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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)


Discover the world of Desolation!

Subscribe to Aria’s newsletter and get Sacrifice,

the prequel to the Desolation series for FREE!
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There is no set standard for how one should deal with becoming a vampire. For some, it’s necessary to start their life anew, with new friends, new lifestyle, new location. For others, the desire to remain as they were is strong. In those rare cases it’s important to constantly assess one’s state of hunger—or risk eating one’s best friend.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Having a two-thousand-year-old vampire as your boyfriend isn’t as hot as it sounds. You picture something like Edward Cullen and Bella Swan or Angel and Buffy—actually, dating Philo is a lot like Buffy and Angel’s relationship but, well, you know how that turned out. And the truth is, I’m just not as cool as Buffy. She’d had boyfriends before. She at least knew what it was supposed to be like. She could sort of understand Angel’s broodiness. But I didn’t know anything about boyfriends or boys, and I knew zero, zip, zilch about dating Philo.

“It can’t be that bad,” Stacey said from inside the fitting room. We were at our third store, Stacey was trying on her eighth dress and I’d yet to try on one. I lay on my back on the bench in front of the fitting rooms. My mom would have been appalled at my lack of decorum, but I was already tired, and she wasn’t around to judge me.

“It’s not all bad,” I hurried to reply. “It’s not bad at all. I’m just not sure what it actually is. I’m not sure it is anything.”

Stacey opened the door. “Wait. I don’t follow. He enrolled in freakin’ high school to be near you, he kissed you, he drives you to school every day and eats lunch with you every day, too. He likes you. You like him. Why are you making such a big deal out of this?”

My brain hurt more from trying to figure out the Philo problem than when I’d taken the Yale entrance exams when I was fourteen. “Hey, that’s a good one,” I said, eying the floor-length monstrosity she had on.

Stacey gave me a don’t-think-I-don’t-know-what-you’re-doing glare as she positioned herself in front of the trio of mirrors. She’d look pretty in just about anything, but this wasn’t the dress for her. “Liar,” she said to the mint green satin gown that made her look like a leprechaun.

“You caught me,” I said as she returned to the fitting room. “What about you and Mac? Things still going strong?” I knew the answer already since Mac was just about all Stace talked about, but that was my plan. Get her talking about Mac, and she’d lay off hassling me about Philo. And it worked—for a while.

Two stores later, I was finally standing in front of a mirror wearing a red Asian-inspired dress that made me look older and sexier while being perfectly modest. It was highly unlikely Mom and Dad would see me in it, but I wanted to honor their values, which had made dress shopping a little harder than it maybe had to be. Still, I wanted them back in my life and while I couldn’t change the fact that I was a vampire, I didn’t have to throw it in their faces by rejecting everything they’d taught me.

“Philo’s gonna flip when he sees you in that,” Stacey said with a gleam in her eye. “You look like a China doll.”

“I’m not Chinese,” I said.

“A Korean doll then. Sheesh, you know what I mean.”

“I was thinking I looked like a deadly assassin from a James Bond movie or something.”

“That too. Gorgeous and deadly.”

We grinned at each other like fools. “I’ve found the dress!”

She jumped up from the chair she’d been watching from and wrapped her arms around me so her face reflected right next to mine. She grinned and squeezed me tight.

“I know just the shoes, too. I saw them in that store by the ice cream shop.”

“Dresses by Dahlia?” I gazed at myself for a second longer inside the fitting room, then unzipped the dress down the side, and donned my jeans and T-shirt. It wasn’t the cutest outfit, but I wanted something easy to get in and out of since I figured I’d be trying on tons of clothes. As it turned out, I tried on exactly one dress and it was perfect.

“No, the other one. The one with all black dresses in the window.”

“Oh! Are you gonna get the backless dress from there?” I held the red dress up to me one last time, absolutely in love with the gold embroidery worked along the mandarin collar and down the faux buttons on the back. It fit me like a glove, and I couldn’t wait for Philo to see me in it. If he even came to the dance with me. Since I, um, hadn’t exactly invited him yet. Sweethearts was girls’ choice and I hadn’t gotten up the nerve to ask him. We’d talked about it, and it seemed as if we were going together, but nothing had been said by either of us to make it official.

“No, but the shoes I want you to get are there. I think I’m gonna get that pale pink dress I saw in the first store. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“Typical,” I said, abandoning the fitting room, the dress draped reverently across my arm.

