? “Nah. Most weres are just men, or just wolves. That ’un was a smidge smaller than some, sure, but he’s just a kid. I reckon’ he’s got a bit o’ growin’ in him, still.”

We stood together in silence, both of us watching the woods.

“Whaddya mean most are just men or just wolves?” I had to shield my eyes from the sun in order to look up at Jack.

He stood with his hands stuffed into his back pockets, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Well, I guess I can’t say for sure, as my friend Clem was the only werewolf I ever knew, but the way he told it, was only the alpha wolves could stop their shiftin’ between man and beast.”

“Oh. That makes sense. I guess.” As much as anything else in this weirdo world we lived in. “Do you think he can remember stuff when he shifts?”

Jack shrugged. “Not too sure. Sorry, kid.”

I had the feeling the answer was no, anyway. When I delved into the dog’s mind, I hadn’t seen anything human. There’d been no clue he was anything other than a normal dog. A big, kinda scary looking dog, sure, but still. I never would have guessed he could morph himself into human form. His mind hadn’t felt any different from any other animal’s mind. Except for an imperative to find me. That had been weird.

I contemplated the woods. “He’s still out there, isn’t he?”

“I reckon so.”

“Think he’ll come back out? I didn’t get a chance to talk to him and—” I bit my lower lip and folded my arms. I didn’t want to tell Jack that I wanted him to go back inside so I could maybe have the chance to talk to the dog, er, boy, again.

Thankfully, Jack seemed to understand because he put his big, heavy hand on top of my head. I knew he resisted mussing my hair—I’d given him a couple pretty effective warnings that if he ever did that again, I’d bite his hand off—but the gesture was comforting just the same. Being with the dog—the, um, werewolf—had been the most relaxed and “happy” I’d been since Philo. It’d been the first time I’d felt anything at all besides the pain and loneliness. I needed him to come back. I wasn’t so sure I wanted the boy to come back though.

“I reckon he might. ’Specially if I make myself scarce.” I felt him looking at me, but I kept my gaze on the trees and the shadows that filled in the spaces between them. “Just be safe, ya hear?”

I smiled up at him, willing him to trust me and just go already. I had a feeling the dog wouldn’t hurt me, and I didn’t the think the guy would, either.

“Alrighty then.” At the last minute, he ruffled my hair, but he stopped as soon as he realized what he was doing. “Sorry,” he muttered. Then he turned and hustled back inside the house. As if I really would bite his hand off. Sheesh.

I walked around the garden separating the patio from the lawn, so I was out of sight from the back windows, and sat down cross-legged on the lawn. I sat there for a couple minutes, thinking of what I could do to coax the . . . I shook my head. Now that I knew he was also a boy, I couldn’t think of him as a dog. And I didn’t want to think of him as a werewolf—I still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around that. No, I thought. He’s a boy. Just like I’m a girl. Yes, I’m a vampire, but it doesn’t define me, and I hate it when people assume it does. So, how would I encourage a boy to trust me? How could I get him to come back? 

It was obvious he was alone and hungry. And I was positive we could help him with those things, at least. I tried to think of how I could help a boy, a naked boy—and then I had it.

I stood up and cleared my throat. “I know you’re out there.” I felt stupid talking so loud—what if I was just talking to myself? That made me snort-laugh. If I was talking to myself, then no one but me would know. I squared my shoulders and carried on like I knew what the heck I was doing. “I need to go get something. I’ll be right back.” I turned and started around the garden, then paused and looked back over my shoulder. “I hope you’ll stay.”

It startled me to find Jack sitting in the big reading chair Philo used to love. “Oh!” I pressed a palm to my chest, feeling breathless and anxious.

Jack grinned mischievously at me. “You gonna get that boy a change o’ clothes?”

“How’d you—” I shook my head. I’d never exactly figured out what Jack’s gifts were. Now I started to wonder if he was a mind reader.

“Better try Philo’s—ain’t none o’ the rest of our things’ll work. Even Philo’s’ll swim on the boy. Less’n you go an’ give ’im some o’ your things.”

I walked past him slowly, trying hard not to give anything away. I had planned on getting some clothes, and I had been thinking of going into Philo’s room—even though the thought of it made my stomach clench with anxiety. I’d been in Philo’s room since he died. A lot, actually. I ruined the sheets on his bed that first week or two when I would go in there and cry myself to sleep. Sometime along the way someone had changed the sheets and I’d stopped crying. Mostly. But I still sat in there sometimes. Holding one of his shirts or looking at the few things he’d collected over his long life.

The thought of taking his clothes and giving them to someone else, though…that seemed so final. Like he wasn’t ever coming back.

And of course, I knew he wasn’t ever coming back.

Still, when I reached the top of the stairs, I went straight to my room, instead of going a little farther down the hall to Philo’s.

I stood in front of the dresser inside my massive walk-in closet. Philo’s clothes would have been too big for the boy, but come on—how could he fit into anything of mine? The guy had been skinny, sure, but I’m pretty sure he’d been taller than Philo. Even thinking about his body embarrassed me. I’d just have to do the best I could and hope it would be enough to get him to come talk to me without me having to cover my eyes the whole time.

I’d kept some of the things I’d had from before I became a vampire in the bottom dresser drawer. I thought I might have—yes! I pulled out the baggy old sweatpants I used to study in. I used them to run in, too, back in the days when Dad had me up at the crack of dawn to run the neighborhood and I didn’t care who saw me because no one was watching. When I came here, Philo ran with me most mornings and the last thing I’d wanted was to look like a slob in sweatpants two sizes too big. I don’t even know why I’d kept these things, but I was glad for it now.

Next, I ran my hands over the hangers holding my T-shirts, looking for something that would work. Most of my shirts were way too small, but I did have a couple over-sized ones. I pulled them out of the closet and draped them over the sofa. I eliminated the pink shirt right away. Philo could wear pink, but not every guy could pull it off. So it was a choice between “My other ride is a broomstick,” or a white one with a photo of Jimin from BTS with a lipstick kiss on his cheek. I went with the black broomstick shirt.

Grabbing the clothes up into my arms, I used my vamp speed to run down the stairs and back outside. Jack wasn’t sitting in the chair anymore, thank goodness. I didn’t know if the boy would be able to tell if anyone was spying on us, but better safe than sorry. I slowed to human speed about ten feet from the tree line, then walked up to the spot where he’d run in. I hoped he’d decided to wait. I went into the woods a little ways and set the clothes on top of an old tree stump. I didn’t see any sign of him, and doubt and embarrassment made my cheeks burn. I was tempted to reach for his mind, but figured, at least for now, I wanted him to come because he wanted to, not because I’d compelled him.

“Hey, so I brought you some clothes,” I said into the air. “You know. If you wanna come out and talk.” I waited a beat—as if he’d walk up to me right then. “Or, you can just come and be a dog. Or a werewolf, or whatever.” Omo. Why couldn’t I just shut up? “I’m Minnie, by the way.” Again, I waited like a total dufus, before I finally turned and strode purposefully out of the woods and back toward the patio.
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She is frightened of me and her fear tastes sour on my tongue, making me hurt in an unfamiliar place deep inside me.

I will do anything to ease her fear.

—Cheveyo

He strode from the woods far more confidently than I expected. For some reason, I imagined him being shy and nervous—but I shouldn’t have since he’d never been those things in his dog form. He’d been a hunter. A wild predator. How had I not seen the humanity inside him? I’d never tried reading the mind of a vampire in full vamp mode, but I’d assumed we retained our humanity inside there.

The idea that the monster could completely overrule the human rocked me to my core. If it could, it upset everything I thought to be true about vampires. Everything I thought about myself as a vampire—that I was still me, despite the physical changes.

Maybe it was different for werewolves since they were born that way. That had to be it.

I scrambled to my feet and waited for him to reach me. His forthright gaze made me a little nervous, but I fought to appear controlled and casual. He never took his eyes off of me. Why wouldn’t he just look away? Because as long as he didn’t look away, I couldn’t look away, either. I mean, he was a werewolf. And now, maybe he knew what I was, too. Weren’t werewolves and vampires mortal enemies? Then again if they were, surely Jack would have warned me.

The boy was definitely a teenager, though I couldn’t guess his age for sure since despite his bony, malnourished frame he was taller than Philo with broad shoulders. My sweatpants, which had been giant on me, fit him snuggly and ended mid-calf, and my T-shirt stretched across his broad chest, hinting at the sinewy muscles I’d glimpsed before when . . . ahem. His black hair fell past his shoulders in thick, tangled waves, and his amber eyes were a striking contrast against his warm brown skin. With his high cheekbones and full lips, he looked Native American, but I couldn’t even guess at his tribe.

“I am Cheveyo.” He stuck his hand out. I pictured him as a dog and how I might have asked him to shake—now he was willingly offering me his paw, even without me asking for it! I giggle-snorted, then promptly covered my mouth with both hands. Omo.

My cheeks burned, and Cheveyo cocked his head, one heavy eyebrow quirking downward in confusion. He dropped his hand.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I hurried to say. “Really. Just ignore me.” This time, I held my hand out to him.

He looked at it, then at me.

“Which request would you like me to honor?”

Um. “What?”

“Should I shake your hand, or should I ignore you?”

“Oh!” I pushed away the embarrassment and tried to school my features into something more mature than the silly girl I was being. I gave my outstretched hand a little jerk and said, “Shake?”

His eyes never left mine. Like, never, and it was getting exhausting. But I didn’t think I could look away even if I tried. I did, however, notice his lips curve slowly upward as he slipped his large, warm hand over mine. I gasped.

Because I felt something.

And I couldn’t feel anything. I was still mourning Philo—it was way too soon to be looking at other boys that way.

But it had been months since I’d felt anything at all . . .

I withdrew my hand and tucked both of them under my armpits. I finally broke eye contact and stared meaningfully at my sneakers.

“Did I offend you?” Cheveyo asked. His voice wasn’t as low as Philo’s and it had a raspy quality to it, like how I imagined a rock star might sound after a concert.

I shook my head and cast a slitted, sidelong glance at him. “No, of course not.” Feeling awkward and stupid, I tried to shove my hands into the back pockets of my pants—only to realize I was wearing capri leggings and I didn’t have any pockets at all. The realization made me blush again as I remembered the lack of care I’d taken to my appearance that morning. I’d thrown my hair into a messy bun high on top of my head without even running a comb through it, I wore a rumpled Mickey Mouse T-shirt I may or may not have slept in, and . . . had I even brushed my teeth? I ran an experimental tongue over my teeth, but I couldn’t tell.

“Cheveyo. That’s a cool name.” I nearly rolled my eyes at my own lameness. Just shoot me now. “I’m Minnie.”

“I know.”

I forgot I told him when I left the clothes for him. Omo. I am a nutcase! I needed Stacey. STAT.

That thought brought me up short. I hadn’t needed anyone for months; in fact, I’d pushed everyone away. The only reason I talked to Junu was when he texted me or appeared at one of my sessions with Master Yi. Stacey had tried to reach me at first, but I couldn’t imagine talking to her. I hadn’t wanted to interrupt her happy time with Mack. I hadn’t wanted to make her sad.

I thought she wouldn’t understand how I was feeling.

But right then, I wanted my best friend, and not because she’d know anything about werewolves, but because she knew everything about boys.

I pushed that thought down, down, down and tried to cover it up with all the acid churning in my stomach. Because they were not butterflies. Definitely not.

“So,” I said, forcing a totally normal and not psychotic smile onto my face. “A werewolf, eh? I’m a vampire.” Smooth, real smooth, Minnie. At least it got him—finally!—to look away.

In fact, my announcement made him wince and I saw his Adam’s apple bob as if he was the one who was nervous.

“I knew—” he started, but then seemed to think better of whatever it was he was about to say. He cleared his throat and looked back at me, his gaze just as intense and direct as before. “Yes.”

Dang. Why did I feel so awkward? I looked around, as if what I should say or do would magically appear in front of me—but nothing did. Finally, I gestured at the grass. “Wanna sit down?”

He shrugged easily and plopped down, tucking his long legs into a cross-legged position with a grace I envied. I sat down beside him much more slowly. I felt his eyes on me, on every move I made. Why wouldn’t he look away? By the time I was comfortable, I glanced over to see he’d shifted his position so he was facing me, while I was facing the lawn. Nice. Like that wasn’t awkward at all.

With a sigh I moved so I was facing him, but instead of meeting his eyes, I tried to focus on the tip of his right ear which was poking out between his silky black hair.

Shut. Up, I thought. He doesn’t have silky hair. It’s probably just greasy. Super dirty and greasy.

Though somehow, he didn’t smell dirty and greasy. Somehow, he smelled a lot like Jack. Like the outdoors. Like the earth. And maybe just a little like dog. I couldn’t help but grin.

“You have a friendly smile,” Cheveyo said. “And kind eyes.”

“Oh.” My face flamed once again. At least I didn’t have Stacey’s complexion—when she blushed her face went bright red, from neck to ears, making her freckles stick out so much it looked like someone had dotted her face with a brown marker. My blushes were far more subtle. I hoped.

“That is why I followed you here.”

Curiosity shoved its way past my lame girly reaction. “You followed me? How’d you do it? I mean—did you follow me all the way from Tahoe? On—” your feet, I almost said, which was dumb. “You walked the whole way?”

He quirked his head to the side in a very dog-like way. “Is that where I was?” He cleared his throat. “What, um, state is Tahoe in?”

A bit of sadness wormed its way into my heart. Up close, I saw more of what I’d seen in his dog form. He had shallow cuts and bruises along his hairline, on his neck, on his hands, and his cheekbones weren’t just high, they were hollow. This guy must be so hungry, I thought. Where was his family? Why wasn’t he with them? I remembered when I first found him in the woods outside the Council headquarters—he’d been rangy and wild even then. It seemed obvious he’d been alone for a long time.

“It’s in California,” I said softly. “We’re in Utah now.”

He looked up and around us, taking in the trees and the mountain peaks just visible above them. “That explains a lot.”

“It does?”

He shrugged again bringing his gaze back down to mine. “It has been cold at night, even though the days have been warm.”

“Oh.” My heart ached for him. He spoke easily about his life in his dog form—wolf, I needed to think of him as a wolf. Dog just seemed too simple a thing for what he was. His eyes, though, told a different story. Now I saw their intensity as an offensive maneuver, meant to intimidate since in the wild, weakness often meant death. Sometimes in the not-so-wild, too, I thought, remembering Hashiki and Ying Yue. “So, um, where’s your family? I mean, why’d you follow me here?” Smooth, Minnie.

But Cheveyo didn’t seemed offended. He looked—thoughtful. He cocked his head again and was silent for a few long beats. Finally he said, “I…do not know.” When his eyes met mine, they’d lost all their intensity and for the first time he seemed sad. Lost. I wanted to reach out to him, to offer him comfort. If he’d been a dog, I would have. I would have wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tight. But he was a werewolf, so I kept my hands to myself.

“You don’t know why you came here?” I asked. “Or where your family is?” I was definitely not winning any awards for tactfulness.

“Both.” His gaze grew intense again, pleading. Needing. “I—I do not remember anything.”

“But—” How does one respond to that?

“I only remember you.”

I stared at him while he stared at me.

“None of this makes sense.” I shook my head and turned my gaze to the woods to avoid feeling the things I felt when he stared at me. “How can you not remember your family, but remember me? We barely met, and that was months ago. You must have come from somewhere. Did you run away or something?”

He thought about it, again with that cock of the head I couldn’t avoid admitting was freakin’ adorable. “I did run,” he said slowly. His brows drew down, hiding his eyes. He seemed to think for a long moment, then shook his head and lifted his gaze to mine. “I do not remember anything except running and hunting. Hiding. Then there was you.” His gaze intensified briefly, as if he was trying to look inside my own head. “I heard you. Here.” He tapped his temple. “And I saw you. You were kind to me.”

I smiled a little. Thor had warned me not to be too nice to the dog or else I’d never be able to get rid of him. Is that what had happened? Had Thor known the dog was a werewolf all along?

That thought gave me pause, but I rejected it. I doubt Thor ever gave the dog a second thought.

Cheveyo was still staring at me, a small, crooked smile on his lips.

“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to zone out on you. I’ve just never met a werewolf before.” I was beginning to feel more at ease the longer we sat together. More like we were already old friends.

“I have never met a vampire before,” he said seriously.

“Did you know the woods where you were living were right beside a house full of vampires?” I laughed, thinking about all those fancy vampires and a werewolf stalking their woods.

Cheveyo’s eyes grew wide. “Then I am glad I did not meet any of them.”

I shrugged. “Hey, ya never know. You might have liked them. Could’ve saved you an awfully long trip.”

My laughter died out as Cheveyo’s gaze intensified once more. How he showed so much emotion with just his eyes was beyond me. “I am certain I would not have traveled from California to Utah for any of them,” he said.

“Oh,” I said.

Omo.
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Minnie.

In the safety of her presence, I am free to be myself, once again.

Cheveyo.

The memory of my name is bright with light and song.

She says words like werewolf and vampire that have little meaning to me.

Too much in this world is unfamiliar, but I feel safe in this place, with her.

It has been a very long time since I have felt this way.

—Cheveyo

Cheveyo fidgeted, pulling at the T-shirt hem, and reading the words emblazoned across the chest.

“I’m sorry the clothes don’t fit very well. I, um . . . Well, they’re mine.” Why did that make me feel all quivery inside?

He looked up through lowered lids and smiled in a way that felt too intimate. “Are they?” He ran a hand down his chest, smoothing the fabric . . . Gah. Why couldn’t I look away? “Thank you.” His warm, raspy voice made the simple words sound sinful. What the heck?

After a moment of awkward silence, he turned away and stretched out his legs, then laid back in the grass with his arms behind his head. His shirt pulled up, revealing the deep hollow between his hip bones and a scattering of dark hair. I gulped. I simultaneously felt embarrassed by his nakedness and mortified by how thin he was. I looked away and fiddled with the grass.

He moaned and I immediately glanced back. Gah. I was gonna have to wash my eyes out with soap or something. I never thought of myself as a prude before—I’m not sure my friendship with Stacey would have worked if I was, but all this manliness right up in my face made me so uncomfortable. But he wore a small frown on his face so I forced myself to concentrate on that part of him, instead of the rest of him. Maybe then I’d be able to think straight. “What’s wrong?”

“I am unused to this body.” His eyes were closed as he stretched to the right then to the left.

I thought about that for a minute. Everything I knew about werewolves came from The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire and it barely told me anything about being a vampire, let alone a werewolf. But I had read and watched Twilight—not much in the way of research material, sure, but it was all I had.

“Why have you been in your, um, wolf form so much? I thought werewolves liked to mostly stay in their human body.”

He snorted. “Is that what you think I am? A werewolf?”

“Aren’t you?”

He seemed to think about this for a minute, his eyes closed and his brows drawn together. “I do not know. I do not recall that word ever being used. My people call themselves Walkers.”

“Oh! You remember your family?”

The frown on Cheveyo’s face grew even deeper. “I remember I had parents. Had people—but the memory seems very old and I cannot find any new ones. I remember smells though. And you. As I said.”

I laughed. “Are you saying I stink?” Had I laughed at all during the past couple months? It surprised me how easily it came back.

Cheveyo turned his head and met my gaze. “You smell like safety. Like home.” Something in me grew very still at his expression. At the tone of his words. “Like belonging.”

No. I couldn’t belong to him and he couldn’t belong to me. Not now. Maybe not ever.

I belonged to Philo. But . . .

If Philo no longer exists, then I didn’t belong to anyone. The thought made me incredibly sad.

I turned from him, sighing out the emptiness that suddenly filled me to bursting, and focused on the tree line.

“Do you have a place to stay?” I asked.

“I can usually find a safe place to rest in the woods.”

“Usually?” I looked over my shoulder at him.

He shrugged. “I have made the mistake a time or two, of taking shelter in a cave or hole that belonged to something else.”

“Oh.” I looked away before his gaze could meet mine. “I meant, do you have a proper place to stay? You know, a home. As a human.”

This time Cheveyo didn’t answer right away and I couldn’t help glancing back at him. “Don’t you prefer being a human? I mean, isn’t human your natural state?”

Cheveyo captured my eyes and my mouth popped open. I couldn’t bring myself to look away. Was that a werewolf thing? I hoped that’s all it was and not something awful like attraction.

“I—” he faltered. Glanced at the woods. Then he let out a long sigh that felt like weariness and longing. I was so tempted to prod his mind. I’d done it before when he was a wolf—would he notice it now, in this form? “Being a wolf is freedom. But it is only part of me. I do not know if it is a greater part, but I, Cheveyo, feel like a memory while I am a wolf.” He tucked his hair behind his right ear. I had an errant wish I could touch it.

“I am Cheveyo, first—a man. Then a wolf. I believe that is the balance. The way it should be. But—” He waved a graceful hand at the trees. “I have no home but the woods. Either here or elsewhere, this is what I have.”

“Truly?” I blurted. “How can that be? You’ve got to have family somewhere.”

Cheveyo finally looked away, staring instead at the woods. “I know you must be right. But I do not know where or who they are. Or,” he frowned, like a memory had just crossed his mind, “if they still live.”

“You think they might be dead?” My heart lurched. Even though my parents had rejected me, they were still alive. I knew they were out there in the world, working, watching Star King and eating fried fish and rice. What would it be like if they weren’t? If they were really gone? But then I’d have Junu. And Auntie Bora and Uncle Jung-ho. I wasn’t alone in the world. And that wasn’t even counting the Aristos family—there’d be no getting rid of them anytime soon, not that I’d ever want to.

Cheveyo didn’t answer, but I figured even if he remembered something about his past, if it was painful, I might not be the one he’d want to talk to about it. But I knew the perfect person for the job.

“Do you trust me?” I asked, getting onto my knees.

Cheveyo smiled, all trace of sadness gone from his penetrating gaze. “You are all I trust.”

His words stunned me for a moment. Nothing like a little pressure. But in just a minute, I’d be sharing that pressure with someone far more capable than me. “Okay. Come on, then. There’s someone I need you to meet.” I stood up and held out my hand to help him up.

Cheveyo leaned forward and reached up to clasp my hand. It felt warm and strong and as he drew himself up to standing, his eyes never left mine. He stood close. Too close. I pulled my hand free from his gently reluctant grip. I turned away, hoping he hadn’t seen or understood my conflicted emotions in my eyes. Anxious to put some distance between us, I took long strides across the patio and led him down the gentle grassy slope toward the basement doors.

This time of day, David was always in his office. I knocked lightly on the door and pushed it open when he called, “Come in.”

“Wait here for just a sec,” I told Cheveyo in a whisper. He nodded and leaned against the wall. Just like Philo used to do. I frowned at him, then went into the office, softly closing the door behind me.

I sat and waited while David finished his call. It probably wasn’t any more than a minute or two at most, but it felt like forever and I couldn’t stop my leg from jiggling impatiently.

“You’re nervous.” David smiled knowingly once he’d finished his call and I felt my anxiety soften and flow out of me.

David had a way of making me feel like everything would be okay. Maybe that’s why I hadn’t spent much time with him the past couple months—because I didn’t want to feel like everything would be okay.

“Tell me who you’ve brought to meet me.”

I suddenly realized I hadn’t thought this through. I hadn’t thought any of this through. What did I want him to do? What if he sent Cheveyo away? And why were my emotions all over the place? Was I going nuts? Had grief finally broken me?

“Uh,” I hedged, trying to make sense of my muddled thoughts.

“Let me help you out,” David said. “You’ve met a werewolf. A male, I believe. Is that right?”

I gulped. Nodded.

He smiled warmly and his eyes twinkled in a mischievous way that made suspicious. Eventually, he said, “How can I help this young man?”

“I was wondering—Hey! How’d you know it was a boy werewolf?” I narrowed my eyes at the handsome man behind the desk. He just smiled in return and tapped the side of his nose. I scowled.

The whole family had been on my back all summer long about using all my vampire senses. It had even become a nightly conversation at dinner.

I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath through my nose—not so I could smell Cheveyo—then slowly released it through my mouth, just like I’d seen the yoga girl do on TV.

Drama llama me, drama llama you, follow your dreams, be free to be you, act your part and receive your due. Drama llama me, drama llama you, be a clown, be a queen or king, be a beggar, a scholar, a thief. Life is all drama, la la llama.

Okay, Minnie Kim, I told myself. Just tell him what you want.

I met David’s gaze again and resisted the urge to be annoyed at his amused expression.

“Okay,” I said. I sat back down and rubbed my palms over my thighs. “So, turns out I met this guy back in Lake Tahoe.” At the slight crease between David’s eyebrows, I hurried to add, “He was the dog I told you about. Remember? The one I’d found when practicing my mind walking? I didn’t know he was a werewolf. I thought he was just a dog.”

“I see,” David said. He steepled his fingers and pressed the tips to his lips. “And how did he come to be here?” Nothing in his voice or expression gave away what he might feel about this turn of events.

“I don’t know!” I threw up my hands and started pacing the spacious office. “He says he followed me here.” I took the seat closest to David’s desk and leaned forward, my elbows on my knees. “He says he can’t remember his family or where he’s from. He doesn’t remember the last time he was human. He says he’s been sleeping in his wolf form. Living in it. That it was only getting here, and seeing me, that made him feel safe enough to shift back to human.”

David watched me. I could practically see the wheels turning behind his narrowed, suspicious eyes. “And you believe him?”

I nodded. “But I could do a mind walk, if you wanted. Just to be sure.”

David considered me a moment longer, then gave a short nod. “Do that. But don’t dig far. I don’t want him to feel violated in any way. However, we need to be sure he doesn’t have an ulterior motive for being here.”

“Like what?”

He dropped his hands and leaned forward a little. “We always need to be cautious, Minnie. It’s the nature of what we are. And you, as a member of my family, need to be careful.”

“Why? Why would I need to be particularly careful because I’m part of your family? I thought being an Aristos kept me safe.” My knee started jiggling again. I’d never seen David act so suspicious and careful before.

He hesitated a beat, then smiled. “Of course you’re safe, little one.” I narrowed my eyes. Why did I get the feeling there was something he wasn’t telling me? “Use your abilities to determine his motives, then we can put any concerns to rest.”

“Okay, but if he checks out and he’s just a werewolf who’s been a dog—I mean, wolf—for a long time, can he stay with us?” If I’d expected him to be surprised by my question, I’d been wrong. I think he must have guessed my purpose from the start.

“He may, but only if he’s willing to meet my conditions.”

I felt like a bobble-head doll, I was nodding so much. “Okay. Like what?”

David gestured to the door. “Why don’t you bring the young man in and we’ll talk.”

“Oh.” I hesitated. I knew David as a kind and generous father figure, but I’d seen him with other people before and he could sometimes be . . . well, more vamp-like. He could do arrogant and controlling better than a rich Asian. Which wasn’t a problem for me, but . . .

“It’s all right, Minnie,” David said, spearing me with his gaze. “I promise to go easy on him.”

I blew out a breath and nodded.

I opened the door and peeked around it to find Cheveyo, still leaning against the wall. “He wants to see you.” Cheveyo didn’t hesitate. He stepped away from the wall and walked confidently into the room with a wide, bright smile. I followed a little less confidently.

“Cheveyo, this is David Aristos, my, um, sire.” It was the first time I’d said that out loud, and I found myself cringing, as if my ancestors would strike me down or something, but nothing happened. Except David was smiling gently at me, showing me with his whole expression how much he cared for me.

David stood and leaned across the desk, his hand outstretched. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, son.”

Cheveyo stared at the outstretched hand for a moment before reaching forward and clasping it with his own. He grinned at David, who smiled back.

“Have a seat, young man.” David gestured to one of the chairs and Cheveyo sat.

After a glance at David, I sat down and turned my body to face Cheveyo. He watched me so openly, so intently it was a bit disconcerting. I cleared my throat. “So, I can do this thing with my mind where I, um, go into another mind to . . . get to know them better.” Ugh. I was so bad at all this stuff. Why was I so nervous? Especially since Cheveyo was smiling widely and nodding his head.

“Like you did when I first became aware of you.”

Some of the tension in my shoulders relaxed. “Exactly. Do you mind if I do that again? With you as um, a boy?” I waved my hand up and down, indicating Cheveyo’s whole body which only made me feel like dying of embarrassment. Why was I so lame?

“It would be my honor,” Cheveyo said, his expression unchanged.

“Oh, okay.” I glanced at David again who gave a small nod. I sighed. “Okay.”

I closed my eyes, not because I had to, but more because Cheveyo’s open and steady gaze made me feel all giddy and weird. I worked hard to shove all those things away and just slip into his mind. Get in, get the goods, and get out, I told myself—as if I were a thief breaking and entering.

His mind was…disorganized. Chaotic. Even now it felt a lot more like an animal’s mind with everything focused on needs and wants than on reasoning and remembering like most humans. I felt my cheeks grow warm and was super glad I’d decided to do this with my eyes closed, because all of Cheveyo’s needs and wants seemed to revolve around me.

He was tired, and wanted to sleep, but hoped he could sleep with me. Not sleep with me, but sleep curled up next to me, because he seemed to see me as part of his pack. My eyes flew open, and still Cheveyo was watching me with a wide, guileless gaze. I quickly closed my eyes again. He was hungry, and wanted to eat again, but he wanted to provide for me. He kept thinking about a fat rabbit that lived in the woods. He knew exactly where to find it, and he wondered if I would enjoy it if he were to bring it to me.

I shivered. His emotions were simple and intense and they drew out my own very human ones. The desire to belong, to be protected. To be loved.

I carefully waded through these thoughts, and into the slightly older ones that were all about running, finding, eating, sleeping. Then I sank even deeper. Past the memories of his life as an animal until I finally came to a mindscape that felt human. But it did not feel safe.

Everything felt dark and dangerous, like someone, or something, would jump out at any moment. Fear began to coat my tongue, and distantly, I felt my body tremble.

David put a hand on my head, its heavy warmth giving me something to cling to as I rose higher and higher until my eyes popped open and I gasped for breath. “Minnie,” David said gently near my ear.

I turned my head to look at him, and let his eyes continue to ground me. “I’m okay,” I whispered. I cleared my throat and blinked, breaking the connection with David. “I’m okay.” David considered me for a long moment before he must have decided to believe me and returned to his seat.

Cheveyo’s smile had slipped a little bit, but he still seemed comfortable and completely unaware of what I’d seen and felt in his mind.

I felt the touch of David’s mind then. Just a quick skim, and then he was gone. Though we hadn’t planned it, I assumed he’d just gathered what I’d collected from Cheveyo so he would know how to proceed with him. David’s touch was very light, so light he could have dipped into my mind without me knowing. I appreciated that he gave me the courtesy of letting me know when he was doing it.

“Thank you, Minnie. Would you mind leaving us to speak alone for a moment?”

I was a little surprised—What could they possibly discuss that I didn’t already know? But I trusted David more than anyone else, so I stood, smiled reassuringly at Cheveyo—who grinned innocently—and left the room.

Outside, I leaned against the wall, right where Cheveyo had been before, trying not to think of all the ways things could go very, very wrong between an ancient vampire and a juvenile werewolf who’d entered his territory. Darn Vampire Diaries for putting all those terrible scenarios into my head.
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David Aristos is an intimidating man—a very dangerous predator.

But not an unkind one.

His smile is kind and gentle, and seeing it, something wound tight around my gut begins to loosen.

—Cheveyo

I thought I’d be able to hear the whole conversation. Instead, silence.

Even when I pressed my ear to the door.

Well, that’s just rude, I thought, then sighed. Because if I’d thought about it, I would have realized all the rooms here were heavily sound-proofed. In a home where everyone had super hearing, the last thing you wanted was to stumble onto some private business—or have your own secrets revealed without your permission.

While I waited, I thought of what I’d seen inside Cheveyo’s mind. What I’d found deep below the years of wolf. I couldn’t know the specifics, because Cheveyo didn’t seem to know them, but what I did know was enough for tears to sting the backs of my eyes.

There was a reason Cheveyo was all alone. Why he’d run and run and run. Why he’d stayed wolf for so long. If my people had died like his had; if my parents had ordered me to shift, and to run and hide; if all I could remember of the last time I’d seen my parents alive was blood and horror, I think I’d want to forget, too.

At least I knew there was no nefarious reason behind him following me here. I couldn’t understand all of it, but I think feeling me in his mind had awakened that part of him that desired a home. A place to belong. Wolves aren’t meant to be alone, and in that brief contact I’d awakened his sense of pack.

I waited for ten minutes or so before wandering over to the family room. I hardly spent any time in this room, which was weird because it was the epitome of comfy. Three large leather sofas cozied together around a river rock fireplace, framed by a beautiful rough-hewn mantel that looked like it might have been chopped down from trees right in our own yard. Mounted above it, the largest television I’d ever seen played a slideshow of beautiful places around the world. Usually, someone was down here, lounging around, playing board games, or watching a show, but today it was empty. The whole house felt empty. I wondered where everyone was.

A stab of guilt skewered me. I hadn’t paid much attention to what had been going on with the family this summer. I shouldn’t have neglected them like that. I mean, was anyone even in town? Besides Jack and David? And Manuella, of course. When was the last time I’d seen anyone else? I couldn’t even remember dinner last night. I knew I’d been there—Manuella allowed very few excuses for not joining the family at dinner. Yet, I couldn’t recall a thing.

Had I really been that out of it? That lost in grief?

I looked at my phone. The screen was blank. No notifications. No texts.

Before Philo died, I’d never have a blank screen. I’d have texts from Stacey, Philo, or my lab partner and friend, Daniel. Even sometimes a text from Mack.

I opened the text app and clicked on Stacey’s name. The last time she’d texted me was last week. The messages were all unread.

 

Monday:

Stace: Hey, Llama girl! School starts back in two weeks! You ready?

 

Tuesday:

Stace: Hey you! Wanna go back-to-school shopping? 

Stace: Mack and I are having a party at the pool on Saturday. Wanna come?

Stace: I need a cute dress to wear over my suit on Saturday. Wanna go shopping?

 

Wednesday:

Stace: Min?

Stace: Llama girl?

 

Friday:

Stace: I know you probably won’t come to the party tomorrow night, but I wanted to tell you how much I miss you. How much I love you. Even if you don’t come to the party, please just text me? I need to know you’re okay.

Stace: Geez. Of course you’re not okay. I’m such a jerk. Please forgive me, jagiya. Please call me.

 

Saturday:

Stace: Hey, Llama girl. Just wanted you to know I’m thinking of you. The party’s fun and all, but it’s not the same without you. You’re my best friend, Min. That’ll never change. When you’re ready, I’ll be here for ya. 

 

I didn’t realize I was crying until I swiped at a tickle on my face with the back of my hand and it came away smeared with blood. Thank goodness there were always tissues nearby. I grabbed a handful and scrubbed my face.

On Sunday, Stacey sent a single heart emoji.

Omo. I thought my heart would break all over again. How could she still love me? I hadn’t responded to a single one of her texts. And the week before hadn’t been much better—I’d responded once with a lame excuse for why I hadn’t called her back. If she’d ghosted me like I had her, I’d have deleted her from my phone.

No, I wouldn’t.

But man, would I hurt.

My thumb hovered too long over the reply button—and then the office door opened and I was up and out of the sofa and at the office door faster than you could say Speedy Gonzales.

“Come in, Minnie,” David called. I stepped in past Cheveyo, who held the door open for me. He frowned at me when he saw my face. Guess it must still have some smeared blood on it. Lovely.

David’s eyes intensified once he caught sight of me, but he didn’t comment, and I was so grateful.

“Have a seat.” He gestured to the two club chairs in front of his desk. Cheveyo took one immediately, while I was a little slower to comply.

“Minnie,” David started, “you are likely not aware of this, but whenever someone brings an outsider into our home, they become, for all intents and purposes, that individual’s sponsor. Do you understand?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’ll be responsible for Cheveyo.”

“Exactly. If he should behave in a manner contrary to our house rules—including harming anyone under our roof or under our protection—not only will he no longer be welcome, but you will receive punishment as deemed appropriate by myself and, possibly, by the family. Understand?”

“Yes.” But my chest felt tight as I glanced at Cheveyo. Could I trust him? Would he give me cause to regret helping him? I didn’t think so, but I wasn’t sure I could trust anyone or anything these days, least of all my own heart and mind.

“Furthermore, school starts next week.” David looked at me, pursing his lips in a way that made him seem older than he looked. “Are you certain you wish to return? There are many advantages to home study, and unlike your peers, you are not obligated to attend.”

I thought of Thor and how he’d said pretty much the same thing this morning. Going to school had never been a question, before. It was one of the few things I felt had kept me sane during this whole becoming a vampire thing. No matter how my life had changed, I still had school and my Life Plan. Rock school, including my extra-curriculars, and go to Yale. Become the world’s foremost expert in biophysics. Which had been perfect because as a vampire, I wanted to prove to the world we still retained who we were as a person—that the change was just a physical one, a chemical reaction, that didn’t change the essence of us. I’d never been able to see the advantage of home study. I’d never wavered in my decision.

“I’m sure,” I said, but I wasn’t sure at all. In fact, for the first time since I was reMade, I didn’t feel sure of anything.

David was still watching me, no doubt seeing the uncertainty in me. I squared my shoulders and purposefully turned away from him to face Cheveyo. In a world of uncertainties, school was a known denominator and right now, that was exactly what I needed. I’d just have to work a little harder to tuck my doubts deep into the pockets of my mind.

David rocked back in his chair and gave a small smile. Oh yeah. He knew exactly what I was thinking. “Very well. Cheveyo will accompany you. I’ll get started on procuring documents for him, but you will likely need to help him with his studies.

“He doesn’t recall ever attending school, but he seems intelligent and far more knowledgeable than his lack of schooling accounts for. Werewolves possess genetic memory, which I had always believed to be more in the way of pack life, survival and such.” He gave Cheveyo a long, considering look. “But after speaking with you, I’m coming to question that belief. Perhaps your kind retain more than I ever knew.” He smiled kindly at Cheveyo, who puffed out his chest with pleasure. “At any rate,” he said, turning his attention back to me, “I’m unwilling to put Cheveyo behind in school—besides, it would be best if he stayed near your side.”

Like me and Philo. My heart sank. It had been bad enough thinking of going to school without him, but imagining going with a different boy seemed so much worse.

“Finally, we will do what we can to locate Cheveyo’s people. If we are successful, we will see him safely returned to them.”

I glanced at Cheveyo, wondering how he felt about all of this, but his face was unreadable. “What if he doesn’t want to go back?” I don’t know why I asked. Why wouldn’t he want to go back to his people? If there were even people for him to return to.

“Should that be the case, we’ll face it when the time comes. For now, these are my conditions. Can you agree to them? Cheveyo already has.”

I looked between the two of them, then slowly nodded.

“There’s just one more thing.” David rose from his chair and straightened his shirt. “We will introduce Cheveyo to the family tonight. Should anyone object, we will need to revisit our decision. And of course, Manuella has the right to overrule anything I’ve said and done here. If she is not comfortable with Cheveyo, I’m afraid he will have to leave.” He gazed at the wolf-boy with an expression of sadness, and I hoped with sudden fervor none of that bad stuff happened. “Of course, we would never banish a pup to the wilderness alone.”

Something seemed to pass between him and Cheveyo, but I didn’t know what it was. Whatever it was, it seemed to put Cheveyo at ease.

I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“I believe Manuella should be expecting me for lunch. Why don’t we go meet her?”

I moved into the hall and Cheveyo followed me, but we both held back so David could exit his office and lead the way.

My arm brushed against Cheveyo’s as we walked side-by-side down the hall. “Are you okay?” I whispered.

He grinned down at me with a glint of something wicked and mischievous in his eyes and I swear he moved unnecessarily closer. And why didn’t that make me flinch away? I tried to tamp down the rising hysteria and focus on the words coming out of his mouth. “—okay with you.”

Wait. What?

“Um.” My mouth was suddenly dry. Why was my mouth dry? I swallowed and it made an audible click. Did his smile just grow bigger? “I’m sorry. What did you say?” Drama llama me, drama llama you, I’m a frickin’ vampire. People don’t make me nervous. I make them nervous. Yeah, I couldn’t imagine that ever happening.

Of course, Cheveyo leaned even closer—so close I was forced to stand still. He leaned down until his lips brushed against my hair. “I said, I am grateful for the chance to stay here, if it is okay with you.” Did he linger a little longer than necessary when he was finished?

I cleared my throat. Then I giggled like a stupid little girl. Which, of course I was. Not the stupid part, obviously, but you know. My cheeks felt so hot you could probably have sizzled a pancake on each one. I gestured in some weirdly vague way and said, “Oh! Of course. Sure! It’s totally okay with me!” Yes, in exclamation points.

If I could have turned into a bat and flown away, I would have. You know, if I didn’t hate bats so much. Blech. Even just the thought of them made me shiver.

Which made Cheveyo’s eyes glitter even brighter. With effort, I resisted sighing and staring into them forever and ever, and purposefully rolled mine. “We’d better get going then!”

I tried to stomp away, but I was enormously aware of his eyes on me so I’m not sure what I ended up looking like. Probably a weirdo. Which I definitely was.

David wasn’t in sight when we got to the main floor, but I knew where Manuella would be, so I led Cheveyo past the large living area to a bright, glassed-in sunroom overlooking the rose garden. Manuella sat at a round table draped in white linen, with an old-fashioned tea set laid out before her. A large green salad beckoned from a crystal bowl, and she held a champagne flute filled with bubbly, pale amber liquid. Knowing Manuella, it was champagne. Not like she’d get drunk off it. From what I read in the Guide, it was possible for vampires to get drunk, but you’d have to drink a lot of alcohol and not drink blood or else the blood would negate the alcohol. There were red cubes in her salad and while someone else might think they were pickled beets, they were blood pudding squares. I could smell them from the doorway.

“Ah,” said David when he caught a glimpse of us. “Here they are now.” Manuella set her glass down, a radiant smile on her beautiful face. He pulled out her chair for her and she gracefully stood. She looked like an angel in her creamy skirt and lacy ivory blouse. With warm, golden skin, an hourglass figure and dark hair that tumbled in elegant waves about her shoulders, she reminded me a 1940s movie star. The sunlight pouring in from every angle revealed tiny glints of amber in her hair, making her dark brown eyes shimmer. David put his arm around her waist and the way he looked at her, like there was, and never would be, anyone more beautiful than her, made my heart ache. I’d seen that look on Philo’s face once or twice. Especially the last time I’d seen him in our special place—even though it had just been in our minds.

David gestured toward Cheveyo, who stepped forward. “Cheveyo, may introduce to you my wife, Manuella Aristos.”

Cheveyo dropped his eyes, and for a second there I thought maybe he would bow or something. He didn’t do either of those things, but he kept his eyes downcast as he responded. “Thank you for allowing me into your home, ma’am.”