“Ready?” the sales clerk asked as I approached the counter. “This one’s gorgeous. And perfect for a petite figure like yours.” I smiled graciously at her, knowing full well what she meant. I had boobs now that I’d become a vampire, but I certainly was not graced with much in the way of a figure. At least, not by American standards. In Korea, I’d be perfectly normal, maybe even curvy—but not in the States and definitely not when I was standing next to Stacey.

The clerk eyed me as she rang up the dress, as if I’d break down in tears and claim I couldn’t pay when she said the total. But I handed over the credit card my vampire great-grandsire, David, had provided for me, and didn’t blink an eye as the bill was settled. I wasn’t a big spender and generally didn’t waste David’s money, but I had learned it was pointless to argue with him that it was unnecessary for him to give me money in the first place. “There are perks to living a long lifetime, little one,” he’d said, and handed me a thousand dollars. In cash. I still had that money stashed in the little safe in my room at the cabin, but I took his credit card. I had no idea what the limit was on it. Stacey was forever trying to get me to test it, to see how much I could buy before it maxed out, but of course I’d never do that. I did breathe a (tiny) breath of relief when it rang through for the dress without any problem, though.

“So. Philo,” Stacey said once we were making our way back to the Black Market for my shoes.

I sighed and Stacey hooked her arm through mine, pulling me close to her side. She was my best friend and always had been. She’d seen me at my worst, and my best—and this was definitely not my best.

“He’s so quiet and broody and I never know what he’s thinking.”

“Duh!” Stacey tugged me so we wobbled together as we walked. “He’s been a teenage boy for thousands of years. Can you imagine?” Oh, we laughed at that one. Teenage hormones and angst forever. I was so not thrilled to have to deal with those myself and I’d only just started. “Every guy is quiet about how he feels. If I didn’t ask Mac questions, I swear I’d never know anything. I’m always the one to start the conversations—unless it’s about League of Legends or lacrosse. Then I can’t get him to shut up!”

I dragged Stace toward the food court and up to the Jamba Juice bar.

“Yessss!” she said with glee. “Gimme numbers.” This was a game she played every time we came here—she’d pick random numbers or get me or sometimes the clerk to give her random numbers, and then she’d count down the list of ingredients on the board and add them, number by number, to her smoothie. Sometimes, like with the strawberries, marshmallows, cinnamon and chocolate smoothie, she had a winner. Other times, like with the mango, garlic and chocolate smoothie she had last week, they were horrific losers. But Stacey always drank the whole thing. Just on principle.

Me? I always got the pineapple mango smoothie. Delicious. I liked knowing what to expect.

We sat down at a table by the big windows that overlooked the main entrance to the mall. Sometimes we’d try to guess who people were and what they were shopping for, but this time Stacey had something else in mind.

“Listen, you’ve gotta talk to him. Just ask him questions.” She took a sip of her smoothie and I watched for her reaction—I think this one was chocolate with marshmallows, flax seed and pine nuts. “Mmm, nutty,” she said, but I caught the little grimace she made as she forced herself to take another sip.

“Like what kind of questions?”

“I dunno. Do you know anything about him? Besides the fact that he’s hot, looks awesome driving around in his Jeep, and has great taste in girls?” She winked at me and I examined the scratched linoleum tabletop.

“I’m not too sure I’m the kind of girl Philo has a taste for.”

Stacey burst out laughing.

“Wait.” I pressed my palm to my forehead. “That did not come out right.”

“Or maybe it did,” Stacey said. I rolled my eyes. “That’s why you’ve gotta ask him questions. So you don’t know a lot about him. No wonder you’re feeling worried. You should know him better by now.”

I bristled a little at her criticism. “It’s not like I don’t know anything. I know he hates violence and will avoid it as much as he can. A lot of the family likes a little violence—you know, the non-murderous kind—but Philo doesn’t at all. I know he loves his Jeep and washes it himself practically every other day. He was a Spartan back in the day—”

“Wait, for reals?”

I nodded. “And . . . I’m pretty sure he’s been really hurt or something. I’ve seen glimpses of his past, and the feeling I get is a lot of loneliness.”

Stacey watched me, her gaze steady, her normally frenetic self settled and quiet as she considered me. “Broken boys are the hardest of all. I can’t even imagine being him.”

“I know. That pretty much sums up my whole problem. I’m completely inexperienced. I mean, I’m sixteen but let’s be honest—I’m probably one of the most innocent sixteen-year-olds out there.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Stacey agreed knowingly.

“I know most girls are all into the broken boys, but I’d just like to have a regular boy. Someone who will . . . I dunno.”

Stacey waggled her eyebrows at me while she took a long draw of her smoothie. I knew from experience she’d keep making that face until I spilled my guts. She had a talent for milking me for every little detail of my life.

I closed my eyes and sipped my smoothie while I thought about what I really wanted in a boyfriend. “I want someone who I can talk to without worrying about whether he felt like I’m smarter than him. I want someone who will cherish me—you know, open doors for me, bring me lunch sometimes, hold my hand rather than try to get in my pants, but who knows how to give a really, really good kiss.” I could practically feel Philo gently lifting my hair away from my neck and resting his hand there while he leaned down and—

“You realize what you just did there, don’t you?”

“What?” I opened my eyes, only a little embarrassed. This was Stacey. She already knew about all my little weirdnesses.

“Philo. Philo’s your ideal boyfriend. You just described him perfectly.”

I sighed again. “I know.”

“So he’s the perfect boy for you—but you’re worried you’re not the perfect girl for him.”

“Exactly.”

Stacey put her hand on mine, her fingers wrapping lightly around my wrist. “Oh, jagi. My gramma says love is patient with your faults and passionate about your strengths. Philo’s way older than you, like wayyyy older. You’ve gotta trust he knows what he likes. And he’s hanging around—he hasn’t taken up with any other girls, so you know he’s gotta like you. He’s passionate about your strengths. You just have to trust that he’ll be patient with your faults, too.”

I moved my straw up and down inside my near-empty cup and mumbled, “I guess.” Stacey meant well, and I got what she was saying, but . . . She didn’t know what it was like to date someone like Philo. I knew he liked me, but how long could I really expect him to stay?
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It is often difficult for young and old vampires to comingle. There are many reasons for this, including, but not limited to social, cultural and gender norms practiced in the time they came of age. Asking an ancient vampire to share his feelings can be akin to asking a young vampire to devour a village. Each era has its own accepted practices and must be respected.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Stacey and I hugged by our cars, which we’d left parked side by side in the lot, and said goodbye. With a decent bit of trepidation, I slid into the driver’s seat of David’s Land Rover and started up the engine. I had my license, but my family only owned one car, so I never got to drive much. And since Philo always drove me to school, I’d never asked if David could get me a car of my own—and he hadn’t offered. But he had said I could take the family’s Land Rover anytime I needed it, so I’d borrowed it today for my shopping trip with Stacey after school. But now it was full dark, and I still had a thirty-five-minute drive up the canyon.

I didn’t dare put on the radio, anxious that I pay complete attention to the road. Sure, I had vampire-fast reflexes and it’s not like I would die if I had an accident, but I didn’t want to ruin David’s trust in me—or mine in myself—and it might ruin me if I accidentally hurt someone else. Instead, I thought about Philo and how I would talk to him when I got home. Stacey had suggested I approach my relationship with Philo like a scientist. Ask questions, pay attention to the answers, experiment and observe the results, then make a conclusion based on the data. She’d been pretty proud when she told me her idea and I had to admit, it was a good one. Finally, I had a way that I could prove to myself whether Philo really wanted to be with me. I’d simply test him.

When I saw the lights to the cabin—the six-thousand square foot log mansion where most of the Aristos family of vampires lived—I realized I couldn’t actually remember driving there. So much for paying attention. I just counted my lucky stars that I’d made it home safely.

I found Philo lounging on one of the big comfy chairs in the front room, reading a thick book. The room was open to the foyer, with a wall of glass and doors opening onto the back patio, but with a fire simmering in the stone fireplace and the intimate arrangement of furniture, it felt surprisingly cozy and warm.

He looked up when I came in, smiled, then returned to his book. Omo. How in the world was I going to pull this off?

“Hey,” I said. Not sure what to do, I threw myself onto the couch, my arm over my eyes. I wanted to just go up to my room and hide, but I’d also really wanted to see Philo. Now that I was here, he seemed barely interested. An observation I’d have to record in my Philo logbook.

A moment passed in silence, then Philo said, “Are you all right?” His voice was low, but with my sensitive hearing, I heard him clearly. Knowing he spoke quietly enough to only be heard by me gave me a little thrill. It seemed intimate somehow. But that hardly meant anything.  “Did something happen?”

I sighed and moved my arm, rolling onto my side so I could see him. He’d closed his book, his long fingers twined together on top of it. His black hair was short over his ears and at his neck but flopped over his forehead in an expert tussle. He’d changed out of his typical-teen school clothes into his preferred dark slacks and a soft, light gray sweater over a white T-shirt. He gazed at me with concern in his sapphire blue eyes. I really did think he cared about me. That the concern was real. But was that all there was? Maybe he’d just been rescuing me, protecting me. Omo, I was going completely nuts.