Manuella didn’t immediately answer. Instead, she stepped away from David and toward Cheveyo, her eyes sweeping over him. When she reached him, she placed two fingers under his chin and lifted it until his eyes met hers. Her expression confused me—she seemed . . . desperate? Awed? It was weird and totally not Manuella. It got even weirder when her eyes began to well with tears. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but I slipped into her mind—just a tiny bit, like a fly on the wall. I’m positive she didn’t notice because her mind was overflowing with emotion.

She saw something of her son Adolfo in him. She thought he looked like how she imagined her child would have looked if he’d been allowed to grow into manhood. She wanted to care for Cheveyo. To nurture him. To be his mother, even, if he’d allow it.

I pulled out of her thoughts quickly and couldn’t stop myself from casting a guilty glance at David. But he wasn’t watching me. He was watching Manuella with adoration, tempered with concern.

Manuella loved all of us as if we were her children. I knew that. But she certainly hadn’t warmed to me as quickly and thoroughly as she was now to Cheveyo. It planted a tiny nugget of jealousy in my heart and I suddenly felt so lonely. So alone. The way David loved Manuella; the way Manuella seemed to love Cheveyo even though she’d just met him, even though he was a werewolf. Did I have anyone who loved me like that anymore?
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When David tells me I may stay if Minnie will help me adjust, I want to howl in relief.

I lean in close to her and say, “I will stay, if that is okay with you.”

I see in her eyes that she finds the same comfort in being close to me, as I do her.

—Cheveyo

Dinner with the Aristos clan of vampires was like a weird parody of some bygone era, and I worried about how the family would react to Cheveyo’s presence. Obviously Jack knew about him already, and from his stories about his old werewolf friend Clem, I figured he’d allow Cheveyo to stay. Everyone else, though? There was no way of knowing. I knew them all by now, and I loved them in a strange sort of way. They all had their good sides. But they were also vampires, most of whom had lived a long time, and they were opinionated and racist about the strangest things.

Everyone who was home, except for Mrs. Hamburg, had sat down at the long table without hesitation. Oh, they were either glaring at Cheveyo or staring at him with curiosity, but at least they’d sat down. Mrs. Hamburg, however, stood in the foyer and refused to join us.

“Zer ist an animal at our table,” she announced hotly. “I cannot dine vith an animal.”

Manuella stood at the head of the long farm-style table, and Jack, Siobhan and I watched her, waiting for the hammer to drop. The matriarch of our clan required everyone in residence to join her for family dinner. Or else.

I didn’t know what the or else was, but it had been powerful enough to convince Philo and the others to never miss a meal. I’d missed a couple, but only because I’d either nearly been killed by Philo’s crazy ex-girlfriend, or kinda freaking out over Philo’s death. But even then, Manuella only gave me like, a day with dinner on my own. After that, she was all, “It is precisely at a time like this that you need your family. And your family needs you.” I don’t remember much about those first few meals after his death, but I was there, by golly.

“Take your time, Mrs. Hamburg,” she said now. “We shall simply wait until you deign to join us.”

I had to stuff my fist against my mouth to stifle a laugh at the reaction of my table mates. Siobhan growled audibly. Jack’s face paled and for a second his eyes seemed to lose their usual humor and go a little black. Cheveyo clenched his fists on either side of his plate. David reclined back in his chair, his arms crossed over his broad chest, willing—and able—to wait as long as it took.

We waited.

I have to admit, it did get hard to resist those delicious jiggly bits of congealed blood sitting right in front of me. But I figured if Cheveyo could restrain himself, then so could I. Sure, Manuella had fed him at least a dozen “snacks”—if you can call steak and potatoes, beef stew with crusty rolls, and twelve BLT sandwiches, snacks—but I didn’t think the guy had eaten anything more than rodents and maybe the odd fox in too long to think about. The idea of a real meal must still be something of an exciting prospect to him. I sighed and fidgeted with the zipper on my hoodie, preparing myself for a long, stomach-grumbling wait.

“Fine.” Mrs. Hamburg stomped through the foyer. “But I vill not sit beside zat mongrel—” She drew up short when she entered the dining room. Her mouth fell open and her face grew red with indignation as she took in the new seating arrangement.

I’d been living here for almost a year now, and the seating had never changed. Even when Sang, David’s long-lost progeny and my sort-of helper from Korea, joined us, and Philo’s seat had been empty, Sang took the seat next to Jack. It had been a small thing that meant so much to me.

But now, things were totally mixed up. David and Manuella still sat beside one another at the head of the table, but Manuella had sat Cheveyo to her left, which had been my spot for the last ten months or so. I sat next to Cheveyo and Siobhan sat on my other side. According to Manuella, who’d put actual place cards at our spots before dinner, the change had been long overdue. Still, my heart ached a little to see Jack in Philo’s place. When Sang came back from his business trip, he’d sit beside Siobhan. Which would be weird because Fearghus and Siobhan were such a team. But when Siobhan had mentioned it, Manuella had said, “You two are like little children when you’re together,” as if that was a real reason. Siobhan had muttered, “Which is why I like ta sit beside ’im,” under her breath.

On the other side of the table, it would be Fearghus, then Mrs. Hamburg, then Jack, then whomever else was in town for a visit.

By the look on Mrs. Hamburg’s face now, she was not pleased. “I cannot sit between two men,” she hissed. If she wasn’t a vampire, I’d be worried she was about to have a heart attack. I’d never seen a person’s face go so red.

I actually felt a little bad for Jack, who stared at his plate and pulled at his left ear in a distinctly I’m so uncomfortable but what can I do? gesture. I watched him, hoping he’d look up so I could give him an encouraging smile.

“You can,” Manuella said smoothly, “and you will.”

I nearly said, “ooh,” like a moronic middle-schooler, but managed to hold it in. That was the bossiest I’d ever heard Manuella be. Normally she was much more passive aggressive.

“And these are not just men, they are your brothers. You have known them your entire existence. Surely you cannot be so unbendable as to not accept a seat between them.” She stared at Mrs. Hamburg, an exasperated expression on her lovely face. “It is time you and I come into this century, Sally, and pay less mind to the gender of our compatriots.” Her voice had softened and when I glanced at Mrs. Hamburg, I saw she, too, was about to give in. Manuella could be extremely persuasive with her gift to manipulate emotions. I didn’t think I could be like her when I grew up—there was too much of me to ever be as elegant and well-spoken as she—but I hoped some of her class would rub off on me. “But for now, please. Our second course is waiting and it’s a special treat I know all of you will appreciate.” She spoke to Mrs. Hamburg, but her eyes flicked to Cheveyo on that last part. I had no real knowledge of what werewolves ate, but whatever it was must be something vampires liked, too, from the pleased look on Manuella’s face.

Mrs. Hamburg stood ram rod straight for about ten seconds, then gave a loud “humph,” before walking around the table. Jack jumped from his seat and held out her chair for her, which seemed to be the perfect thing to do because instead of a thunder cloud, Mrs. Hamburg managed a slight smile. And when Jack retook his seat, she actually offered him a nod of thanks.

She did not, however, do the same for Cheveyo.

In fact, even though it’s cliché, this was totally one of those moments when if looks could kill, Cheveyo would be a sizzling shish kabob.

“Thank you,” Manuella said, still standing at the head of the table. “Though we are missing Fearghus and Sang, we need to have a family vote.”

“Seems to me you have already made up your minds,” Mrs. Hamburg scoffed.

Manuella gave her a beatific smile. “I’d like you all to meet Cheveyo, a young werewolf Minnie met during her stay at Council headquarters. He has followed her here, as she represented the only place of safety and comfort he could find.” Now she gazed at me with this gushy expression that made me squirm. “He is in dire need of a place to call home—at least until his people can be located.”

She paused. Man, she knew how to work a room. I was good at doing it when I was making a presentation, or even when I used to do drama, but Manuella was a master. She let her gaze settle on each one of us, seeming to communicate something intimate and important.

“As is our custom, we must vote on whether or not Cheveyo should be allowed to remain with us for a time. We will take the majority vote, but unanimity offers the greatest harmony.”

Okay well, now she was laying it on extra thick, but I noticed the way Mrs. Hamburg picked at her cuticles; it somehow conveyed a guilty conscience.

Manuella looked at me. “Minnie?”

I thought helping Cheveyo was the right thing to do, but I hesitated just then. When I touched him, the only glimpses I got into his life were all dog stuff, so I didn’t know what kind of person he was. Plus, he made me uncomfortable—not like a creeper or anything—but in small, subtle ways that made me forget Philo.

And I didn’t want to ever forget him.

But could I blame Cheveyo for my own inner drama? Could I deny him the opportunity to be warm, to be fed, to have a home?

“I vote yes,” I said. And darn if Cheveyo didn’t lean his shoulder against mine, and darn if I didn’t, for just a second, lean against him.

“Siobhan?”

I angled my body to watch Siobhan. And because it was an excuse to pull away from the hot werewolf sitting beside me.

I loved Siobhan. She looked like maybe she was in her mid-twenties, but from what I’d been able to put together of her story, she’d been a vampire since the Pict days, way before Scotland became Scotland. So, like 1,700 years ago. And she wasn’t broody and egotistical like a lot of the old ones I’d met at Council headquarters.

Now, she was staring at her salad plate, slowly drawing her finger along the edge, round and round. She looked…contemplative.

“I knew a werewolf once,” she said quietly, almost as if speaking to herself. “She—well.” She cleared her throat and angled herself to face me. I leaned back, startled at the sudden attention and the intensity in my friend’s eyes. “Wolves are very charismatic,” she said. “They can’t compel you—not like we can, anyway. But they can…make you feel things. Make you want things.” She screwed her face up in frustration. “That makes it sound like they’re manipulative or something, and I don’t think that’s right.” She glanced around the room, but no one either supported her claim or discounted it. She sighed, then met my gaze again. Her blue eyes were so startling against her pale skin, and the faded blue tattoos on her face stood out as if she’d freshly painted them. She wore her short black hair spiked all around her face, black clothes from neck to boots. She even sported a spiked dog collar today. But there was nothing hard about her expression as she looked at me. It was all soft, full of concern.

She covered my hand with hers and squeezed gently. She dropped her gaze for a moment, then looked back at me again. “Guard your heart, Min. That’s all I ask.” She spoke so quietly, I had to lean forward, anxious not to miss a word. Considering my vampire hearing, that was saying something. But I think I understood what she meant because I’d begun to figure it out for myself. It hadn’t occurred to me that Cheveyo’s, um, magnetism, was a wolf thing, but it made sense. I squeezed her hand and nodded.

Her gaze fixed on mine, she said, “I vote yes.”

It was hard to tear my gaze away, but Manuella had already moved on to Mrs. Hamburg. Dimly, I heard them talking, discussing Cheveyo’s fate. But I was having a hard time pulling myself out of the world I’d seen—just for a moment—inside Siobhan’s mind.

I hadn’t seen much, only a snapshot, just a glimpse. Enough, though, to know Siobhan had loved that werewolf long ago, and the wolf had left her. Even after all this time, Siobhan still missed her. Still wondered what had happened to her.

I cleared my throat and forced myself back into the present. It was always hard to turn my back on someone else’s pain, but I didn’t know if I had taken the vision, or if Siobhan had given it to me. And since I didn’t know, it wouldn’t be kind of me to acknowledge it. Especially not in front of everyone. Especially not in front of Cheveyo.

Mrs. Hamburg was glaring at some point past my head, her arms crossed over her ample chest. It wasn’t hard to guess how she had voted.

But Jack grinned and winked at Cheveyo, so I figured he must have voted yes.

Manuella took her seat and David stood. He looked directly at Cheveyo. “Welcome to our family, young man. I will prepare the necessary documents so I may act as your guardian—at least until you become of age, or we are able to find your people. You will attend school with Minnie come next week.” He smiled kindly, but his eyes were steely. “And you will adhere to our agreement, as we discussed. Yes?”

Cheveyo cleared his throat, and to his credit, he didn’t break eye contact with David. “Yes, sir. I will. And thank you, sir. Ma’am.” He gave Manuella a sweet smile and she beamed.

David lifted his glass, which was full of a bubbly, pale liquid. More champagne? I wondered. “Let us raise a toast to the newest member of the Aristos clan, Cheveyo!”

Everyone lifted their own glass—even Cheveyo and I had something in our glasses that appeared just the same as the rest. As Mrs. Hamburg lifted her glass, though, she didn’t so much as glance at Cheveyo.

“To Cheveyo!” we all cheered, then knocked back our drinks.

Sparkling apple cider.

I might be an immortal vampire now, but to David and Manuella, apparently, I was still a kid.
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I understand David’s devotion to Manuella.

She is a fierce maternal figure for her pack.

When she looks upon me, and I feel her acceptance of me, it nearly breaks me.

—Cheveyo

Manuella went into full mom-mode after dinner, showing Cheveyo all around, setting him up in his own room and procuring some clothes from somewhere—not from Philo’s room though, since after dinner I retreated to the familiar, lonely quiet of his space. There’d been a part of me that worried all through dinner that they’d put him right into Philo’s room and let him take over everything there. Like Philo was replaceable or something.

It’s why I was the first to leave the table, and why I’d hid myself away in the darkness of his room, without even turning on a light. If someone came in and tried to take anything, I’d catch them and I’d—what? It’s not like I’d hurt anyone. Still, I hid away in Philo’s room for a long time before I relaxed and accepted no one was coming. That Philo and all his things were safe for now.

Wait.

Not Philo. Philo wasn’t safe at all. Then again, maybe you couldn’t get any safer than dead.

I sat on his loveseat and held my head in my hands for a long while, fighting back the tears. I needed to stop doing this. To stop crying at every little thing. I kept reminding myself, but it was time I accepted the truth.

Philo was gone.

He’d been gone for two months now.

And I was not a crybaby.

There wasn’t anything wrong with crying, but even I knew it was time to let go.

But man, letting go was so, so hard.

School would start next week and I wanted to go back. I needed to go back. I needed to be a heckuva lot more in control of my emotions than I was now.

I flopped back and stared at the white ceiling, unseeing, for a long moment. Took a long breath in through my nose, then released it through my mouth, slow, slow, slow.

Life is all drama, la la llama.

It had been a whole year since drama camp. In fact, this summer had been my first to not do any camp at all for as long as I could remember. Usually it was science camp, biology camp, math league and drama camp just because I’d made a deal with my parents that if I finished each of the camps with the highest honors, I could go to drama camp for fun. It was a win/win for me, since I loved all of it—the math and the monologues.

This time last year, I thought I’d be interning somewhere this summer. But I hadn’t imagined missing out on drama camp. That was something Stacey and I had done together since we were little girls. If we couldn’t make it in our careers, we’d promised to make it on Broadway. And if not on Broadway, there’s always YouTube! I smiled at the memory.

I pulled my phone from my pants pocket. I used to check it obsessively—either to check in on r/physics or to watch the latest BTS videos, or to text Stacey. Now, it had been at least seven hours since I’d last looked at its blank face. It still had no message for me. At least not the message I most wanted.

I pressed the phone to my chest. I wasn’t a stupid girl. At least, not usually. So why couldn’t I accept that he was gone? Why couldn’t I just get on with my life?

I sat up, my eyes falling on the classy little stereo sitting on a low console. Philo had actual CDs and albums, whereas all my music lived on my phone. I found BTS’s Love Yourself: Tear and stared at it. This. This is why I’d loved Philo so much. Because piled in with the expected classical music were Korean pop CDs.

I remembered how shocked I was to find out Philo had seen BTS in concert in Korea. That’d been the first time I’d allowed myself to see him as anything other than an intimidating, arrogant vampire. And as soon as that illusion had lifted . . . I shook my head. I was trying to cheer myself up, to convince myself it was time to let go of him, and here I was angsting over how perfect Philo had been for me and how I’d lost him before I’d truly appreciated what I had.

Right behind the BTS recording was the latest Black Pink CD, which he must have gotten right before . . .  I shut my eyes for a second, then picked up the CD. It came out right before summer. It was probably one of the last things he ever bought. I took a deep breath, then slipped it into the CD player and as soon as the beat started, I turned the volume up and up and up.

At first I just stood there, staring at the CD player like an idiot. But then my head started bobbing.

My fingers started tapping.

And then—

I danced.

I danced and jumped and acted like a freak all over the room.

I was like a crazy person, all music and motion and breathless laughter.

Laughter.

Man, I’d missed it.

I danced and moved and imagined Philo with me. Imagined him watching me.

And when I jumped on his bed, there was a brief moment when it almost felt as if he was there, jumping with me.

And it didn’t make me sad.

It wasn’t until the last strains of the very last song ended that I flopped onto his bed, laughter bubbling out with my breath.

This was life. This was my life.

Philo had lost plenty during his long, long existence. I knew he’d let sorrow nearly end him sometimes—that’s why he’d gone to the monks in Tibet and stayed for so long. But he always came back. Back to life. To his humanity. To his friends and family.

I knew he’d want me to do the same.

I sat up, digging through the blankets and pillows which were all jumbled up after all my antics, and finally found my phone. A picture of Philo kissing my cheek lit up my lock screen, but instead of the familiar jolt of sorrow I’d become accustomed to, I smiled. In the picture I had one hand covering my mouth, barely concealing a broad smile, and my eyes were squeezed shut. But his gloriously bright blue eyes were open and there was a smile on his lips even as he kissed me. This was joy. This was happiness.

Something I desperately needed to feel again.

I swiped up and pressed the second number in my favorites list before I could talk myself out of it.

The phone rang only once, so there was no time to change my mind before—

“Jagiya.” The sound of my best, best friend’s voice, calling me darling—a silly thing we’d done since she’d learned the word, nearly undid me. “Min?”

I couldn’t respond. My chest felt so tight, cluttered and jammed with all the words I hadn’t said, all the words I wanted to say. Needed to say. A choked sob broke free and I gasped for air.

“Oh, jagiya. It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m here. I love you.” She was silent for two heartbeats, while I processed the fact I’d called her—and she’d answered, still loving me despite how badly I’d treated her. “You’re probably in shock or something, because I know you have a ton to tell me, so I’ll just talk to you until you get a grip on yourself, ’kay? I’ve got so much to tell you.”

I would’ve laughed but I couldn’t stop crying.

“So Mack and I almost broke up in June ’cause when our special night came—remember I told you about that? Anyway, he was totally playing LoL and he didn’t look at me once until his battle was over or whatever. So I was like, ‘No way are you gettin’ with this if you can’t even look away from your screen to see how hot I look or how hard I tried to look my best for you.’ Oh, he tried to apologize and stuff but then he was like, ‘I didn’t think we were gonna make a big deal of it and stuff.’ Like he thought making a big deal of it would make me uncomfortable or something. Which doesn’t even make sense!

“But then I was like, ‘Not a big deal? It’s my first time, you dufus,’ and I stormed out of there like a boss. Slammed the door so hard it made my teeth rattle. It. Was. Awesome. He didn’t follow me or anything, which made me super salty because he should have, ya know? If he loved me enough to take my virginity, he should love me enough to chase me down, right?

“But he didn’t. And I was all, that’s it. We’re done.” She took a breath and I opened my mouth to finally say something, but she beat me to it. “But then after I got ready for bed and was just chillin’ in my room, I heard something hit my window. I went and looked out and omo, Min, it was just like in the movies! You know those sappy eighties movies we used to watch? Like Sixteen Candles and stuff?

“’Cause out on my lawn stood Mack, with a suit jacket over his T-shirt and shorts—can you believe it? He was adorably nerdy. But that’s not even the best part! Eommaya! You should have seen it! I pushed up my window and even shoved out my screen because I didn’t want to miss anything. He had his whole lacrosse team with him and they were all wearing suit jackets. It was the cutest thing. And there was Mack standing in front of them, with some roses he must’ve cut from his mom’s rose garden or something. Someone started playing music and then Mack sang to me.

“It was so bad! But jagiya, I was totally crying. Mom started yelling about the noise, about ready to give someone what-for, but when she saw Mack and all the guys there, she came out on the lawn to look up at me. She gave me crap afterward for hanging out the window in only my pink teddy—you remember that one? The one with the little bows on the front? Well, I’d had it on under my clothes when I went to his place, so I was just gonna sleep in it but, well, anyway, she tried to give me crap because, you know, that one’s kinda sexy—which is why I wore, it, duh.

“Then Mack was all, ‘I’m sorry, Stace. Will you forgive me?’ And he knelt down on the grass which I know had just been watered because I heard the sprinklers in the backyard going off. And he did it right in front of all his guys and my mom!

“Wait. Are you crying again? Min? Eommaya, I’m so sorry, jagiya. I didn’t mean to make you cry even more. Oh my gosh, I’m such an idiot. I’m so, so, sorry. You finally call me after all this long time and I’m like blah blah blah my boyfriend, blah blah blah, he loves me, and you—you—” She burst into tears.

I gasped for breath. “I’m—not—crying, you ahjumma. I’m—laughing!”

She sniffed. “You are?

I pressed a hand against my chest, fighting hard against the fit of giggles that had wracked me as soon as Stace told me about Mack and the League of Legends game. “I could just picture it—you all decked out and—” I burst out laughing again. “Mack saying, ‘I didn’t wanna make a big deal of it.’” I did my best Mack impersonation—and then we were both laughing.

“I know, right?” Stace said between gasps for air.

“And the guys? How’d he manage that? Can you imagine the hard time they must’ve given him?”

“Oh my gosh,” Stace said. “He told me later he had to promise to pay for pizza for like the next month or something.”

And we laughed.

We talked and laughed together for hours. At some point—well after midnight, I thought—her mom came in to tell her to get off the phone and that she talked to Mack enough already, but when Stacey told her it was me on the phone, her mom exclaimed, “Give me the phone!”

I heard a rustle then, “Oh, baby! I’m so happy to hear from you!”

I laughed a little because I hadn’t called her, of course. “I’m happy to hear your voice, too.” And it was true. It was good to hear her voice. To feel that warmth of belonging I felt with Stacey and her family. They’d known me since long before I became a vampire, and they still loved me.

“I was so sorry to hear about Philo,” Mrs. Florence said. “And . . . ” she was quiet for a second. “And your folks, too. I—”

“Mom,” Stacey hissed in the background. There was shuffling, and I imagined Stacey covering the phone with her hand, but I could hear their conversation all the same—vampire and all that. Stacey told her mom we’d been having a good time and now she’d probably made me all sad and maybe I didn’t want to talk about those things. I didn’t, but I realized the pain wasn’t the stabbing horror it had been. It just ached, a memory like everything else.

“Sorry, honey,” Mrs. Florence said when she came back on the phone. “I’m just so glad to hear your voice. And to hear you two laughing together. You’ll come for dinner soon, won’t you?”

“Mom!” Stacey cried out again. “She’s only just started talking to me again.”

But I found myself saying, “I’d love to.” Another truth. I don’t know who was more surprised—me or Stace.

Stacey and I talked for a little longer and I agreed to meet up with her at the mall tomorrow afternoon to do some school shopping. Stacey’d already done all of hers, of course, but I hadn’t done any. Plus, Stacey was always down for shopping.

That night I slept in my own bed and enjoyed a long, dreamless sleep—the first I’d had since returning from Korea. It was the first time I felt like maybe things were going to be okay, after all.
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It feels strange to be part of a pack again.

A family.

I have been alone for too long.

—Cheveyo

Gah!” I stood on the stairs, my hand pressed to my heart as if to keep it from exploding out of my chest.

For the first time since before I left for Korea, I’d gotten up early to go for a run. After talking to Stacey, and with school starting soon, I realized I’d avoided my normal life for too long. A morning run would make me think of Philo, but before him I’d run just about every morning with my dad. He insisted I do it, even though I thought I’d die every time, because it would help my brain function better in class. I have no idea if it was true or not, but the habit had stuck—and it was a lot more enjoyable now that I could run without all the awkward flailing and gasping.

Philo had become my running partner from my first morning with the Aristos’s and I wanted to do something that would remind me of him. To pretend, even just for a little while, that he was running alongside of me. Even if he wasn’t really with me, it would be a normal thing to do.

But a boy sitting on the bottom stair was not normal.

I hadn’t gotten used to his scent in the house yet, so even though I’d smelled him—in a good way, he didn’t smell like dog anymore, at least not much—I didn’t think anything of it. Until I nearly stumbled into his back.

He stood immediately, his hands out in a placating gesture. “I am sorry,” he said. That voice. Those eyes. “I did not mean to startle you. Only, I—” He dropped his hands and glanced to the side, an expression of guilt on his face. Maybe he was thinking of running away. Maybe he’d steal all our stuff and take off.

Or maybe . . . “Couldn’t sleep?” I guessed.

He shook his head slightly and looked down at his feet. “No.”

I stepped onto the bottom step, so we were nearly eye-to-eye. “It’s okay. It’s a new place. New people. New bed. It was hard for me when I first came here.” He looked up sharply and I saw about a thousand questions rise and fall in his eyes.

“It is not that. I—” He smiled bashfully, which was something of a surprise because nothing about him seemed bashful at all. “I do not remember ever sleeping in a bed. I . . . I do not remember the last time I slept as a—” This time he blushed and those traitorous butterflies took flight in my stomach again. The ruddy glow on his warm skin looked good on him. Especially with his tousled hair and the quiet of morning making me feel like we were the only two people in the world.

I cleared my throat. “Like a human?” I finally asked.

He shrugged and gave a half-smile.

Gah! Why did he have to be so cute? Why couldn’t he be a dog-faced werewolf? Or so hairy he looked like a wolf even when he was human? Except I knew he wasn’t hairy at all. No, I had an altogether perfect idea of how much hair he had. I rubbed at my forehead.

“I’m sorry, Cheveyo. That’s gotta be hard.” Because it probably was. And because I didn’t know what else to say. “Maybe you should, um,” I waved my hand at him, “change or something so you can sleep?” And so you don’t make me all confused with your pheromones or whatever.

“Manuella and David said I should try to remain in this form as much as I can. To reacquaint myself with the human world.”

I shifted uncomfortably on the step. “That makes sense.”

“Am I keeping you?”

I might have been glancing at the door. My bad. “Oh, well. I was just going for a run.”

To my great disappointment, his whole countenance brightened. “A run? I will go with you! I love to run.” He opened the front door and held it open for me, a wide lopsided smile brightening his face.

I sighed, though I tried to hide it. I didn’t want to be rude, but I wanted to run by myself. To lose myself in the memories for a little while. Plus, it seemed weird to run with him. Like, it was the thing I did with boyfriends. Not that Cheveyo was my boyfriend, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like him. And I couldn’t—not now. My life was complicated enough.

I tried to implore him with my eyes to realize I needed to be alone, but I stopped short of compelling him. I’d never done it before, and I wasn’t about to start now. Besides, I didn’t even know if it’d work on a werewolf.

“That’d be good,” I found myself saying—and I actually sounded happy about it.

Wait. Had he compelled me? Could werewolves do that?

Cheveyo burst off the porch with long, bouncing strides that forced me to use my super speed to catch up. Nah, I told myself. Cheveyo hadn’t forced me to run with him. He’s just so dang hard to say no to. We ran and ran, and all the while he wore a wide, open smile. At some point I started to smile back. Then the smiling turned to laughter until I couldn’t stop laughing and I had to stop and brace my hands against my knees.

He turned back and ran a couple circles around me before coming to a stop beside me. He mirrored my pose and looked over at me. His hair fell over his face and he swiped it back, tucking it behind his ear. “Why are we stopping? Are you tired?”

I grinned. “No,” I scoffed. “I’m a vampire. I don’t get tired.”

A flicker of a frown passed over his face, and then it was gone. “You were laughing.”

I stood and gave him a gentle shove. Of course, he didn’t budge. But his smile grew as he straightened and looked down at me. Omo. He wasn’t just cute, he was gorgeous. How was I going to survive this? “Because you—” How did I describe how he ran like a dog but in a good way? Full of joy, all out, all in, totally in the moment? “—uh, you run like you really, really like it.”

He glanced down the path. “I do!” He faced me, but my own gaze had been trapped by the shadowy darkness still clinging to the downward sloping path. We were almost to the rock. To the place Philo and I always met.

“I’ve gotta get back,” I said suddenly.

As I turned away, he stopped me with a hand on my arm. He didn’t remove it when I looked at him. “We just started.” He was the master of puppy eyes, but as I glanced down the path again, I shook my head. I couldn’t go there right now. Not with another boy. Especially not one who made me feel feelings. That was a place I needed to go alone to—at least for the first time. And I would. Soon.

But definitely not today.

“I know.” I gently pried my arm from his grip. “But you can keep going. You looked like you were having a good time. You don’t have to stop on my account.” I tried to smile at him, to encourage him, but from the way his eyes searched my face, I guessed he didn’t buy it.

“No,” he said. “I will go with you. I want to stay with you.”

Omo. I was gonna get my heart broken again, wasn’t I? And I was gonna break Cheveyo’s heart in the process, too. How had things suddenly gotten so complicated?
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Cheveyo watched my fingers endlessly tapping on the tabletop, but he didn’t say anything. Under the table, my knee bounced so fast I was in danger of starting a fire. We were in the mall, sitting at a table by Jamba Juice waiting for Stacey. When I made plans with her, I didn’t expect to have a werewolf in tow. Stacey knew about vampires, but that’s it. She didn’t know anything about the other supernaturals in the world. So how was I supposed to explain Cheveyo?

When I told Manuella I was heading out to go shopping with Stacey, she said I should take Cheveyo because he needed everything from clothes to school supplies and any bit of shopping we did would be a help to her. Since Manuella cherished shopping—particularly for other people—almost as much as family dinners, I doubted she needed help at all.

“I planned to take him shopping this afternoon myself, but I am sure he would much prefer to go out with a couple of beautiful girls, no?” she’d said in her sweetest loving mother voice.

I’d opened my mouth to respond, but before I could get one word out, she’d called for him to come down.

My throat went dry when he appeared at the top of the stairs. He must have borrowed some clothes from Jack. He wore a white T-shirt stretched tight across his chest beneath a red and black lumberjack shirt rolled up at the sleeves. He still wore the same too-short sweatpants I’d lent him, and someone had lent him a pair of plain white sneakers. Weirdly, he looked great. As if he’d just stepped out of some fashion magazine or something. Somehow, he even seemed to have put on some weight and no longer seemed so emaciated as before. No, he didn’t look skinny at all. Just toned and fit and . . . It had been an effort to tear my eyes away from the abs his tight shirt revealed, but I managed to drag my gaze up to his face. Which hadn’t been any help at all since his shiny, wavy black hair softened the angles of his face and made his startling eyes shine like cut amber.

“Ah, Cheveyo,” Manuella greeted him in her warm voice. “Minnie is going shopping and has invited you along—isn’t that wonderful?”

He smiled then, one of his irresistible lopsided grins, his teeth gleaming and his gaze intent on mine. It might have been a predatory smile, but there was this little dimple in one cheek that popped out when he smiled like that and . . .

“Thank you!” Cheveyo exclaimed, bounding down the last few steps and throwing his arms around me.

Omo. I’d just been thinking of kissing that adorable dimple of his and now he was hugging me? Even if I could have spoken, I wouldn’t have been able to tell him no. How could I when such a simple thing seemed to mean so much?

I did, however, need him to stop hugging me. Despite my traitorous thoughts, I wasn’t ready to be anything other than a friend, and the hug was beginning to make me think more things I couldn’t allow myself to think. I squirmed and ducked under his arm, moving swiftly to the door.

“Go, go,” Manuella urged, literally shooing Cheveyo toward the front door. “Buy anything you need. Both of you. And have a wonderful time!”

I might have nodded or said something, I don’t know, because the whole thing was a bit of a blur. The only thing I was aware of was Cheveyo’s nearness and my own burning need to put as much distance between us as possible.

I led him to the barn we used as a garage, and we entered through the side door.

The first thing my eyes landed on was Philo’s lime green Jeep.

My heart clenched and I fisted my hand over it.

Cheveyo put his hand on my lower back and leaned close. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah,” I gasped. “Yeah. It’s just—” I forced my gaze away from the Jeep and started walking down the line of cars.

“That car reminds you of Philo?”

I glanced at him. I hadn’t told him about Philo, so someone else must have. What else had they told him? What had they told him about the two of us? “Yeah,” I finally said, and left it at that.

I stopped at the big Range Rover the family used and gestured toward it. “This is us.”

Cheveyo grinned, then opened the passenger door and climbed inside. I moved a little more slowly, but soon we were both inside and I’d started the car. He didn’t say anything, but he watched everything I did with far more intensity than usual. I glanced at him. “What?”

“I have never . . .” He shook his head. “Have I been in a car before?”

That surprised me. “You haven’t?”

“Have I?”

Now it was my turn to shake my head. This was becoming one of those “Who’s on first?” jokes. “I don’t know. Does it seem familiar?”

He leaned back in his seat and looked out the window. He didn’t say anything, but eventually, he nodded.

After a beat, I said, “I’m sorry. That must be weird.”

He glanced back at me. “What must be weird?”

“You know.” I shrugged. “Sort of remembering, but not really remembering.”

He stared back at me for a second before turning back to the window. “Weird,” he said.

Ahhhh! Talking to him was so hard!

Once we were on the road leading away from the estate and I picked up speed, the seatbelt alarm beeped and Cheveyo leaned across me, his entire body tense. I jumped on the brakes and we lurched, rocking for a second before the car’s momentum finally gave up. “What are you doing?” I shoved at him, trying to get him off me, but he wouldn’t budge.

“What happened?” he asked. “Are you in danger?”

I rolled my eyes. “No, dufus. It was just an alarm.”

He leaned away, but only enough so he could look into my eyes. “Does an alarm not mean danger?”

From the tightness around his eyes and the way his heart beat so fast against my arm, I could tell he still didn’t understand. I took a deep breath, hoping to exude easy calm so he could, too. “Sometimes an alarm can mean danger,” I said. “But sometimes they’re just there to remind you of something—like the seatbelt. You hadn’t put your seatbelt on, so the alarm came on to remind you.” I plucked at my own seatbelt for emphasis.

His eyebrows drew down, forming a little pucker of skin between them. I wanted to smooth that worry line away. Instead, I pushed him gently until he sat back in his seat. I put the car in park, undid my seatbelt, then reached over him. I’m kinda short, so it was quite a feat to reach past him to his own seatbelt, and I was entirely too aware of his body as I did it. His hands came to rest on my back while I reached for the belt, and a shiver ran through me.

“Are you cold?” he asked.

“No!” I jerked on the belt and drew it across him as I gratefully moved away. “I just needed to grab your seat belt. See? It hangs there,” I gestured with my chin. “And before you start driving, you’re supposed to take a hold of it and pull it across your front, like this.” I pulled it in front of him. “Then click this buckle end into this thing, here.” I clicked his belt into place. He watched every movement with avid interest. And then his eyes met mine. I don’t think he was thinking about the seatbelt anymore. He just wanted to hold me. To kiss me. “Got it?” My already flaming cheeks burned hotter when I heard how breathless my voice was.

His full, wide lips quirked to the right and he nodded. “Got it.” His own voice was low and soft and his eyes seemed to hold a smoldering fire within them.

For several moments we stayed as we were—me, half-leaning across him, one hand pressed to his chest; him with his hands gently pushing on my back, holding me in place. I felt our innocence as keenly as I felt our attraction to one another, but I couldn’t forget Philo. Not yet. Not now.

I flopped back into my seat with a whoosh of air. “Okay.” I had to sit there for a second, hands on the steering wheel, gaze straight ahead, before I was settled enough to refasten my own belt. “Okay,” I said again, as I put the car into drive. If every little look, every casual touch made me feel like this, it was going to be a very long day.
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I hear a bedroom door open and shut on the floor above me.

A second later, I smell Minnie’s unique scent.

My heart races.

I am grateful I could not sleep and that I chose this spot to sit.

I am grateful for any moment spent with her, for she is why I am here.

—Cheveyo

So here we sat, waiting for Stacey who had no idea I was coming with a, um, friend, and especially didn’t know that said friend was a werewolf. I sighed and put my chin in my hand.

“Omo!” screeched a girl from across the food court. “Jagiyaaaaa!”

I jumped up and threw my arms open wide just in time for Stacey to fly into them. She squeezed me so hard and for so long it was a good thing I no longer needed to breathe because I would have died right then and there.

“Omo, Min. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” Her hug gentled but she kept a hold on me, and this time I knew she was telling me how sorry she was about Philo. And she understood how much my parents’ rejection had hurt. And how much she loved me. Like, not just the crazy, silly, BFF thing she’d just done, but truly. Deeply. Stacey was more than my friend, she always had been, and it filled me with so much gratitude to know she was still my person, despite the horrible way I’d shut her out the past few months. Someday, I hoped I could love the way Stacey did. Just so open and complete. She humbled me.

I didn’t notice we’d been rocking until Stacey stilled. “Well, hello,” she said in her I see a cute boy voice. “I’m Stacey. Minnie’s BFF.” Then she reached out her hand. And I felt Cheveyo shake it. All while I was still holding tight to her. “Nice to meet you . . . ” Now she leaned back and gave me a the second we’re alone you’re telling me EVERYTHING, look.

I let go and half turned to indicate Cheveyo, who’d come up to stand behind me. No doubt he’d been surprised by the way Stacey had accosted me, and was unsure whether I was in danger or not. “Stace, this is Cheveyo—” I gestured toward him. “And this is Stacey. My best friend.”

“Well, hi!” Stacey said. “If I’d known you were bringing a boy, I’d have brought Mack.” Stacey hadn’t taken her eyes off Cheveyo, and we stood there in the middle of the food court looking like a bunch of weirdos.

“Oh.” I waved my hand in the air meaninglessly. “He needs to shop. This is pretty much the only stuff he owns,” I said. “And does Mack like shopping? I mean, it’s not too late to invite him.”

Stacey snorted. “Are you kidding? He hates it. With a capital H. In all caps.”

I laughed. “Then it’s probably good you didn’t bring him.”

Stacey eyed Cheveyo again and where a normal boy would have blushed or even looked uncomfortable, Cheveyo seemed to puff out his chest and smile even more broadly. “True. Besides. It’ll give me a chance to get to know . . . Cheveyo?” She frowned. “That’s a really cool name. Is it Hispanic?”

Cheveyo’s brow quirked, but he didn’t answer. At least he wasn’t the sort of guy who would try to fill the air with nonsense if he didn’t know the answer.

“I think it’s Native American?” I said to Cheveyo. That’s what David said at dinner last night, anyway. “We’re not sure where he comes from. He just arrived yesterday.”

“Oh my gosh!” Stacey took a step back with a hand over her heart. Then she leaned forward. “Are you . . . you know?”

Cheveyo leaned forward too, his eyebrow quirked. “Am I what?”

“You know.” Stacey quirked her head in my direction.

Cheveyo’s gaze slid to me. How did he manage to make me feel like he was appraising every bit of me in just that brief glance? “No,” he said. I widened my eyes at him and gave the tiniest shake of my head. Stacey didn’t know about werewolves—had David talked to him about not telling people what he was?

Cheveyo held my gaze longer than he should have and I knew Stacey would pounce on the silence if we held it any longer, but before I could try to explain it away, he returned his gaze to Stacey, giving her that winning smile of his, complete with dimple. He shook his head. “I am not like Minnie and her people.” Grin, eye sparkle, dimple, and I’m positive Stacey forgot what she’d even asked him, judging by the way her eyes glazed over for a second. I let out a long, slow breath of relief.

“Really?” Now Stacey appeared even more intrigued and I could just imagine all the questions she’d bombard me with as soon as she got the chance. “Well,” she looped her arm through his and smiled coyly. “I love your name. But one thing you’re gonna find out real quick about me is I never call people by their whole name. I’m a chronic name-shortener. Is it okay if I call you Chevy?”

Both Cheveyo and I cringed. “I don’t think so.” I shook my head.

Stacey pouted for a second, then brightened. “What about Veyo? That sounds super cool.”

It did, too. I shrugged and looked at Cheveyo. “It’s up to you. You can tell her you like your whole name, you know. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

Stacey stuck her tongue out at me. “Ignore her. Of course you need to do everything I want.”

“Whatever!” I looped my arm through Stacey’s other arm and started pulling her toward the juice counter. She laughed and let go of Cheveyo, and for a couple seconds we were just us again—no dead boyfriends, or werewolf boys between us, just Stace and Minnie, Minnie and Stace.

Cheveyo came to stand beside me, and all three of us stared up at the ingredient board. It occurred to me that I didn’t know if he could read. I mean, David was sending him to school with me, so he must be able to, right? He’d never send Cheveyo into my grade unless he knew he could do at least passably well, right? Still, I wondered what he made of everything listed up there.

“I like it,” he said quietly.

I turned sharply to look at him. “What?”

He grinned but continued looking at the board. For once I wanted him to look at me. “Veyo. I like it.”

I sighed with relief, then elbowed Stacey. “You hear that, Stace? He likes Veyo. You’ve conquered yet another helpless person.”

“Of course. It’s my superior intellect, you know.”

I laughed and rolled my eyes.

The smoothie girl smiled with interest at Cheveyo. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll have a medium pineapple mango,” I interrupted, drawing her attention to me. I glanced at Veyo—yeah, I liked the name too. It suited him. “Do you know what you want?” Smoothie Girl gave me an irritated glance and continued making googly eyes at Veyo. It made me want to wave my hand in front of her face and be all Helloooo?? I’m the one paying! But I just rolled my eyes instead.

“I like everything,” he said. “You decide.” He grinned down at me and I gulped before quickly looking away.

“Um. And um, make another pineapple mango, but large.”

I paid for our drinks, then stepped aside to let Stacey order. “You should have gotten him something different,” she said. “He looks like he’s the adventurous type.” Veyo grinned wolfishly at my best friend. I wanted to elbow him and tell him to cut it out. But why did I care? He was forever making me uncomfortable with those intense eyes and bright smile, it would be good if he liked someone else and not me. Just not Stacey. At least she’d be able to handle his attentions better than I could, though. Stacey was an expert flirt.

“Okay,” Stacey said, interrupting my angsty thoughts. “Ready?”

“Omo,” I said, but I was grinning and backing up to give her room. “Ready.”

We all watched as she put her hands over her eyes then turned in a circle. When she’d gone around twice, I put my hands on her shoulders until she was facing the front. “This is her thing,” I told Veyo. The girl at the counter was a full-timer here, so she’d seen Stacey do this often enough to know the drill. “She randomly picks three things from the board, even if they totally don’t go together. Then she has to drink the whole thing.”

Veyo grinned. “That sounds fun.”

“See! Told you he was the adventurous type.” Stacey pointed at the board and I squinted along her arm.

“Wheat grass.”

“Yum!” Stace said as she turned again. I stopped her and she pointed.

“Lemon.”

“That’s a good combo,” said Smoothie Girl. Her name was Kaitlyn and she’d graduated from Hilltop last year, but whatever.

“One more!” Stacey turned again.

This time it was Veyo who leaned down and peered across her arm to see which ingredient she was looking at. “Dragon fruit.”

“Dragon fruit!” I cried.

“Sounds delicious!” Stacey clapped her hands together and I shared a smile with Veyo. It didn’t feel weird or anything. In fact, it felt nice.

“It does,” he said. And he winked at me. Winked! Where did he learn to do that? I was beginning to doubt his whole I’ve been a wolf for as long as I can remember, thing. He sure knew how to flirt. Jeez.

“Surrre,” the clerk and I said at the same time, which made us laugh.

“I should have gotten the same thing as Stacey,” Veyo said a few minutes later when we took our drinks and sat down at a table.

“Really?” I screwed my face up, demonstrating just what I thought of that idea.

“Here,” Stacey pushed her cup toward Veyo. “Give it a try.”

Veyo took the straw between his lips and without hesitation, sucked up a quarter of the drink. “Delicious.” He grinned as he passed the cup back to Stacey. I stared at him, wondering if he was telling the truth or if he was actually pranking Stace.

I shifted my attention to Stacey who was eyeing the red and green liquid in her cup dubiously. “Cheater.”

“Hey, who am I to tell him he can only have a tiny sip? I was just being polite.”

“Uh huh.” I took a long sip of my own delicious concoction and watched Stacey through my lashes. I almost spewed mango all over the table when she took a sip and cringed. “That good, eh?”

But then I had to roll my eyes when she held up her cup, smiled, and said, “Delicious!” Because part of the game was she had to drink her whole cup, no matter how gross the ingredients. Cheveyo tapped his own cup to hers and they smiled madly at each other.

I frowned at the both of them, shoving my straw up and down so it made the lid squeak. “Hey, it’s your own game. No one makes you do it.”

“Of course not. Besides, it really is delicious.” She took a deep breath before taking a long sip from her straw.

I watched her suspiciously, making sure she drank every sip. Which she did, in between questions and stories about our respective summers. To his credit, Veyo handled the conversation very well. For the most part, he seemed content to let us talk—or, more accurately, to let Stacey talk—but when he did speak, he told the truth without telling the whole truth. By the time we were done with our drinks, I had a whole new respect for Veyo. I realized then that despite my attraction to him, I still kind of viewed him as a dog. As a pitiful starving dog who clung to me because I was the only being to show him any kindness.

Now, though? There wasn’t anything pitiful about him, and he wasn’t just a dog in human form. He was intelligent, kind and thoughtful. And time and time again, when he glanced at me and smiled, I knew that look, that smile, was meant just for me.

I wasn’t at all sure how I felt about that, but at least I wouldn’t have to decide anything today. Not yet. Not now.

We threw our empty cups away and stood at the entrance of the food court, debating where to go first.

“Let’s just go up one side and down the other—that way we won’t miss any good guy shops.” Stacey finished texting a message and slipped her phone into her back pocket. “I’ve never gone shopping with Mack, so I don’t know which stores are good for guys.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

She shrugged and her cheeks got a little rosy. “Either his mom buys his stuff online—or he does—or he goes with her to H&M or something.”

I laughed again, but Stacey cut me off with a glare. “It’s not that weird, you know. Lots of people still shop with their parents.”

Chastened, I shrugged. “Sorry. I know nothing about healthy parent-child relationships. But you never shop with your mom—and I know she’d love to.”

Stacey slung her arm around my neck as we started down the hall, Veyo meandering behind us, gawking at every window. “I don’t need to shop with her—I’ve got you.”

I put my arm around her waist and rested my head on her shoulder. It was awkward, as we were still walking, but I didn’t care. “I’ve missed you, Stace.”

She squeezed me. “I know. Ooh—let’s go in here!”

We ended up shopping for five hours. Five hours! Though we fortified our quest with frequent treat breaks. Veyo was keen to go into any store Stacey took us to, and he was an awesome sport about trying on anything she shoved at him, but the boy required lots of nourishment. Like, his stomach would growl loud enough for even Stacey to hear, after just an hour.

Without realizing it, we ended up standing outside the Victoria’s Secret store Stacey’s mom owned. Stacey considered Veyo before saying to me, “Mom wanted us to stop in. She’s dying to see you.”

“Oh, I’d love to see her, too!” And I would, but—

“Better not take you, big boy.” Stacey winked at him, but I don’t think he had any idea what Victoria’s Secret was or why she was a little uncomfortable taking him there. I wondered if she felt that chemistry with him like I did. It sure seemed like it, but then again, Stacey flirted with everyone—it just happened that this guy flirted back. “But my mom will be bugged she didn’t get to see you,” she said to me. “You’d better come over for dinner soon, ’kay? And you could bring the boy.”

“Only as long as you bring Mack.” I hugged her, regretting my words and trying to think of how to take them back. Telling her to invite Mack if I brought Veyo implied he was my boyfriend, which he certainly wasn’t.

“I’m so glad to have you back, Min.” Stacey held me tight, whispering into my ear. “See you Monday?”

“I’ll be there.”

She sighed, and I got the distinct impression that despite today, she still wasn’t sure I’d say yes, which made me wonder how obvious I was in my sorrow. I’d felt it today, felt it every second, even when I was smiling, but I thought I’d hidden it well. She pulled back and looked deep into my eyes.

“You promise?” Her eyes searched mine.

Guess I hadn’t hidden it well at all. I nodded. “Really. Plus, David signed Veyo up too, so I have to go to just, you know, make sure it goes okay with him.”

She peered over my shoulder at Veyo, who sat on a bench with our bags piled around him, watching the people go by with open curiosity.

“He’s hella hot, but he’s also a little . . .”

“Weird? Awkward?”

“I was gonna say unique, but yeah. A little awkward.”

“Do you think he’ll be okay at school? Like, do you think he’s too awkward?”

She snapped her gaze back to me. “Are you kidding? The girls’ll all think he’s super cute and sweet and hot. And the guys’ll just think he’s humble or something. Or maybe a little weird. Hmm.” She bit her lower lip, staring at Veyo. “Does he play any sports?”

“I don’t know.”

She returned her attention to me. “Well, if he does, it’ll help him fit in better. He looks like he plays sports.” She was staring at him again, so I half turned so I could stare at him, too. He looked so cute sitting there, watching people intensely, as if he wanted to be their best friend and wanted to know their every secret. “Are you guys . . . ?”

I jerked back. “What? No.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. Waited.

But there wasn’t anything going on between me and Veyo, so I wasn’t going to capitulate, no matter how long she stared at me or how uncomfortable she made me.

“Hmm,” she hummed. I could tell she didn’t believe me, but it was the truth. I think. She hugged me again and we said our goodbyes.

“Bye, Veyo,” she called with a wave as she started walking away. She watched long enough for him to wave in return, before she disappeared into her mom’s store.

I gazed at Veyo for a second before walking toward him. He smiled, and I felt that weird-not-weird, comfortable-not-comfortable, zing of attraction. Was it too soon to move on?
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My past is a knowing with no memories attached.

Mother and Father exist, but I cannot link them to myself in any real way.

So my sorrow at having lost them is like the gnawing hunger I lived with before I came here. Unavoidable, persistent, but with little power over my state of mind.

Minnie does not view her loss in the same way.

When I see her sadness and loneliness, I wish to wipe Philo from her memory.

—Cheveyo

The night before my junior year started, I was restless. My thoughts circled and circled and no matter how I tried to divert them, they slipped right back onto that well-worn track again. I thought of last year, and how much I changed. I thought of Philo—my first kiss, my first love, my first boyfriend.

I thought about when we said goodbye, never knowing it would be the last time we’d see each other in person.

I wasn’t ready to go back to school. I hadn’t studied at all, and I hadn’t gone to any of the summer science and math programs I usually went to. My brain was mush and I was terrified to discover I wasn’t so smart anymore. For the first time ever, I felt insecure about my academic excellence. What if I was too rusty to excel in the usual way? And without that, who was I? Just the same as everyone else. Maybe most people, most vamps, would think being normal was a good thing, but not me. I hadn’t ever been normal. I didn’t know how to be normal.

Again and again, over and over, my mind buzzed through every possible scenario, real or imagined, past or future, keeping me frustratingly awake.

And when I did sleep, I wished I hadn’t.

I dreamed about a place so dark, I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. Rock walls surrounded me and when I lay on my back, my shoulders brushed the walls. It was like a tomb and I was so cold. So lonely.

And so very, very hungry.

I startled awake, my near-dead heart beating in a frantic rhythm.

I had the dream two more times before I gave up on sleep altogether and went for a run.

The pre-dawn mountain air was cool and fragrant with the scent of pine and cottonwood. Finally, my mind felt clear. The sky was a deep navy blue with the faint hint of orange warming the Eastern horizon, though stars still dotted the sky above me. A few birds started to come awake, but for now, the day was nearly silent. I stood on the porch and breathed it all in, willing the dark remnants from my fitful night to float away.

At first I ran slowly, as quietly as I could, and focused on the sounds of the forest as it came awake. It was such a peaceful, happy sound that I felt my shoulders relax and my spirits lift as I ran. Unconsciously, I took the downward sloping left path when I came to the fork—for the past few days when I’d run, I made a point of always going right. Mostly because Veyo was with me and I hadn’t wanted to take him to the rock—hadn’t wanted the sacredness of that spot to be disturbed just yet.

But today, on my own, I took the left path.

Aided by my superior night vision, I picked up my speed and ran purposefully toward the big rock that marked a turn in the path. I wasn’t tired when I reached it, but I stopped for a break, anyway. I pulled myself onto the boulder and sat there, leaning back on my palms and looking up at the brightening sky.

Something pressed at the walls of my mind.

I wouldn’t have noticed it if I hadn’t been so still, inside and out. I tried to keep my mind quiet as I focused on the presence in my mind. It better not be Thor—I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him just then.

There was something familiar about the gentle pressure but no matter how I concentrated on it, I couldn’t grab hold of it. It was the ghost of a presence, as if it wasn’t connected to another person’s consciousness at all. After a moment the presence drifted away, and I was left to wonder what the heck I’d experienced. Definitely not Thor then. He’d never just brush the walls of my mind and quietly slip away. Subtly was not in his playbook.

But who else could it have been? Maybe Cheveyo? Surely werewolves had abilities—at least, in all the shows I’d seen they’d been able to mind-talk with other werewolves. Maybe that meant he could do it with vampires, too. Still, he was the only other person besides Thor that I could think of who would seek me out like that. David had the ability, but he would never probe my mind without first informing me of his intentions. He was a huge stickler for rules and propriety. Thor wouldn’t have any such inhibitions, but he also had no restraint.

But who else could it be?

I focused on the last shadowy remains of the presence, but there was so little there and I finally gave up.

Blech. My mouth tasted metallic, as if I’d just put a rusty nail in my mouth.

My dream from the night before came back to me, reminding me of that dank place that smelled of rust and metal.

Weird.

I jumped off the rock and decided to head back to the house—I needed something to clear this awful taste from my mouth—but when my feet hit the ground, I nearly stumbled to my knees.

The presence I’d felt so softly before rammed into me, then immediately was gone, as if it had taken all of its strength just to get my attention, but now had nothing left with which to convey its message.

My feet refused to move as my thoughts spun.

That presence . . .

That familiar presence . . .

It couldn’t have been . . .

I shook my head. Clenched my fists at my side.

Philo was dead.

I forced my feet to move.

There’s no way Philo was the one trying to reach me. Besides, he knew how to do it, so he wouldn’t be so shy or subtle about it.

But if he were weakened, unable to use his power . . .

I broke into a run.

Nope. Definitely wasn’t Philo. It was time for me to move on. Like, really. I needed to quit imagining Philo in every random thought or dream.

I ran for the house as if ghosts from my past were chasing me.

I burst through the front door and Manuella, already dressed to perfection despite the early hour, greeted me with a scowl. She didn’t approve of running as a form of exercise, she felt it was unbecoming. Still, she opened the warmer and filled a large black mug with Hello Kitty in sparkling pink on the side, and handed it to me.

When I met her eyes, I saw they were even warmer than the mug in my hands. “Are you ready for today?” she asked. I shrugged, but before I could turn away, she said, “Minnie.”

I faced her and waited while she scrutinized me.

“What has happened?”

I took a long sip from my mug and debated what to say. “Just bad dreams,” I finally said.

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure that is all that is troubling you?”

“Yup.” I walked into the living room, but she followed me and sat beside me on the couch.

She put a hand on my knee and patted. “Every milestone after your loved one is gone is a challenge. You will think you see him, think you feel him, but then you will see it is someone else. It was never your love at all.” She met my gaze and I had to fight the urge to look away from the bare honesty in her eyes. “We who are left behind, must find the strength to move on. We must live. Or else we do a disservice to the one who is lost.” She squeezed my knee. “Philo would not want you to be unhappy. He would expect you to be your best—at school and at your extracurricular activities. Because that is the Minnie he knew and loved. He would not be happy to know his death had caused you to—” Her gaze flicked away and I knew she didn’t want to have to say the truth. That it was too distasteful for her.

“Become a ghost?” I supplied.

Her head whipped around and she searched my eyes for a long moment. “Yes,” she finally said on a breath.

I pretended great interest in the leather grain of the sofa, picking at the stitching along the seams. “I know. I’m trying. Really.”

Please don’t cry. Please don’t cry, I coached myself.

“I know, sweetheart. I know you are.” She wrapped both arms around me then, which was awkward—because of the mug which I still held, and because I still wasn’t entirely comfortable with random hugging. Hugs weren’t deployed very often in my childhood. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Stacey and her family—who were enormous huggers—I’m not sure I ever would have had a hug.

But Manuella was trying. And I was trying.

For now, that was enough.

“Finish your breakfast,” she said with a nod at my mug. I think her brisk tone was as much to disguise her own sadness as much as it had anything to do with me. I’d seen the tell-tale glimmer in her eyes and Manuella did not like people to see her cry.

I rose, too, and I’d made it halfway to the kitchen to return my mug, when she called, “You must be ready to leave in thirty minutes.”

“What? Thirty minutes? We don’t have to leave until 7:30.” I stood still, watching her retreating form down the hallway.

She turned and clasped her hands before her. “Just be down here by 7:00 and no later.”

What? “Why?”

She turned and waved her hand in the air dismissively. “Just do it.”

“Okay.” I might have added a little teen snark in that one word, but come on. I did not have to leave that early. I hoped this wasn’t Manuella worrying over Veyo. He didn’t have to get to school early, either. But whatever.

In my room, I took my time getting ready, despite Manuella’s insistence that I hurry. This time last year, vampires were barely on my radar and I definitely hadn’t enjoyed morning runs.

I’d awoken to my dad pounding on my door, insisting I get up and go for a run so my brain would be awake and ready to work at school.

“You must work hard,” he’d said as he stood in my doorway with his arms crossed. “You must be the best.”

“Ugh,” I’d groaned and pulled the blanket up over my head. A moment later it was yanked entirely off of me. Good thing I was accustomed to my dad’s tendencies, so I’d gone to bed in shorts and a T-shirt.

“Let’s go.” And he left the room.

I barely had time to pee and throw my hair into a ponytail before he was yelling at me to hurry from the front door. Good thing our neighbors seemed to like us, because Dad didn’t have any concept that most normal people weren’t awake at six a.m. and wouldn’t appreciate him yelling.

But we’d gone running. And while I hated pretty much every second of it, I also loved it. It was the only time I ever spent with my dad, just the two of us. Even though he was old, he never huffed and puffed while he ran. And he insisted we talk while we ran to ensure I was working at the perfect metabolic rate. He wasn’t concerned about my weight, only that my brain be in the best shape possible.

I remember sitting down at the kitchen table, huffing, puffing and red-faced while Mom tried to get me to eat while my parents laid out their expectations for me—just in case I hadn’t been paying attention the last million times they’d told me.

So, not entirely different from this morning.

Except, I’d gone running on my own accord, even though it didn’t mean the same thing as it had before.

And Manuella had fed me and given me advice on how to get along in life.

I sighed as I stared at my reflection in the steamy mirror. I wasn’t in the tiny bathroom I shared with my parents, but the massive en suite attached to my bedroom at the Aristos cabin.

Even fresh from the hottest shower possible, even through the fog, it was clear I wasn’t the same girl I’d been a year ago. And the biggest changes weren’t physical—though those were hard to ignore. I hadn’t aged, not like my friends would have. I hadn’t gotten any taller either, though my breasts had improved a little thanks to the perfecting nature of the vampire venom. No, on the surface, I was just me, only a little better.

It was what was on the inside that had changed the most.

Last year, I’d been full of nervous energy. Excited and hopeful for the new school year. I had goals. Get a lead in the school play. Take my debate team to nationals. Win the national STEM competition and get a summer internship with my academic hero, Professor Batiste from Yale. And maybe somewhere in there, go on my first date. Maybe even get my first kiss.

Now? I just wanted to get through the day.

Because I’d either be fending off the vamp haters, or I’d be fielding questions and condolences about Philo.

I honestly didn’t know which would be worse.

The idea of facing a locker covered in blood just made me feel tired.

But the idea of talking to people about Philo, well, that made me want to crawl under my bed covers and never come out.

My phone screen lit up with a text from Manuella. I didn’t need to read it to know she’d be reminding me to hurry.

I used my speed to finish getting ready. Stacey would probably be disappointed I didn’t try to look cuter, but at least I didn’t look lame in my black skinny jeans, hot pink sneakers and pink Minnie Mouse T-shirt. It had been a gift from Stacey when she and her family had gone to Disneyland a couple years ago. And yep, it still fit. I tied a knot into the hem and swiped shimmery pink gloss over my lips. For today, Stacey would just have to be happy with me stepping back into the land of the living, because that was the best I could do.
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I have a text message from Stacey Florence.

 

Stacey: Veyo, this is Stacey, Minnie’s friend from the mall.

 

I hold the phone in both my hands as I have seen the others do, but I am not sure what to say.

Stacey continues to text me, and while I am baffled, I am also very happy to have someone to talk with.

—Cheveyo

Manuella and Veyo were waiting for me in the foyer. Veyo, slouched against the large oak door, saw me first, his amber eyes flashing to gold when they met mine. For a second, I saw Philo leaning there. Man, I missed his lean. But where Philo would lean on one shoulder, his arms crossed and his whole being radiating a sense of impending action, Veyo looked like he needed the door to keep him upright or he’d fall over. Where Philo had been all coiled tension, Veyo was casual ease, loose and relaxed.

Manuella stepped into view, dressed in her usual white, this time in slim slacks and a white knitted sweater that hung off one golden brown shoulder. “My goodness, child. You are going to be late!” I winced at the look of disappointment on her face. I hated being responsible for making her sad, though why she was so worked up, I had no idea.

“We still have loads of time.” I hitched my bag higher onto my shoulder and glanced at Veyo, wondering if he knew what the big deal was, but he only raised his eyebrows and shrugged. No help there.

“Fine, fine.” Manuella picked up a Hello Kitty lunch bag from the small side table and held it out to me. When I took it, she handed Veyo a ten-dollar bill. “You will have an account at the school cafeteria, but this is just in case it is not set up yet. Or you need it.”

Veyo pushed off from the door as he took the bill. He looked at it, then at Manuella. “You have already done so much for me. I can just take a lunch, like Minnie.”

“Ha!” I rose onto my tiptoes and dropped a quick kiss to Manuella’s cheek, then shouldered past Veyo. “I can pretty much guarantee you would not appreciate our version of home lunch.” I actually laughed as I pulled at the door and marveled at how easy it was to relax in Veyo’s presence.

“No!” Manuella’s shriek startled me so bad I dropped my lunch onto the floor.

But Veyo had already taken hold of the door and pulled it open. So there was nothing standing between me and the scene in our wide circular driveway.

“Surprise!” shouted my family. Mrs. Hamburg, Jack, Siobhan, Daniel—even Sang was there, looking something akin to cheerful. They all haphazardly encircled an unfamiliar car.

A shiny white, brand new car with a giant pink bow strapped to its roof.

“Surprise, my darling,” Manuella said as she wrapped my stunned body in her arms. “I hope you like it.”

Wait.

“What?” I shifted so she was forced to loosen her embrace. I peered into her dark chocolate eyes, trying to discern the truth. “What?” I asked again.

She smiled a certain smile she seemed to only give me—a combination of indulgence and patience.

“Well don’t just stand there like a dunderhead!” Siobhan called. “Come on! Check it out!” Thank goodness for vampire reflexes because my brain was still processing the fact that I should come and check it out, when my hand reached up and snatched the keys she threw at me out of the air.

My body felt as stiff and awkward as a robot, as it moved me across the porch and down the front steps. I was dimly aware of Veyo and Manuella crowding behind me, and of the smiling, happy faces of my family as they stepped aside.

I didn’t know what kind of car it was. I mean, it was hard to miss the Range Rover spelled over the front bumper, but it didn’t look anything like the family’s Rover. That thing was a beast. This one was…kinda cute. Sorta sporty.

“But . . . ?” I turned to face David, who’d followed me. We’ve established I’m not stupid, but sometimes I can be a little dense. I thought the car was supposed to be mine, but . . . I glanced around at my family, smiling, waiting, then returned my attention back to David. “But . . . why?”

David smiled in his kind, fatherly way, and placed his large hand on my shoulder. He peered into my eyes, his demeanor loving and confident. “The car is yours. It’s about time you had one of your own. I wanted you to have something I felt comfortable with you driving up and down the canyon, but figured you wouldn’t want to drive—” His eyes widened. Was he just about to say, Philo’s Jeep? “The SUV anymore.” That was definitely not what he was gonna say, but I was grateful for his correction.

“It’s awesome!” Veyo said from the other side of the car. I’d forgotten he was there, and I glanced at him then, with his shaggy hair and wide, cheerful grin. He looked so eager. So innocent and ready for anything. “Are we gonna drive it?”

David squeezed my shoulder and when I glanced back at him, I realized I shouldn’t fight it anymore. This was the best way to start anew. I threw my arms around him and hugged him tight. “Thank you,” I told him. “I love it.” And I did.

A hand stroked down my hair and I knew it was Manuella, so I smooth-as-silk switched to hugging her. “Thank you,” I told her, too.

“You’re welcome,” she said, pushing me away from her. “Now, you’d better get going or you will be late.”

I skipped back from them, suddenly beyond excited to take my new car out for a drive and to show it off at school. “Thank you,” I told my family, making sure they each knew I was grateful—to them and for them. “Love you guys!” No one responded. Love wasn’t something bandied around in this house, not much different from my childhood home, I suppose. But Jack grinned and looked at his feet, ever bashful whenever anyone admitted to caring for him. And was that a smile on Mrs. Hamburg’s face?

I gave a jaunty wave before throwing my backpack onto the backseat and ducking into the car. Cheveyo did the same, and as the engine roared to life—and I mean, it had a glorious vroom sound to it—he grinned at me and I grinned at him.

“Should we take the bow off?” he asked.

I thought about the ginormous pink bow and grinned. “Nope. I’m gonna wear that thing with pride until it’s begging to come off. Let’s rock it!”

He seemed surprised by my response and I realized he probably hadn’t seen this side of me yet—a side that used to be my norm. When was the last time I’d felt this much like myself?

As we drove away, with a couple of happy honks for good measure, I thought about whether it was possible to just stop being sad. I’d been sad for almost three months now. Was that enough time to mourn someone you loved? And did sadness mean you couldn’t also be happy at the same time?

It seemed counterintuitive, but as joy at driving my own car filled me, I knew it hadn’t filled that empty space where Philo used to be. Maybe it was possible to be sad and happy. I knew Philo would hate that I’d been sad for so long. He’d expect me to get up and on with my life.

I glanced at Cheveyo, who stared out the window with open wonder. He’d had it far worse than me. I mean, who knew what he’d been through that made him spend ages as a wolf? Who knew what had happened to his family or what sorts of things he’d experienced? Yet here he was, living every moment with joy.

I wanted that for myself.

And what better time to start than on my first day of junior year?

Drama class was even back, and oh how I’d missed it.

There’d be debate, and math, and science . . .

Stacey, Mack, Daniel and my other school friends.

Last year had been weird, but things were gonna be different.

Better different. Starting right now.

I realized we’d driven the entire way down the mountain without a word between us. It had been nice to just enjoy the ride, and Cheveyo didn’t seem to mind since he was still grinning at the view passing by.

As I navigated the city streets toward school, I cleared my throat. “Do you have any questions? Like, about school or anything?”

“Oh, I’m good!” he responded with his usual cheer.

“But . . . ” How could he not have any questions? Even if he remembered going to school, he’d never been to Hilltop before. Did he know humans didn’t know about werewolves yet? Did David prep him, or was that something I was supposed to do?

“I had a ton of questions at first,” Veyo said. “But Stacey told me everything I needed to know. I am a little nervous, though.”

I glanced at him so sharply, I jerked the steering wheel, making Veyo exclaim and grab the emergency handle. “Stacey!” I shook my head and focused on driving super carefully. I would die if I hurt my brand-new car on my very first drive. “How’d you talk to Stacey?” And why did I feel a little betrayed? Stacey was a great friend, and I didn’t own Veyo. He could have whatever friends he wanted. “What did you guys talk about?” I sure hoped he couldn’t hear the hurt in my voice.

“She gave me her number at the mall.” Out of the corner of my eye I saw his confused expression, as if everything should be obvious.

But nothing was obvious. I hadn’t noticed a thing between Veyo and Stacey because I’d been lost in my little bubble of self-pity and hadn’t paid much attention to my friends.

“I did not know what to do with her number at first, but Stacey, um, FaceTimed me? That thing where you see her face on the phone and you talk?”

I shook my head numbly. Eyes on the road. Keep it together. This is all totally okay.

But that little nugget of hurt sat like a stone in my heart. I should have been the one to help him. I should have been the one answering his questions. Plus, Stacey had a boyfriend.

Wait.

So what if she had a boyfriend? It’s not like helping Veyo was flirting or anything.

And I didn’t like-like him, anyway.

Even though my brain told me I wasn’t hurt, I was just embarrassed he’d had to go to someone else for help when it should have been me, I couldn’t seem to shake it.

I’d tuned out Veyo’s chatter as I wallowed in my self-inflicted angst, until he said, “—and I are in drama class together.”

“You’re in all my classes,” I murmured. “Including drama.” Yet he was excited about the one class he shared with Stacey.

We pulled into the school parking lot and I navigated the crush of cars to the junior lot. “She has a boyfriend, ya know.” I said it like a slap, fully aware I wanted to hurt him in that moment—even though it immediately left me feeling guilty and yucky inside. I pulled sharply into a spot, then slammed on the brakes so hard the car rocked.

I sat there, gripping the wheel, helpless against the irrational stream of hurt, betrayal, shame and anger bubbling up from deep inside me.

Coming here had been a mistake.
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This day is the best of my life.

For the first time since I have known her, Minnie is alive with joy.

I stare at her, overwhelmed by all that she is—until she glances at me and blushes.

So I stick my head out of the window and revel in this freedom, this life.

—Cheveyo

Veyo didn’t seem to notice my distress.

“I know she has a boyfriend! I met Mack—well, not really I guess, but they FaceTimed with me. He’s great and thinks I should try out for the lacrosse team. I told him I do not know anything about lacrosse, but he said he would show me. There is a clinic after school for guys who are interested but have not played before. Oh.” His voice fell on the last word, and he finally stopped gawking out the window to face me. I, however, stared resolutely forward at nothing. Because I was classy and mature like that. “I forgot to ask you.”

“Ask me what?” I snapped. Eommaya. I stared at the steering wheel and took a long breath in through my nose. Drama llama me, drama llama you. I had to get a grip on myself.

“Can we stay after school for a while? So I can go to the clinic with Mack?”

What in the lah-dee-dah was wrong with me? This wasn’t me. This wasn’t who I wanted to be. I drew in a deep breath again, then purposefully uncurled my fingers from around the steering wheel. I turned in my seat so I faced Cheveyo.

His beautiful, angled face watched me carefully. “I have made you angry. I am sorry.” His large, amber eyes glistened and there was so much emotion in them, so much need for my approval, it was impossible not to feel even more guilty than I already did.

“No,” I said on a long breathy sigh. “Don’t be sorry. You’ve been great. You haven’t done anything wrong.” His eyebrow quirked downward in confusion, but I didn’t pause long enough to give him a chance to talk. “I’m the one who should be sorry. And I am sorry. I brought you into our home and I’ve barely said anything to you or helped you or anything. You should have been able to talk to me about school—about anything. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.

“Stacey’s the best person I know, and she’ll be as good a friend to you as she’s been to me my whole life. And totally—go to the clinic. I almost always have stuff after school too, so it’s no big deal. Plus, Stacey’ll probably be there watching, and I wouldn’t mind some time to visit with her. Promise.” I even tried topping off my little speech with a smile.

But instead of smiling back, Veyo’s expression had softened, making me feel more exposed and vulnerable.

“Stacey told me about your boyfriend,” he said gently. “And Manuella talked about him some.”

I waited to feel hurt or betrayed, but I didn’t. They hadn’t done anything wrong in talking about Philo. It was only natural. Philo had been my boyfriend and now he was gone. I had loved him, and now I didn’t know if I loved anyone. Especially after the disastrous trip to Seoul this summer and my parents’ dismissal of me. I gave my head a little shake to shove out thoughts of them. This moment was about Veyo, not all my junk. But what could I say?

I settled on, “Okay,” and waited.

He surprised me by taking my hand in his, stroking his thumb over the back of it. “I am sorry you lost him, Minnie. I can feel how much your heart still hurts. I cannot explain it, it is not like I can be in your mind, like you have sometimes done with me, but I can feel it whenever I am around you. It hurts my heart too.” He drew our clasped hands against chest, where I could feel his heart beating beneath his shirt.

He held my gaze for a long time in which I’m sure I stopped breathing and his heart steadily beat faster and faster—then someone rapped on his side of the car and we both jerked apart, surprised by the intrusion and embarrassed by the intimate moment we’d been caught in. At least, I was embarrassed. Veyo, as usual, took it all in stride.

Stacey’s smiling face loomed in the window, and Veyo quickly hopped out. I watched for a second as she drew him into a bear hug. There was that little tug of jealousy—how come she was hugging him before me? I was her best friend. But then I was glad for the chance to get my act together. What the heck had just happened with Veyo? Was he just being a good friend, or was it something else? Something more?

I didn’t want to think about it, so busied myself with dragging my bag out of the backseat and climbed out of my awesome new car. Before I’d even finished shutting the door, Stacey was on me and every thought of jealousy was squeezed out of me. She was my friend. My best friend. Always had been, always would be. I dropped my bag and hugged her back fiercely, losing track of the world around me.

I don’t know how long we stood there, slowly rocking from side to side, before the bell rang and Mack said, “Come on, guys.”

“It’s okay,” Stacey said with a laugh. “We’ve still got ten minutes. Plenty of time to get Minnie to class on time.”

I grinned and linked my arm with hers. It felt so good to have a friend who knew and understood how much I hated being late for class.

“So tell me!” Stacey said.

“Tell you what?”

She squeezed my arm. “About the car, dummie. Did David give it to you this morning?”

“How’d you—”

“Uh, not too many people go around with a giant pink bow on their cars. Plus, it looks brand new. Did they spring it on ya this morning?”

I smiled and felt my cheeks warm. “Yeah. Totally surprised me. I didn’t know they were thinking of doing anything like that.”

Stacey turned back to look at it. “It’s cute.”

“I shoulda taken the bow off.”

“Seriously? No way. I think you should leave it on until it loses its cuteness.”

I laughed and tugged on her arm, making her stumble against me so we clung to each other even more. “That’s exactly what I said!”

She grinned at me. “Heck yeah. Everybody’ll be totally jealous you got a new car.”

“And it’s a Range Rover, too,” Mack added from where he walked with Veyo behind us. “Must be one of their newest models ’cause I’ve never seen one on the road.”

“Oh, well it’s—” I waved my hand in the air in a dismissive gesture. I didn’t know what to say, but I felt uncomfortable thinking about how much the car must have cost. I’d never had any kind of privilege, so I didn’t know how to handle David and Manuella’s generosity.

“Hey, Minnie!” some girl called. I turned and faced a cell phone. “I got it!” the girl said to her friends, and they all rushed off together.

“What the heck?” I glanced back to Stacey, hoping for an explanation, and caught the glance she and Mack shared. It wasn’t one of their secret love you glances, either. It was a you should have told her, glance.

“What?” I asked, looking first at Stacey, then Mack. Mack would be the one to give in first, so I glared at him. “What’s going on?”

He opened his mouth, but Stacey grabbed my arm and started hurrying me toward the school. I heard him and Veyo whispering something, but my brain seemed to be filled with a rushing sound and I couldn’t focus on what they were saying.

A bunch of kids still lingered in front of the doors, and I didn’t think anything of it, until we pushed through them. Everywhere I looked, there were phones instead of faces—every single one of them pointing their cameras at me.

“What’s going on, Stace?” I asked in my best you’d better tell me now, or else voice. “I saw the way you and Mack looked at each other. You guys know why everyone’s taking pictures of me, don’t you?”

Stacey pressed her lips into a tight line and blotches of red appeared high on her cheeks. I yanked my arm away from hers and stopped, just outside the doors.

“Tell me what’s going on.”

Stacey glanced around us, then hissed, “I’ll tell you everything I know, but come on. We’ve gotta get you outta here.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not a pushover anymore. I’ve spent too long hiding out and being afraid of everything around me. I won’t do it anymore. Tell me what’s going on.” The boys had come to join us, and I couldn’t help but notice the way they flanked me, like they were trying to block me from view.

“Oh my gosh!” a girl yelled. “She’s gonna do it!”

And then Veyo was shoved against me, and I would have fallen if Mack hadn’t been there to catch me. Stacey grabbed my arm again, but not in a friendly way. This time, she meant business. “Not here,” she said, and dragged me through the doors and toward the principal’s office.

“Where are you—”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” said a man’s voice from directly in front of us.

I looked away from Stacey to see Mr. Jackson glaring at all of us.

Stacey dropped my arm and stepped forward. “I was just bringing her into Administration ’cause I thought she’d be safe in there. There’s tons of people trying to get pictures and video of her.”

Mr. Jackson glanced behind us, then down at me, his fierce expression softening as he looked at me. “Come with me.” Now he took my arm, and ushered me quickly into his office, shutting everyone, including Mack and Veyo, out. “Have a seat.” He gestured to the two chairs in front of his desk as he leaned against one corner of it. Stacey and I sat and I flicked my gaze between the two of them, wondering what in the world was going on.

“Minnie,” Mr. Jackson began, though he seemed uncertain of how to express his thoughts. He took a deep breath, and tried again. “I apologize, I should have contacted you as soon as I became aware of . . . this current trend.” He waved his hand toward his window, though I’m not sure why. “I truly believed our students, having known you before and, well, after, would not go this far.”

I frowned, and glanced at Stacey for some understanding, but she was staring at her hands in her lap.

“I don’t understand,” I said to Mr. Jackson.

He sighed and stood, then moved around his desk to sit. “Lately, a trend has been going around social media that’s focused on . . .” He frowned deeply and considered his desktop.

“On vampires?” I prompted.

“Not just vampires,” Stacey said. “But on making them go, you know.” She waved her hand at me and I felt momentarily affronted. “Sorry,” she added quickly at what she must have seen on my face.

“You mean, vamp mode?”

Stacey laughed half-heartedly. “Is that what you call it?”

“I don’t know what to call it. But if you’re talking about when our eyes go black, our fangs pop out and we get that monstrous look about us—I call that vamp mode.” I said it so matter-of-factly that I think it surprised both of them. “It’s okay,” I told them. “I don’t like it, either.”

Mr. Jackson leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk as he regarded me steadily. “You are a fine young girl, Minnie. Probably the most brilliant student I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing, and you’ve a kind heart.”

My cheeks burned and when Stacey reached out and gripped my hand in hers, I had to concentrate on not crying.

“It gives me no pleasure to say this, but perhaps you should consider completing your studies at home.”

I glanced up at Mr. Jackson. “But—” I looked at Stacey, who though she still held my hand, had resumed staring at her lap.

Mr. Jackson continued, “This is all so new to us, to everyone. Humans fear what they don’t understand, and history is replete with examples of how they handle that fear. You only have to look at this country’s continued race issues for more immediate examples.” He smiled softly at me, and I knew he was remembering the vision I’d had of him and his racist in-laws, before they came to know and love him.

“Perhaps by the time you are ready to attend university—I assume you still have your heart set on Yale?”

I nodded mutely, feeling an odd sort of weight settling over me.

“Perhaps by then, things will be different and you’ll be able to move around in society with more freedom from fear of assault.”

No one spoke as Mr. Jackson watched me, Stacey probably worried about me, and I sorted and organized my tumble of thoughts.

Becoming reMade had been the worst thing to happen to me. I’d lost everything of value from my human life, with the exception of Stacey and school. And even though the kids had been so awful last year, things had gotten better toward the end. Besides, I’d never gone to school for the kids. I went for the teachers. For the learning. It was the only part of me I still recognized around all the loss and pain.

“If I stop coming to school,” I said in a small, sad voice I hardly recognized, “then there’ll be nothing of me left.” I stared at Mr. Jackson, willing the tears away though I felt them filling my eyes. I leaned forward and drew three tissues from the box on the desk and dabbed at my eyes, careful to hide the blood from Mr. Jackson’s view. The last thing I wanted in that moment was to demonstrate even more difference between us.

“I understand,” Mr. Jackson said in an equally soft tone. “But your learning wouldn’t end, Minnie. In fact, you could learn whatever you wished and at your own pace. You’d no longer be constrained by your classes’ limitations.”

I understood his point, but leaving meant disappointing Veyo, who’d been so excited to come to school. If I left, he would have to leave, too. And I’d just begun to reconnect with Stacey. And drama was back on my schedule! A sudden stab of loss speared me so hard through my heart I gasped and covered my face with my hands. Stacey began rubbing my back and the late bell rang, but no one said a word.

Finally, I took a deep breath and dropped my hands. There wasn’t anything I could do about the grief I knew was written plainly on my face, but when I spoke I was glad to hear my voice sounded steady and resolved.

“I want to assure you I won’t go into vamp-mode if people bug me, but I am young and it is more difficult for me to control myself than it is for older vampires. But I have to point out that despite that one terrible incident with Miss Lane, I never once lost control last year, despite everything that was done to me.

“You’re not saying I have to leave, right? You’re only suggesting that I should?”

Mr. Jackson nodded slowly. “Correct. I cannot force you. I only wish to—”

“I know,” I said. “You want to protect your students—all of them, including me. And I’m grateful for that and I totally get it. I do. But—and I know this is weird and probably not at all what you’re used to hearing from your students—I love school. And I want to be here.

“Plus, I’ve brought Cheveyo with me. I know David will want to unenroll him, too, if I withdraw, but he wants to be here, too.”

Mr. Jackson straightened a little and opened his mouth, but I hurried on. “Can we at least stay for today? Then I can talk it over with my family tonight? I think I want to stay for the year, and I’m sure I can control myself and whatever fad those kids are into will fade away when they don’t get any rise out of me. But at least give me today? If I leave now, they’ll have won. They’ll have succeeded in taking something I love away from me and I don’t think I can let them do that without a fight.” I put all my heart and soul into that little speech, and sent hoping and wishing vibes at Mr. Jackson. He, more than anyone, should understand my point of view.

And it seemed he did, because he slowly rose from his chair and back around to stand before me. He held out his hand, and as I stood and took it, he said, “I understand, and I appreciate  your right to attend school. But please think about it. I’ll send a note to David, as I should have done before now, apprising him of the situation. In the meantime,” he patted my hand with his free one, “you’d best get to class.” He let go of my hand and opened his door. He gave me, Stacey and the boys—who had waited for us—a mock-glare. “You’re late.”

I smiled as I passed him and we all exited the administration offices. The hall was empty and quiet now, at least.

“What happened?” Mack asked Stace. His face wore an expression of concern I saw mirrored in Veyo’s eyes, but I didn’t know how to reassure either of them.

“I’ll tell you at lunch. For now, we’ve gotta get to class.” Stace looked at me and Veyo. “See you guys in drama later?” I nodded and she gave me a quick hug before planting a kiss on Mack’s cheek and hurrying away.

Mack gave us a helpless grin and a half-wave before running up the stairs to the second floor.

“Come on,” I told Veyo and led him down the hall in the opposite direction from Stacey.

As we hurried silently down the hall, I was aware of Veyo’s attention on me, fire burning in his eyes and his fists clenched at his sides.

“They had no right to treat you like that,” he whispered. His voice seemed lower than usual. Gravelly and menacing.

“No, but—”

We stopped outside our classroom door and he glared at it, as if it was to blame for the bad start to our day. “I do not think I like it here.”

I drew my hand down his arm in an effort to soothe him. His muscles twitched beneath my fingers, but at least it drew his attention back to me. I continued to pet him, and the anger gradually bled from him.

“Let’s just make it to lunch, okay? Then we can talk.”

He searched my eyes, but I wasn’t sure what he hoped to find. Then he gave a quick, sharp nod and I opened the classroom door before either of us could change our minds.



[image: ]



I am made of anger but Minnie will not let me act upon it.

She does not understand I am her protector.

I do not understand the nature of the danger she is in, but I feel it pressing in on us from every direction.

If the tension does not lessen soon, I may not be able to control the beast within me.

—Cheveyo

Class was a relief after my not-so glorious re-entry to high school life. My teachers were happy to see me, and I them. I had biology with Daniel, who after his success in chemistry last year had decided he liked science. He’d even taken a summer course so he could take AP Biology this year.

“I think I might like to be a doctor,” he told me when Mr. Bienik was writing something on the board. “Like a physiatrist or something—someone who works with athletes to help them make the most of their bodies, ya know?”

I shook my head in happy surprise. “I don’t know what to say. I’m just so proud of you!” And I was. I’d tutored Daniel for the past couple years, and while he’d always been a good student who seemed to care about his performance both on and off the football field, he’d never shown any real interest in math or science. Studying had always been something he did in order to keep his spot on the team. Now here he was, blushing adorably because I was proud of him.

I heard a noise to my right and swung around to face Veyo, whose expression hadn’t lightened much throughout the morning. “Did you just growl?” I asked, sure I had to be mistaken.

At least he had the good sense to look embarrassed by my question and quickly looked away. He’d been acting weird all morning. I thought it was because of what happened before school, but now I wasn’t sure what to think. I decided to have a talk with him at lunch, because no matter how badly a few students treated me, it wasn’t cause for him to go all wolfy.

In my opinion, people suddenly wanting to get pictures of me or whatever was way better than blood on my locker or framing me for murder. I’d even managed a quick stop at my locker between first and second period and it had been completely free of blood and guts. No threats, not even any racial or species slurs. All in all, I considered this to be a huge improvement over last year. I’d just have to make Veyo understand.

Stacey didn’t have first lunch, so once Veyo and I left our stuff at our lockers and I’d picked up my lunch, we pushed our way through the throng of students toward the lunchroom. Well, pushed might be the wrong word, since as soon as people realized it was me making my way past them, they parted before me like the Red Sea. My shoulders tensed, expecting . . . something. But nothing came. No one said one bad thing—even in whispers. The girls speculated why I had a new boy with me and wondered if it was a vamp thing. I laughed out loud when I overheard a guy suggesting Veyo must be my sex slave. They even wondered if I had him in my thrall.

For the most part, I held my lip between my teeth to keep from snorting out a laugh at all the stupid things they said. The guys whispered about what Veyo’s superpowers were and if he was my boyfriend, because if not, they wondered what it would be like to have sex with me. One boy’s comment was so gross and inappropriate, I stopped and backed up a step or two until I was face to face with him.

“Ew,” I said. “You’re so gross.”

The boy looked stunned, but his friends just laughed and laughed as I walked away from them. I think Veyo may have growled again as he stalked after me, a grim expression on his face.

“You can’t keep growling at everyone in school,” I whisper-yelled at him when he drew up beside me.

“They were talking about you like . . . like . . .”

I patted his arm. “Oh, Cheveyo,” I crooned. “You’re such an innocent little thing.”

He narrowed his eyes at me and this time I knew for sure he growled because he did it right in my face and I felt it rumble all the way through my core.

For a second, I was speechless. But then I laughed. I appreciated his desire to protect me, but I was determined to protect myself this time. I was also determined Veyo would learn to feel comfortable in school, so he could have a normal life, too.

I looped my arm through his and walked with him into the cafeteria, chuckling all the way. His arm was stiff, but he didn’t resist, and I began to wonder if his anger was really just nerves. It made sense—he’d been alone for who knew how long and had only vague memories of attending school—everything about this experience must be strange and overwhelming to him.

I led him toward the buffet and gave his arm a squeeze before letting go and picking up a tray. I handed it to him. “Sorry for what I said back there.”

He shook his head, inspecting the tray, then eyeing all the food with obvious hunger. “Do not worry about it.” He reached past the sneeze guard and pulled out a salad bowl and then another.

I picked one off his tray and put it back into the cooler. “You can only get one side, one entree, and one drink the first time through. They let you go through up to three times, I think, but you have to make a separate trip each time.”

“That is stupid. If I may come back, I should be able to take all I desire and am able to carry in one trip.” He frowned at the options before him, probably wondering what to choose now that he could only choose one—at a time.

I shrugged. “I think it’s because they don’t want any of the food to go to waste and sometimes people take more than they can actually eat.”

Veyo looked horrified. “I would never let food go to waste.”

I laughed and gestured for him to get moving. People were beginning to line up behind us and I didn’t want to give them another reason to talk about me. “Let’s hurry so we can get a decent table.”

We eventually made it past the cashier, who blushed and smiled at Veyo like he was the most handsome man in the universe. “Ew,” I said once we were well away. “She was totally checking you out!”

“She was checking me out. Is that not what a cashier does?”

I laughed at his unintentional joke and indicated one of the smaller round tables on the edge of the cafeteria. Philo and I had taken to eating all our lunches around the back of the school, or in one of the unused classrooms on the third floor, so I was a little nervous to be sitting in the cafeteria again. Hopefully we weren’t sitting in anyone’s “spot.”

“That’s not what I meant. She was checking you out, like—” I made an exaggerated kissy face and opened my eyes wide and blinked at him as I let my gaze roam over him. “Like that.”

Veyo blushed and I resisted the urge to laugh again. “Oh,” he said.

I laughed anyway—he was just too adorably naïve—then shoved one of his french fries into my mouth with a cheeky grin.

I busied myself with getting out my lunch, and when I glanced up at him, I saw he was watching me with a shuttered, intense gaze. I suddenly felt awkward and unsure of myself. It was way too easy to flirt with Veyo, but it didn’t mean anything. I was beginning to think it meant something to him, though.

As I was held frozen by his hungry gaze, I began to wonder if maybe it meant something to me, after all.

My cheeks were burning now, and I finally managed to drop my gaze and concentrate on my lunch. Manuella had packed me a small thermos of warm blood and a large salad with lots of cubes of blood pudding. Yum.

Content with stuffing our faces, we ate in silence for a long while. The cafeteria filled up, but no one tried to get us to move. I saw a few friends, but we just waved at each other. They were more Stacey’s friends anyway. I’d always been too busy studying or involved in extra curriculars before I became a vampire, and now I lived far away and, well, a lot had happened last year. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done anything with friends.

“So,” I said after taking a long sip from my mug. It was one of those ones with the built-in straw so no one could tell what I was drinking. Really, it was no wonder vampires hadn’t come out long ago—it would have been impossible to live among humans without the conveniences we had today. “We need to talk a little bit.” I put the lid back onto my salad container and put it back into my Hello Kitty bag.

“Oh?” Veyo asked, his mouth full of food.

I frowned at the two slices of pie on his tray. He’d gone back for seconds, but it wasn’t exactly like I’d kept tabs on him. “I thought you only went back once. How do you have two more pieces of pie?”

He shrugged then grinned. I glanced at the cashier’s chair, which was empty now, and shook my head. “You took advantage of that lady!”

At least he had the sense to try to look innocent. “I did not.”

“You knew she liked you and you took advantage of that so you could get more food.”

“Oh.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the station, too. When he looked back at me, he seemed genuinely contrite. “I did not realize. I thought perhaps you were wrong about not taking more than one dessert.”

“Nope.” I pointed at a sign above the buffet station.

Veyo followed my finger, read the sign, then turned back. “Oh,” he said again. He looked at his half-full plate of breaded chicken cutlets, creamed corn and mashed potatoes. “Should I—?”

I put my hand on his forearm. “No, it’s fine.”

His gaze moved from his tray to my hand on his arm, and then he looked at me through lowered lashes. That tension I had thought dissipated reappeared with a vengeance—I don’t think I could have moved even if I wanted to. Something passed between us, something new and powerful and utterly enticing.

I jerked my hand back and the moment was broken. I busied myself with cleaning up, wishing I hadn’t already put my salad away because now was when I needed to have things to do. As it was, all I could do was tuck my unfinished drink back into the bag. I swiped at the tabletop, but I hadn’t left any crumbs behind. I didn’t look at Veyo, but I felt his gaze on me the whole time. Hot and demanding.

Finally, I couldn’t stand it any longer and I glared at him. “What?” I asked more sharply than I meant to.

His expression had changed—he wasn’t gazing at me with that intense hunger like before, but something else. More like wonder, though it was just as intense. I felt my cheeks heating again and moaned inwardly. I literally had to sit on my hands to avoid pressing them to my burning cheeks.

“You are so beautiful.”

I think my heart might have stopped beating. Or maybe the words had come right between beats. Either way, everything in me stilled as I stared into Veyo’s amber eyes and tried to get my brain to form coherent sentences. “What?” I asked again, except this time I was all breathy and mindless and girly.

Everything seemed to fall away until it was just him and me, caught in a private sunbeam that warmed the space between us. He reached out and I found myself leaning forward a little as he captured my hand in his. And then his rough knuckles were against my cheek. He pressed them to the heat of my burning skin, and his hand was just as hot. Then he shifted and stroked the curve of my cheek with his thumb.

“So soft,” he murmured. “Just as I thought it would be.”

“Really?” I asked stupidly.

He smiled, slow and sly, and when his gaze returned to mine, there was mischief and attraction burning in them. “Really.” His fingertips drifted down my face, my neck, until he took some of my hair between his fingers. He ran his fingers through it, letting the strands slip through them. “I have wanted to do this since the moment I first saw you.”

I snorted. “When you were a dog?” I grinned, hoping to ease the growing tension, but when his gaze shifted back to mine, somehow each of us were leaning on our elbows so our faces were just a breath apart. His lips quirked upward on one side. “No. When I first saw you as I am now. As a man.” His voice was low and rumbling and I felt . . . I thought . . . Omo. Was he going to kiss me?

Was I going to kiss him?

Did I want to?

I think . . . I want . . . 

“Ouch!” a girl shouted nearby.

Didn’t matter. Didn’t concern me.

I think I want to kiss Veyo.

But then she stumbled against our table and literally fell between us, gripping her wrist tightly while blood pooled on her palm. “Help me,” she begged, looking straight at me, but I only barely registered her blue eyes before my attention was drawn back to her palm and all that blood.

It smelled bright.

Fresh.

Hot.

Delicious.

Dimly, I was aware of people around us. A lot of people. Why? Why were they pressing against me?

Something cracked loudly and someone—the girl, maybe?—screamed, and I came back to my senses in time to see that I was standing, the table cracked in two and collapsed in on itself. I looked around wildly, confused at what the heck was going on. The girl was nowhere in sight, but I still smelled the blood. Drops of it had fallen to the floor. Onto my pink sneakers. Like blossoms of red flowers.

“Check out her face, man!” a boy said.

I glanced up—I was surrounded by kids holding up their cell phones.

What the heck?

A girl gasped. “Her eyes!”

Omo. Had I gone vamp? No, no, no. I tried to cover my face, to hide it from them, but someone jostled me.

I put out my hands in the universal, it’s okay, it’ll all be okay gesture, but something hard jabbed into my back. I whirled, a growl rising in my throat—a guy held a chair in his hands, its legs sticking out toward me as if I was a lion and he the tamer.

It was getting hard to think. To hear. But I had to be calm, I couldn’t lose control—I’d promised Mr. Jackson. I’d promised myself.

“Hey, Minnie!” I turned, hoping for a friendly face, someone to settle all of this before things got out of hand.

Instead, I got a face-full of lukewarm blood.

The room went utterly silent, but that was the wrong thing, the worst thing, because with the blood dripping from my lips and the hunger and rage simmering within me, all I could hear now was the shush-shush-shushing of blood rushing through their veins.

I felt my fangs drop down and I closed my eyes briefly. It felt so good to be myself. I never realized until then how much my jaw ached, always holding back my fangs. It was so much better, so right for them to be down.

Distantly, someone screamed. Then there were lots of screams. Even the guy with the chair seemed afraid—but he wasn’t looking at me. He turned, pointing his chair at someone else.

Something else.

I swiveled, ready to fight to protect my territory. These people were mine. No one else could have them.

But it wasn’t a vampire grabbing the chair out of the guy’s hand and throwing it away with one hand as if it was nothing. It was . . . I narrowed my gaze and bared my teeth.

A werewolf.

He stood tall, so tall, and impossibly broad. Strips of clothing hung from him, but I didn’t need to see them to know it was Cheveyo. He roared, something between a growl and a howl and it was utterly terrifying. Even though it was Veyo, my friend, his roar awakened an ancient part of me that wanted, needed, to tear him apart to protect what was mine.

Someone pooped their pants and several more peed where they stood. The sharp, offensive smell cut through my rage, awakening the part of my mind that was Minnie.

Veyo stalked the kids, herding them against the far wall. Now and then someone was able to break away, but he still had at least twelve kids corralled within his considerable reach. At his sides, he stretched his fingers, showing off long, dangerous claws that looked like serrated knives. I could feel his rage as if it were something palpable in the air, and I knew I had to stop him before someone got hurt.

I was about to call to him, when there was a strange thwop sound and a projectile flew past me, slamming into Veyo’s side. He howled and whirled around. The school’s lone security guard moved past the empty tables and chairs, coming steadily toward us with an even, measured gait. He held a giant gun up to his face and pulled the trigger. This time I saw the small black object, about the size of my fist, fly through the air and strike Veyo in the chest. He roared and stumbled back.

“Calm yourself down,” the guard said, his voice remarkably steady and confident. “If you can calm yourself down, I won’t have to do it for you. And I promise you, if I have to do it, you won’t like the consequences.”

Veyo growled and took a step forward, but I threw out a hand to stop him. “Wait. He’s right.” It took all my effort to look away from the guard, away from the pulsing vein in his neck, but I turned to face Veyo. “Calm down.” I tried for a soothing tone, but I didn’t have a chance to find out because the gun went off again.

A second later, the projectile struck my back, throwing me forward with such force my breath left my lungs and I saw stars as I slammed face-first onto the cold tile floor.

Veyo roared so loudly it rattled my bones and made everyone in the room scream. Then he swung me up into his arms and ran straight toward the glass wall at the back of the cafeteria. I curled against him and shut my eyes as he struck the glass and burst through.

My world narrowed to my breath and his breath.

The beat of his heart, the beat of mine.

And the steady, steady rhythm of his feet as he ran and ran and ran.
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Minnie is more open with me than ever before, and I am lost in her.

I lean toward her.

She is adept at ignoring the other students, so I will, too.

—Cheveyo

While he ran, Veyo held me tightly against his chest and I couldn’t see a thing, but I heard plenty. Mostly cars screeching, along with some gasps and screams of horror. I had no idea what had happened to get us into this mess, but I dreaded the fallout.

Already the guilt and shame were gnawing beasts inside my stomach.

If only I had taken Mr. Jackson’s advice, and gone home with Veyo. If only I hadn’t been so full of myself, so sure I could handle myself. If only I’d listened to the adults who’d tried to convince me it was time to let go of traditional school.

Instead, I’d not only endangered the entire school, but I’d allowed a situation to happen in which Veyo was forced to expose what he was. I shuddered to think what this would do to supernatural and human relations.

And it all could have been avoided, if I hadn’t been so full of pride and so keen to go on pretending that becoming a vampire hadn’t changed everything.

As soon as I sensed we were out of the city, I tried to get Veyo to put me down, but no matter how hard I hit his hairy chest with my fist, and no matter how loudly I hollered at him to put me down, he kept running.

When he finally stopped, he set me gently on my feet, but my equilibrium was off and I plopped right down onto the leaf-strewn dirt. “I’m fine,” I grumbled as he hovered over me, acting like he might pick me up again. I flopped onto my back, heedless of the leaves and creepy crawlies that were likely everywhere on the forest floor. I just needed a moment to get my bearings and figure out where we were and what to do. We were in a forest, but where? It felt like we’d run for ages, and Veyo had been fast. Where would he go to feel safe? Back to Lake Tahoe, or my house? Or somewhere else altogether?

I stared up at the sky, visible in bits and pieces as the tops of the trees shifted back and forth. That wasn’t going to help at all. The forest smelled familiar, but for all I knew that only meant we were in Utah somewhere. I closed my eyes and concentrated on my hearing, and then as I relaxed more deeply, I focused on the minds I found nearby. I hoped to find some human who I might be able to glean a location from.

The first being I came across was Cheveyo. He was in dog form now, crouched on his belly somewhere just beyond my line of sight, where he could keep watch over me. His mind was full of fear and a fierce determination to keep me safe. I thought of offering him comfort, but decided it was best to figure out where we were first. I figured we’d have some walking to do and there’d be plenty of time for explanations and apologies then.

My mind found the usual creatures—deer, rabbits, squirrels, and birds—until I pushed my senses out even further. I’d been able to mind-walk farther than anyone thought possible before, but that had been with Philo, who I loved, and who had some mind gifts of his own. Thor and I had done it over great distances too, but he had generations of practice on me. Thor would come if I contacted him for help, but there would be a price for his kindness and I knew I wouldn’t want to pay it.

Which meant, it had to be my family, but the only one I thought might be able to hear me was David and he usually kept his mind well protected. Still. The idea of accidentally bumping minds with someone I didn’t know—or didn’t want to know—was enough to convince me David was my best bet.

 

I created a space in my mind, one I thought would be easy for David to access and one both of us knew well—his office. David! I called with my mind. David!

He didn’t answer.

I balled my fists, pressing them against my temples, and squeezed my eyes shut tight—even though I knew full well neither thing would help at all—then called and called and called out to David with every ounce of mental strength I had.

I was about to give up when I felt his presence, strong and commanding, envelope me.

Minnie? What is this?

I’d forgotten to imagine myself in the room with him, so I did that, popping into view before a startled and concerned David. “Sorry,” I said. “I was concentrating so hard on pulling you here, I forgot to be here myself.”

He looked around for only a moment before saying, Impressive. It’s been a while since I’ve spoken with anyone in this way. I hadn’t realized just how far your skills had come.

I smiled, basking in his praise for a second before I remembered why I’d drawn him here. Thank you! And I’m sorry for dragging you here, but I’m afraid Veyo and I are lost and we need help.

Lost? I thought you were both at school. His concerned expression shifted into wariness and the monsters in my gut roiled.

We were, but then . . . something happened. Something bad. There was blood and a crowd and— I looked at him helplessly, so afraid to give voice to the horror of what had happened. I couldn’t imagine anything worse than exposing Veyo, and even myself, at our very worst. I couldn’t even reassure him no one had been hurt.

Give me a moment. I’ll be able to find you.

I relaxed, relieved that, as the sire of my vampire blood line, he’d be able to locate me. That’s how he found me last year when I’d woken up as a vampire with no one to help me.

I sat up, and had just begun finger combing my hair to get the leaves out of it when David returned to the room I’d created for us in my mind. I closed my eyes, but I honestly wasn’t sure if that was necessary, except I thought it would feel weird to be looking at one thing with my physical eyes, while in my mind, I saw a totally different scene.

David stepped up to me and took me into his arms. A shiver of fear ran through me, until I realized he was chuckling. My dear Minnie. You are such a treasure. He opened his arms and looked down at me with his kind, fatherly smile.

What? I asked suspiciously.

Stand up and walk to the north. Can you tell which way is north?

Um…

I stood and oriented myself.

I returned to David and said triumphantly, Got it!

Then walk east, he said.

But . . . ?

He was already gone.

 

I grumbled a little, then left my mind space and turned my body so I was facing east. “Well, Veyo. David says to go this way.”

I started walking alone, but in a moment Veyo was beside me, his tail wagging slowly.

We walked for maybe five minutes before I noticed green grass ahead. When we broke through the trees, I stopped short.

There was David, standing tall and proud on the patio behind our house.

I grinned and did a move reminiscent of court jesters, complete with jazz hands. “Ta-da!” I crowed. David chuckled and shook his head ruefully.

“Come on in, you two. And tell me why you’re not at school.”

The grin fled from my face and I suddenly regretted my silliness of a moment before. Sure, it was funny that I should have been lost in our own woods, but why we’d been lost was the furthest thing from funny.

I took my time crossing the yard, and Veyo fell a little behind. Now that the problem of where we were had been dealt with, I had to think about how to explain what happened at school and I felt more than a little anxious about the prospect.

“You know, he’s gonna expect you to be in human form,” I told Veyo as I opened the patio door and waited for him to go in before me. “He’s gonna have a lot of questions and I can’t answer all of them.”

Veyo hung his head and tail.

“Hey, you don’t get to do that. No way you’re gonna stick this all on me.” I sat on the couch in the main floor living room and crossed my arms over my chest. “Go and change—like, really change. But you better hurry. David doesn’t like to wait.”

Veyo the wolf sat down in front of me, his head low, and whined.

“I don’t care how sorry you are. In this house you’re a man. The sooner we get this over with, the better.”

Veyo’s eyes met mine then, and the sorrow and regret in them tugged at my heart. He gave a long, plaintive whine that made me quirk a smile.

Then I lunged forward and waved my arm. “Get!”

I slumped back onto the couch after I watched his doggie-self run up the stairs. I could almost imagine what it would be to be that boy’s girlfriend. Every time we had a fight, he’d just give those puppy dog eyes and whine and I’d have no choice but to forgive him. I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it all, but the consequences of today’s events pressed heavily on my mind.

Across from me, was Philo’s chair. Except, I supposed it wasn’t his chair anymore.

I felt a flash of guilt that I’d been imagining being Veyo’s girlfriend, and hadn’t thought of Philo at all, but only a flash. Philo was gone. In all likelihood, I’d love and lose many people in my immortal lifetime—unless I found another vampire. Man, that was a depressing thought.

I heard Veyo coming down the stairs, so I stood and moved into the hall, gesturing for him to join me. He did, his hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his joggers. I was aware of him watching me, but I didn’t stop to question him until we were at the top of the basement stairs.

When I turned to him, I found him staring at me with concern. “Try not to be too worried. It’s gonna be bad, but David’s not unkind. He’ll help us—”

He stepped close, raised both hands to my face, and swiped his thumbs over my cheeks. “You’ve been crying.” His voice was low, his eyes full of tender concern, and for a moment I couldn’t think of how to respond.

But then I glanced down and saw the red streaking his thumbs. I pushed him back. “I’m so sorry! That’s so gross. Uh—” I looked around, desperate for something to wipe the blood on. I dashed into the hall washroom and came out with two hand towels. I began scrubbing at his hands, while he took the second one and set to work on my cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” I said again. “This is so, so gross. It’s probably the thing I hate most about being a vampire.”

“Do not worry, Minnie.” His voice, so sincere and warm, made me go still inside. “I only want to know why you are sad, because I think it is more than the situation we are in. Am I right?”

I glanced away and tried to pull out of his grasp, suddenly uncomfortable with the intense connection we shared. He held me firm, though, and I was helpless to do anything but stare up into his swirling gold eyes.

“Is it Philo?” He paused, waiting for my response, but I didn’t immediately have one.

I hadn’t even known I was crying, but I didn’t feel sad. At least, not really. I had been thinking about Philo, but not in sorrow. I think I’d just been crying because as a vampire, my love life had just become far more complicated than I had ever imagined. I shrugged and stepped back, grateful that this time, he let me go. “No, actually. I wasn’t thinking of him. And I wasn’t sad, either. There’s just a lot going on, ya know? Plus, teenage girl and all.” I made a silly face and he chuckled in response.

I watched him toss both towels into the washroom before saying, “Manuella doesn’t like it when we leave towels on the floor.”

He shrugged, then with a shy smile, took my hand. “Whose wrath are you more concerned about right now? David’s or Manuella’s?”

I squeezed his hand and led him down the stairs. “Oh, David, for sure. Definitely David.”

He squeezed back, and held my hand all the way down the stairs.
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It is easy to be my wolf self while in Minnie’s presence.

There is no judgement from her, no guile.

When I am like this, she feels free to be herself.

I only wish she felt the same when I am a man.

—Cheveyo

David sat behind his heavy wood desk as usual, but to my surprise, Siobhan sat in one of the two chairs in front of it. When we entered, she jumped up and leaned against the edge of the desk. Otherwise, she didn’t acknowledge us at all, which was weird. Usually she’d knuckle my head and call me kid or squirt. Instead, she was staring at her phone, a bleak expression on her face that made me nervous.

We’d only just left school, hadn’t we? Surely the news of what happened hadn’t already gotten around. It hadn’t even occurred to me until this very moment David might already know. I sat in the chair Siobhan had vacated and twisted my fingers together in my lap, trying to work out if David’s knowing would be a good or bad thing.

“What’s going on?” Apparently, without any conscious thought, my mouth decided to play dumb. It had never been a good look on me, and I cringed at my stupidity.

With one eyebrow raised and his eyes trained on me, David said, “You tell me.” Which is pretty much what I thought he’d say.

I glanced at Veyo, who sat in the other chair with his hands splayed on his thighs and his head hung low.

“Um . . .” I had no idea how to say what needed to be said. I wasn’t even sure I knew what had happened.

“Perhaps this will jog your memory.” He nodded at Siobhan.

She tapped something on her phone, then held it out so Veyo and I could see it.

It was a YouTube video. My stomach clenched so tightly I hunched down, trying to ease the sudden and intense queasiness.

The video jiggled as the kid holding the phone laughed at a whispered comment from his friend. I closed my eyes against the humiliation, then popped them open again before David could tell me to watch. I knew he didn’t intend to spare me from anything that had happened.

“You recording?” a boy said, and the video jiggled again as the guy holding it must have nodded.

“This is so gross,” a girl with long blond hair said. She made a face at the camera while she emptied a small container of blood onto her palm. I squinted, then shook my head. I didn’t even know that girl. I couldn’t remember ever seeing her before. Why would she do this to me?

“Holy crap,” said a guy—the one with the camera, I thought. “When you said your mom bled a lot, I had no idea you meant this much.”

The girl made a face again. “I told you. Plus, it really was bad. Dad said her finger had nearly been chopped off. But, lucky for us, she bled all over the counter before they left for the hospital, so it wasn’t too hard to get.” She shrugged, then grinned at the person holding the phone. “Ready?” She turned around to face our table on the other side of the cafeteria where Veyo and I were staring at each other. Glancing over her shoulder at the camera, she said, “Oh my gosh. What a couple of freaks!”

I was either going to die from the heat burning through my face or the monsters in my stomach would just eat me up from the inside. I was beyond embarrassed, ashamed, afraid, mortified, horrified . . . every possible awful emotion was threatening to tear me apart. And to think that David had seen this. And Siobhan. And . . . Omo. It was on freakin’ YouTube!

The camera moved slightly to show me and Veyo, leaning toward each other over the remnants of our lunch. It was so obvious what we were about to do, the intention written all over our faces, and I groaned, wishing I could look away.

While the camera showed the girl walking toward our table, the first boy leaned in so his face filled most of the scene. He was at least recognizable as a guy who went to my school, but still, I didn’t know him. I don’t think we’d even ever had a class together. “Check this out. See that girl over there?” He nodded his chin to Camera Guy and ducked out of the way. The camera focused on me and Veyo for a split second before the first guy filled the screen again. “We’re gonna make her go vamp.”

Blood Girl screamed, and the guy barely ducked out of the shot before she fake-stumbled into our table, right between me and Veyo.

I pressed a hand over my mouth, dreading what was to come. Even watching it now, I felt my veins tighten and stretch and my fangs come down. I remembered how the blood smelled. Remembered that instant urge to drink it.

Camera Guy must have gotten closer because somehow he managed to get a good look at my face.

I shut my eyes against the horror of what I saw.

“Watch.” The command in David’s voice had my eyes popping open.

Video me, vampire me, jumped onto the table, somehow cracking it in two and sending food flying. I lunged at the girl but slammed into Veyo instead as he tried to soothe me. His eyes were so big and glowed so brightly, but even he couldn’t stop me. I shoved him aside and stalked the girl—who was nowhere to be seen.

They’d all been in on it, I realized as I watched the kids in the cafeteria leave their food and spread out in a circle around me. “How could they have been so stupid?” I whispered, more to myself than anyone else. Vamp Me roared and I actually threw up in my throat.

The circle of kids around me seemed to grow, as if the entire student body had come to see the crazy vampire girl. Most of the people nearest me—boys and girls—had chairs in their hands, the legs sticking outward like I was a dangerous tiger in a circus ring. They jabbed at me, laughing when I hissed and knocked them away. They might have thought it was a game, might have thought I was only a tiger, but I saw it from a completely different point of view: I was the one playing with them. As soon as I wished it, they would be mine.

A commotion off-screen elicited some screams from the students, and then Guy One was swearing and saying, “Let’s get outta here, man!”

But Camera Guy just had to see what the fuss was about, because he panned his phone away from me until a large shape passed right before him, turning the screen dark for a second. Finally, Camera Guy got the monster in the frame.

No, not the monster. A werewolf.

Omo.

I cast a quick glance at Veyo, but he was watching the screen intently. All I wanted to do was close my eyes against the horror of it all.

Veyo tore a path through the crowd, tossing kids out of his way, and one time backhanding a guy so hard he flew out of the camera frame. He reached the center of the now loose and disordered circle and stood in front of me. From the glimpses I’d caught of myself, I was no longer Vamp Me. The disturbance must have been enough to allow my mind to retake control of my impulses, which would explain why I remembered some of this myself.

Veyo whirled on the kids and roared at them. Projectiles flew through the air and Camera Guy swung away from us to show the school security guard with a huge shotgun-looking thing held up to his shoulder.

Camera Guy swore. “Is he shooting baton rounds?”

“I dunno, man. They’re like bean bags or something.” The other guy’s voice sounded wild and frightened and I felt a second—just a nano second—of satisfaction. He should have been afraid. They all should have. I could have killed them. Even without Veyo, I could have killed them all. “But what the heck is that guy? Are you gettin’ him?”

Camera Guy swung back to face Veyo and me. I was fully myself now, peeking out from behind Veyo’s giant form. Camera Guy swore again. “What is that?”

The other guy snorted. “Whaddya think it is? It’s a freakin’ werewolf!”

Someone was giving orders to the kids, and Camera Guy kept moving his phone, making it hard to get a good look at Veyo. Then his friend swore and Camera Guy swung back in time to catch Werewolf Veyo pick me up and cradle me to his chest like a baby. Then he ran toward the back wall and slammed into the glass, shattering it, before disappearing out of view.

The video ended and Siobhan resumed her perch on the desk.

I let out a long, shaky, breath and forced myself to lean back in my chair.

Veyo was staring at his shoes or something, but I watched David. He sat with his elbows on his desk, his fingers woven together and tapping against his lips.

I expected him to be angry, but he let out a long sigh before saying, “Those children baited you and you are both young—I cannot blame you for reacting the way you did.” He shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “This . . . new world is a challenge for us all. I knew it was unwise to let you attend school as you had before. I never should have allowed it.” He shook his head. “Especially not with Veyo and his strong compulsion to protect you.”

“But—” My instinct was to argue, that it had absolutely been the right thing to let me stay in school, but my argument fizzled out as I let myself remember everything that had happened at Hilltop High.

David’s gaze was soft and full of regret. “I’m sorry, Minnie. I’m not suggesting it was too much to ask of you. It would have been too much for anyone, and I know it. As your elder, it was my responsibility to protect you and the humans who may have become your prey.

“This world has never been kind to those who are different, least of all us. While the Treaty of London is perhaps the blueprint of what we might wish for in the future, we are not truly emancipated. Not as I had allowed you to suppose. The behavior of your classmates could have been expected. Indeed, it should have.” He paused, then seemed to think better of adding anything more. With a sigh, he nodded at Siobhan.

She nodded and held out her phone so we could see the screen again. Veyo didn’t look, still fascinated with his shoes, apparently, but I did. I didn’t want to, but I also felt like I couldn’t ignore it, either. It wasn’t one video this time, but a list of them.

I glanced up at Siobhan. “What is it?”

“It’s called vamping,” she said. “It started trending about a month ago in London. A couple prep school wankers had a student everyone believed was a vampire. So they tormented him during field hockey. Turns out, they were right.” She shrugged. “Sent four boys to the hospital and one to the morgue.”

“Oh my gosh,” I breathed.

Siobhan quirked an eyebrow and gave another half-shrug as if to say they deserved it. I wasn’t at all sure what I thought.

“The video went viral before it was taken down, and vamping videos started popping up all over the world,” she continued. “Nothing quite so dangerous as that first one, but the humans are getting smarter about it. Managing to keep their inciting antics less . . . threatening, shall we say.” She withdrew her phone, tapping on it. “There’re even websites now that give tips and tricks on how to pull one of these vamping videos off.” She held the phone out to us again. “But see your numbers?”

Veyo and I both peered at it, but he had no reaction. I figured he didn’t know what to make of the numbers at the bottom of the video, but I sure as heck did.

I felt as though any color I might have had drained from my face and I was suddenly so, so cold.

“Your video—” Siobhan smirked down at us almost like she was proud. “Wow. Your video has only been up for like, an hour now? And it almost has as many views, and already has more shares, than that original London video.”

“But—” Why, I was gonna ask, but then I understood the reason behind Siobhan’s pointed look at Veyo. I wrapped my arms around my stomach, the monsters suddenly tearing and chomping to get out. “Omo.”

Veyo didn’t seem to notice all of us looking at him. Besides, I doubted he knew anything about what was known and not known to the human world. For my part, I’d been too caught up in what had happened to me that I’d skipped over the fact Veyo had wolfed out on video.

“Until today, there have been no videos proving, irrevocably, the existence of werewolves.” David’s voice, serious and business-like, made me cringe. “The werewolf community has not, to my knowledge, organized themselves in the same manner we have. They keep themselves as isolated from the human world as we used to do.”

Holy. Guacamole.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. I didn’t know whether to apologize to David or Veyo, so I looked at both of them. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Finally, Veyo looked up and directly at me. “Why should you apologize to me? It is not your fault.” His voice was brittle, like he was close to breaking. To losing it. And maybe he was. He glared at David. “It is not her fault.”

“I know,” David said gently. “And it’s not your fault, either. No, it’s my fault for sending you to school before fully understanding your history and the limits of your self-control.”

Veyo opened his mouth, but David cut him off. “Not that I’m implying you could have controlled yourself better. I understand your attachment to Minnie and your instinct to protect her. She was indeed at risk—of losing control—if not exactly in danger herself. I don’t know many wolves who’d be able to resist responding the way you did. I only . . .” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Cheveyo. Truly. I should have better prepared you—that is all I meant.”

“You had no way of knowin’ about the vampin’ thing,” Siobhan said.

“I should have known. We all should have. It’s the Council’s responsibility to warn us of dangers like this.” His voice had turned sharp while he spoke, like he only needed a target, and he could take it down with a word.

We were silent for a moment. It was the Council’s job to keep each family apprised of the tide of public opinion, but ultimately, vampires were responsible for their own behavior. Of course I knew that, knew it rationally, but for the first time I began to see, to truly understand, the responsibility I had to the world.

I wasn’t human anymore. I couldn’t think of just myself—my right to go to school. My right to friends and the normal life I’d once had.

I was a monster. A vampire. Capable of tearing open a person as easily as someone else might tear open a bag of chips.

I was a loaded weapon.

I’d never think it was okay to walk around school with a loaded gun, yet I was far more dangerous, and I’d complained about my right to a normal life. I was pathetic. Selfish and stupid.

“Anyway.” David’s voice, gentler now, cut through my dark thoughts. I glared at him, letting him see all my self-loathing, but instead of reprimanding me, his gaze softened and he lowered his head, locking eyes with me. “None of that matters just now. What matters is the revelation that werewolves exist. In the couple years since vampires revealed themselves to the human world, the other members of the supernatural world have steadfastly refused to make their presence known. Chief among them—werewolves.” David ran a hand through his hair, and it kind of freaked me out. He never revealed his stress so openly.

“I believe, because they have always lived among humans, their persecution has always been more . . . difficult.” He glanced at Cheveyo almost apologetically. But Veyo leaned forward, anxious for any scrap of information about his people. “We chose to hide, you see. We had always been in hiding. But wolves are not like that. They’ve always lived in the open. Married, had businesses—all while keeping their secrets.”

Siobhan, who had been looking at her phone, now held it face down on her thigh. “It’s bad,” she said to David. “They’re already calling for him to be hunted down. They’re meeting at the school as we speak.” A meaningful look passed between them and I realized what she meant.

“Omo!” I practically shouted as I jumped up from the chair. “They’re coming here, aren’t they?” I pictured pitchforks and torches and—

Veyo took my hand, gently tugging me downward.

“Sit, Minnie,” David said, not unkindly. “They will come here, but don’t worry. We are prepared for such a thing.”

“But—” I tried, but David pointedly turned toward Siobhan.

“They’re naming names,” she said. “Calling out neighbors, even friends. All over the world.”

“People they suspect of being werewolves,” David said.

“Yes.”

“All right.” With careful calm, David picked up his phone receiver and began dialing. As he did, he said, “I need to speak with the Master, and then we will determine what should be done.”

Siobhan pushed away from the desk. “We should go.” She stepped into the hallway and gestured for us to follow her.

Veyo stood and pulled me up, tucking me tight against his side.

“I truly am sorry, sir,” he said quietly.

David put the receiver to his ear then looked up at Veyo. “I know you are, son. I am sorry, too.”

Then whomever he’d called must have answered because he began speaking rapidly in Italian. Veyo and I slipped out of the room, closing the door quietly behind us.

In the hall, Siobhan asked, “You need me to pick up your car?”

Omo! My car! “Yes.” I slapped a palm to my forehead. “Please. Thank you so much.”

She knuckled my head, which I hated with a side of love, then gave a little salute to the both of us. “No problem, squirt.” Then she sped away.

Veyo and I stared after her for a moment, before I turned to face him. He stepped forward and dropped my hand so he could cup my face. His hands were a little rough and very warm, but the feel of them comforted me and quieted the monsters inside. “Are you all right?”

I put my hands over his and nodded slowly, too stunned to answer properly.

He pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms tightly around me. His heart beat hard and fast beneath my ear, such a strange sensation. I’d only ever hugged Philo this way and his heart had beaten very slowly, like mine. But Veyo was as alive as they came, and suddenly I wanted nothing more fiercely than to keep him that way.

“I won’t let anyone hurt you,” I told him.

The muscles in his arms flexed. “And I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
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I do not know where I belong, but I am exactly where I want to be.

—Cheveyo

What should we do?” I asked Veyo as we slowly moved from David’s office toward the big family room. The room was empty, and I found myself staring out the double doors leading to the lower patio without really seeing anything. I had felt so strongly about proving to the world that vampires were no different than humans in all the ways that mattered—and now I’d gone all Dracula on my classmates. I’d single-handedly set the vampire cause back by like, a hundred years at least.

Veyo stood close enough our arms touched, but I didn’t move away. “We could watch TV,” he said.

“What?” It took me a second to pull my thoughts back to the present and to remember what I’d asked. “Oh. Sure.” It hadn’t exactly been what I meant—I’d been wondering what we should do in a more general sense, like what could we possibly do to turn the tide so the world could look more favorably on us? But watching TV would work, for now. I walked around the big sectional while Veyo vaulted over it, landing with a big bounce on the cushy couch. He grinned wolfishly at me and I managed a small smile in return.

I’d heard of the term “wolfish grin” and wondered what that looked like, and now I knew. It was a big smile with lots of teeth that somehow felt a little predatory—but not in a bad way.

Veyo stretched out and even though he was tall, there was still room for me to curl up in the opposite corner. He turned the TV on and began flipping through the channels as if he’d been doing it his whole life and not just the last few days.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket warily, expecting it to have blown up in the wake of the cafeteria debacle. When I saw there were only a couple texts and calls—all from Stacey, Mack and Daniel—I heaved a sigh of relief.

Veyo glanced at me. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I thought there’d be a bunch of nasty messages from school people, but it’s just Stacey.” I wiggled my phone back and forth. Stace had called a couple times, but I didn’t bother listening to the messages. I didn’t feel up to talking to anyone just yet, so I opened the text app instead.

 

Daniel: You okay?

 

Stace: CALL ME

 

Mack: You should call Stacey. She really needs to talk to you. And was that thing Veyo? What is he? A werewolf or something?

 

I texted Stacey.

 

Me: We’re okay. Home now. David’s trying to figure out how we can get a handle on this.

 

Stacey responded immediately.

 

Stace: Omo, jagiya! I was so scared! Why didn’t you call me?

Me: Sorry. Been talking to David and . . . just kinda freaked out, ya know? Can’t talk right now.

 

I hated lying to Stacey, even little white ones, but I just couldn’t face talking to her just yet. I felt numb all over. Inside and out. I felt a little like how I imagined a robot would feel—unable to act until David gave me instructions.

 

Me: What about you? You ok?

Stace: Yeah. But . . . 

Me: What?

Stace: Promise you won’t go all crazy?

Me: All crazy? What does that even mean?

 

I never “went crazy.” Was she talking about how I was in the video? I shook my head and blew out a hard breath. I couldn’t very well say I’d never, since obviously that wasn’t true. I deleted the words and tried again, but I still felt defensive and like I was teetering on the edge of anger.

 

Me: What do you mean ‘crazy?’

Stace: Nothing. It’s just . . . Someone pulled the fire alarm, and when we got outside, everyone started yelling at me? Like I knew anything about anything. Like I knew you’d freak out or that Veyo was a frickin’ werewolf. Thanks for telling me about that, btw.

 

Part of me was horrified Stacey had been caught in this, but another, louder, part of me was burning brighter and brighter and my thumbs flew over the phone’s keyboard as if they had a mind of their own.

 

Me: Well I’m sorry if being my friend is such a burden.

 

My stomach twisted and the monsters’ claws tore me up. I wanted to throw up. I wanted to turn back time. I didn’t mean what I’d said—I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the words, but Stace was texting back so I stared at the dots impatiently, hoping for a chance to diffuse the situation.

 

Stace: What? No. I mean. It’s hard, yeah. Today was hard. They wouldn’t let us walk home so we had to wait for our parents to come get us, and somebody threw their lunch or something at my mom’s car when I went to get in.

 

I felt bad. I did. This was all my fault, yet Stacey was caught in the middle because she was my friend. Yet hearing her complain about some food thrown at her mom’s car just felt so . . . small.

 

Me: I’m sorry that happened. Tell your mom I’m sorry? But at least you don’t have people shoving phones in your face trying to capture the second you lose your temper.

 

I tried to keep it upbeat. To stay friendly and understanding, but the snark came out anyway and more and more I was burning with anger, as if the monsters in my stomach had taken over my brain, too.

 

Stace: In fact I do. Everyone wanted to catch my reaction to my BEST FRIEND going all vamp on a bunch of high school kids and nearly killing them.

Me: I did not nearly kill them! And it’s not like I just decided, hey wouldn’t it be fun to vamp out in front of everyone. THEY SET ME UP

Stace: …

Stace: …

 

It felt like my blood was literally boiling while I waited for Stacey to send her stupid message. While I gave more ground to the monsters inside me until all I saw was red.

 

Me: Look, if being my friend is such a sacrifice, then just forget about it. It’s not like you need me, anyway. We both know who needs who in this relationship. Well, I officially absolve you of any obligation to me. Have a nice life.

 

I stared and stared at my phone, but Stacey never sent whatever message she’d been typing.

She didn’t respond at all.

I threw my phone across the room where it hit the wall beside the glass doors, leaving a nice little dent there.

Veyo watched me with deep concern. As soon as our eyes met, he came to kneel in front of me. He put his head on my lap and wrapped a hand around one of my ankles, stroking my calf with his thumb.

But I was burning with fury now and his attempt to soothe me just angered me even more. “Gah!” I jumped up, nearly kicking him in the head and falling on my face. “I need to be alone for a while.” I ran from the room before he could say anything or look at me with all that care and concern.

I raced to my room, slammed the door shut and threw myself on my bed, my chest heaving.

The last thing I wanted was for Veyo to comfort me.

I didn’t want comfort.

I didn’t deserve comfort.

I wanted to punch something.

I wanted to punch someone.

No one ever forced Stacey to be my friend. In fact, I’d given her every opportunity to dump me.

She was the one who wanted to stay with me. She was the one who was always pushing me to live a normal life and go to school and have friends. Maybe I wouldn’t have even gone back to school if it hadn’t been for her. Maybe she should’ve just left well enough alone this summer. It’s not like I’d ever been a good friend to her. No one asked her to stand up for me.

Even as I thought all these ugly things, even as I force-fed my anger, I knew they weren’t true. I knew it, but I couldn’t have stopped even if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to.

I wanted to burn so bright and hard I could breathe actual fire and make everyone everywhere regret caring for me.

I raged through my room, using fangs and claws to tear everything I had, every nice thing, apart until the outside matched the angry mess of my inside.

At some point, I must have fallen asleep, because I dreamed of the cafeteria. Of kids shoving their phones and bleeding wrists at my face. Except in this dream, there was no Veyo to rescue me. There was only me, the vampire, and blood. I snatched one outstretched arm and bit down hard, sucking in the hot, rich blood. I threw that person away, then grabbed another. Then another and another and another.

I was covered with blood, a pile of bodies stacked carelessly around me. Blood splattered everything, everyone. I saw Mack and even Daniel among the bodies.

I saw Stacey, her glassy, sightless eyes staring at me.

Accusing me.

Minnie. I heard the plea, but it wasn’t from Stace. It hadn’t come from any of the victims surrounding me.

Please. Help me.

Suddenly I wasn’t in the cafeteria surrounded by blood and death, I was in . . . a basement? Wherever it was, it was cold and the air smelled of rot and old, dry things. I stepped toward the shadowy corner. I had the strongest feeling someone was there. Someone who’d called me here.

“Minnie. Get up.” Someone jostled me roughly. “Come on. It’s dinnertime.”

I woke in time to see Sang walking out of my room, leaving the door ajar.

I sat up and scrubbed my hands over my face. I stumbled into the bathroom, cringing from the brightness of the light and the image reflected in the mirror. My hair was knotted and frizzed, but it was nothing compared to my face.

My face—

I splashed cold water on my skin and scrubbed away the blood staining my cheeks and eyelids, but I couldn’t help the rest of it. I was pale and drawn, like I hadn’t eaten in days, and no amount of pinching my cheeks could draw color to them.

Whatever. At least maybe now I looked more like what I was.

The sight of my utterly destroyed room shot a pang of regret through me, but I fixed my gaze on the door and hurried past the ruin. I swung the door open, but hesitated. I dreaded going down to dinner. They probably all knew what had happened and they’d all be ticked off at me for endangering us. Like I needed one more reason for them to hate me.

I considered texting Manuella and asking if I could skip dinner, but when she called, “Come down for dinner, Minnie. Now,” I knew there wasn’t any point in pretending I hadn’t heard. I sighed and shut the door behind me.

I slunk into my chair without a word, and no one else commented, either. That threatened to tweak my anger, too—I mean, I knew I looked like crap; didn’t anybody want to talk to me about it? Didn’t anyone care? But I knew I was being stupid. There was no logic to these angry feelings. No purpose in them. I didn’t know how to get rid of them, but I had to at least try not to add fuel to them.

David wasn’t at the table, and everyone seemed abnormally reserved. As I greedily drank down cup after cup of blood, ignoring the food placed before me, my mind cleared and I started to realize my family wasn’t angry with me—they were scared and something else . . . something like resigned. Usually they all kept their thoughts and feelings locked up tight, but tonight their emotions leaked from them like light from beneath a closed door.

They weren’t angry with me for what had happened. They weren’t even angry with Veyo, not even Mrs. Hamburg. They weren’t even thinking of us at all. They were worried about the world. About supernaturals in general. About vampires specifically. They worried about what would happen next, how today’s events would affect the new lives they’d built.

And here I’d only been thinking of myself.

Whatever anger and indignation I’d felt after my fight with Stacey evaporated, and shame washed through me. This wasn’t just my situation, it was ours. And not only ours, but all supernaturals’.

I looked around, hoping to catch the eye of someone who would tell me what was going on, but struck out. Because I was only sixteen and never claimed to be the bravest chick, I stared at my untouched soup as I asked, “Is David still in his study?”

“Yes. He has been on the phone all afternoon,” Manuella said in her soft Hispanic accent. She didn’t sound mad, but fear for her family practically radiated from her.

I took a spoonful of my soup, then forced myself to look up and face my family. “So, um. You guys probably know everything already, but I just wanna say how sorry I am. I shouldn’t have lost control like that and I’m really, really sorry.” Veyo looked like he wanted to wrap me in his arms and protect me from the world, but the expressions on my family’s faces surprised me.

It wasn’t fear I saw there, or even recrimination. It was fierce determination and it filled me with awe and wonder.

And gratitude.

“You guys have been so good to me and I’m so grateful to all of you.” Tears burned in my eyes as I met their steady gazes—I owed this apology to someone else and I fervently wished she were here. “Here I thought I’d do this amazing work and prove to the world how human vampires still were and then I go and set us back a hundred years.”

No one said a word.

Finally, Mrs. Hamburg harrumphed. “Vell. I thought it vas stupit to send you to school in ze first place.” She paused, but I dropped my gaze, unable to stay dry-eyed in the face of her directness. “But you have done a fine job. Much better zan any of us could have, I am sure.”

I glanced up at her, my mouth falling open even more when Jack and Siobhan snorted and nodded in agreement.

“It is not your fault, Minnie,” Mrs. Hamburg continued. “It is ze fault of dis vorld ve live in. It is frivolous and stupit. So careless, zey do not have ze good sense to be afraid.”

“But I don’t want them to be afraid—” I cut off at Mrs. Hamburg’s glare.

“Zey should be afraid.” Her pale blue eyes bore into mine and trapped me for several seconds. “Ve are monsters. To me, dis new age ve live in is dangerous. Like letting a child play in ze dirt vere snakes make zeir homes. You might not see ze snakes, but zey are zere—and zey may strike at any moment. And is it ze snake’s fault zat it should do so? Nein, for it is in its nature to protect itself.” Apparently done with her speech, Mrs. Hamburg sipped noisily from her spoon. I think that might have been more words than I’d ever heard her say at one time, and they were surprisingly comforting.

I took another couple spoonfuls before anyone spoke again.

“It’ll be all right, squirt,” Siobhan said. She stuffed half a roll into her mouth, chewed a bit, then said, “Something like this was bound to happen. It sucks, yeah, but David’ll figure it out. He always does.” She chewed some more and swallowed.

Then Jack asked Sang about his talent search, to which Sang gave colorful descriptions of the torture he’d endured while listening to the “auditions” as he called them, complete with air quotes. Conversation continued through the rest of the meal, and with every word spoken, the monsters in my stomach grew quieter.

But David never joined us.
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I am beginning to regret coming here as I have only brought her danger.

 

Her family will protect her—I feel their dedication and loyalty to one another.

It is also clear to me now, that Minnie does not need my protection.

—Cheveyo

Dinner ended without fanfare, but instead of everyone retreating to their various rooms or activities, we gathered in the main floor living room. There seemed to be an unspoken agreement between us that we all wanted to be available when David came upstairs.

Siobhan stretched out on the couch, playing phone games, while Jack took the big comfy chair and pulled out a leather packet he rolled out onto the ottoman in front of him. It was full of knives of all varieties, and he set to work sharpening each one with some spit and a whet stone. Sang sat cross-legged on the floor in the corner with the most shadows. He looked like he was meditating. Mrs. Hamburg smacked Siobhan’s feet until she lifted them, then the old lady sat down and let Siobhan put her feet in her lap. Pulling a green mass of yarn out of the basket she’d brought with her, Mrs. Hamburg began knitting.

Veyo and I returned to the dining room table once the servants had cleared it. He laid his arm on the table and opened his hand. I put mine inside his, and he closed his fingers around mine. He began stroking my wrist with his other hand. “Thank you,” he said.

“For what?” I was trying hard not to shiver under his whisper-light touch.

“For letting me hold your hand.” He grinned up at me. “I’ve never held a girl’s hand before.”

I rolled my eyes even as a thrill went through me. “I find that hard to believe. You probably just don’t remember it because of whatever happened to you.”

He shook his head. “No. I’d remember something like this.” His fingers traveled more boldly up and down my arm.

My mouth suddenly went dry and I didn’t know what to say.

He cleared his throat. “This morning in the cafeteria, I—”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything. I started it. You were only trying to protect me.”

“No.” He gave a small shake of his head. He met my eyes, and the intensity of his gaze had me forgetting what we were talking about for a second. “Not that.”

His fingers swirled lazy, light circles over the back of my hand. His knee pressed against mine under the table and tension built between us, making the world disappear until we were the only two people left.

His gaze dropped to my lips and I resisted the urge to lick them. I wanted him to—

“When we were like this,” he whispered, and he leaned forward, his actions drawing me forward to meet him. “I believe . . . ” He licked his full, soft lips. A slow burn began deep in my belly. “That I was about to kiss you.”

I glanced up to his eyes, afraid to appear too wanton, unsure of the way I felt with him. I didn’t feel the same deep, soul connection I had with Philo, but there was definitely attraction between us, something fierce and powerful. “Oh,” I breathed.

I closed my eyes, anticipating the touch of his lips against mine.

Someone cursed from nearby and I jerked backward, nearly falling off my chair.

Jack was at one of the tall windows flanking the wide front door. “I can’t see ’em, but you’re right. They’re there. I can feel ’em.”

“What?” I asked. “Who’s there?”

Jack strode meaningfully back to the living room but spared me an intense glance as he passed. “People. Mob, whatever. You can bet they’re here ta send us packin’.” He chose a knife from his kit, then another, slipping them away into hiding spots on his person too quickly for me to track. The others were getting themselves ready too. What had I missed?

“How do you guys know? Did David—” I looked around, but neither he nor Manuella were in the room.

Siobhan paused on her way to the door to put a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve talked about this. You live too much like a human. You need to learn to tune into your abilities, to be more aware of your surroundings. Maybe if you had, you wouldn’t have been caught unaware this mornin’. And you’d already know the same as the rest of us.” Ouch. Her expression softened and she gave me a tight smile. “I didn’t mean it like that, kid. It’s just somethin’ we all had ta learn when we were young but you haven’t needed to yet. Do it now and you’ll see.” She glanced to where Jack stood by the door, a determined expression on his face. “I’ve got ta go now. Be safe.” Then she and Jack jogged out into the twilight.

“What should we do?” I asked the others—but Sang had disappeared somewhere, leaving just Mrs. Hamburg who was still sitting on the couch, knitting.

“Go to your room,” came David’s voice, sharp with command. I turned and saw him stalking down the hallway toward us. He was dressed the same as before—in a light blue dress shirt and tan slacks, with nary a weapon in sight, but I’d never seen him look so dangerous.

“What—” But words failed me.

David stopped in front of me and looked down into my eyes. He smiled, but it wasn’t the easy one he usually used. This smile was tight. Worried. “Take Veyo to your room and lock the door. Don’t turn on the lights and stay away from the window. Do you understand?”

“Yeah, but—”

He shook his head sharply. “You don’t need to worry. I’m just going to talk to them.”

“But the others went out like they were going to war,” I said quickly before he could cut me off again.

David sighed. “They’re only taking up posts around the property to ensure no one tries to do anything stupid. They probably won’t even be seen.” When I stood, he gripped each of my arms and this time when he smiled, I knew he did it for my sake. His gaze took in the both of us, making sure we were both paying attention. “Humor me. If you’re in your room, I’ll know the two of you are safe, okay?”

“Okay.” I got the feeling he was a lot more worried about whatever was happening than he let on, but knew he wouldn’t tell us any more right now.

He looked pointedly at Veyo, who chirped, “Yes, sir.” Veyo put an arm around me, drawing me against his side. I shrugged his arm away as naturally as I could. I didn’t want to feel like a little girl who needed the big bad wolf (literally) to protect her. If I needed protecting, I could do it myself, darn it.

“Good.” David half-turned away then looked back—first at me, then at Veyo. “Keep her safe.”

Veyo nodded. “I will.”

I bristled before catching the glint in David’s eyes as they lingered on mine for a beat. I got the feeling the command was a way to give Veyo a reason to stay with me rather than going out there with the rest of them.

Veyo and I started up the stairs as David stepped out onto the porch.

“We have protections under the Treaty of London from anything like this,” I told Veyo as we climbed the stairs. “I wish I knew what all was happening, but I’m sure David will take care of it.” I couldn’t imagine people ganging up on us with pitchforks and torches. I mean, this was twenty-first century America, not the dark ages.

In my room, we both stood by one of the windows overlooking the drive, careful to stay out of view.

“I can’t see anything. Can you?” I asked.

Veyo shook his head.

“This is stupid,” I said, turning away from the window and walking toward my door. “Mrs. Hamburg’s downstairs, and Manuella’s here somewhere. You stay here—I’m a lot faster than you and I wanna find out what’s going on.”

“Wait,” Veyo said. “David told us both to stay here.”

I almost caved at the earnest expression on his face. “I won’t be long. I’ll be right back. Promise.”

I sped out of the room so he couldn’t convince me to stay, slowing to human speed on the last few steps. I walked into the foyer, but didn’t see Mrs. Hamburg on the couch like I expected. I was about to call out to her when I heard a tinny click from outside the front door, followed by a boom. The door exploded, showering me with bits of glass and wood splinters.

I whirled, and amid the metallic smell of whatever substances had been in the bomb, I smelled something else out of place. I knew the smell belonged to a human male, but I didn’t see him. Not at first.

“Minnie!” Veyo whispered from the stairs.

I waved for him to go back up, too distracted by the man lying in wait just feet ahead of me. I could smell him, hear his heartbeat, fast but steady. None of my family were near—I felt them further down the road, along with a large number of humans. I sensed Manuella and Mrs. Hamburg were closer, but I couldn’t tell where.

My human self didn’t know what to do, but my vampiric nature had been awakened and it did—the need to hunt, to drink, was almost debilitating.

Veyo glared at me and waved frantically for me to come to him. I forced my feet forward, careful not to step on glass or wood and give away my presence. I knew we had to get back into my room and wait there, just like David told us, but the other part of me wanted something else entirely.

“Give me the boy and I’ll leave you suckers alone,” shouted the bomber.

I froze where I stood. I sensed the man hiding just on the other side of the fractured door frame, considering what to do. If I moved, he might hear me—or see me if he glanced inside the gaping hole he’d created when he blew up the door. If that happened, he might have the advantage.

Veyo still stood on the stairs, anxiety wafting off him in panicked, acrid waves. He was close to turning, which would probably keep him safer, but I didn’t know how much control he had over himself when he did that. Just as I wasn’t sure how much I could control my own monster if I were to give in.

I needed to defuse the situation before we turned. I had to do everything I could to avoid a repeat of what happened this morning.

I sent out my thoughts, intent on the man. I needed to know who he was and why he wanted Veyo. Was he a parent of the kid Veyo had struck at school? He hadn’t died, had he? I should have made sure they were okay, but I hadn’t given them a second thought.

I found the man’s mind and slipped inside—and immediately regretted it.

 

I turn into the driveway, but even from the street I can see the front door is open. The house is dark, even though it’s only 11:00 p.m.—Margaret always waits up for me when I work late. I suppose she might have gone to bed early, but she would never leave the door open. Unless she was outside calling for that darn cat that’s never where you expect him to be. But she’s not looking for him now.

As soon as I come to a stop, I’m out of the car, uncaring if I turned it off or closed the door. The hollowness in my chest that started the second I saw the dark house and the open door, grows with every step. Something’s wrong.

My sidearm’s in my hand. My training kicks in the second I approach the door, but I’m trembling, terrified.

“Margaret?

“Maggie?” I call again. The house is too dark. Too silent. There’s no one in the hall, the living room, the kitchen. I flick on the living room light.

Oh god.

The hollowness in my chest fills with cold. The room’s been trashed. Furniture overturned, the TV smashed, and . . .

Blood.

I stumble, catching myself against the wall.

“Emmy?” I call, but I barely hear my own voice. “Eric?”

I’m at Emily’s door, trying to make sense of the frothy pink and red. Does it always look like this? I blink. Try to see. Her canopy doesn’t hang in tattered shreds like that. And that’s red, not pink. Her pale, white blond hair spills over her pillow and I’m there, stroking it, wondering why it seems wet. I lift her comforter and my vision goes white. Anger explodes within me.

I leave Emmy. Cross the hall to Eric’s room. I have to open his door, but I already know.

The house is too dark. Too silent.

Margaret. Our room. Tidy and untouched. But the bathroom . . . Oh god.

I need to kill whoever did this. The monsters that killed my family.

It’s almost over. It’s finally almost over.

He’s the last of them. The last of the pack that ravaged and devoured my family.

I will destroy him. I will end him.

 

I stumbled back and hit the wall behind me, slumping to the floor as the rage and violence in the man’s mind knocked the wind out of me. He stepped through the doorway, lifting his rifle to his shoulder. His eyes swung past me and found Veyo, standing like a statue on the stairs.

“Hey,” I said, but it sounded like a whisper even to my own ears. I tried to push myself up. I had to get up. “Hey!” I said a little louder.

“Your family killed mine. You’re a monster—just like your parents,” the man spat the words, his voice trembling with rage. “I know what you are. You’re an abomination. You have no right to this world.”

Finally, I felt the horror of the man’s memories sift away and I was able to stand.

The man stepped closer to the stairs and centered his weapon.

Rage burned from my core outward and I jumped onto his back. Except for a short stumble backward, he barely seemed to notice me.

He cocked his gun, but my fangs had descended. I sank them into the man’s neck.

The gun went off.
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Danger follows me everywhere. It always has.

And now I have brought it here.

—Cheveyo

Heat burrowed through my back as if a hot coal had been placed against it. “Minnie,” Veyo said gently. “You can let go now.”

Understanding took a little longer to reach me.

When it did, I recoiled so fiercely I slammed against the opposite wall, unsettling something nearby and sending it crashing violently to the floor.

Horror and revulsion at what I’d done had me turning away from Veyo and vomiting onto the floor. Eommaya. Eommaya! I wiped my mouth, tongue and teeth with my sleeve, as shivers racked my body. What had I done? I mean, I knew what I’d done but I didn’t want to accept it.

“Is…is he dead?” I didn’t want to do it, but my gaze slid to where the man lay sprawled out on the dark stone entryway. I squeezed my eyes shut, while my body hunched in on itself. “Did I—?” I barely gave voice to my question because I knew the answer would change me forever if it didn’t kill me—which I knew it wouldn’t. I’d be forced to live with the horror of this experience for the rest of my life.

Veyo knelt beside me and pried my hands from my face, leaning down so his face was very close to mine. He stroked my cheek. He stroked my hair. “No.” He slipped his hand beneath my cheek, angling my face upward. “Minnie.”

Drawn by his soft, commanding tone, I opened my eyes and met his gaze. They were almost too painful to look at, they were so bright, so intense, and so near.

“You didn’t kill him. And you saved me.” His amber eyes bore into mine as if willing me to see the truth in them. “Thank you.”

I couldn’t find the words to respond.

I felt relieved I hadn’t killed the guy, but that had only been luck—or Veyo’s intervention. I would have killed him. I wanted to kill him.

To drink him dry.

I shivered and Veyo drew me against him. “Are you cold?”

“No,” I said through chattering teeth. I wasn’t cold, but I couldn’t stop shivering, either. Behind my closed eyes, I kept seeing the man’s memory of the slaughter of his family. And there was more to it now, too. Memories, along with thoughts and feelings, more visceral than I’d ever experienced before, wove in and out, between and through the vision I’d had.

White, white, white. Like an overexposed photograph. And so cold.

“She’s going into shock,” a voice said, distant and sharp. David. “Give her to me.”

My world became agony as foreign thoughts and memories, so angry, so violent, tried to find purchase among my own, and I lost myself to the dark. It felt like hours, days even, before my consciousness drifted up to wakefulness and I felt more like myself.

I felt the cool, heavy dampness of a cloth on my forehead. Smelled old leather and the sharp tang of bleach. And someone sat beside me. I tested my senses, unwilling to see Veyo at that moment, though I wasn’t sure why. But it wasn’t Veyo, it was David. Surprise and embarrassment had me opening my eyes and trying to sit, but David smiled down on me and gently pushed me back down. He must have seen the tears in my eyes though, because he drew me up and into his arms before I started to cry.

“Shh,” he soothed as he rocked me back and forth, stroking my hair, my back. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay.”

He held me for a long moment, until my heartbeat slowed and the shivers abated. He propped pillows behind me so I could scoot back and recline against the arm of the couch, then he handed me the damp cloth and I used it to wipe the tears from my face.

I didn’t know what to say, or how to say it, but thankfully, David spoke first. With a voice full of apology and regret, he said, “I’m sorry, Minnie.” In only a year, David had become like a father to me—I didn’t think he had anything to apologize for. “I should have warned you how overwhelming it can be to take the blood of one who is consumed by grief and revenge.”

I glanced over the couch to the foyer, but the man was gone. In fact, if not for the boards on the front door, you’d never know anything unusual at all had happened there. Whipping my gaze back to David, I asked, “Is he—?”

David took my hand, engulfing it in both of his. “No, sweetheart. He’s fine. He’s alive, well and awake. We’re holding him in a secure room in the basement, but I waited to interrogate him until I had the chance to speak with you.”

The news that he was alive was good of course, but he was so bent on revenge I feared for my family. And Veyo for sure would never be safe as long as that man was alive.

“Because you want to know what I found out by—” I swallowed, but forced myself to hold David’s gaze. “By drinking his blood.” Man, it was hard not to totally barf at those words. I’d promised myself I’d never bite and drink from a human being and the only time I ever came close was that time with Miss Lane when I lost control. Even then, I managed to get away before I did anything terrible. It was the one thing I thought would keep me human. But I’d done it without even thinking about it. I could have ended another human being’s life in the most violent way possible.

David squeezed my hand. “You did the right thing. Cheveyo would have died, or he would have killed the man—”

“His name’s Mike Lancaster.”

David nodded, accepting the name. “Mr. Lancaster. Because of your quick thinking, neither are dead and, after a short time, Mr. Lancaster will be as good as new.”

Memory of the gunshot suddenly hit me and I sat up straight. “But the gun! I heard it go off—”

“It did,” David said, soothing me again with his gentle voice. “But when you jumped on him, it threw off his aim and he only hit the wall.” He looked toward the foyer and I peered over the couch to follow his gaze. Way high up near the windowsill of one of the three circular windows clustered there, a chunk of drywall was missing. I sagged back against the pillows with relief.

“I know this is difficult, but can you tell me what you know about Mr. Lancaster? Why he came here and went after Cheveyo?”

My throat was dry, and when I swallowed, it made a clicking sound. David smiled and reached to the side table behind me. “Would you like water or blood?”

I wanted both but felt water was what I needed first, so I told him so. After gulping down the entire cup, I handed it back to David. He returned it to the table, then lifted my feet and sat, settling them on his lap just as Mrs. Hamburg had done with Siobhan earlier. The comforting, familial action gave me the strength to speak.

“It was horrible,” I said. “What was done to his family. His—” I gulped again. “His son and daughter, and his wife.”

“Werewolves?”

I nodded and David sighed.

“I’ve seen the aftermath of a werewolf attack only twice in my lifetime. Even now I think I could safely say I’ve never seen anything more horrific.”

“I know,” I whispered. “Before I . . . I bit him.” I cringed, wishing I didn’t have to say those words. “I saw his memory of when he found them.”

David stroked my ankle, his gaze somewhere far away. “I wish you hadn’t had to see that.”

“Do they always kill like that? So—so violently?”

David shook his head once. “They rarely—rarely—attack humans. Because they live as humans for most of their life, humans don’t tempt them as a food source. For them to go after a human family, especially a family, a pack—I’m shocked it happened at all.” He shook his head again, as if wrestling with this new information. “What else can you tell me?”

I told him everything I’d seen and all I knew from consuming the man’s blood. Nine years ago, Mike Lancaster had been a detective in Michigan. After discovering the murdered bodies of his family, his wife Margaret and ten-year-old twins Eric and Emily, Mike became obsessed with finding their killer. He was fired from his job two years after their murder, when he started telling everyone werewolves had killed them. He started following the more bizarre clues, the ones his superiors had discounted, and eventually found a small group of Native Americans living like nomads in the mountains near Wyoming. As soon as he witnessed their transformation, he knew they were the ones responsible for the pain that had become like a living, breathing monster inside of him. He waited until they were asleep one night, and he killed them. Killed all of them, most while they slept. All except for one boy whose parents fought back, injuring Mike severely. He managed to shoot them dead, though as he lost consciousness, he glimpsed a boy running away from the trailer and into the woods.

“I think he spent months in the hospital.” I drew my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. “But he never stopped thinking about the boy who got away. When he was finally physically well enough to be released, he was held in the psychiatric unit for another few months, until he eventually convinced them he was over his fantasy of werewolves and revenge. And they believed him.”

David stared down at his hands for a long moment. “It’s a wonder he ever found Cheveyo—though I suspect any werewolf would have done. How certain is he that Cheveyo is the boy he was after?”

I shrugged. “He seemed totally certain, but his memories and emotions are . . .” I shrugged again and shook my head.

“I understand. When a human is so consumed by such emotions, they color everything, even the mind, until events are made believable even if they aren’t. In such a case, even the mind becomes unreliable.”

I rocked back and forth a little, both disgusted at what Mike had come here to do—of what he’d done—and full of sympathy for all he’d been through.

“I think he’s been following Cheveyo for a long time, but since Cheveyo stayed in wolf form, Mike hasn’t had proof.”

“Until the video today,” David said.

“I caught glimpses of Veyo’s memories—not a full reading, as I didn’t want to presume and never had the heart to ask him. What I’ve seen matches up with Mr. Lancaster’s memories.”

David nodded, but didn’t say anything. Whether or not Lancaster was right, something terrible had happened to Veyo when he was just a boy. Maybe the details didn’t matter.

I took a deep breath and drew my thoughts away from the stolen memories with effort. “Was he the reason you guys all went out there, before?”

“No.” David shook his head and gave a small, rueful smile. “And I’m embarrassed Lancaster managed to get by us at all.” He sat back against the couch and shut his eyes, letting his head rest for a moment. “Thank goodness people aren’t nearly as prone to pitch forks and torches these days as they once were.” He opened his eyes and rolled his head toward me. “It was only a dozen cars or so, and most people stayed inside them. But a few bold parents came out to talk with me. I told them you had recently befriended the boy, but you hadn’t known what he was, nor where he lived, only that you’d met him while jogging in the woods on our property. I gave my permission for the local police to search them.”

“The woods? What about the house?”

“Just the woods. By the time I was done speaking with the man—I believe he might have been your school principal because the citizens all appeared to be concerned parents of children who go there—and the police officer, I believe I managed to deflect their interest from us to elsewhere. The humans have no reason to suspect we vampires have been secretly hiding another supernatural race since we have reintegrated ourselves into society so thoroughly. Of course,” he added with a wry smile, “it doesn’t hurt that I’m me, and many of those people work for me or for companies that wouldn’t exist without Aristos Industries.”

I snorted, then covered my nose and mouth with my hands.

“Exactly.” He winked. “There’s a reason I do business as I do.”

It made sense. David was all over the place, especially in North America, but around the world, too. He owned so many companies and he was always in the news, always seen out and about with one world leader or another. And never, ever, had he been seen doing anything vampiric. It was hard for people to see him that way, even though he’d been open about who he was as soon as those first treaties were signed.

David patted my knees. “Anything else I should know?”

I thought a moment, then shook my head.

“All right, then. I suppose I’d better go meet Mr. Lancaster myself. Will you be all right?”

I took in a deep breath and did a quick check of my state of mind. “I’m okay.” And it was the truth.

He stood and stretched, making me wonder how long he’d sat with me. “Do you want your mug now? I think it’s still warm.”

I nodded, then smiled as he handed me the warm mug.

He rested his hand on my head. “Mr. Lancaster’s memories will fade from your mind—you won’t always be burdened with them.” He tipped up my chin with his fingers so we locked gazes. I nodded my understanding and he gently bopped my chin with a knuckle before leaving me and heading toward the basement stairs.

I got up, and noticed my phone sitting on the little table. I remembered what I’d done, what I’d said, and shame filled me. I almost wished it had broken when it hit the wall, but my bunny-ear case had done its job, I guess. I took it and my mug upstairs to my room, where I put on the latest K-Drama and tried to pretend I wasn’t a vampire with a werewolf friend who had nearly died at the hands of a heart-sick human who was likely tied up in our basement. No, I thought. Nothing unusual about me at all.
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This is not my pack and every part of me yearns to run.

But I am too weak to do it.

I cannot leave her.

—Cheveyo

I took only a few sips of the blood—I wasn’t hungry, after all, though it helped to replace the strange taste in my mouth with something familiar. I set the mug down and, with much trepidation and a little hope, I looked at my phone. It was still the same day after all, and a little piece of me was bummed I hadn’t slept through the worst of the backlash. There were over fifty texts, and a bunch of emails.

But none of them from Stacey.

Most of them were from people I didn’t know—people who wanted to tell me personally just how gross, horrific and unnatural I was. Nice. I turned off the little count icon on the phone app so I couldn’t see how high the number got. No way was I gonna answer the phone unless it was someone I wanted to talk to.

Without reading them, I deleted all the texts that came from unknown phone numbers, since if they weren’t already in my phone, I probably didn’t want to see what they had to say. That left me with one text from Daniel, and one from Mack. I frowned at the text from him, afraid he’d tell me off for being so awful to Stacey. Because I’m a coward and I already felt like the scum of the earth, I opened the one from Daniel first, which he sent right after lunch.

Man. Had that really just been today? So much had happened it seemed unreal.

 

Daniel: You ok?

Me: I guess. Thanks for checking up on me.

 

It was probably just as well—I wasn’t sure what else I could say to him, anyway. I wouldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to be my friend after this. How could they? How could Daniel ever look at me the same again without seeing the monster?

Dropping the phone to the cushion beside me, I covered my face with my hands. I needed Stacey. I couldn’t just throw her away and let her become yet another casualty of this horrific day. I took a deep breath, steeled myself against the fear that she wouldn’t forgive me, and picked up my phone again.

And because I was such a chicken, I didn’t open Mack’s text, and I didn’t call her. I texted to Stace instead.

 

Me: Hey.

 

I paused, my thumb hovering over the send button. If I sent her just that, she might not even respond. I needed to apologize first and beg her forgiveness so she had it all up front. Maybe then she’d consider forgiving me.

 

Me: Hey. Jagiya, I’m so, so sorry for everything I said before. I’m so, so sorry you got treated so badly just for being my friend. And then so, so sorry for treating you even worse myself. I have no excuse. I’m beyond ashamed. You are my bestest best friend and I love you so much. I’d totally understand if you never wanted to talk to me ever again, but I had to apologize. I feel sick over the things I said to you. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean any of it. I was sad and hurt and scared and, more than anything, so ashamed by what I am. I took it all out on you, when you’ve never been anything but the very best friend anyone could ever hope for. I don’t expect you to text back. I wouldn’t blame you for never wanting to talk to me again, but I just needed you to know I love you and I’m so very, very sorry.

 

I pushed send.

Stacey texted back immediately, as if she’d already had her thumbs hovering over the keyboard.

 

Stace: OMO!!!!!!! It’s about time you texted me!

 

I stared at her message. Stunned. Shocked. Then overwhelmed with gratitude and love.

I sent her a string of crying and laughing emojis because there were no words. And because I really was laughing and crying all at once.

 

Stace: And it’s okay, jagiya. I was hurt, but after a while—and a good cry on Mack’s shoulder—I knew today must have been terrifying for you. I’m sorry I made it worse. AND WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME VEYO WAS A FREAKIN’ WEREWOLF???!!!

Me: …

Stace: I get it. You probably couldn’t tell me cuz they’re not out of the closet or whatever, right?

Me: Yeah. Plus, it wasn’t my story to tell, ya know?

Stace: Yeah. So I take it you saw the video?

 

I shuddered. The incident in the cafeteria felt like eons ago, and so much less frightening than the thing with Mike Lancaster, but now that I thought of it, all the feelings of this morning rushed to the forefront of my mind.

 

Me: I saw it. There’s a bunch of them.

Stace: I’m sorry, Min. I should have warned you. I mean, I didn’t know they were gonna do THAT, but I knew about the stupid vamping thing—I guess I just assumed you knew about it, too.

Me: I didn’t know, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. You have nothing to be sorry for. Thank you so, so much for forgiving me. You could have hated me forever.

Stace: As if. And, um. I’ve got more bad news. I’m so sorry, jagiya. Mack and I have been checking out the comments on the video and have been trying to stand up for you, but there’s just so many. We haven’t been able to keep up with them all. :( :( :(

Me: You guys don’t have to do that. In fact, I don’t want you to. It’s bad enough Veyo and I are caught up in this mess. I don’t want you guys caught in it too, ya know? Any more than you already are, at least.

Stace: I know. I just wish you knew how much I love you and how much I hate what’s happened to you and what those stupid kids did and everything people are saying.

 

My gut twisted in on itself and I had to close my eyes against the nausea. I knew it didn’t matter what people I didn’t even know thought of me, but still. The idea that I was the center of all that ugliness just made me feel sick.

Someone knocked on my door and I called, “Come in,” without thinking twice about it. Veyo stood in the doorway, his hands deep in his pockets, an uncertain expression on his face.

“Can I come in?” he asked. “I—” He looked down at the floor and rocked back and forth.

“It’s okay.” I hated seeing him so sad. I scooted over to make room on the loveseat for him.

He settled in beside me with a sigh. “Thanks.”

“You okay?” I half-turned so I could get a better look at him. He smelled like he’d just showered, the scent of apples and cinnamon and the special something extra that was his scent alone. I felt an urge to brush his hair back from his cheek and tuck it behind his ear so I could see him better, but I resisted.

He swallowed hard and nodded. “I am okay.” He cast me a quick smile, but I could tell he didn’t mean it. “It is just . . . That man said my parents killed his family. But how could that be true? They could not have done anything like that, could they?” With his elbows on his knees, he dug his hands into his hair. “He came here to kill me. He would have killed me if you had not done what you did.” He lifted his head, his gaze intense and earnest. “Thank you.”

We held each other’s gazes for a second or two, then my phone buzzed.

“Stacey,” I said, holding my phone up for no reason at all. “She and Mack have been trying to stand up for us, but the video has too many comments for them to respond to them all.”

Veyo leaned back against the couch and rubbed his palms on his thighs. “I forgot about her and Mack. I bet they hate me now.”

“Actually, I think they’re totally fine about it all. They’re just like ‘Wow, so werewolves exist,’ and then, ‘Yay, Veyo, my hero.’” I smiled at him, hoping he couldn’t tell I was making it all up. “Thank you for saving me, by the way.”

“You are welcome.” This time his grin was more authentic when he glanced my way.

 

Stace: You still here?

Me: Yeah. Veyo just came in.

Stace: Oh tell him hi for me!

Me: He’s worried you and Mack’ll hate him because of what he is.

Stace: Everyone knows werewolves are the nice guys. It’s those pesky vampires you have to look out for.

 

Despite everything, a laugh burst from me and I held the phone out to Veyo so he could see what Stacey wrote.

He nodded approvingly. “She is a smart girl.” He grinned, a wide and true Veyo grin, and waggled his eyebrows. “Werewolves are the nice guys.”

I started to tell Stace what Veyo said, when I noticed him grow unnaturally still. I glanced at him. His looked pale and greenish beneath his warm, tan skin. I nudged him with my shoulder. “You okay?”

This time when he looked at me, his eyes were wide and sad and frightened.

“What is it?” Alarm flooded my system with adrenaline and I jumped to my feet, vampire senses seeking, searching for the threat.

But Veyo hadn’t moved. “If what that man says my family did is true . . .” He looked up at me with such sorrow and regret, my own thoughts fled. “Then werewolves are not the good guys at all. Then you and Stacey and Mack . . . Then no one is safe around me.”

I dropped back down and patted his knee. “No,” I said. “Why would you think that? David would never have let you stay if he thought you were a danger to anyone.”

Veyo stared down at his hands in his lap. “I heard you telling David what you saw. In that man’s memories.”

I startled, leaning back from him. I was mortified he’d heard that. “I-I’m so sorry.”

“I was upstairs and should not have been listening, but you were talking about my family and I . . . well . . .”

“I know.” I took one of his hands between both of mine, hoping to give him comfort somehow. “I’m sorry you had to hear it like that.”

A flicker of a smile crossed his lips. “Thank you.”

“We don’t even know it was them, Cheveyo.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“And even if it was, we don’t know why they did it.” Flashes of Mike’s memories resurfaced in my mind. I couldn’t imagine any reason being good enough to do what was done to that poor family. Still, I said, “Maybe they had a reason we don’t know about.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t sound convinced and I couldn’t blame him.

We watched TV in silence for a while until the show became depressing, forcing me to search for something better. I’d had enough of depressing for the next decade, thank you very much.

“So . . .” Veyo said. “When you . . . you know . . . bit him—”

I turned my attention to Veyo, the remote forgotten in my hand. “I didn’t get everything from biting him.” I didn’t cringe saying those words this time, but I did say them really fast. “I used my gift to find out some of it before then.”

Veyo’s eyebrows drew downward. “Like what you did with me? When I was in my wolf form?”

I smiled. “Kinda. When I do that—use my gifts—I actually see memories, usually big memories. Did you ever see Inside Out?”

He shook his head.

“Dang. We should watch it. It’s so good. Anyway, in the movie they have these core memories, ones that shape who you are because they’re just that important. Usually when I use my gift, I see those types of memories.”

Veyo’s face lit up with excitement. “Does that mean you have seen my memories? Please, tell me what you have seen.”

“No. I haven’t looked at any of your memories. When I went into your mind before, I just . . . existed. Like a hitchhiker. I didn’t go snooping around.” I shook my head. “It’s hard to explain. It’s like walking. You can take big strides or small ones. You can walk fast or slow. You can even run or jog. My gifts are kinda like that. They’re all kind of the same thing, but there’s different levels.”

Veyo leaned forward so his face was close enough I saw the flare of dark brown around his pupils. This close, dark specks made the amber even more intense. “Okay. I get it—I think. And the other, the one with the blood?” He gestured to his neck and I felt my cheeks warm.

“Oh. Um. That’s something all vampires can do, I guess. Like a side effect of . . . that. When we bite someone and, um, drink from them, we feel them. Feel their feelings. And we just know things. It’s not like seeing an actual memory, like when I use my gifts. It’s more like just knowing. Like you know stuff about yourself. It’s like a part of me.”

He was nodding, and he had a strange expression on his face that made me nervous.

“What?” I asked.

“I want you to find out about me. See my memories or whatever.”

“Oh, I . . . I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Plus, you don’t remember what happened to you—wouldn’t it be weird to hear it from me? What if it’s . . . bad?” From what I had already gleaned from him, he’d been running from something for a long time.

He jumped to his feet and dug his hands into his hair, holding them there while he paced away. “That’s just the point. I do not remember anything. Anything.” He swung back to look at me. “I need to know what is inside me. I need to know if my family killed that man’s wife and family. If it was my family he killed and not . . . not someone else’s.”

He dropped back onto the couch beside me and took my hands, remote control and all, into his. “Please, Minnie.”

“What if your mind is protecting you? What if what you’ve forgotten is terrible? Usually when we forget things, it’s either because the information is unnecessary, or because your mind found the memory too painful, so it locks it up to protect you from hurting more than you already are.”

His gaze never wavered from mine. He was committed. But I wasn’t sure if I was. I mean, I figured I could do it, but it still felt so wrong. And I wasn’t so sure I was ready for what was hidden inside his mind.

“I—” and then an idea came to me and I hoped he’d go for it. “It’s been a hard day. A really hard, really long day.”

Veyo sighed and the tension left his body. “I know.” He let go of my hands and slumped back, staring blankly at the TV.

I put my hand on his arm, not willing to accept the distance he’d put between us. “I’ll do it.” He turned his head to look at me, hope shining in his eyes. “Just . . . I wanna sleep on it, ’kay? Just tonight. We can’t go to school tomorrow—I don’t think we’ll ever be going back to school.” I paused, surprised by my words because I hadn’t allowed myself to think that far ahead, yet. I knew they were the right words, that I wouldn’t be going back to school, but I decided to pretend the idea didn’t totally freak me out—for now. “We’ll have all day tomorrow, and we can do it then.”

He stroked a hand down my hair, then rested his fist on my shoulder, the backs of his knuckles touching my neck. “Okay. But . . . Do you think I can stay here for a while? I would not enjoy being alone just now.”

I smiled at him. “Totally. I don’t really want to be alone, either.”

So I put on Inside Out, snuggled against Veyo’s side and let myself forget, for just a while, that today had been one of the hardest of my life.



[image: ]



 

I try to stay awake, relishing the feel of Minnie in my arms.

It is everything I hoped it would be.

I try to commit every moment to memory.

Because I will be leaving soon.

—Cheveyo

I startled awake, every one of my senses on high alert. Veyo slept on, his head propped on the arm of the couch, the TV’s screen saver the only thing lighting the dark room. I sat still for a long moment, not breathing, only listening. Had someone knocked on the door? Did someone come home, maybe, and I heard the car outside? I stood and looked out the window. Small solar lights lined the path of the circular driveway, revealing nothing at all out of place.

I was about to lie down and get some more sleep when something made the hair on my arms rise.

I couldn’t exactly say what it was, but something wasn’t right.

Veyo was snoring lightly and appeared to be deep asleep. It was probably nothing, but I slipped on my runners anyway and left the room, intent on figuring out what was going on. It was probably just someone getting a snack. It’s not like my family kept regular human hours, so noise at night wasn’t strange.

I crept down the hall on silent feet, listening.

At the top of the stairs I definitely heard a sound—a thud from deep within the house. Immediately I thought of Mike Lancaster and I ran. I didn’t even think about it. The worst that would happen, would be that one of us killed him—I wasn’t entirely sure that hadn’t already happened—or if that would be so terrible. The thought made my stomach lurch, but I had some idea of the realities of our world and I wasn’t that innocent.

I saw no one on the main level, so my late-snacker theory was out the window.

But when I reached the top of the basement stairs, the stench of blood hit me hard and I stumbled back.

This was . . . something far different from the blood on the girl’s hand at school yesterday. Somehow, I knew and understood the smell of this blood was death.

Since it was human blood I smelled and not vampire, I considered going back to my room. I didn’t need to know what had happened to Mike Lancaster. I didn’t want to know. And while I hated the idea of someone in my family taking a life, I knew first-hand Mike didn’t want to live anymore. And he was far too great a liability to just let back into the world—he’d never stop until he had hunted down Veyo and killed him.

Instead of turning back though, I found myself stepping down the stairs. Slowly, listening carefully to everything around me. The house was so quiet. Maybe that’s what had bothered me all along. I didn’t think there was ever a time when someone wasn’t up and doing something—especially down in the basement with the workout room, television and game room.

It wasn’t hard to find where Mike was being held—the stench of his blood drew me forward as clearly as if a red line had been spray painted on the floor. It took me to a door like any other down this hall. A door I’d never taken notice of before leading to a room I’d never cared to look in.

I listened but couldn’t hear a thing from the other side. Was it possible someone had killed him and gone back to their room before I ever even came out of mine? But no, I thought. I heard that thud when I was on the stairs. And it had definitely come from down here. Unsure of what to do, I stepped back from the door and looked around the basement level. Whoever had been in charge of Mike must still be down here. Maybe I could just talk to them. They could probably explain why I felt so strange. It was probably just Mike’s death that was bugging me. Maybe our connection made me feel it more than I should have.

I looked in every room and knocked on every door on the basement level—except for the doors down the servant wing where a few servants lived. After coming up empty, I ended up right where I started, standing in front of the door behind which Mike Lancaster was dead.

I drew in a deep breath and pushed the door open, steeling myself for what I would see.

The stench hit me like a furnace blast and I doubled over, retching until my stomach gave up what little remained inside. From the corner of my eye, I spotted a foot sticking out from behind the open door. I hurried inside, aware of Mike’s body but unwilling to look at it. I’d seen enough blood and gore in that first glimpse. Behind the door, Mrs. Hamburg sat propped against the wall, her head hanging low and her sweater bunched around her.

“Mrs. Hamburg? Mrs. Hamburg!” I patted her shoulder, her cheek, but she didn’t respond. I couldn’t tell if she was dead, since it was kinda hard to tell with a vampire—but we were also hard to kill.

I ran from the room, up the stairs and up to the first floor of rooms where Manuella and David shared the entire floor. I hadn’t exactly tried to be quiet, so David was already stepping through his door, fully dressed, by the time I reached him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Mrs. Hamburg. She’s—”

But David had already taken off down the stairs. I followed after.

When I reached the room, David quickly stepped out of it, shutting the door behind him.

“Is she dead?” I asked in a somewhat hysterical voice.

“No. But I have to tend to her. You do not need to be in that room.”

I gulped and nodded.

“Go wake the others—Manuella first.” Without waiting for a response from me, he turned and reentered the room. I sped back up to Manuella’s room. Her bedroom door was open and she stood inside, pulling on a creamy white cardigan over what seemed to be a pair of silk pajamas.

I filled her in on what I’d found, and as soon as I was done, she squeezed my arm and reiterated David’s order to wake the others. She went downstairs while I went up.

Soon we were all standing in the hall outside of the room where Mike had been held. Everyone except for Veyo, who I hadn’t thought of until now. I considered going back for him, but then David opened the door, Mrs. Hamburg cradled in his arms.

There was a wooden stake sticking out of her chest.

She’d been all bent over before, her sweater poofing out, otherwise I’m sure I would have noticed.

“Good,” he said, taking us all in as he pushed past us. We followed him into the family room where he laid Mrs. Hamburg on the couch.

There’s a freaking stake sticking out of the woman’s chest! My brain kept repeating this fact as if doing so would make it more believable and less terrifying.

David stepped back to make room for Manuella, who inspected the wound. “She’ll be all right,” Manuella said, looking up at first David and then the rest of us. Then without a word, she yanked the stake out. I gasped and my stomach monsters did a lazy roll. “Her wound should close up quickly now.”

Manuella stood and joined the rest of us, waiting for David to tell us what was going on.

David shared some long looks with the others and I bit back my frustration. One day, centuries from now—if I lived that long—I’d know all about this vampire world of mine, but for now, I was in the dark until someone deigned to enlighten me.

David reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a square, white card. “Oi kynigoí.” He flipped it between his fingers and Siobhan took it before letting out a stream of curses, half of which I only knew by their tone. She passed the card to Sang, who took one quick glance before passing it to Jack. Jack frowned at the card, then handed it to me.

“Ee keenigoy?” I asked as I inspected the card. It was two inches by two inches, and stiff, like a business card. It was plain on one side, but the other side had an embossed symbol of a starburst in black and no text at all. It meant nothing to me, so I passed it on to Manuella. She stared at the card for a long moment before David took it from between her trembling fingers and drew her close to his side.

Jack leaned close to me. “Hunters,” he whispered. “Scary ninja types that hunt supernaturals.” I shivered, thinking of how vulnerable we’d all been when they were in our house.

“Why would they come here?” Siobhan asked in a flinty voice. “Why risk incurring your wrath?”

David seemed thoughtful, but didn’t immediately respond.

“Because they know there will be no retribution from us,” Sang said in his heavily accented English. His smooth, even voice gave nothing away. David’s gaze hardened on Sang, who simply turned around and left the room. Sang was one of David’s first children, and very, very old, but something had happened to divide them long ago. Even though he’d rejoined the family after coming to my rescue in Seoul during my vacation from hell, I still didn’t know anything about his story. David scowled at Sang’s retreat. I wondered if they’d had run-ins with the kynigoí before.

“How come they didn’t kill all of us, or even Mrs. Hamburg, if they’re vampire hunters?” I asked when everyone else seemed content to stand around lost in their own dark thoughts.

David’s gaze flicked to me, and he seemed to only then remember I didn’t have the same centuries of knowledge as everyone else. I hurried on.

“The only person they killed was Mr. Lancaster—the only human in the house. If they hunt supernaturals, why not save him and kill all of us?”

“You were the one to find Mrs. Hamburg.” David stepped past the others until he was standing in front of me. He put his hand on my shoulder in his fatherly way but his eyes were stormy. “What brought you down here?”

I thought about it, but I still couldn’t pinpoint what had woken me. “I was asleep, and woke with a start, like I’d heard something. And then I just . . . I dunno.” I shrugged. “I just had a weird feeling. Like something wasn’t right. Then I smelled the blood and . . . I’m sorry I didn’t move faster. By the time I got to the room, he was—he was already dead, and Mrs. Hamburg was . . .” I glanced at Mrs. Hamburg helplessly.

David squeezed my shoulder gently. “It’s all right. No one ever hears the kynigoí. I’m glad you didn’t get downstairs sooner, or they might have felt they needed to kill you both, rather than send a message.” He flicked a glance at Jack, who quickly picked up Mrs. Hamburg and took her upstairs.

“But, you said they hunted supernaturals, and they killed the only non-supernatural among us.”

He lifted his head, looked past me, and said, “Come and join us, Cheveyo.”

I turned and watched Veyo slip down the last few stairs and come to stand beside me. He looked embarrassed to be caught eavesdropping, but David offered him a tight smile.

“What is happening?” His nostrils flared and he seemed to be panting—maybe the smell of blood threatened to trigger his transformation, too.

David considered Veyo a moment, then gave one of his signature nods. “This concerns you as surely as anyone else in our family. Come, let’s go upstairs to talk.” David gestured to the stairs.

We filed into the small main floor living room, and Siobhan let out a string of curses. “Bloody hell, but that smell. Up here is little better.”

No one replied, but I’m sure we all agreed.

“I’ll have some snacks brought in and take care of that other business,” Manuella said, and she left the room.

“Mr. Lancaster’s dead,” I told Veyo as we sat beside each other on the stone hearth.

He tapped a finger to the side of his nose and nodded. “I figured.”

Right.

“Sorry I just left you.”

He half-turned so he could look at me. “Why did you?”

I searched his face, but I didn’t think he was mad, just maybe unsure of where he stood with me or with the family. I shook my head. “I don’t know. I didn’t know what woke me, and honestly thought maybe I was just imagining things. Then I smelled the blood and found . . . Well, then I just woke David and . . . I’m sorry.”

He put his arm around me, and whispered into my ear, “Do not worry. I understand.”

“Well.” David’s clear, commanding voice drew Veyo’s attention away from me. “It’s been a great many years since I have come across one of these little cards, and I’ve certainly never found one in my own home.” He looked at the card again before setting it on the table beside the large leather chair he sat in.

“For Minnie and Cheveyo’s sake, the kynigoí have been around since not long after my reMaking. They hunt and kill supernatural creatures without compunction. They do it without fanfare and are quick and efficient killers. And, in answer to your question, Minnie, they will also kill humans who threaten to compromise our existence.”

“Wait.” I nervously tucked my hair behind both my ears. “They’re supernatural hunters, but they didn’t kill us, and they kill humans who know too much? I don’t understand. When you said they hunted supernaturals, I assumed they were human and they hunted us because they hate our kind.”

David’s patient smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I don’t think any of us understand the kynigoí. I’m certain they are vampires themselves, in fact. Traditionally, they’ve gone after rogue supernaturals who are making too much noise, causing too much trouble, anything that has aroused the curiosity and attention of humans. I won’t say they act in protection of humans—I’ve found evidence of their presence at the site of human massacres, yet no indication they did anything at all to stop the crimes. No, they seem more motivated to keep humans in the dark regarding our existence and to intercede when a supernatural has misbehaved, shall we say. I believe that is why they came to take care of Mr. Lancaster.”

“Is that why they didn’t kill Mrs. Hamburg? Because she wasn’t breaking their rules, or whatever?” I asked.

David nodded. “No doubt she tried to stop them when they entered and they had to subdue her until their task was done. Mr. Lancaster knew altogether too much about werewolves, and after his earlier attack, he knew about us, as well.”

“But why wouldn’t they grab him out there,” Siobhan said with a jut of her chin, indicating the world outside our house. “It would have been a helluva lot easier there as opposed to inside a vampire’s home—especially yours.”

David held her gaze for a long moment, then Manuella reentered the room with a tray of ginger cookies and eight steaming mugs. “Help yourselves, everyone. You’ll all think more rationally with a little something warm and a little something sweet in your stomachs.” She set the tray down on a large square ottoman in the middle of the room that doubled as a coffee table. She picked up a mug and handed it to Cheveyo. “This one’s for you, dear.”

“Thank you.” He took the mug from her and I caught the delicious aroma of hot chocolate. I felt a moment’s jealousy until I picked up my mug and smelled the fresh, clean and wholly appetizing scent of donated blood. I held my mug under my nose and breathed in deeply.

“The smell should be gone momentarily,” Manuella said to me as she took her seat beside David. I smiled back at her and hoped she could see the gratitude in my eyes.

David took a long sip from his mug before placing a hand on Manuella’s knee and patting it. “Forgive me for not answering, Siobhan,” he said. “Your question is one I have been asking myself since I discovered the card. I’m afraid I do not have an answer at the moment, but I intend to find out.”

He set his mug down on the end table, and his eyes flicked to mine for half a second. My body went on high alert, as if it recognized something in his glance that my mind was too ignorant to understand. “The Master has refused to take my calls this afternoon, but after speaking with several werewolf alphas, and tonight’s events, I must speak with him. We must have his guidance before we proceed.”

David’s wasn’t the only weird glance I caught. Both Manuella and Siobhan had secrets in their eyes too, and fear began to sizzle in my veins.

I gripped my hands together in my lap, unsure of how to ask the questions burning inside of me.

“What is it, Minnie?” Startled, I looked up into David’s concerned eyes. “Go ahead.”

I took a deep breath, but it didn’t do much to steady me. “Wouldn’t Veyo and I . . . I mean, why didn’t the kynigoí kill Veyo and me? After the video and all that.”

“I don’t know. But it is a piece to this puzzle before us.”

I looked up and into David’s eyes and saw the truth there. That was one thing about David—he never lied to me.
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I thought I knew fear.

But when David tells us about the kynigoí, I realize fear has many flavors.

—Cheveyo

What do ya mean the Master’s not been receiving your calls?” Siobhan asked.

I’d been drifting down into my thoughts, and I might have missed her question if she hadn’t leaned forward and spoken in such a way it cut through my reverie.

David shared a glance with Manuella, then flicked his hand in the air as if to dismiss the question. “It’s nothing. A side effect of the time difference, I’m sure.”

Since when does time of day have anything at all to do with vampires? I wondered.

Siobhan didn’t seem any more satisfied with his answer than I was. “Do you think he had something to do with the kynigoí tonight?”

David shook his head sharply. “No. If he had a problem with me, if he—” His words faltered as his gaze flicked to me. He stared at me briefly, but I got the feeling he was lost in thought. He straightened as he seemed to return to himself. “No, if the kynigoí had been sent to attack me, they would have killed more of us than just Lancaster.”

A nugget of suspicion began to expand in my stomach, and at Siobhan’s wary glance, that nugget became a bowling ball. There was something else going on here. Something no one wanted me to know about. I thought back to David’s comment about trying to reach the Master. I’d assumed he’d just had trouble today—but Siobhan’s comments and all the secret glances made me think it was something more.

“How long has the Master been avoiding you?” The words spilled out of my mouth before I had a chance to rethink them, but when everyone but David looked toward me, I all but had my suspicion confirmed. “Was it before or after he summoned Philo?”

No one spoke.

After far too long, David dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. “I’m not sure when it began, but I noticed it shortly before he sent for Philo.”

The silence continued. And since none of us needed to breathe, a handful of vampires could be very, very silent.

“What about . . .” I began slowly, afraid to ask the question but helpless to avoid it, “when Philo died? Did you talk to him then?”

David swung his head toward me until our eyes met. There was something raw and hopeless within them that rocked me deep in my core. “No.” One word—one syllable—spoken barely above a whisper, and I felt as if a bomb had detonated inside me.

What did that mean—no?

I thought back to those days after Philo’s death. The box of ashes sent to us from Italy. Hadn’t David said he spoke to the Master? That all that remained of Philo were those ashes?

But if he hadn’t spoken to the Master, how did he know any of it was true?

I wanted to ask more questions, but when I tuned back into the conversation, Manuella and Siobhan seemed to be arguing with David about whether he should confront the Master alone. The only one not involved in the discussion was Jack, whose steady gaze was set on me. He was across the room, so it wasn’t like I could just start talking to him, but his eyes seemed to speak volumes. And when he gave a tight nod, I knew he had the same suspicions as I did.

It was probably stupid. Probably just me being overly romantic or overly optimistic. But I’d watched the entire Vampire Diaries series at least three times and I knew better than anyone that “dead” didn’t always mean dead.

I always thought David had a good relationship with the Master. Why would the Master ghost him all of a sudden, then?

Why hadn’t we ever been told exactly what happened to Philo? Philo had lived two thousand years plus—from what I understood, the older you were, the harder you were to kill. Yet somehow he’d dropped dead while interrogating Hashiki?

I hadn’t let myself think these thoughts before, but now I couldn’t stop myself. Things just didn’t seem right. Didn’t seem to add up.

Which left me questioning everything.

I lurched woodenly to my feet, ignoring the surprised and concerned expressions on my family’s faces.

I couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t be here while they chit-chatted about what to do next when I had a much larger, more pressing concern.

They’d told me Philo was dead.

That those were his ashes we spread in the meadow.

But . . .

What if David had lied?

There’d been so many times over the past months that I thought I felt him, thought I heard him calling to me.

I’d dismissed them all because I knew David wouldn’t lie to me—not about something like that.

And it hadn’t just been David, had it? I thought back to the battle with Ying Yue and the laughing, mocking way she’d told me Philo was dead. To that hotel room in Seoul. To the looks on Fearghus’s and Sang’s faces when they confirmed it. There’d been no reason at all to doubt them.

But now . . .

Now there was a rift between the Master and the Aristos clan.

Now I had reason to question everything I’d felt or thought all summer long.

“Minnie?” Manuella stood and reached for me, but I gave her a dismissive hand gesture before slipping past her. I ignored all the questions I saw on their faces and hurried to my room.

I needed to think. To figure things out. At the moment, my thoughts were a jumbled mess and I wasn’t sure I could even ask the right questions, let alone process the answers.

I should have known better. I should have remembered every good scientist first questioned the premise. Yet I’d questioned nothing. And now, knowing there were no indisputable facts upon which I could rely, I had to go back to the beginning and question everything. Most answers would require resources I didn’t have at the moment, but there was one theory I could test right now.

The soft light from the TV cast strange shadows in my room as I lay down on my bed and settled my mind. It was difficult because anxiety and timid hope had infiltrated my very pores, but I forced them back, forced them into submission so I could do what I did best—reason.

The dreams of the cold, dank place had started almost immediately after I learned of Philo’s supposed death. Because he was dead, I’d assumed the dreams were just that—dreams. Now, I searched them out, finding them exactly where I’d stored them. When I was a kid, I watched this SpongeBob episode where he had to learn how to be a fancy waiter in a high-class restaurant. He became so good at the job that one of his customers asked for his name so they could recommend him to his boss. But SpongeBob hadn’t kept his name in his memory because it wasn’t essential waiter information. The cartoon represented the inside of SpongeBob’s mind as an office, with clones of himself rifling through file cabinets of information while paper flew everywhere and trashcans burned. My mind had never been that chaotic, but I liked the idea of cabinets where everything I knew could be filed and indexed. Every time I learned something new, I imagined myself filing it away a la SpongeBob.

Sherlock Holmes used a similar method, and even though he was also a fictional character, I still thought his techniques for recall were worth practicing.

I opened the drawer labeled “Dreams that Don’t Feel Like Dreams” and pulled out the files from the last few months. The number exceeded even what I remembered, each folder containing at least a dozen sheets of paper, each one a dream that hadn’t felt like a dream.

The top sheet was the dream with the cold, chains and hunger. I glanced through the next dreams, finding they were all variations of the same—except for one instance where I had planned to meet my dragon friend Hanjo in my mind place, and instead I’d felt Philo’s presence so strongly I’d even called out for him, but of course he hadn’t been there. Because he was dead.

But what if he wasn’t?

Just the thought made me gasp as fear and hope battled it out in my heart.

In my mind, I laid my head down on the desk, surrounded by these dreams, and put myself back into that dank, dark place that seemed to be the most common thread among all of them.

The place smelled like death. Not the kind of death I’d smelled on Mr. Lancaster, but something older. Drier. Like what I imagined ancient bones might smell like.

The entire place seemed to be made of shadows.

I stood directly in front of a wall of bars and was reminded of the time I’d been held captive in the North American Council headquarters. Now I was staring at the cement wall and steel door—the room where I’d been left to die.

I growled in frustration as I sat up on my bed. Why had my mind taken me to my own memory of imprisonment? What did that have to do with anything? The space I’d been held in was totally different from the one in my dreams.

At least now I knew the space from my dreams was a prison a cell, and not a contemporary one, either. It had been old fashioned, with huge iron bars like you might find in an old castle. Did those places even exist anymore? I didn’t know, but I was sure gonna find out.

I lay back down, intent on trying the exercise again, but I was too tired to give it a proper try. I fell asleep and slept until the sun cutting through my window woke me the next morning.

The TV was still on and as I turned it off, I spied my phone on the coffee table. I checked my messages while I shuffled into the bathroom to get cleaned up.

 

Daniel: Don’t come to school today.

Stace: Omo, jagiya. This is bad. Like really bad.

 

She sent a video that showed people—not just kids, but adults too—marching around the front of our school with signs jabbing in the air. I couldn’t make out what they were chanting, but their signs were clear enough. They wanted the school to expel all the supernaturals. They wanted the police to arrest us. They wanted us to go away and leave the world to them.

They wanted us to die.

 

Daniel: Good. You’re not here. Sorry I didn’t text back last night. Fell asleep studying. I’m sorry for what happened to you, Min. You didn’t deserve that. Soon as I find out who planned it, I’m gonna smash my fist through their face.

 

I set the phone down on the counter and thought about how to respond. When I was dressed and ready to head downstairs, I responded to Daniel.

 

Me: It’s okay. They probably knew you were my friend, so they didn’t tell you.

 

Daniel was captain of the football team. People either knew him, or wanted to know him, and he was usually looped in on everything. But he’d stood up for me last year when everyone found out I’d become a vampire, so maybe he wasn’t quite as hooked in as he used to be.

I was about to slip my phone into the pocket of my black skinny jeans, when Stacey’s message tone sounded.

 

Stace: Some dudes were just here asking weird questions about Veyo and you. They were scary. Like Terminator scary.

Me: Like cops?

Stace: I don’t think so. They seemed . . . idk. They flashed badges or whatever, like they were cops or FBI or something, but they didn’t exactly look the part. They totally gave me the creeps.

Me: You talked to them?

Stace: Yeah. They called me, Mack and Daniel in. Even Nick and a couple kids from debate plus a couple of teachers.

 

I felt cold. Who could have been checking up on me? And what could they possibly hope to learn from talking to people at school?

 

Me: What did they ask?

Stace: That’s the thing. They asked the stupidest questions. That’s why I don’t think they were cops or FBI. Those kinda guys will waste your time, but they usually don’t want to waste their own time, ya know? And these guys were just all, how long have you been friends? Has she changed much since she turned? Have you ever felt threatened by her? Where does she eat lunch, and stuff like that. It was so weird.

Me: And they didn’t give you a card or anything?

 

The cops on TV always handed out a card and asked people to call them if they remembered anything, right?

 

Stace: Nope.

Me: Huh.

 

I left my room and headed downstairs, listening for the others. It sounded like everyone was home, and I was glad for it. I didn’t feel like being alone today. Plus, I wanted to ask if anyone knew where there’d still be prison cells like the one in my dreams.

My phone buzzed again and I froze right there on the stairs.

Stacey’d sent a picture of a man’s jacket.

 

Stace: Snapped this when the guy wasn’t paying attention. I tried googling the image, but nothing interesting came up. So idk.

 

I tapped on the picture, but my skin was so cold it took a couple tries to get the picture to open so I could zoom in on the symbol embroidered on the chest of the jacket. I drew in a sharp breath.

It was the same symbol as on the card David said belonged to the kynigoí.

I sped down the rest of the stairs.

“Is David here?” I blurted out, interrupting a conversation between Siobhan and Sang. Sang gave me a dirty look—he hated rudeness in all its varieties.

“Downstairs. In his office, I think.” Siobhan had been startled, but at least she was the sort to figure I’d have a good reason for interrupting. She’s almost as easy-going as Jack, I thought absently as I raced down the stairs. I was dimly aware of Manuella with her feet up on the ottoman—and her shoes off. She never took her shoes off.

And then I stood in front of David’s door, knocking. Not waiting for him to answer, I opened the door and pushed through. He was on the phone and lifted a hand to stop me from speaking.

I shoved the phone with the picture in his face.

He stopped talking. Raised his eyes to mine. I lifted one eyebrow.

After saying something to whomever was on the other line, he slowly hung up the phone.

I bounced on my toes, anxious for him to tell me something, anything, about why these guys would be asking my friends questions about me. My friends were innocent. Most of them didn’t know anything about anything. If something happened to them, I wasn’t sure I could live with myself.

I realized David was waiting for me to settle down, so I sat down and smoothed my hands down my thighs, willing myself to be still.

“Where did you get that?” he asked in a very measured tone.

“Stacey sent it. Some guys came to the school and called in a bunch of my friends and teachers and asked them questions.”

“What sort of questions?” His overly calm voice contradicted my anxiety which only served to freak me out even more.

I told him what Stacey had said, and watched for some response from him, but he gave none. He just sat at his desk, hands clasped in front of him, and gazed at me calmly. When I was done speaking, he stood slowly and pulled on the suit jacket hanging on the back of his door. Even when he was home, he tended to dress professionally. Maybe not with a tie, but always slacks and a dress shirt at least. Now he took care to pull down his shirt cuffs and ensure the jacket hung properly on his lean frame.

I followed him out of his office and to the living room, where Manuella jumped to her feet as soon as she saw him. “David?” She sounded as alarmed as I felt.

When he spoke, it was in even measured tones that struck a gong of fear in my soul.

“Call the family,” he said. “Call them all.”
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Danger is coming.

Something that frightens even the vampires.

I am afraid I will not be able to protect her.

—Cheveyo

I told Siobhan what David said about calling home the family and I was more than a little freaked to see her already pale face go paler still. She put on a mask of fierce determination which, considering Siobhan looked fierce pretty much all the time, was saying something. I sat with my legs pulled up to my chest and listened while she called Fearghus, Diana, and even Brandon, the family’s black sheep. She told them all to come home. Immediately.

I was still sitting there when something lurched inside me. Siobhan gasped, holding the phone away from her while she grit her teeth before resuming the call. The intense pulsing sensation at my core faded some, but I still felt it—kinda like a toothache, not painful per se, but achy enough you couldn’t ignore it.

“What is this?” I asked Siobhan as soon as she finished her call. I pressed my hand to my chest, somehow knowing I didn’t have to explain what I meant.

She grimaced and absently rubbed at her chest too. “It’s like a homing beacon. Something only clan heads can do.” When I raised my eyebrows in surprise, she continued. “I called them all because that’s what we do now that we have phones, but in the old days all we had was the Call.” She tapped on her chest, above her heart. “I can’t remember the last time David used it. For us it’s just achy, but for anyone who’s any distance from home, it’ll feel a lot worse. The Call will make it impossible for them not to come. It’ll tell them exactly where to go, too. Pretty nifty if ya think about it. But blast if it doesn’t hurt like the blazes when you try to resist.”

I frowned. “Why would anyone resist?” Then, before she could answer, I added, “Oh.”

Siobhan smirked. “Of course, he didn’t answer his phone, either.”

I’d only met Brandon once before and it had not been a pleasant experience. It wasn’t long after I joined the family, and he’d come to gloat about Tim and the fact that the “half-wit,” as he’d called Tim, had managed to reMake someone—me. I wasn’t in any hurry to see him again. “Do you think he’ll come?”

She stood and stretched, making her T-shirt rise, revealing several modern tattoos over her hips. “He’d be a wanker to resist, but I wouldn’t put it past him. I learned long ago to never underestimate his desire to do anything and everything to piss David off.”

She got up and wandered away, leaving me alone on the couch. A shadow passed before the patio doors but when I stepped outside no one was there. I sensed Veyo nearby, though. I walked around the low retaining wall and garden and found him reclined back on his elbows on the gently sloping lawn.

“Hey.”

He glanced up, a quick smile on his lips. His eyes, though, were troubled and I sank down beside him.

“You okay?”

He flicked a half-hearted smile at me again. “Yes.”

I pondered that eloquent response for a moment. “You don’t seem okay.”

He glanced down at himself, as if searching for an injury. “I am fine.” His confused seriousness made me laugh, which brought a more sincere smile to his lips.

“I like to hear you laugh,” he said once my laughter had bubbled away. “You do not laugh often enough.”

Flopping back onto the grass, I sighed. “You’re probably right. Before I became a vampire, I laughed a lot. Stacey and I used to hang out all the time and we always laughed together.” I paused, remembering those days. I suddenly felt a hundred years old already, the knowledge I’d never be that carefree naïve girl ever again, sobering me. “I miss it.”

I felt Veyo’s eyes on me, but I stared upward at the sky, watching the clouds move swiftly across the blue expanse. I sensed he wanted to ask me something, but then he lay back down himself, crossing his arms behind his head like a pillow. I appreciated he didn’t ask me about it, about my human life—with everything going on I wasn’t sure I could talk about it without crying and I was determined to get through this day without any tears.

I’d even worn a white shirt as a challenge to myself. I never refused a challenge.

“Can you tell me what is happening?” Veyo eventually asked.

“Oh!” It hadn’t occurred to me he wouldn’t know, but of course he wouldn’t. Who would have told him, but me? I rolled onto my side and propped my head on my hand. He turned his head to watch me. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I went straight to David, and then he was full of orders and . . . Well, you’re part of our family too, so I should have told you.”

I thought I detected a glint of disappointment in his eyes, but he was quick to smile and reassure me everything was okay. Still, I felt like such a bad friend. So I told him about the kynigoí talking to my friends and teachers, and David’s scary Call.

He frowned slightly and that crease between his eyebrows appeared.

“What?” I asked.

“Does it have to do with why you ran off last night?”

Everything inside me went still. I’d forgotten I’d left everyone—including him—without an explanation.

“No,” I said slowly, drawing out the word. “At least, not that David’s said. I’m beginning to suspect though, that a lot more’s been going on that I didn’t know about.”

“What do you mean?”

I sat up and crossed my legs. I didn’t want to tell him about my dreams and how I was hoping they’d been Philo’s efforts to reach me, but I wasn’t sure what else to say. “I’m not really sure.” I shrugged and hoped that would be enough.

Veyo watched me for a long moment, a moment in which I plucked at the soft green grass, carefully peeling it into strips.

“How long before the rest of your family gets here?” he asked instead. I cut a quick glance at him under the cover of my lashes and knew with certainty that wasn’t what he wanted to ask. “And how many people are coming?”

Veyo looked like an easygoing, happy go-lucky guy, but I knew firsthand he was a river that ran deep. Once again, I was grateful for his kind and sensitive heart.

“A day, maybe two,” I said. Then I looked up at the sky again, then at the swaying treetops ahead. Even though the day was hot and everything was still green, there was the smell of autumn in the air and I breathed it in deeply. “As for how many of us there are—” I counted them off in my mind—there was me, David and Manuella, then Mrs. Hamburg, Siobhan, Fearghus, Jack, Diana, Tim, Brandon and Sang. “Eleven, I think.”

“Eleven? That does not seem right. Did you not tell me David is two thousand years old? How could he not have sired hundreds of children by now?”

I laughed at the shock in his voice and shook my head. “He’s at least that old—but vampires don’t procreate the way wolves do.” I grinned and pushed his leg with my toe. “I think there may have been many more children in the early days, but many didn’t survive the various hunters who tracked them down.”

“There were kynigoí even then?”

“That’s what David said. They probably started out as the pitchfork and torches type of hunters. Before people lived in big cities, vampires often preyed on villages and in a village, it was impossible for a death to go unnoticed. Siobhan told me once that David found it too painful to suffer a child’s death because he felt each one in his soul or something.”

“But other clans have more members?” He sat up and crossed his legs too, positioning himself in front of me. “I guess you Aristoses are an elite group, then.” He grinned, and it was like a sunbeam shooting straight into my core.

“Oh yes, other clans have way more members than ours.” Hmm, I thought. Maybe that’s why the Master is ticked off at David. Maybe he’s bugged David hasn’t done more to grow the family or something. “As for being an elite club—” I made my expression into a snobbish one. “The blood rites required to join terrify the weak, so only the strongest become members.”

He chuckled along with me over my lame joke, while I remembered the meeting of the Council members at the headquarters this past spring. How there hadn’t been a single Aristos there but me, and how it had made me feel outnumbered. A fact that ultimately led to my imprisonment.

I wondered if the emotions I’d sensed, ranging from indifference to pure malevolence, from that group was indicative of a larger, deeper problem. A problem at its roots.

With the Master.
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The whole house felt charged with electric tension. No one left—even my jogs were out of the question while the kynigoí were after us.

“Why would they come into our house, but not harm us—or not harm me, anyways—only to go and bug my friends?” I asked David when he caught me and Veyo lounging around.

A dark shadow passed over his expression before I watched him carefully school his features. I narrowed my eyes at him, suspecting him even more of keeping secrets. “The video,” he answered curtly. “Remember they target supernaturals and humans who expose the reality of our existence.”

I opened my mouth to question him more—like why they were being so weird about it, talking to my friends instead of just coming here and taking care of things—but his phone rang and he answered, stepping away from me. I scowled at his back, my arms crossed, before Veyo nudged me and took my hand. We retreated to my room and watched Inside Out again since he’d fallen asleep the night before and missed most of it.

In the evening, Stacey called to tell me that at lunchtime, they’d all been sent home, and there were rumors school might be closed even longer.

“You wouldn’t believe the feeding frenzy going on over here,” she said. “You should watch the news—it’s not just happening here, but everywhere.”

I scoffed, but when I got off the phone, I changed the channel to CNN. I texted Stacey.

 

Me: Holy guacamole

Stace: Told you

 

She texted something else, but I was too busy fighting off waves of nausea as I stared at the TV. People around the globe were calling for the unmasking of supernatural creatures. They were speculating about what kinds there might be, about who of their neighbors were “unnatural.” An innocent family was killed when someone threw a homemade bomb into their house while the family slept. The bombers insisted the family were goblins—and maybe they were, but that still didn’t make them guilty of anything. And that wasn’t even the worst of the offenses.

“Why isn’t anyone speaking up for us?” I asked Veyo without taking my eyes off the screen. “Where’s the vampire Council? Where are our families and friends?” Of course my family would never speak for me, but surely some vampires out there had decent parents who still loved them.

“I am not sure it would be wise for anyone to stand up for us just now. I think if one of us were to appear, the people would become enraged and wouldn’t be able to hear the truth. And if one of your friends spoke . . .” I felt him shift so he was watching me instead of the screen. “Would you want Stacey to become the target of these people’s hate?”

I knew he was right, but it still seemed so wrong. People were rioting in the streets. Destroying businesses of innocent people—human and supernatural alike. “How does any of this make anything better?” It was a rhetorical question and Veyo seemed to realize that. Instead, he pulled back onto the couch and put his arm around me, then switched back to the movie.

On my way down the stairs the next morning, I overheard David and Manuella talking in their suite—they must have had their door open, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to hear a word. I should have hurried right along, but when I heard David mention the Master, I froze where I was, and listened.

“It’s the right thing to do, my love,” Manuella said in a soothing tone.

David let out a burst of air, and I sensed him pacing. “Why is he doing this? What reason could he possibly have?”

“You don’t know that he’s doing anything.”

“Oh, but I do.” David’s voice was dark and menacing, unlike I’d ever heard before. “He’s playing one of his games again and I will not stand for it. As soon as I’ve spoken with the family, I’m going there, and he will meet with me.”

“David, are you sure that’s wise? Philo—”

“It’s exactly because of him that I must go. I should have gone sooner. I should have gone as soon as I suspected he was in danger.”

“You had no reason to suspect anything. You cannot change the past and make yourself complicit or guilty when you were not. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

Desperate, I listened for more, but they fell silent and I had no choice but to continue down the stairs or else risk getting caught eavesdropping.

I plopped down onto the couch next to Veyo when I found him, Jack and Siobhan chatting on the main floor. Siobhan was telling Veyo about the Call.

“Veyo and I were talking about this yesterday. We both always imagined vampire families would be huge, with every vampire making lots of other vampires during their long lives,” I said as I squeezed into the small space Veyo made for me beside him.

“There’s not so many as you might think,” Siobhan said. And she listed the people I already knew.

“But don’t you have any children? Or Fearghus? What about you, Jack?”

Jack’s bark of laughter startled me and he shook his head.

Siobhan laughed so hard, she snorted pop into her nose. “Bloody hell,” she said. “Next time wait until I’ve finished swallowing before you make me laugh.” Her face had gone bright red, making her freckles stand out like dark dots across her cheeks and nose. I gave her a sorry face, but it was fun to hear her laugh.

When she’d pulled herself together enough to speak, she raised her eyebrows. “You’re serious?”

I shrugged. “Yeah. Why not?”

She rolled her eyes.

“That guide of yours must not be worth wipin’ yer bum with,” she said, referring to the Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire the Council had put together. “No. We don’t all have children runnin’ around the world makin’ wee little vampire babies of their own. It’s not so easy as all that to make a vampire, you know.”

As far as I was concerned, it was as easy as a kiss, as that was pretty much all I remembered from my reMaking. “But Tim made me without really trying. He even did it by mistake!”

“Really?” Veyo asked, his eyes bright with curiosity.

“Really. Not only did I not ask to be made into a vampire, the dude left me alone so I didn’t know what was happening to me when I woke up.”

“What happened to you is one of those one-in-a-million kind o’ deals,” Siobhan said. “By all rights, you shoudn’a survived it.”

I thought about that for a minute, remembering what David had told me when he found me that first horrible night. “Because you have to drain the person’s blood, then give almost all of your own blood to reMake them.”

“That is how it is done?” Veyo looked slightly disgusted, though he tried to hide it.

“Hey, don’t look at me like that. I’m not a monster.” I leaned away from him, faking shock and hurt at his reaction.

“No.” He placed his large, warm hand on my knee, and I felt its comfort deep into my belly. “What you went through must have been awful. I am so sorry that happened to you.”

I could only stare at him. How many times had I wished people would just acknowledge what had happened to me, that I was a human being who had suffered a really terrible thing? And Veyo, who hadn’t even known me before, understood in an instant. I melted like butter in a pan.

“It’s a risky business all around,” Jack said around the toothpick in his teeth. “In my opinion, ya gen’rally need to love a person a great deal to risk both your lives that way. I, myself, have never felt the desire to take that chance.”

“Most vampires have too great a love for themselves to risk it,” Siobhan said. “Many have never recovered and have turned to dust before their strength could be replenished.”

Jack bowed his head to Siobhan as if giving her the point. The thought of draining yourself almost to the point of death, then not having the help of your offspring to find you sustenance made me shiver. How would it be to die of hunger like that? To remain conscious even while your body withered and decayed, while you craved blood.

A memory of the dream flitted across my mind, and with it, a sense of all-encompassing hunger.

“So that, my dear Minnie, is why there are so very few of us.” Siobhan’s voice snapped me back to the present, and I wondered how much, if anything, I’d missed. She and Jack grinned at each other as if they’d shared some great joke, but I didn’t dare guess at what it might have been.

“Well, ya have to allow our family is a little different,” Jack said.

“Because there are fewer of you than there are in other clans?” Veyo asked.

Jack’s grin widened. “Ah. Someone’s been doin’ his homework.”

Veyo blushed and ducked his head.

“And it’s a good thing, too.” Siobhan shoved a handful of Hershey’s Kisses into her mouth and I, spying the bag for the first time, grabbed up a handful for myself. “No way I could’ve managed in the kind of circuses the others have.”

“Aw, yer such a softie, my Celtic princess.” Jack grinned and happily took the barrage of Kisses Siobhan hurled in his direction.

“I just like families that are small enough you can get to know each other. Not like in some other clans where there’s someone new every time you turn around.” Siobhan started folding the chocolate wrappers with tight, straight edges. “Ya never know who ya can trust. Speaking of which, did ya hear Fearghus was home?” She said this last to me, and it wasn’t hard to grasp a subject change was in order.

And probably predictably, I sat up taller and looked around, which made Siobhan shake her head at me like I was an idiot.

“He got in late last night. He’s probably sleepin’ or somethin’.”

I deflated a little. “You’ll love Fearghus,” I told Veyo. Then to Siobhan, I asked, “Is anyone else here yet?”

She shook her head, but it was Jack who responded. “David and Manuella have gone to the airport to pick up Diana and Tim.”

“Has anyone heard from Brandon?” I looked between the two of them. Siobhan shrugged. I guess not.

After an awkward pause, I asked, “How’s Mrs. Hamburg doing?” Siobhan’s face seemed to get even paler, and Jack inspected his nails rather than meet my gaze. “What?”

“Well, it isn’t good, that’s what,” Siobhan’s sharp words were like a slap and I recoiled from her.

“Can I go see her?” I ventured after a moment’s silence.

Siobhan lurched to her feet and slammed the unfinished bag of Kisses on the end table before stomping out of the room and fleeing upstairs.

I stared after her, openmouthed, before turning my questioning gaze on Jack, who squirmed and tugged at his collar. “It’s as she said, Miss Minnie. It isn’t lookin’ good for our friend.”

“But, I thought it took more than a stake to kill us, unless we were already decimated? And Manuella said her wound would heal.”

Jack scrunched his face, as if he tasted something sour. “I did hear her say that. And it’s true what David said, too—at least normally.”

“Normally?” I pressed.

He sighed, and I heard the weight of the world in the sound. “Just pray for her soul, if yer inclined. I reckon there’s nothin’ more anyone can do.” He stood and touched my shoulder briefly before leaving us, but I didn’t feel comforted at all. Our family was too small to lose one more of us. Who would we be without Mrs. Hamburg?

Veyo squeezed my hand, and after letting me sit, stewing and worrying for a while, he stood and drew me to my feet. “Let’s do something,” he said. “Something other than watching TV.”

I cast my mind around, but couldn’t think of anything to do at all.

“Do you not have a game room downstairs? I would like to see it.”

Despite my dark mood, I ended up enjoying myself as Veyo and I passed the afternoon with pool, and the original Streetfighter arcade game. For someone who’d been a wolf for the past few years, Veyo was annoyingly good and in the end, we were a draw.

“Sometimes there are no winners or losers,” Veyo said as he drew me to his side with an arm around my neck.
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We laugh together, even while a shadow hangs over us.

I treasure every moment, for my instincts tell me they will be our last together.

—Cheveyo

Diana, Tim—what a joy it is to have you home.” Manuella smiled beatifically, the image of sainted motherhood. This, I felt sure, was her idea of heaven; a table full of family.

Not that I’d been any less happy to see Diana than she’d been. As soon as I heard the Range Rover pulling up the driveway, I ran outside. I was the first to throw my arms around Diana. There was so much I wanted to say. So much misery I wanted to share. She’d been Philo’s oldest friend, and my first inside the Aristos clan.

I’d been a little less excited to see Tim, even though it was hard to resist the charm of his wide, guileless grin. I knew he never meant to hurt me. If I ever needed anyone to blame, it would be Brandon for reMaking an innocent person like Tim into a vampire when he barely understood his thoughts and feelings as a human, let alone a vamp.

“Is Brandon coming?” Tim asked now, while Diana scooped peas onto his plate.

Siobhan snorted and Manuella shot her a disapproving glance.

“What if the wanker isn’a even alive?” asked Fearghus.

“You’d feel it if he wasn’t, isn’t that right, David?” Jack pointed a breadstick toward him.

David did not look up from his meat as he said, “Correct.”

“So he’s gotta be kickin’ around out there somewhere.” Jack tore the breadstick in half and swiped up the excess blood from his steak. Part of me shivered at the grossness, while the other part of me thought yum and tucked back into my own bloody steak.

“Oh, he’s somewhere, the bampot,” Siobhan muttered.

“I would like to see him,” Tim said.

Someone responded to him, and the conversation ebbed and flowed around me, but I was thinking about the fact that David had said he’d know if one of his children had died. He hadn’t mentioned that when Philo died. He hadn’t even once said anything like, I know he’s dead because I no longer feel him. Why hadn’t he? Especially when, in those early days, I’d been so sure he was still alive? It would have been the easiest way to assure me he was, in fact, dead.

“Did you know when Philo died?”

I didn’t mean to ask the question. At least, not like that, right then. I have no idea what conversations I interrupted, but all talking ceased as everyone turned their attention to David and me.

He finished chewing his steak, then carefully set his utensils down on the side of his plate. He wiped the corners of his mouth with the white napkin he had lying over his lap. “No,” he said simply. “I did not.”

Pressure built around me, inside me, and my ears began to ring. I felt like I was moving faster and faster down a dark tunnel, away from the light.

“Then how did you know he was dead?” Had I spoken out loud? I couldn’t hear my own voice.

But David wouldn’t have lied to me. He told me Philo was dead, and I believed him.

David held my gaze. “Our connection was severed while you were in Korea.”

My heart sank. And the strange vibration sensation in my brain eased, replaced with the stillness of the dead.

“We were on our way to Italy to see the Master and to inquire about Philo, when we were notified of your situation there,” David continued, his eyes never leaving mine.

Right. My situation. I’d just about been killed by a crazy ancient vampire who was obsessed with my death.

“Then the Master himself told me Philo had died while interrogating Hashiki.”

I stared at him and he stared back.

“So he is dead.” I said the words steadily enough, but as soon as they were out of my mouth, my chin began to tremble and I felt the tell-tale burning behind my eyes. “You said your connection was severed.”

David looked away.

Manuella covered David’s hand with her own.

The two of them shared one of their secret, psychic conversations, then Manuella nodded.

During all of this, no one made any sound at all.

David looked up and swept all of us with his gaze before landing on me. “Shortly after my conversation with the Master, the connection—”

Someone knocked on the door.

Sang stood so abruptly he rocked the table.

David stood, too, staring at Sang.

“I didn’t hear anyone drive up,” Manuella said, a concerned expression overcoming her beautiful face. She was the perfect hostess, so no doubt she was wondering whether she could accommodate whoever might be at the door.

“Let me,” Sang said stiffly. He never answered the door, but now we all watched his progress as he made his way around the table and out into the foyer.

I looked back at David. Everyone else might have been sidetracked, but I still held onto that thread of conversation. He gave a brief nod. What did that mean?

It took way too long, and I was going crazy with curiosity, but Sang finally returned to the dining room with a young woman trailing behind him.

At least, she’d been a young woman when she’d been reMade.

Because apparently Sang had Made himself a vampire.

Everyone turned in their seats to look at the newcomer, but she wasn’t looking at us. She and Sang both were bent at the waist in low bows.

“Honored Father, honored Mother,” Sang said formally. “Please allow me to introduce to you Chan-ri, my daughter.” He said all of this to the floor, bent over as he was, and he didn’t move even after he’d stopped speaking.

David watched them, a bemused expression on his face. “Welcome, Chan-ri. Our home is your home.”

Sang straightened, but Chan-ri took a moment longer. When she did, I saw a round-faced beauty of Chinese and maybe Korean descent, a few years older than me. That is, her age at her reMaking had probably been eighteen or so, but everything about her seemed straight out of Korean history. She wore her black hair in a loose knot at her neck, with straight tendrils framing her face. She wore garot—loose-fitting pants and a jacket in a pale orange color, just like I’d seen in paintings of Korean farmers. The clothes even appeared to be homemade and well-used but clean. She even wore traditional straw sandals called jipsin. I’d worn a pair of those for a Korean dance I did once, and they were not comfortable. I couldn’t imagine wearing them for global travel. Honestly, if she wasn’t standing in our mansion in the 21st century, I’d think she belonged on a Korean farm hundreds of years ago.

I thought Sang would introduce us to her, but instead he made his way around to his side of the table and sat down, leaving Chan-ri standing alone. I glared at Sang, trying to convey to him how rude he was being, but he wouldn’t make eye contact with anyone. He just started eating again. Rude!

“Chan-ri,” Manuella said smoothly. “Please forgive our son. Will you have a seat and join us for dinner?”

Chan-ri didn’t make eye contact, but she bowed—then remained where she was, her eyes downcast. I repeated Manuella’s words in Korean to the still-bowed Chan-ri. She bobbed her bow, then straightened and took the empty seat next to Sang. I watched her, ready to offer a smile of reassurance when she looked up, but she didn’t. Even after a servant brought her a plate, she didn’t look up from the table.

“Well,” David said once the silence seemed to have stretched on forever, “are there any other wayward children we should be expecting?” A few of us chuckled half-heartedly.

Tim beamed and said, “Minnie is my child. And my girlfriend. I kissed her.”

Omo. I slapped a palm to my forehead and groaned, but I laughed along with everyone else while Diana softly corrected Tim that while yes, I was his child, I was not, in fact, his girlfriend. Too bad I couldn’t claim the kiss was a lie, too.

The rest of dinner passed pleasantly while Diana talked about the home she shared with Tim in the Puerto Rican jungle.

“Don’t you get lonely?” I asked her. I’d always liked Diana. She was so fun and energetic it was hard to imagine her living in a compound in the middle of the jungle with only Tim for company.

Diana’s gaze flicked to where Philo usually sat and her smile slipped a little. “No,” she said, brightening her smile for me. “It’s quite pleasant, actually. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you come to appreciate the brevity of time, and the simple pleasures of day to day living.”

I glanced at Chan-ri, who was steadily eating her way through her food—I bet she’d eat it all, whether or not she was hungry, out of respect for Manuella—and wondered if that’s what she was doing, too. Enjoying the simple pleasures of living. I was pretty darn sure she wasn’t living in the city, masquerading as an entertainment executive like Sang.

After dinner, David asked Sang and Chan-ri to join him in his office, and the rest of the family began to split up and go their separate ways. I bolted for the stairs. Veyo called after me, but I pretended not to hear him—stupid of me, since I was a vampire and we both knew I heard him—and slipped into my room. I was anxious to try reaching the dream dungeon, even though I still didn’t know where it was or if it was even real. I considered calling on Thor and asking him to help, but decided against it. At least, not yet. I wanted to try one more time.

Now more than ever, I believed Philo had been trying to reach me. David was about to tell me something at dinner, I just knew it. He was gonna tell me that somehow, he believed Philo was alive.

I didn’t want Thor with me when I finally made contact.
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Something in Minnie has changed.

She is kind and friendly, but I sense she is far away.

Her heart and mind are somewhere I cannot follow.

—Cheveyo

I kicked off my shoes and was about to lie down when someone knocked at my door. Well, not someone. Veyo. I could smell him, hear him.

I opened the door a bit reluctantly, but when I saw him, looking lonely and a little shy, I immediately hated myself. I’d been totally ignoring him. The house was filling with vampires, something scary was going on that had to do with the hunters who’d only come into our lives since Veyo did, and while we’d spent time together, we hadn’t grown any closer.

I smiled reassuringly and opened my door wider.

We watched another movie, but Veyo was nervous. His knee kept bouncing and I could smell the fear on him. I tried to ignore it, but finally I paused the movie and turned to face him.

“What’s going on?”

He took my hand right away, but then just stared at it, clasped between both of his. He rubbed his thumbs back and forth over my skin. I was about to break the silence myself when he finally spoke. “This is all my fault.” He looked up then, his eyes so earnest I wanted nothing more than to comfort and reassure him. “If I had not come here, Mr. Lancaster would not have come either and neither would the kynigoí. Now your whole family is confined here and I think something really bad is going to happen.”

I opened my mouth to tell him it wasn’t his fault at all but then shut it. I didn’t want to lie to him. “No,” I finally said slowly. “It’s not your fault.” He started to protest but I hurried on. “Okay, yeah, I’ll give you Mr. Lancaster, but not the other guys. If it was all your fault, they’d have dealt with the human and gone away. They’d have kept to the shadows like David said.”

I frowned as I stared at the frozen image on the television. The rest of it definitely wasn’t Veyo’s fault. Mr. Lancaster didn’t have anything at all to do with the school, and if they were there because of the vamping thing, then they’d come here—wouldn’t they? I was registered with the Council, so it wouldn’t be hard for them to find me. I could see them compelling people at school to forget, but that wasn’t what they were doing. In fact, they were making matters worse by interviewing people, weren’t they? And why were they suddenly working out in the open when, as far as David knew, they never had before?

I leaned back and let out a long, frustrated sigh. “The kynigoí are doing something else. And I don’t think it has anything to do with you—or maybe not even me, though I’m a little less sure of that. I mean, I’m no one special, so it can’t be me. I think going to my school was just a way to get David to take notice. Like a threat or something. And I think that’s why David’s called in the whole family. But why they’d threaten us, I have no idea. I don’t think any of us have done anything wrong.” I hoped David would have a family meeting soon. I’d never been the most patient person when it came to big, life-changing events.

“You are wrong, you know.” Veyo’s voice was soft and smooth. Such a good voice. It drew me back from thoughts that were busy puzzling out our situation.

“I am?” I asked dumbly.

He smiled, a slow, languorous movement of his lips. I snapped my gaze from them to his eyes, but the intensity I saw there made my nerves scatter in every direction. “You are special.”

Then he leaned in and kissed me.

At first, I was too stunned to do anything but sit there, frozen. I didn’t know how to react. Or what to do. Or what I wanted.

I did like him. I liked how safe I felt in his arms and how his strong, warm arms around me made me feel safe, but . . . .

His kiss didn’t feel anything like Philo’s.

His kiss wasn’t the one I wanted.

I pulled back with a little gasp, then immediately felt like the biggest dummy in the world. “I’m sorry. I—” Don’t want to kiss you? Am still not over my dead boyfriend? Because maybe he’s not actually dead, at all? But I’d known Veyo wanted to kiss me for days now, hadn’t I? He’d told me how he felt about me, and I hadn’t discouraged him.

His eyes reflected his surprise and disappointment. He looked down at my hand still clasped in his. I got the feeling he wanted to say something, but he was as much at a loss for words as me.

“Veyo,” I tried again. “I know I—”

He stood abruptly. “I should go.”

I stood too. “But—” How could I explain what I didn’t understand myself?

He strode away and I felt like a total and complete jerk. He swung the door open and Siobhan was there, her fist raised in the air.

“Hey!” she said. “I need to talk to you.”

“Excuse me.” Veyo tried to slip past her.

Siobhan blocked his way. “Oh, but it’s you I need a word with.”

Siobhan glanced between Veyo and me but didn’t ask what was going on. She could probably feel the tension snapping between us. Thankfully, she chose to ignore it. “Yes, you.” She focused on Veyo. “Want to talk somewhere else, or is here okay? I think Minnie will want to hear this too, but it really just concerns you.”

Veyo’s attention flicked my way, but he didn’t make eye contact. Then his shoulders seemed to relax and his whole body softened. “Here is fine.”

I let out a breath of relief and sat on the far end of my loveseat to make room for whoever chose to sit beside me. Siobhan pushed aside some of the clutter on the coffee table and sat on it, which meant Veyo had to sit on the couch. Again, she flicked her gaze between the two of us, but when she raised her eyebrows at me in question, I did my best not to react. She’d probably bug me about it later.

“Well,” she started, resting her elbows on her knees. “David asked me to follow up on Lancaster’s story, and to find out everything I could about your family, Veyo. And now, I have some good news and some bad news.” She paused, looking for a reaction that didn’t come, though his heart rate kicked up. “Which do you want first?”

“What?” he asked.

“Do you want the good news first, or the bad news?”

“Oh.” He wiped his palms down his thighs, then said, “The bad news, I guess?”

He looked small suddenly. So alone. I scooted over so I sat beside him and held one of his hands. He didn’t look at me, but he squeezed my hand.

Was I leading him on? If that’s what I was doing, I wanted to stop. But he was my friend and I wanted to be there for him. Another time, or if I’d never had Philo in my life, I was sure I could have loved him. But now—for now or for always, I wasn’t sure—I wasn’t ready to care about anyone other than Philo.

“Okay, bad news.” Siobhan seemed to organize her thoughts for a second before continuing. “I found out some information on the pack of weres Lancaster said he destroyed. He wasn’t lying. And,” her gaze softened as she met Veyo’s eyes, “your parents were among them.”

Veyo drew in a long, noisy breath. “Were they the ones who killed his family, then?” I sensed this was the news he was most afraid to hear.

Siobhan nodded. “I mean, I don’t know if your parents were involved in that attack, but it was that pack that did the killing. I don’t know why.” She put a hand on Veyo’s knee. “It’s not normal. In fact, it’s strictly frowned upon. Werewolves have a tradition of protectin’ humans, not harming them. Maybe, a long, long time ago, there was the odd attack on humans—but that was during hard times, and even then it rarely happened. I don’t know why this pack did what they did. I dug into Lancaster’s police work, thinkin’ maybe he’d done something to them, even unwittingly—but I’m just not sure. I couldn’t make any connections. Doesn’t mean they weren’t there, just with everyone dead, it’s impossible to know for sure.”

Veyo nodded. He seemed to take the news well, but I suppose he must have expected it. “Is that all the bad news?”

Siobhan shrugged. “I think so. I guess that’ll be up to you to decide.” She glanced at me before continuing. “Your people are Native American—you probably guessed that part with your looks an’ all.” She gestured to his person, but neither Veyo nor I chuckled along with her. “Your family comes from the Blackfeet Nation in Montana. They were—well, I don’t know for sure, but it seems as if werewolves are not welcome there. Not really, anyway. Honestly, it was a bit confusing. She didn’t want to say much, since I’m an outsider, but it seems like your mother was kicked out of the tribe a long time ago and she regrets it. Or at least she seemed to.”

“She, who?” Veyo and I asked at the same time.

“Oh.” Siobhan looked between us with wide eyes. “Didn’t I say? Your grandmother.”

Veyo sagged against the back of the couch. “My grandmother,” he finally said.

“Is that the good news, then? That he has a grandmother?” I asked.

Siobhan shrugged again. “Not entirely. But that is part of it.”

“But if she sent my mother away, she probably doesn’t want anything to do with me.” It wasn’t a question. Veyo sounded resigned to the fact that while he might have family, they didn’t have him. They didn’t want him.

“No,” Siobhan said, and Veyo’s eyes filled with hope. “She wants to claim you. I guess it’s not exactly done in the tribe—or reservation, or both, I’m not sure—but she said she has a bit of land she can move her trailer to outside the reservation. She wants you to come live with her there.”

Silence.

I squeezed Veyo’s hand, but he didn’t apply any pressure in return. “Will it be good for him?” I asked. It sounded awfully lonely to me.

Siobhan had been watching Veyo intently, but now she turned to me. “I have a friend. A werewolf. He’s a bit of a lone wolf himself, but he’s sort of part of a pack that makes its home in Glacier National Park. He said he’d take Veyo under his wing. Teach him what it means to be a werewolf. He also told me there are many Blackfeet in the pack. Veyo’s grandmother confirmed that, too. I think there might even be an uncle or somethin’ in the pack.” She turned her attention back to Veyo who watched her without any expression.

“It’ll be good for you there,” she told him in answer to my question. “It’ll be different from here, yes. A rougher kind of living, I think. I don’t think any of them have mansions like this.” She leaned back and swept her eyes around my suite with a laugh. “But you’ll be with your own people. It’ll be home.”

Veyo nodded. “When will I go?”

Go? I squeezed his hand tighter. I’d been listening, but hearing him say the word felt like a sucker punch to the gut.

“I suppose soon,” Siobhan said. “We need to get this family meetin’ over and find out what’s goin’ on, but then I think I could take you.”

“No.” Veyo shook his head. “Can your, uh, friend come and get me? Take me back himself? As a wolf?”

Siobhan seemed as surprised by this idea as I was. “Wouldn’t ya like to meet your grandmother, first?”

Veyo carefully withdrew his hand from mine, offering me an apologetic smile. For some reason, tears sprang to my eyes. Siobhan rolled her eyes and handed me the tissue box.

“I would rather run than drive, if it is all right with you.”

Siobhan considered him for a long minute, then shrugged again. “Well, I can certainly call Jonas and ask him. He’s the werewolf.”

Veyo gave her a small smile. “I figured.”

Siobhan put a hand on Veyo’s knee again. “Jonas is a good man. He’s lived a very, very long time and . . . well, I think he’s lost a lot, ya know? That’s why he keeps himself apart. But it was his idea to mentor you, not mine. I only asked him for advice.”

There was a softness in her voice uncommon for Siobhan. It made me wonder if she might have been one of the things he’d lost.

“And your grandmother wants you. As soon as she found out you were alive, she was quick to say she wanted you to come live with her. It’ll be good. I’m sure of it.” She squeezed Veyo’s knee, gazing intently at him, before standing and moving toward the door. “Well, I’ll see what I can do about Jonas,” she said, then left the room.

I watched Veyo, waiting for him to tell me what he was thinking or feeling. I didn’t dare ask him and I didn’t know what to say to fill the silence.

Eventually, he swiped his hands down his thighs and stood. “I am going to go too.”

“Wait.” I jumped to my feet. “Are you okay?”

He walked to the door before turning back. “I will be all right.”

“Veyo.” I hurried across the room until I stood behind him and put my hand on his shoulder. He turned around and looked down at me, his expression unreadable for once. I’m sorry, I wanted to say.

Instead, I stood on my tippy toes and wrapped my arms around his neck, forcing him to bend down to hug me. I held him for a long time, and he let me. When he started to pull away, I dropped a quick kiss on his cheek. It seemed to be the right thing to do, because he didn’t look so sad and forlorn as he had before. He gave me a small smile before leaving my room and pulling the door shut behind him.
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I am leaving.

I lie on my bed, thinking of my new pack.

Of my family.

If only Minnie had truly been mine.

—Cheveyo

The house stayed quiet the rest of the night, and I was left alone. I didn’t feel like trying to reach that strange mind space again—I was too disheartened. Veyo was going to leave us, and while I thought it was a good thing for him to be with his family and people, my heart was sad. I didn’t want him to leave feeling rejected, or like none of us wanted him. But a werewolf living among vampires wasn’t the best arrangement either, and I’d always suspected it would be temporary.

I tried calling Stacey, but she didn’t answer, which was weird, and it left me feeling even more lonely and sad. Flicking through TV channels, I found myself watching the news, and horror grew within me.

There’d been deaths, arrests, and vampires the world over ejected from their schools, jobs and homes.

And still the Council hadn’t responded.

The werewolves hadn’t responded.

What was the Council thinking by not responding? Why were the werewolves remaining silent? Veyo’s wasn’t the only video now—people had been forced to shift right on camera because of the attacks.

When we ventured out of our home, what kind of world would we find? Would we be forced to return to the old ways of hiding our existence from humans?

I changed the channel, but even the beautiful Lee Min-ho couldn’t cheer me up. So instead I took a long soak in my ginormous tub, ate a whole chocolate bar after reminding myself I wouldn’t wake up with a face full of pimples, and went to bed.

The moment I slipped into the cell, I knew I was no longer dreaming. I felt myself come awake, every part of me alive with awareness. This was the most vivid experience I’d ever had in a mind space—if I hadn’t been afraid of breaking the connection, I would have opened my eyes just to be certain I hadn’t been physically transported there.

The ground was damp and gritty beneath my bare feet and my toes curled in an effort to reduce the amount of surface my feet touched. Something skittered past, brushing against my ankle, and I squeaked and grabbed one of the iron bars when I lost my balance. But the bar burned my hand and I had to pull it back with a hiss. I looked more closely at the bar and surrounding area, but couldn’t see any reason why it would have burned me like that. My palm appeared to be fine, but it still smarted.

“Mahhh,” a voice croaked from deep in the shadows. In the midnight-black cell, the shadows had shadows. My heart beat hard in my chest and anxiety rippled through me as if the shock I’d taken hadn’t finished working through me.

“Hello?” I asked, and I hated myself for the timidity in my voice. To belie my fear, I took a step forward, cringing as something squished beneath my heel. You called me here, I added with my mind. Because someone had been calling me here for months.

Another step.

I squinted into the darkness and my vision seemed to clear—at least I could make out shapes now.

Another step.

Something brushed against my mind, so soft and fleeting, it might have been imagined. But it drew me forward, inviting . . .

Another step.

Hello? I asked again. Then, because my hope lived and breathed in me, Philo?

A metal chain grated against the ground and the shape in the darkness moved. I took an involuntary step back.

But it wasn’t a monster, and I’d be able to scent an animal. Other than the musty smell of mice, there was only dry bones, wet cement and iron.

I stepped forward again.

The person —because it had to be a person—groaned and said something unintelligible. My heart sank as I realized the shape on the ground, just a foot away from me now, couldn’t possibly be Philo. There was no scent of blood. No scent of him. And the figure was altogether too small.

Hello? I asked again, too chicken to say it out loud. Why was I there? Who had brought me? I knew I should bend down to look at the person, to find out, once and for all, who it was, but I couldn’t. Fear took over my body and I suddenly wanted nothing more than to be away, to be home, to wake up and never come back.

I started to step back, when a hand whipped out and clasped my ankle.

I screamed and my scream almost made me miss the quiet whisper in my mind.

Minnie Kim.

I dropped to my knees, my hands covering my mouth in shock and fear and wild, wild hope.

The person rolled slightly so his face came into view, and then I burst into tears.

Philo!

Philo’s features appeared in that impossibly angular face, that dreadfully desecrated face.

I crouched over him, unsure if my touch would break him. Everywhere my tears fell on his skin, they sizzled and seemed to cause him pain. I fell back, my knees drawn awkwardly to my chest, and stared at the being in front of me, a shadow of the boy I loved.

“Philo?” I reached out a trembling hand and he caught it. He opened his eyes and the tears came even harder.

It is him.

And then I was awake in my own room and my sheets were drenched with tears.

I ran downstairs. I had to tell someone. I had to tell everyone!

I ran past the front door, then stopped.

Someone was outside. I could smell them. Hear them.

Hear them crying.

I wasn’t thinking straight, because anyone could have been behind that door, but I yanked it open and found a woman. She whirled around, her face streaked with blood and a red handkerchief in her hand. A vampire, then.

I must not have looked too welcoming, because she stared at me in horror. She took a step back, nearly tumbling down the front steps. She gripped the banister with both hands as she straightened her sky-high heels beneath her.

“Family?” I barked. I didn’t mean to be unfriendly, but I could barely think. Philo is alive! Nothing else seemed to matter.

The woman gave a hesitant nod.

“Come in! Someone’ll be right with you!” I heard myself shouting at her, but I couldn’t help it. Any words that weren’t Philo’s alive! had to be forcibly shoved out of my mouth.

I whirled and left the stranger on the porch, and I forgot about her almost instantly.

“David!” I called at the top of the basement stairs. “David!” I called again at the bottom. “David!”

“Quit yer haverin’,” Fearghus said with a growl from the family room where, I belatedly realized, everyone but Veyo sat.

As soon as she saw me, Manuella stood and came toward me. “Minnie, dear. What is it? What’s wrong?” She took me into her arms, or tried to, but my body was stiff and I still hadn’t delivered my news. I didn’t have time for hugs. I had to go.

“Minnie?” David asked. He hadn’t gotten up, but his attention was as focused on me as if he stood and held me in his arms.

“Philo’s alive!” The words burst out of me, and then I waited, but when no one jumped up and ordered a private jet, anger and frustration ruled me. “Come on! Did you hear what I said? Philo’s alive. We have to go get him! We have to help him!”

Manuella said soothing words and Fearghus rose to help guide me to an empty spot on one of the couches. Dimly, I remembered Fearghus’s gift allowed him to dampen a person’s emotions. I still knew what I wanted us to do, but I no longer felt the anxious hysteria of a moment before.

“Tell us what you know.” David’s voice was steady and commanding, so I told him.

By the time I’d finished recounting how I’d been having these little snippets of dreams or memories, how I’d tried to go to the dark cell on purpose, and how I’d finally been taken there tonight, I’d shaken off some of the stupor and felt a little more like myself.

Everyone stared at me, their faces even paler than usual.

Pale, but not surprised.

I glanced around the room. “You knew?” I jumped to my feet, horrified my whole family would keep news like this away from me.

“Come on, now lass.” Fearghus took my hand and gently pulled me down beside him. I sat, but I still wanted explanations. I needed them.

David’s gaze never wavered from mine. He dipped his chin and raised his eyebrows. A question—How sure of it are you?

I drew myself up straight and nodded. “I’m positive.” And I was.

Philo was alive.

Barely and awfully, horribly and terribly, alive.

David gave a short sigh and scrubbed at the stubble on his jaw. “I feared as much.”

Wait. “What?” My voice sounded like a hammer-fall. It didn’t even sound like me. “You feared as much? If you suspected—” I had to gasp for breath, for thought. “If you even suspected, why didn’t you go get him? He’s . . . he’s barely alive!”

At a glance from David, Fearghus put his hand on my shoulder and a strong wave of calm washed over me.

“You don’t need to keep doing that.” I rubbed at my temples, feeling like a rare headache was coming on. Fearghus didn’t need to touch you for his power to work—maybe it was stronger when he did? I didn’t know, but I was gonna kick his butt just as soon as I felt better.

“It is necessary,” David said. “To ensure we speak rationally and intelligently with one another.”

I glared at Siobhan, because she seemed to be in on this somehow with David. Then I glared at Jack, Sang, and Fearghus, too. My mind stumbled when I noticed Mrs. Hamburg among them, looking more frail and gray than she had before, but I couldn’t afford to be swayed from my righteous anger. “You knew, and you did nothing to help him.”

David looked up at the ceiling, then to me. Other than that, he gave no indication of how he felt, and when he spoke, his words cut even more because of the quiet seriousness with which he delivered them. “Do you not think I would move heaven and earth to rescue him, if I thought there was a chance?”

“You’ve had three months. Three months of chances. And if you didn’t want to go—I could have. I would have gone. I should have. He’d have done it for me.” Even though in my mind I was screaming, my words were just as calm as David’s. It was freaky, weird and wrong, but I couldn’t shake the effects of Fearghus’s gift.

“We all love him,” David’s gentle voice cut through the screams in my head. “I am truly sorry, Minnie. I honestly did not know for certain Philo was alive—the connection had been severed.

“You know what things were like when I found you in Seoul. At that time, I hadn’t had the chance to process Philo’s death.” He looked down at our clasped hands, licked his lips, then resumed his eye contact. “Before I could, the connection flickered back to life.” He gazed steadily at me, and the others seemed to fade away until it was just David and me. “The only way that could happen—that a connection be severed, but then reconnected—well, I have only ever seen it done once before. By the Master.

“It’s done by draining the victim of all his blood, then giving him just enough drops to reanimate him, but not to give him proper life.” He shuddered and closed his eyes. “It is a most horrific form of torture.”

I felt numb. Utterly incapable of comprehending what had been done to Philo.

“Do you think it’s why the Master’s been avoidin’ your calls?” Siobhan asked, her voice rougher than usual.

David looked at her. “I don’t know.” He leaned back, seeming to draw on his usual composed demeanor. “Something is going on. I suspected the Master’s . . . opinion . . . of me and mine had changed a few months before Minnie left for Seoul and Philo was summoned to attend the Master. I believed he and the Master would be able to set the situation to rights.”

“Then why the game?” Sang asked. His question surprised me; usually he avoided getting involved.

“That’s just it.” David rose and began to pace, his hands clasped behind his back. “If this is a game, so far I have refused to play. I know what he’s capable of.” He shook his head ruefully. “I should have known, should have guessed . . .”

Manuella stepped up to her husband and drew him into her arms. “He has played with you before.” Her voice trembled with anger. “It is my fault you have not gone to him before now. You were only trying to heed my wishes.” She kissed his cheek, then stepped away.

She looked at me as she spoke her next words, but I knew they weren’t meant just for me. “There has been some bad blood between David and the Master in the past. The Master . . . he did some things that were—” She cut off her words with a sharp shake of her head. “It does not matter now. But hear me when I say, David would have gone—he wanted to go—to rescue Philo, but you do not know what going will cost him. What it may cost all of us.”

David put a hand on her shoulder—whether to comfort her or stop her from saying more, I couldn’t be sure. He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by a gentle knock on the wall behind us.



[image: ]



 

I dream of my parents, of the many aunts, uncles and cousins I lived with before the trouble came.

We were happy then.

Dimly, a part of me wonders if I will ever be happy again.

—Cheveyo

We all whirled to face the newcomer—the crying vampire from the porch. Heat immediately flamed my cheeks—I’d completely forgotten about her. Yet there she stood in high heeled boots, tight ripped jeans, and a leather bomber jacket, her bottle-blonde hair windswept and tousled.

“Uh, hey.” She gave a small wave. “I’m Sam.”

“Well,” David said. He looked around the room, but no one seemed inclined to lay claim to the newcomer. Facing her, David held out his hand. “Welcome, Sam. I am David Aristos.”

She blushed a little and glanced down, which seemed oddly endearing on her tough-as-nails persona.

David led her toward his office and Manuella joined them.

“I’ll bet my right arse cheek she’s one o’ Brandon’s get,” Fearghus said with a sly grin.

Siobhan elbowed him in the gut. “You ninny. We all pegged her for one o’ his.”

I glanced around—yeah, I thought she was probably Brandon’s but I didn’t know how Siobhan thought everyone would know it. Yet, every other person in the room showed their agreement with eye rolls and head shakes.

I took advantage of the downtime and sat beside Mrs. Hamburg. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

To my surprise, she put her arm around me and drew me close to her side. She was soft and warm, and weirdly comforting. My eyes met Chan-ri’s for a brief second before she dropped hers.

“Don’t you go worrying yourself, little one,” Mrs. Hamburg said. “David will make this right and return your Philomon to you.”

I looked up at her—it wasn’t her soft tones that surprised me, but the softening of her accent, too. She looked down and winked. What the—?

She looked away and hugged me tighter, rubbing circles on my back. This close, I smelled the sweet tang of decay on her, felt her heart beating far more slowly than the average vampire’s. Whatever she said about feeling better, I now saw she was anything but well. I squeezed my eyes tight in order to resist the tears that threatened, making me think of Philo and how his skin had sizzled beneath my tears.

The ebb and flow of conversation stopped and I sat up straight as David, Manuella and Sam reentered the room. “Everyone,” David said. “I would like you to meet Samantha Northrop. Brandon’s child.”

“Called it, ya wankers,” Fearghus barked. I threw a decorative pillow at him while Siobhan rubbed her knuckles on his head.

David cleared his throat, and Siobhan immediately raised her hand in a little salute. “I’m Siobhan.”

“And I’m Fearghus,” Fearghus growled.

Everyone introduced themselves—everyone except for Chan-ri, who Sang named with a nod of his chin. I narrowed my eyes at him. I was gonna have to have a talk with him about the terrible way he was treating her.

“Call me Sam,” she said in a husky smoker’s voice. “I was with Brandon when the, um, Call came.” She looked at David for confirmation and he nodded, retaking his seat. But Sam remained standing, like she thought it was required to tell us her story, which I was glad for. I hated that I still knew nothing about Chan-ri.

“He’s not coming.” Sam glanced at David, then took a deep breath. “But I wanted to. I want to be here. I don’t agree with Brandon’s choices and I tried to make him come but . . . Well, you guys probably know him better than I do.”

No, I thought. I don’t think anyone really knew him, which was part of the problem.

“I want you to know, though, he’s not all bad. I mean—” I noticed she was plucking at an elastic band around her right wrist. It was a self-soothing trick some therapists gave to their patients to help them stay conscious of their behaviors and choices when they were in stressful situations. Ellie, a girl on my debate team, used it whenever she felt like shutting up and shying away from things, to remind her why it was important for her to speak up. I wondered what Sam was trying to overcome.

“Well,” Sam continued after a dramatic sigh. “He’s told me all about what you guys think of him, and I think he was probably telling the truth because he was proud of it, ya know? But I want you to know.” She swung to face David, then did a half-circle to include all of us. “I want all of you to know, Brandon saved my life. He found me in some sleazy hotel—I’m honestly not sure how he found me, but he did—where I’d OD’d. It wasn’t on purpose, but honestly, I wouldn’t have minded just dyin’, ya know? I’m forty-three years old and I had lung cancer. I was sleeping on couches or in hotel rooms if my john was generous enough to get a whole night instead of payin’ hourly. Sorry,” she said specifically to me, “I don’t mean to offend you guys. I just want you to know how much of a nothing my life was. How much of nothing I was.” She looked up at the ceiling, then swiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. She cursed her bloody tears quietly, until Manuella handed her a box of tissues.

“Thanks,” Sam said with a beautiful smile that brought out a dimple in her right cheek. “Anyway. Brandon changed me, or whatever you call it. And then he stayed with me. We’ve been together for the last year or so. I didn’t want to leave him. I really do care about him, ya know? He was good to me when no one in the world even knew I existed. And we had some good times. But I’ve been given a second chance at life, ya know? Or, well . . . you know what I mean. I don’t wanna waste it the way I did my actual life. I didn’t know you guys existed until I felt that yearning to go be with my family. When I asked Brandon about it, he was a total—” She bit her lip. “Sorry. Almost slipped there. Anyway. I’m here. And I want to be here if you’ll have me. I know I’m not a prize, but I promise to work hard at whatever you need me to do.”

“You don’t have to be anyone special to be part of this family,” I surprised myself by saying. “None of us are perfect.”

Sam looked at me in surprise for a second, before giving me her megawatt smile. “Thanks, hun.”

I smiled back.

“She’s right, you know.” Siobhan leaned forward so her elbows rested on her knees. “None of us was a prize when we first became a part of this family.”

“Speak for yerself, ya ugly Pict,” Fearghus said, and Siobhan jabbed a very pointy elbow in his gut.

“Please,” David said. “Have a seat, Sam.” He waited while Mrs. Hamburg and I scooted over to make room for her to sit on the far side of the couch. “Actually, you are all wrong.” He stood and moved in front of the wall-mounted television. “You are all precious to me. You were all precious before you were changed. I just hope this second life, as Sam implied, is made better and richer than the one before it. I’m afraid, however, that those of you who have just joined us, must see us at our worst.

“Our family seems to have lost favor with the Master.” He frowned, and rocked back on his heels, his hands deep in his pockets. I glanced at my family, those who would best understand what David’s words meant, and I was not comforted by what I saw there. “I had hoped we would not face this again,” David continued. “The Master is fickle, and terribly cruel when he has a mind to be, but I have worked hard to foster a good relationship with him for a long time now. I can only guess that other forces have been working against me and mine. And after the death of Ying Yue, perhaps he wishes to punish me for taking what was his.”

So many thoughts swirled around in my mind. I’d never seen David so at a loss. I’d never felt so afraid. Was Philo’s situation somehow part of all this? How were the kynigoí involved?

“Until we decide how to act, I think it best we stay close and stay alert. It’s possible the kynigoí may come against us, though it’s never been their style to attack openly, or let their prey know they are coming. It is just as possible they only wished to warn me. To alert me of my fallen status.”

A chill ran through me and I rubbed my arms.

“It has happened before, as some of you may recall, and we survived. In fact, we came out stronger than ever before.”

I watched the faces of the older vampires, and wasn’t encouraged by the grim expressions on their faces. I desperately wanted to know what they knew.

“I called you all here, primarily to offer you my protection. While the Master is angry with me, he will use each of you against me—I don’t intend to let that happen.” Again, he seemed to say. “We are stronger together, so please, stay close to home. I will not compel you to stay, but for your safety and for the family’s safety, it is best if we do not give the Master or the hunters an opportunity to draw us out.

“For now, just relax. Let me do some more networking and see what more I can discover before we decide on what to do next. Samantha, Manuella will help you with a room. Thank you, all of you.” David bobbed his head once, then left the room, going in the direction of his office.

People stood, stretched and talked quietly among themselves, but that had all been way too vague for me. “That’s it?” I didn’t say it loudly, and I hadn’t meant to be rude—I just thought we’d make a plan to get Philo back. We knew he was alive—why would we wait to go get him? Plus, he could help us fight if it came to that. Manuella appeared at my side, bathing me with her soothing gift. She put her arm around me.

“David needs time to work things out, sweetheart,” she said. “Just be patient a little longer.”

“But, Philo—”

“I know. And trust me when I say David would never leave Philo to rot.” The way she said rot made me cringe. He was already rotting. He was already suffering so much. “But we must have a plan first. And there can be no room for error in this plan.” I searched Manuella’s warm brown eyes and in them I saw the truth.

David knew exactly where Philo was, and his imprisonment, and our fallen state now, had everything to do with the Master.
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I wake with beads of sweat dripping down my temples, my breathing hard and fast.

I grip my shirt over my heart and try to push the pain away.

Images of them—my pack—being cut down, still play out behind my eyes.

I have not remembered them in a very long time.

—Cheveyo

After we all disbanded, I slowly wandered up the stairs, trying to process everything I’d learned. I let the distinctive smell of wolf lead me to Veyo’s door. I wasn’t entirely conscious of why I’d come—the last thing I wanted was to cause him pain. But I hadn’t had the chance to talk to him after the news of his family, and I wanted to be a friend to him if he was struggling or upset.

After standing in front of his door for a couple minutes, second guessing my choices, I decided to let him sleep.

Instead, I crawled back into bed and went searching for Philo. I wanted to tell him I knew he was alive. That everyone knew, and we would get him out. David hadn’t said that in so many words, but I believed it to be true. It had to be true. David was the Master’s child—one of only two left living. Surely they could work this whole thing out. Even if I had to give myself in trade for Philo, I would. The whole business with Ying Yue and Hashiki was my fault, after all, and that seemed to have been the catalyst, the thing the Master was angry about.

I was just putting random snippets of information together, but I’d always been good at problem solving, so I trusted my conclusions were correct. The Master was beyond old, and while it wasn’t hard to imagine he was cruel like Manuella had said, I had to assume he was also intelligent, and intelligent people could be reasoned with.

I didn’t regret what had happened between me and Hashiki, or Ying Yue. The Master liked to survive, right? Surely he’d understand I’d only been protecting myself and the people I loved. Maybe he’d even respect me for what I’d done, even though I was a young vampire.

Resolved and confident, I reached for the now familiar darkness of Philo’s cell. A tenuous thread had formed between my consciousness and his, so I found the place easily.

Philo. I expected him to respond right away, now he knew it was me who had found him. But he was silent.

I felt him, so I knew he was there, but his mind was shut tight against me.

“Philo?” I said aloud. My voice sounded hollow and empty in that place, as if the very walls were hungry for the sound and swallowed it up. The dark mass I knew was Philo still didn’t move or respond. I hurried toward him, but instead of reaching him, my mental-self slammed against something solid and slick. I recoiled, feeling as if whatever slimy substance coated the invisible wall was stuck to my mind now as well.

Philo! I shouted with all my mental strength. I tried the wall again, pushing, then beating, my fists against it, but it wouldn’t move, and neither did Philo. I took a step back, trying to discern any edges to the wall, any weaknesses at all.

By the time I noticed the black mist rising up from the ground, it was already past my knees.

It felt a little like the wall had—even though it looked like shadow, it left me feeling sticky and queasy, as if someone had managed to make hatred, spite, and vice into a tangible substance.

I couldn’t move, I couldn’t even retreat back into my own mind.

Terror gripped me like a boa constrictor, slowly winding, winding, winding around me until I was well and truly trapped. The only part of me that felt capable of moving was my eyes—not that it did me any good. Philo lay as still as death and I feared I’d found him too late.

And still the darkness climbed higher.

I closed my eyes.

This was it. I was going to die.

I wondered what would happen to my body, lying on my bed at home. Would David be able to tell what had happened to me? Or would my body live on, without my mind to animate it?

Tears tracked down my cheeks, unhurried, but I was unable to wipe them away.

They’ll come for you, I tried to tell Philo. Don’t worry. David won’t forget you. I refused to believe he was dead, and I couldn’t stand the idea he might think he was forgotten, that no one cared.

All at once, the pressure around me tightened like a fist and a . . . being . . . came into view.

It was a creature of white, hairless skin, blackest eyes, and a slash of black for a mouth. That mouth opened into a too-wide, cruel smile and its words hissed like a snake. “Come, my little princess. Come and rescue your prince.”

And then I was hurtling back through space and slamming into my mind as if flung like a stone with all someone’s might. With all the Master’s might.

Because I knew it had been him. I knew it. And though he’d only whispered the words in my mind, my brain hurt as if he had screamed them. They were not an invitation. They were a promise of horror to come.

I gasped awake, feeling as if I couldn’t breathe, as if my body was still trapped inside that terrifying constricting mist.

But it hadn’t only been my vision that forced me into wakefulness. People in my house were shouting, calling out names—my name among them.

I dashed over to the window and looked out—and gasped at what I saw. At least a dozen people stood side by side in our driveway. No, not people. Vampires. One of them looked up, directly at my window, and caught me watching. He smiled.

I stumbled back. What was happening?

David? I called with my mind. He was here, in the house, his thoughts filled with orders and preparations.

I am sorry, Minnie, he responded immediately. I had hoped it would not come to this.

Come to what?

To war.

What? I thought you were going to speak to the Master. I thought you were gonna rescue Philo.

It seems the Master has chosen to force our hand. Arm yourself, dear one, and prepare yourself to fight.

And then he was gone from my mind.

My body trembled and my mind felt as if it had been battered like a sail in a storm. My knees gave out and I plunked down onto the floor, unable to even get myself to a chair. The kynigoí were here. And the Master had sent them.

Fearghus had said they never left without getting what they came for, and I felt certain the Master wouldn’t be satisfied with only David’s death.

David had thought to keep us safe by bringing us together, but all he’d done was make us easy targets for the Master’s hunters.

I got to my feet and went about the business of dressing and arming myself for battle.

I wasn’t mad at David. I was glad we were all here. All together. It meant we would be together, at the end. I was only sorry I hadn’t found Philo sooner, and discovered a way to bring him home, too.

When I left my room, Veyo was waiting for me with his back and one foot propped against the wall. Unconsciously my gaze flicked to Philo’s closed door, then quickly back to Veyo.

“Hey,” I said. I knew I needed to apologize, but I suddenly felt stripped of words.

He pushed himself off the wall and drew me into his arms, resting his chin on top of my head. “It is all right. I understand.” He pushed me back, his hands on my shoulders. “I care for you, Minnie. And I do not regret our kiss.” He quirked his lips in that adorable way of his. “But you told me you still loved Philo; you made no promises to me. And it looks like I am going to be leaving, anyway. I would not have liked to leave you, had you been mine.”

His sweet understanding cracked my heart. I needed him to get away, to save himself while he could.

I opened my mouth to tell him that, and to tell him how sorry I was for misleading him—but he had his words ready and mine were still jumbled up in my mind.

“Even as it is, I am not happy to be leaving you. Your friendship has meant everything to me. Because of you, I will find my way back to my family. Because of you, I know who I am and that it is safe for me to be human again. I will be forever grateful.”

He hugged me again, and I wrapped my arms tightly around him. He was so warm and solid. So strong and comforting. “I’m going to miss you, too.” And I was. But first, he needed to live.

“You have to get away,” I whispered fervently. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

He let me go and we started walking toward the stairs. His grin widened, and his eyes sparkled with promised danger. “You are my friend. My first and truest friend.” He reached back for me and took my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I will not leave you to fight alone. It will be my honor to fight by your side.”

I gaped at him. That was a line from some hokey romance novel, not real life. “Really?”

He shrugged. “Why not? Besides, someone should be responsible for my parents’ deaths, and these kynigoí took Lancaster from me. It seems reasonable to me that they should now be made to pay.”

I returned his grin and nodded. “It does seem reasonable.” With a start, I realized he didn’t have any weapons. “We should go to the armory. Do you know how to use a gun?”

He gave me a wolfish grin. “Have you not heard? I am a weapon.” He jogged down the stairs ahead of me. When I followed, I saw most of my family were gathered in the foyer.

“Good,” David said. “You’re both here.”

Veyo and I were the last to arrive, which made me feel embarrassed. And though it was the middle of the night, no one else looked like they’d just rolled out of bed. They’d probably all heard every word we said, too—all while vampire hunters stood on our driveway. Ugh.

Fearghus winked at me. “Dinnae look so low, lass. We’re gettin’ right good at fightin’ tagether, wouldn’ya say?”

I grinned and stepped up to him, accepting the fierce hug that pinned me to his side. I looked around at my family. Everyone was dressed in black, even Manuella, though I doubted she would fight. Sang and Chan-ri resembled real-live ninjas. By the bulges in their wide belts, I guessed they were well-armed, too. Jack wore his usual cowboy boots and hat, a pair of silver guns shining at his hips. Mrs. Hamburg stood beside him, dressed nearly identically to Siobhan in black yoga pants and a black hoodie—except she held something that looked like a wooden paddle, while Siobhan had knives strapped around her thighs. Knowing her, she likely had them strapped to every possible body part. I wondered if she had done something to emphasize the faded blue tattoos on her face, because they stood out more brightly than I’d ever seen.

Diana was there too, dressed simply in tights and a black T-shirt, her blond hair pulled into a ponytail that swung cheerfully whenever she moved. I couldn’t see a single weapon on her, but I knew she would be just as deadly as anyone else. I didn’t see Tim, though.

“He’s up in his room,” Diana said with an almost apologetic smile. “He gest scared when we fight, and he’s happy to have a night with junk food and video games.”

“Gotcha.” I didn’t know why she should feel bad about it. Tim was safe and happy—that just made it all the easier for the rest of us to do what needed done without worrying about him getting hurt.

Sam had been hidden from my view by Fearghus’s girth. I smiled at her when I caught her eye, and she smiled back. Not only was she here, dressed in a pair of black sweatpants and an over-sized Van Halen T-shirt, she also had a gun in a bandolier holster, and while I couldn’t imagine her having a lot of experience, she seemed comfortable and ready to fight.

I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to die before I’d found Philo, before I had the chance to hug and kiss him again—even if it was just one last time. If I died here tonight, would anyone find him? Would anyone rescue him before it was too late?

A low hiss emanated from several of my family members, and a crunching noise to my left revealed Veyo transitioning to a werewolf. But it hadn’t been the shifting that had drawn out the warning hiss—it had been the imperceptible shift in the world around me. Something that called to my vampire side as surely as the moon calls the tide.

“Clan Aristos,” a voice called from beyond our front door. The speaker didn’t yell—he didn’t have to. We all heard it as clearly as if he’d spoken from among us. “Prepare to die.”
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I have no memory of sharing my skin with a wolf, but now when I change it is swift and easy.

I am man and beast.

—Cheveyo

David began giving orders. “Do not let them enter the house—a fight inside will be more difficult to manage. Outside, we can more easily pair off to confront them. Protect each other’s lives above all else. You are all precious and cannot be replaced.” He swept his gaze over us, yet it felt as if he stood directly in front of me, staring deep into my eyes. “I love and cherish each of you. You are my friends, my confidants, my children. I wish to see you all well and whole when this business is done. Do you understand me?”

Grim-faced but determined to honor his wishes, we all nodded or said, “Yes.”

He divided us into groups, insisting we each have someone to guard our backs. Fearghus and Siobhan went together—the two of them had been watching each other’s backs for centuries. Sang took Chan-ri before David could instruct them. Mrs. Hamburg went with Jack.

“Minnie,” David said to me, “stay with Sam. You have a little more experience than her, but I want the two of you to stay on or as close to the porch as possible. Manuella and I will be nearby.”

Everyone else had disappeared, slipping down hallways and through doors to reach points around the exterior of the house.

“But what about Cheveyo?” I glanced back to the living room where he stood. I hadn’t gotten a good look at him as a werewolf, even though I’d seen a few of the videos of him rescuing me from the stupid kids at school. That footage had been jittery and focused on me—Veyo was just a large streak and the brief glimpse of a wolfish face.

But now, I was stunned by a myth come to life right in front of me. He stood at least seven feet tall, his shoulders broad and bulky, his chest bare and rippling with tension. Brown and silver hair grazed his shoulders and came down his chest in a V-shape, but he wasn’t covered in hair like I thought he might be. He still wore his sweatpants, but they were skin-tight now and didn’t reach his ankles, which now supported the wide, flexible, hairy feet of a wolf. But it was his face that captured me. It was still Veyo’s face, only his cheekbones were sharper, his nose a little wider and more pronounced, his hair a little longer and fuller. His soft, wide lips had thinned and I caught a glimpse of sharp, vicious teeth as he flashed me a grin. And oh, his eyes—larger and wider now, they shone a golden amber, glowing brightly as if lit from within. He was beautiful and menacing, power emanating from him in an almost palpable wave.

“I suspect he will stay close to you,” David said and Veyo nodded. “Ready?”

Sam and I nodded, then David stepped to the door. Veyo hurried past me, and our arms brushed.

Maybe it was because the barrier between us was different when he was a werewolf, or maybe it was because I felt vulnerable and exposed and hadn’t yet hardened myself for battle. Whatever the reason, as my arm brushed Veyo’s, a vision slammed into me.

 

Exhausted, I dig a shallow hole by the base of a tree and curl into it. I do not close my eyes. I watch the watchers for as long as I am able. They have pursued me a great distance—but why? I have barked at them, growled at them, attempted to stop and challenge them, but they have not responded. They have not drawn nearer. They have not retreated. They only follow and watch.

They are a threat, an enemy. Yet they do not attack me. They do not steal my prey when I hunt. They pursue me, only to stay back, unwilling to meet my challenge.

I must sleep. I have to sleep. My eyes drift closed, then pop open, but it is always the same.

The watchers watch.

 

“Minnie.” David’s grip on my shoulder bit into my muscle, dragging me back to myself. His expression was grim but patient.

I shook my head. “The hunters,” I gasped in response to his unspoken question. I’d never had premonitions, but David always seemed to think that skill would one day join my others. “They’ve been following Veyo. I don’t know for how long, but they followed him here.”

He nodded, seeming to take the news in stride. “Then it is likely they are responsible for alerting Lancaster to his location.”

“But why?” I couldn’t imagine what Veyo had to do with us, or why he’d been chased to my door—especially since he honestly didn’t seem to know he might have been manipulated at all. I didn’t know what to believe or what to think, and panic swirled inside me.

David squeezed my shoulder again, but his attention was focused on the front door where Manuella, Sam and Veyo waited. “The Master plays us like an enormous game of chess, and he is often several moves ahead.” He looked down on me, and in his eyes I saw his ancient memories, the weight and challenge of living an extremely long life. “I do not understand the game he’s playing, but I still know the rules. Do as I say and survive.” He gave me a little shake. “Then we can discuss our next moves when we are done.”

Taking his cue from David’s nod, Veyo turned away and opened the door.

David gently moved me forward and as I passed Sam, she put her hand on my arm. “You okay, kid?” She exuded a steady vibe, and the feeling I got from her wasn’t fear, but hope. She wanted us to survive, for all of us to survive, because she had finally found home. A family.

I smiled at my new sister, suddenly glad she and I would be watching out for each other tonight. “Let’s do this.”

David strode confidently out the front door and down the steps to the driveway. Manuella followed him, while Veyo planted himself at the top of the stairs, mostly blocking my view of the vampires. I saw enough, however, to notice there were only two now, where I’d seen a whole line of them before—maybe twelve? The knowledge the others were spread out, unseen and unknown, made me more than a little uneasy.

The front door swung closed behind me and shut with a click.

“We have no quarrel with you,” David said in a strong voice.

“Oh, but our Master has a quarrel with you,” said a tall, lean man as he took a step forward. He wore jeans and a T-shirt with a sports jacket over it. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was some twenty-something hipster come to ask for a job or something. “He requires you pay your debt in blood.”

Veyo’s muscles bunched as if he were ready to pounce on the guy, but David appeared unfazed.

“Who is your Master?” he asked. “Perhaps we can settle this respectfully.”

The hipster vamp chuckled and shook his head. “I respectfully decline, old man. It is too late for talk. Once we have been called, we cannot return until our task is completed.”

“Well, that hardly seems like good business.” David slipped his arm around Manuella’s waist. “Why don’t you tell me who your Master is, and I will allow you to vacate our property unharmed.”

I thought we already knew the Master had sent the kynigoí, so this exchange confused me. Especially when the smile left the hipster vamp’s face and he said, “You know I cannot do that.”

David glanced at Manuella, then back at the vamp. “Indeed.”

Then he and Manuella disappeared.

One moment they were standing side by side, and the next they were in front of the two vamps—David snapped the hipster vamp’s neck, while Manuella delivered a solid side-kick into the face of the other guy who’d remained silent during the exchange. David caught the second vamp in his arms as he recoiled from another of Manuella’s powerful kicks. He held him still while Manuella shoved a stake through his heart.

I stepped around Cheveyo. “Is that it?” I knew there were other vampires on the property, but did defeating the leader mean the end of the fight?

Veyo started growling and Sam leaned down near my ear. “Look.” I followed the direction she was looking and saw three vampires step out of the woods and onto the driveway. Veyo pushed past us and loped toward the tree line. Without warning, he ripped the head off of one vampire, then thrust his fist into the chest of another. I looked toward David and Manuella, but they were only visible in flashes while they fought beyond the driveway.

Still more vampires spilled out of the woods.

“Looks like these guys are ours,” Sam said. “Let’s hope thirty years of bar fights and bad relationships have prepared me to fight a vampire.” There was laughter in her voice and I chuckled in response.

“If you survived Brandon, then these guys’ll be a piece of cake.” I didn’t feel nearly so glib as my words might have suggested, but Sam grinned back at me before jumping over the porch steps and throwing a punch into a vamp’s face. I followed her lead and set my sights on a female vampire wearing jeans and a Pearl Jam T-shirt.

This was my third real battle in less than a year, and I was no longer the easy mark I’d once been. Loss had taught me how to harden my heart. Sang had taught me how to fight. And love gave me power.

Because I loved the Aristos clan. They were my family. They had welcomed me, sheltered me, provided for me and comforted me when no one else would. They were not the monsters the world thought them to be—they were people with hopes and dreams just like any human. None of them had chosen this path. Some of my family’s journeys had been difficult ones—they had lived in different times, after all—but they were all quite civilized now. And all deserved to live in a world without fear of recrimination just for being what they were. None of them—none of us—deserved to be hunted.

Pearl Jam chick fell before me, just as a man stepped up to take her place. I was aware of Sam holding her own against a vamp a few feet to my right, but I didn’t know where Veyo was. I had no choice but to trust he was okay. The man standing in front of me had a stillness about him that scared me. His vibe was similar to Sang’s and David’s—a quality I’d come to associate with very old vampires. There was nothing hurried about him, and there was no doubt in him, either. Strength and confidence radiated from him like a heavy cologne, and for the first time since the fight began, I doubted myself.

Short and stocky, he wore his hair shorn close to his scalp and I had a sudden flash of him wearing the garb of a Roman centurion. I would have thought it only my imagination if he didn’t suit the role so perfectly. He slowly paced around me, waiting for me to make the first move—but when I did, he slapped away my attack as if I were nothing but a nuisance.

“Do you really wish to fight me, little one?” he asked with a sly grin.

I bounced on my toes then whirled, lifting my leg in a wide kick.

Instead of landing on his face, as I’d intended, the centurion grabbed my ankle and I tumbled awkwardly to the ground, my leg still held in the air. Fear, sudden and suffocating, gripped me.

He dragged me closer, until I lay on my back directly below him, my leg still held straight up.

Oh, I fought him. I kicked and thrashed. I screamed and threatened. But it was no use.

All I could think about was Philo, alone and starving in a cage somewhere, and no one knew but us. I should have given David every detail, I should have shown him what I’d seen so he would have all the information to find him.

“It is hard to believe such a little thing as you has caused us so much trouble.” The centurion reached down and grabbed my hair, pulling me painfully upward as I scrabbled to get my feet under me and lessen the pressure.

Desperately I wrapped my hand around his wrist, and I was gone.
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I am wary of the other werewolf, but glad for his presence. Minnie needs me, I can smell her fear and desperation, but I cannot free myself from the three vampires who will not die.

The other, the one Siobhan called Jonah, has arrived and he goes to her aid.

My fury over Minnie’s situation fuels me as I tear through those who stand in my way, only to find I am not needed after all.

A gentle pressure against my mind draws my attention back to Jonas. It has been so long since I have felt the touch of another on my mind. His touch reminds me that while I might not belong in this vampire’s world, I do belong in his.

In the world of long runs in the woods, the soft loam of nature’s death and rebirth beneath my feet, the song of the wolf in my throat.

—Cheveyo

I kneel on the stone floor, not caring that the blood of my comrades soaks the floor beneath my knees. At least the Master spared me.

“It is time to teach my son a lesson,” the Master says from his throne above me.

I listen intently, but I dare not look at him. Despite the mask he wears, he does not allow anyone to look directly upon him.

The Master continues, “I would prefer you not to kill him, or the girl, but I care nothing for any of his other spawn. Leave David alive, and bring the girl to me.”

Every muscle in my body flexes as the Master stands. I wait for the pain to come—for where there is pain, there is yet life.

The Master’s robes brush against me, leaving swirling patterns in the blood. When he is beside me, I feel him turn and I wait, ready.

His claws dig into my temple as he shows me what—

 

I was wrenched back into my mind so suddenly I collapsed, boneless, and vomited on myself. Above me, the huge shape of a werewolf, much larger and fiercer than Veyo, tossed the head of the centurion away. When the next wave of nausea hit, I had a little more sense and was able to roll over and throw up onto the grass.

Then Sam was there with soothing words and a soothing touch as she helped me to my feet.

My mind felt as if someone had taken it out of my skull and put it into a blender before pouring it back into my head. I could do nothing but cling to my sanity and consciousness while Sam half-supported, half-dragged me inside, then cradled me on her lap despite the mess I’d made.

Flashes came to me, snippets of Sam’s memories and thoughts, as I had no strength to block them.

Over and over again I re-played the image of the werewolf—not Veyo—ripping the head clear off of the centurion while I’d been connected with his mind. I thought I could feel the pain of the beheading but wasn’t sure if it was my imagination. I wasn’t sure what was real, what was memory, what was mine and what was not.

The sound of the Master’s voice, slippery and sibilant—a snake’s hiss, a mandolin’s whine, a man’s scream—slithered through my mind.

I will know you. Come, and let me free you. Do not disappoint me. Be mine.

The Master’s claws at my temple.

I couldn’t breathe . . . couldn’t . . .

A soothing balm spread like warm honey over my mind, sinking into the frenzied parts of me and coaxing me to rest.

The pain began to melt away, and I wanted to sink into sleep, but David’s voice called me back.

“Minnie,” he repeated.

I blinked open my eyes. Sam sat on the chair on the other side of the room—but that couldn’t be right. Hadn’t she just been holding me on her lap? Now I lay on the couch, a pillow propped behind my head, a blanket tucked around me, and a damp cloth on my forehead. I no longer stank of vomit and blood, but like Manuella’s luxurious ginger soap. Someone had cleaned and changed me, but I couldn’t lift my head to see what I wore. Siobhan shuffled into the room, her bare feet and loose-fitting lounge pants passing within my view, then out again.

“Minnie.” There he was. Sitting on the couch, looking down at me. David’s hair was damp and he wore a man’s track suit, the jacket zipped all the way up. He didn’t smile when our eyes met.

Something wasn’t right. Something was missing. Like a memory, or a favorite stuffy, something important and valuable, but I couldn’t put my finger on it, and the feeling wouldn’t fade.

Siobhan sat on the floor beside the couch, her legs crossed and a large bowl of freshly popped buttered popcorn in her lap. The smell roused me more than anything else had. I struggled to sit up and Siobhan grinned.

“I knew a little of the treat of the gods would get her goin’.” She held the bowl up so it was within easy reach. “Want some?”

I did, but I still didn’t feel put together right. Had I died and been brought back wrong? Why didn’t I feel like myself?

“Here, dear one,” David said, reaching his fingers toward my temple. “Let me ease some more of your pain. You’re still not yourself.” He stretched forth his fingers as if he’d touch my temples, but I cringed away with a sharp gasp. “Minnie?” The worry in his eyes was more than I could bear.

I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose, forcing myself to stay still while David placed his fingers on my either side of my face. I fought back the nausea rising inside me as thoughts of blood, claws, and that horrible, terrifying voice continued to vie for space in my brain.

“Oh, Minnie,” he breathed, his warm breath washing over my face. “I am so sorry.”

I felt him grasp onto the memories that were not my own and pull them toward himself before the black devoured me.

 

I lay on a bed, the smell of the sea rich with salt and sea life.

Shh.

The tension coiling tight inside me spontaneously released as I relinquished my mind to Thor’s.

Good girl. Just relax and let me take care of you.

My back arched, a scream building within me but unable to find release.

I’m so sorry, love. I’m being as gentle as I can.

I knew it. Knew he grasped the centurion’s memories and drew them away with a surgeon’s practiced precision. But I couldn’t stop the scream.

The stranger’s memories of the Master, of the horror and evil he witnessed, he felt, dripped over my own, even as Thor dragged them away—causing screeching pain as they were eradicated.

Oh, my beautiful girl. What has he done to you?

I—I tried to respond, to explain what had happened, but I couldn’t speak. I peeked beyond my nearly closed lids to see Thor leaning over me, his palm on my forehead. I could sense it there, see it, but couldn’t feel anything beyond the scoring pain in my mind.

Never mind, dearest. David told me. Give me a moment more. Just one more . . . You are very brave. Very tough. Such a small thing, yet you are as fierce as the women of my village.

I shut my eyes again, trying not to faint as the last of the tainted memories were cut from my mind.

 

I tasted blood before a cool, damp cloth dabbed my lip.

Real life, this was real life.

Yet I sensed Thor was still near, still hovering in a corner of my mind, watching.

Soon I was shivering, shaking violently. Breathless, helpless.

“What’s wrong with her?” Sam asked from much closer than I expected. “What’s happening?”

Someone answered, but I was sinking, falling away, and I lost consciousness again.

 

When I woke next, the room was nearly dark, with only the light of one lamp illuminating the figure sitting on the floor, his back against the couch. We were alone in the room, and I was myself. Just myself, with only my own thoughts to keep me company. I remembered what had been done, and I remembered the thoughts of that other man, the centurion, but no differently than I remembered any of the memories I collected through my visions.

“Ah, you are awake.” David lifted his knees and rested his elbows on them, dropping his head into his hands. I was afraid you never would.

His words fell as soft as snow in my mind.

I don’t want you to ever be afraid to use your gift. In time, you will grow stronger and you will be able to use it, even when you are in distress. But you will never be able to protect yourself from everything.

I held my breath a moment, then, Like the Master.

David hung his head, but he didn’t respond.

“Where is everyone?” Hadn’t there been people here just minutes before?

“I sent them to rest. They needed it.”

“But you don’t?” I rolled onto my side and pulled the blanket up under my chin. It was one of Mrs. Hamburg’s—one of many scattered around the house.

David dropped his hands but continued to stare forward toward the patio doors. “I’ve been resting,” he said.

“You’ve been waiting.”

“Yes.” He chuckled softly. “I have been waiting.”

I wanted to ask him about what I’d seen in the centurion’s mind, about what the Master had said. But I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t sure I could handle the answers. Not yet.

“Jonas, Siobhan’s werewolf friend, killed the vampire you were bound with. He didn’t know—he couldn’t have known—even I . . . I never thought to warn you, since the occurrence is so rare. This world you’ve come into—it’s not what it was even a year ago.” David’s voice was low and raspy, like there were tears or anger trapped in his throat.

“When you are connected with a mind as it dies, there’s the chance you will also die—especially when the connection is as strong as I believe yours was. Your mind receives the death blow almost as intensely as the victim does, and it can take a very long time to convince your mind that it lives. Sometimes, we don’t succeed.”

I released one hand from my blanket cocoon and rested it lightly on David’s shoulder. “But you brought me back.”

He put a hand over mine, then dropped it too soon. “Thor and I brought you back.”

“Thor. Ugh.” Part of me hoped it had been a nightmare—especially when he wasn’t with me when I finally woke.

“I know you don’t care for him, but I was unequal to the task. It was either him, or let your mind suffer until I was forced to put you out of your misery.” He let his head drop forward, his chin to his chest. “Sometimes I wonder if there is any mercy in keeping you in this world.”

“Why? What’s wrong with this world?” I propped up onto my elbow as I spoke, wanting David to see I didn’t resent this life. “Yeah, things are pretty terrible right now, but things have gotta get better, right? Humans will come to see we aren’t all that different from them.”

But David wouldn’t look at me. When he spoke, his voice was so low even my enhanced hearing had trouble picking up each word. “I forgot what world I belonged in. I spent too much time in the human world and forgot what I am and who my allegiance was to. Worst of all, I failed to educate you.”

“Me?” I leaned toward him. “You educated me.”

He sent me a withering glance. “No, I did not,” he practically spat. I’d heard David angry before and it could be terrifying, but I’d never heard him angry at himself like this. “There was a time when I would have never taken the Making of a vampire so lightly. I have allowed my children to wander freely in this world, doing who knows what. My enemies were waging their wars against me, and I carried on like a child with no care in the world. Don’t you see? We have worried more about what the humans think, when we should have been fixed on one thing—pleasing the Master.”

I leaned back, stunned. David had always supported my goals for improving relations between humans and vampires. “What are you saying?”

David snorted, then shook his head. “Do you remember any of what you saw in that man’s mind?”

I felt them like you feel a papercut—aching and sore, but best not to pick at. “Yes.”

David sighed then straightened his shoulders, and when he spoke again, it was in a voice more like his own. “His name was Domitius Tulius Catullus. He was very old—a child of my Master.”

“The Master,” I clarified.

David nodded. “Yes. The one and only. The first vampire.”

“I think he was supposed to kidnap me or something. And kill our whole family. But—” There’s still Philo, I wanted to say. “They didn’t kill us, did they?”

David was quiet so long I began to fear the worst. Had I only dreamed of seeing my family right here in this room?

“Mrs. Hamburg—Sally. I should not have sent her out to fight. She was far weaker than I realized.”

I sat all the way up, pulling the blanket tight around me. “She’s . . . gone? Dead?”

David rose gracefully to his feet, looked down on me for a moment, then finally sat beside me. He tucked me under his arm and pulled me close to his chest. “Yes, Minnie. I’m sorry.”

My heart hurt. My brain felt like it would hurt forever. And some other part of me I couldn’t identify, hurt. “Is that why I feel . . . wrong? I thought it was because of the memories, but there’s something inside me that doesn’t feel right, like something is missing.”

“Yes,” David said, his voice muffled by my hair.

I thought about that for a long moment. “But . . .” If I felt the loss of Mrs. Hamburg this way . . . If this was what it felt like to lose a member of our family, then . . .  “You’ve known about Philo all along.” My voice came out flat. Not exactly accusing, but close.

“Yes,” he finally said softly.

I pulled away to face him. “You’ve been lying to me this entire time? Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been mourning him. It broke me.”

David looked like he would have liked to pull me against him again, but he clasped his hands together instead. “I know. But . . . the Master is playing a very dangerous game with us, and I was afraid if you knew too much it would put you in even more danger. I knew you wouldn’t be able to stand by, that you would rush over there and demand he be released. And what you don’t know, what you could not have known, is that one doesn’t demand anything of the Master. I had hoped to bring this whole thing to a peaceful resolution and Philo could be returned to us. But—”

“But the Master sent the kynigoí to murder us instead. Or at least, to murder everyone but you and me.” My voice was hard, a hammer on steel.

“Yes.”

We stared at each other for a long moment. “But they didn’t succeed.”

“No,” he said. “They did not. And the hunters are gone—for now.”

I thought about that. “We can’t let them try again.” Now my body burned with a righteous fire, driving out any doubts or questions. “We can’t lose any more of our family.”

David smiled faintly at my impassioned outburst, but he took my hand and held it silently for a long while before speaking again. “That is why I am going to Italy. I must speak to the Master myself and entreat him to forgive me and, by association, my family.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but David abruptly stood. He rested his hand on my head. “Go on up to bed, Minnie. Get some rest.”

He turned, and even though I said, “But—” he continued toward the basement as if he hadn’t heard me.

I sat there in the near dark for a long while. My brain hurt. Like, if it was possible to feel the actual tissue of my brain—that’s what hurt. Mrs. Hamburg was dead. I didn’t seem to have any tears for her, but I still felt her loss in my heart—and not just because of our shared bloodline.

Philo was alive. Really, truly alive, and it wasn’t just my imagination.

The Master had him imprisoned.

A shiver ran through me. I hadn’t thought much about him—he hadn’t seemed that important to me, before. Even when Philo seemed concerned about going to see him last spring, and despite the carefully chosen words when others spoke of him, I’d given the Master my trust without question.

Why had he imprisoned Philo? Why torture him? To punish David? To prove some point?

And now he wanted me? I was nothing, nobody.

Yet if I went to him, there was a chance, maybe only a teeny tiny one, that he’d release Philo. Of course, he’d probably kill me, but wouldn’t it be worth it if I could save Philo? If I could save my whole family by giving the Master what he wanted?

I stood, my whole body trembling as I considered what I could do.

I’d never done anything on my own. There’d always been Philo or Thor, Hanjo and my family. Even tonight, I’d needed a werewolf to save me. I’d been in that man’s head when the Master was near him, and that man had been old and far more experienced than me. What chance did I have against him?

The truth was, I had no chance.

But this wasn’t about me, it was about Philo, and Clan Aristos.

I had always seen myself as capable, even more than capable. I was smart and determined. I knew what I wanted and I went for it. That’s how my father raised me. That’s who I was.

I was no different now than I had been as a human. I was still the same Minnie Kim.

And I’d never backed down from a challenge before.
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My bag is packed.

My sleep is restless and ultimately, useless.

I came here to protect her, but I have done nothing.

I am not needed here.

—Cheveyo

Dawn arrived in a swath of glorious colors that lessened the pain in my heart and mind.

There was a soft knock on my door. Veyo. “Come in,” I called.

He opened the door but stayed in the doorway, leaning against the frame. “It is good to see you awake.” His lopsided grin didn’t seem to reach his eyes.

“I never went to sleep.” I pushed myself up so I leaned against the headboard, and faced the werewolf. A duffel bag lay at his feet. “What’s with the bag?”

He must have seen the surprise and hurt on my face because he came forward and after hesitating only a moment, sat on the edge of my bed. “Jonah drove. Said it was too much of a pain to run all the way from here to Montana.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure I would have the chance to say goodbye.” He closed his eyes and bowed his head. I got the feeling a part of him half-wished he’d been able to slip away. When he looked up again, he held my gaze.

“I tried imagining what I would say, but none of it sounded right. I have never had any practice saying goodbye. And I have never had a friend—at least none I can recall.” He sighed. “I am sorry, Minnie. When Jonas said we were to leave at dawn, I agreed and thought I would send you a text or something once I got there.”

I frowned at him in mock horror. “A text? Sheesh!”

He grinned and I threw my arms around his neck. My exuberance surprised him and he lost his balance, both of us toppling to the floor. We were a tangle of limbs once we came to a stop, and our faces were inches apart. His turned serious and earnest as he gazed into my eyes.

“I know you said—”

“Philo’s alive,” I blurted.

I extricated myself and sat close to him. I thought I was saving him from the embarrassment of telling me how he felt about me when I was even less available than I’d been before, but hurt flashed across his face anyway. I pretended not to notice.

“How do you know?” he asked. I smiled, more at his effort to take it all in stride than anything else.

I thought of all the ways I knew Philo was alive but opted for the least complicated one: “David told me.”

Veyo nodded, then stood. He offered me a hand, which I took. Once on my feet, I wrapped my arms around his waist and hugged him. He hesitated only a moment before returning the hug and resting his chin on my head. “I am happy for you.”

I squeezed him but didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to know the situation with the Master. Not when he was leaving and would be busy adjusting to his new life.

“I am happy for YOU. I’m happy to have known you. To have been your friend. To always be your friend,” I hurried to add. “I am happy you have a grandmother to meet, and someone to show you how to be a proper werewolf.”

We both heard the heavy footfalls of someone in the house and we froze, knowing the moment for goodbyes had come.

“That would be Jonas,” Veyo said.

I chuckled half-heartedly. “Yeah. No vampire would make that much noise.” I grinned and watched Veyo’s grin overtake his face, alighting his beautiful eyes.

“Hey. You turned into a half-man, half-wolf thing, but Siobhan told me only alphas could do that. But you and Jonah did.”

He shrugged as a blush rose up his neck. “Jonah told me. That’s why he lives alone—the alpha of his pack is his brother, and he could not challenge him. But there can be only one alpha in a pack.”

I frowned and leaned against the bed. “Then how are the two of you gonna get along?”

A bark of laughter escaped him and he leaned beside me, his arms crossed over his chest. “Jonah could put me down in a heartbeat. And I am still a juvenile—I will not need to create my own pack for another few years.”

We remained that way, our arms touching, feeling the familiar zing between us.

“I’ll miss you.” I meant it so much, I tried to telepathically imprint it on his mind. I would miss him.

I missed so many people. Junu, Master Yi, Hanjo. Philo. I wished I could gather them all up in my arms and keep them close. Instead, they were all so far, far away. And now Veyo was leaving, too.

Veyo leaned against me. “I will miss you, as well.”

He stood and picked up his duffel, throwing me a casual grin over his shoulder. I trailed down the stairs after him, feeling the familiar burn behind my eyes. But I had cried enough tears these past few months—I was done with them. Plus, I didn’t want Veyo to remember me crying, I wanted him to remember me the way he made me feel—happy, content, and safe.

“Mornin’,” said the older werewolf once I caught sight of him in the foyer. He tipped an invisible hat with his fingers, which made me smile. He was tall and rangy, with long hair tied back in a ponytail and kind eyes more orange than Veyo’s.

“Hey,” I said.

Veyo just smiled at the man and gave a small nod.

Jonas clapped a hand on Veyo’s shoulder and the two of them walked out to the driveway.

“Don’t be a stranger, ’kay?” I called from the porch. “Text me!”

The man got behind the wheel of a beat-up old Jeep, but Veyo turned and in three long strides he was beside me, and I was wrapped tightly in his arms. He held me tight, and I hugged him right back. Then he let me go, grinned that wide, adorable smile, and ran back to the car.

The darkly tinted windows revealed nothing, and then they were gone, kicking up gravel and dust in their wake.

My heart hurt and I rubbed at my chest as if that would help. I went inside and up to my room, arriving just in time to hear a notification. It was a text from Veyo.

 

Veyo: Thank you for being my first real friend.

 

He sent a photo of the two of us from our day shopping with Stacey. All I could remember when I thought of that day was how surly and depressed I’d been, but Stacey had managed to get a picture of Veyo and me smiling. I didn’t even remember the moment.

I grinned, feeling all the weight and worry lift from my heart. A moment later I sent him back the same picture, but with some Minnie-style improvements: I’d drawn fur all over Veyo’s head and added jagged teeth to his smiling mouth and fangs to mine. I thought it was hilarious and hoped he did too.

I packed while I waited for David to tell me when we were leaving. From our conversation last night, I assumed it would be today. I hoped it would be today.

 

Me: Hey, jagiya.

 

I wanted to see Stacey before I left, but since I wasn’t sure when that would be, I figured we wouldn’t get the chance. It was super early on a Saturday morning, so of course she didn’t respond.

 

Me: I might not get the chance to see you in person before I go, but I wanted to tell you I’m going to Italy with David.

 

I thought about telling her why but then thought better of it. It would only freak her out.

 

Me: He thought it would be a good idea to get out of town for a while. You know, until things die down around here.

Me: I’ll call you as soon as I have a minute to talk, but you can text me anytime.

Me: Oh, and Veyo’s . . . 

 

I didn’t send that one. I couldn’t dump everything on her at once. Besides, I was pretty sure Veyo would text her himself.

 

Me: Love you, ahjumma

 

I snapped a pick of me making a kissy face and the Korean love sign and sent it, then tucked my phone into my back pocket. I surveyed the spread on my couch and decided it was enough. I flung myself onto my bed to wait for David’s summons.

Hours passed in which I tried to sleep, tried to read, tried to watch my beloved K-dramas, and tried to listen to my favorite music. Nothing made the waiting any more bearable.

And the summons never came.

Eventually, I went in search of David. Maybe it had taken longer than he imagined to make the arrangements. He was the head of an R&D company, and I imagined it wasn’t the kind of job you could just call in sick for. The house felt empty and quiet. It didn’t mean the house was empty, only that its occupants weren’t trying to make noise—vampires were naturally quiet creatures, if we didn’t want to make noise, we made none at all.

It wasn’t until I was going down the basement steps that I remembered Mrs. Hamburg had died. I paused mid-step. What did that mean in this family? Would they have a ceremony? Mrs. Hamburg hadn’t been a vampire for very long—did that mean there was a body to be interred? I was in a hurry to get to Italy, but I wanted a chance to say goodbye to her. I hoped there would be a chance before we left.

I stood a moment outside David’s closed office door, but I couldn’t hear anything, which wasn’t unusual—all the rooms in this house were sound proofed. I knocked.

Then waited.

I knocked again.

A moment later, a door down the hall opened and Manuella stepped out. “Minnie?”

I sagged with relief. “Oh,” I breathed. “I didn’t realize how weird it felt to not hear or see anyone in the whole house.”

She smiled warmly. “After the tension of the past couple days, and that ugly business with the kynigoí, I think everyone is taking advantage of their freedom. Come in.” She waved for me to follow her, then retreated into her office.

I hesitated, a little reluctant to leave David’s door, but really, if he could have answered, he would have. He must be in a meeting, so I might as well visit with Manuella while I waited.

I stepped into her office and realized at once I’d never been inside before. I never even knew until then that she had an office. The light and airy space perfectly suited her, and I remembered she did some kind of work for Aristos R&D. Numerous framed degrees decorated one wall, and her large computer monitor showed a colored graph of some sort.

Manuella caught me squinting at it and laughed in her low, husky voice. “I do graphic design for the company.” She turned off the monitor and settled into her chair while I concentrated on not gawking.

“I’m sorry, I—” Never even considered you had a degree, let alone numerous ones? Everything I thought to say sounded patronizing, even to myself. I was ashamed I’d never taken the time to really get to know her.

Manuella laughed off my discomfort easily. “It’s my current interest,” she said. “In the past, I have been a chef, a governess, an accountant, even a nurse.”

My mouth had fallen open again. “Really?”

“Really. Living a long life is a wonderful gift for those of us with many interests.” She smiled. The idea that she saw something of herself in me gave me an unexpected thrill of pleasure that warmed me from the inside out.

“I never thought of that,” I said honestly. “I’ve been so focused on the idea I would become the greatest physicist of all time—not that I would have enough time to be a great biologist as well, or even a great teacher if I wanted to do that.”

Manuella smiled indulgently. “You will have the time and freedom to do anything you desire, my dear. David and I cannot wait to see where your journey takes you.”

“Speaking of journeys,” I said, jolted back to the present and my mission. “Has David talked to you about our trip?”

Manuella frowned, her shapely brows drawing downward. “No, I guess he has not.” Her smile returned and she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her desk. “Tell me about it.”

Her eagerness seemed like the wrong response to the kind of trip we were taking. “Oh, it’s not a vacation. Not for pleasure or anything.” She frowned again, so I hurried on. “I don’t know if David’s had a chance to tell you, but—” I suddenly worried maybe I shouldn’t be telling her this. That maybe David didn’t want her to know the seriousness of the situation.

“Um,” I hedged as I desperately tried to rearrange my words. “He’s gonna take me to meet the Master. He wants to talk to him about the kynigoí attacks.” There. That was true and probably wasn’t breaking any trust with him.

But the look on Manuella’s face wasn’t surprise, or understanding, or any of the things I’d expected. She appeared . . . uncomfortable.

She stood and walked around her desk, then crouched in front of me, as there weren’t any other chairs in the room. She took my hands and now I felt just as worried as she looked. “I am so sorry, Minnie. I—” She glanced away, as if trying to find the right words. She looked back at me, looked deep into my eyes with a fierce determination. “I did not know you had expected to go with David to Italy.” When I started to recoil, she held my hands tighter. “David left early this morning.”

This time she couldn’t keep me from yanking my hands away and jumping to my feet. If she hadn’t had such excellent reflexes, I might have knocked her over.

“He left?” I felt so betrayed. And angry. And upset. “How could he go without me? Why would he do that?” I wanted to break down in tears, but Manuella’s office was white everywhere. Plus, I wasn’t going to cry anymore. I needed to be proactive, not reactive.

Manuella intercepted my pacing and wrapped her arms around me. At first I stood stiff and unyielding. “I am so sorry,” she crooned, and my indignation began to ebb. “I do not know why he didn’t take you, if that is what he promised you.”

I lifted my arms to return the hug, then pulled back, too full of frustration to remain. “He did!” But . . . had he? I tried to remember, but our conversation from last night felt hazy.

“I know how frustrating it can be when someone takes your power away. I don’t know why he did that, but I do know David. And, I know the Master. I believe David had an exceptionally good reason for not taking you with him. The Master’s court is no place for a young woman, even a young vampire. Especially not one as innocent as you.” I bristled a little—I was getting tired of people calling me young and innocent. Tired of people protecting me. I stopped pacing in front of the door and turned, my arms crossed over my chest.

Yet she seemed unaffected by my scowl, only leaned back against the desk. “I have met the Master only once, and once was one time too many,” she said grimly. “He is a terrifying creature and does not possess a shred of humanity.”

Now it was my turn to frown at her. “What do you mean?”

A number of emotions crossed Manuella’s face, from surprise, to doubt, and finally to regret. Her eyes searched mine, but I don’t think she saw what she was looking for. “I have to admit I have never read that guidebook David gave you, but it seems to me it must be lacking in some very important points.” She speared me with her gaze. “What does that book tell you about the Master? And did David tell you anything at all?”

I shook my head and Manuella sighed. She leaned forward and I waited for her to gather her thoughts.

“The Master is . . . Well . . .” She seemed to force herself to meet my eyes again, and this time I was certain there was fear and maybe distaste hiding inside their dark depths.

“Long before humankind was born,” she began carefully, “this world was used as a . . . a sort of prison, I suppose.” I jerked back, my mind rejecting her words, but she continued. “You know there are beings in this world we call supernaturals, but in reality, I suppose the proper term for them would be aliens. Think about it. You met Oonagh of the Tuatha Dé Danann, right? And you accepted she was a supernatural god who appeared and disappeared.” I nodded reluctantly. “Their world is called Tír na nÓg. It’s closely connected with our world, more so than any other, I believe. But it is a world. I do not know the name of the world from whence the Master came—but he was only one of two of his kind ever brought here. Before humans existed, other worlds brought their most heinous criminals and exiled them here. In the case of the Master, I believe he was heir to his people’s royalty or something. Even David is unsure of the details.”

She paused and breathed in deeply—to give me a chance to respond, I guess. I had no response.

“Minnie?” she gently prodded.

I let out a long, slow breath. I cleared my throat, unsure if I trusted myself to speak. “So . . . the werewolves? And unicorns?”

She nodded, watching me so, so carefully.

Really, the concept of aliens was far more plausible than supernaturals. Any scientist will tell you it’s foolish of us to believe we’re alone in the universe. We exist, so why not other beings as well? Knowing vampires were human-alien hybrids explained so much.

“Why are you telling me this?”

She gave an elegant shrug before walking around her desk and sitting down. “It’s important for you to know the truth of our world. To know the dangers we face.” She paused, then added, “You understand now, don’t you? Why David could not take you with him? We have already lost Philomon, and now David, too, has gone to that horrible place. You are young and as yet inexperienced—there’s nothing you could have done there. Just give David some time—I’m sure we will hear news of his and Philo’s return very soon.”

Her smile was genuine; I knew she believed what she said was true—but I didn’t believe a word of it.

Oh, I believed what she said of the Master. I remembered what the centurion had seen and suffered at the Master’s hands. But I refused to believe there was nothing I could do.

In my room, I stared at my mostly-packed luggage. The idea of unpacking made me feel tired.

So David had left me behind because I was an emotional teenager who didn’t have the chops to stand up to the Master.

He wasn’t wrong, but neither was he right.

I’d felt the Master’s mind inside my own, inside the centurion, and I knew what he wanted. He wanted to be worshipped, just like any other megalomaniac.

I sat on the coffee table and pulled out my phone. I was going to Italy, whether David liked it or not. But before I could open the phone, my thoughts snagged on the quote I’d saved as wallpaper. No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must walk the path.

Master Yi meant for the quote to help me move forward, to help me realize my future, including my happiness, was in my hands alone. The Master wanted me—it’s what he’d told the centurion, and what he’d told me when I was in Philo’s cell. As long as I stayed here, my family would be in danger of further attacks. The Master wanted me in Italy, and Philo needed me there.

I knew David wanted to protect me, but this was my path to walk.

 

I sat on the stone bench and called for him. I only waited a minute at most, before he was there, standing in front of me, crisp and elegant, with an edginess I still didn’t understand.

Minnie? Thor asked. He swept his gaze over me, as if looking for injuries. Are you well? Have you decided to come to me?

I laughed and leaned back on my hands. I suppose it is the first time I’ve summoned you—but nothing’s wrong.

He visibly relaxed, but his gaze was still wary. You still haven’t answered my second question.

I felt my expression grow serious. I wanted to thank you. I think you probably saved my life—or at least, my sanity.

His blue gaze sharpened on me and I felt his intent, even before he spoke. Be with me. I’ll teach you how to keep everyone out, so you never need to be afraid of something like that happening ever again.

I slumped. You know I can’t. There’s something I have to do, and I have to do it myself. I just wanted to thank you—for everything.

I used to think he was up to something, that he had some ulterior motive, but I didn’t believe that anymore. True, he was ambitious, and I think he saw us as some power couple once I’d gained full control over my abilities, but he could have implanted submission into my mind last night, and he hadn’t. He’d allowed me to keep all my own thoughts, and only my own thoughts.

Now he leaned forward on his elbows, his eyes narrowed to suspicious slits. What’s going on? I can see you planning something.

I bent to pick up a rock so he couldn’t see the truth on my face. I’ll see you another time, Thor. And I left him, without another word or another smile.

 

He immediately came to my mind, trying to finish the conversation, I’m sure, but I’d closed my mind up tight against him, using the techniques he himself had taught me.

The flight out of Salt Lake was a red-eye, but I didn’t want to run the risk of seeing anyone. As Thor had just demonstrated, I was no good at all at hiding my thoughts and feelings. If I stayed here, someone would figure me out and everything would be ruined. That meant I had to leave now.

I got myself and my bags out of the house without being seen—a much easier task today than any other day, since everyone was probably resting. From my car, I texted Manuella that I’d gone out to see Stacey. I felt a brief pang of guilt for lying, but she would stop me if she knew the truth.

I had to wait in the airport for four hours before I’d board the red-eye to New York and then on to Italy.

But I was learning to be a good vampire, and I was getting good at waiting.

 

THE END
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