And please, please, please, don’t let him have been peeking into my mind just then! He said he never intruded on people’s thoughts unless he suspected he needed to know something to help them or someone else, but it would be totally like him to think he needed to know something now.

“I’m just tired. I—” I frantically searched for something believable to say that would explain my behavior. “I just miss my life,” I said. “My life-life, ya know?”

His body relaxed a little—a subtle change, as if one minute he’d been ready to spring to my rescue and the next, all was well. I had a sudden wish that he had come to my rescue. Would it be so bad if that’s what our relationship was built on? I resisted slapping my forehead in disgust. Who was I and what had happened to the Minnie Kim I knew and loved?

That girl was self-assured, knew who she was and what she wanted from life.

This girl was—yuck. If this was what love was like, maybe I never wanted to be in love.

Philo measured me for a long moment. Then he stood, set his book on his chair, and came toward me. He was beautiful. Pale skin, dark, curling hair, and blue, blue eyes. The graceful way he moved, the way he looked at me like—omo. Was that attraction burning in his eyes? Something was there that hadn’t been a moment before. Something that smoldered and lit a fire inside of me.

I scooted back on the couch so there was room for him to sit, my body curling around him, still and waiting. He angled himself so he faced me, then smoothed my hair off my shoulder, his fingers trailing lightly over my collarbones as he did. I beat back the desire to close my eyes and lean into his touch. I probably looked like a deer caught in the headlights, waiting to leap away or fall down dead depending on what happened next.

“There’s something else,” he said.

Oh, he had no idea.

“Did you find a dress?”

I blinked. I mean, I’d told him I was going shopping for a dress for the Sweethearts dance this weekend, and that’s why I needed to drive myself to school, but . . . Did he care? Did he want to go to the dance with me? Or was he hoping to not have to?

I nodded. He smiled, a little quirk of his wide, full lips that made my stomach flip.

“Can I see it?”

See? Now this all felt like flirting, right? Isn’t this what flirting is like? And I’d be all for it, totally committed and believing, if it weren’t for the way all the girls at school threw themselves at him—and the way he didn’t put them in their place.

Everyone at school seemed to know Philo and I were a couple.

Yet every girl also seemed to think he was totally fair game.

What was I supposed to make of that? No wonder I was confused. Right?

“Well?” he prompted, and I remembered he’d asked about the dress.

“I guess if you go to the dance, you’ll get to see it.” The words popped out of my mouth and for a minute I regretted them—then realized it was the perfect thing to say. This was a test!

“If it means dancing with you, then I would like to go,” he said carefully, his eyes guarded now. Wait. What had happened to make him go from flirting to guarded? I was so confused. One minute I thought he totally liked me, and the next I felt like he was hoping I wouldn’t ask him to the dance. He’d said he wanted to go, but when he talked to me about it, he withdrew. Didn’t that mean he hoped he could go but wished it wouldn’t be with me? Then again, he said he wanted to dance with me, so . . . 

I took a deep breath and tried to center my thoughts. To think like a scientist. A good scientist never made assumptions. She reserved judgement until all the data was in and had been properly analyzed.

“Has anyone asked you?” I asked.

He shook his head, his gaze still intently fixed on me. What did he want?

“I saw you talking to Aria.” Talking wasn’t all they’d been doing. Philo had been carrying her book bag and Aria had been draped all over him, her boobs pressed against him. Gah. I felt squirmy just remembering it.

“She means nothing to me, Minnie Kim,” Philo said. I smiled at the use of my name—when he first met me he said it to annoy me, but now it felt like a term of endearment. But was it? He picked up my hand and traced along the lines on my palm. My brain shifted into some kind of primal state of bliss and goosebumps rose on my skin. I resisted the urge to purr.

I wanted him to say that he cared about me. I needed him to spell it out for me. Because what I didn’t tell Stacey, what I could barely admit to myself, was that I was pretty sure I was falling in love with him. I mean, I’d never been in love before, and I was aware that pretty much every teenage girl thought she loved her first boyfriend, but that it rarely happened.

“If she doesn’t mean anything to you, why do you have to be so nice to her?”

Philo sighed and moved his hand back to my neck where he tucked it beneath the heavy drape of my hair and let his fingers rest oh so lightly on my skin. Oh, he was being so naughty trying to get me to forget what I was talking about.

“Uh,” I said. What was I talking about? Oh yeah. Aria Taylor and the way she draped herself all over Philo at lunch today—and the way he’d let her.

“Should we not be nice to people? Didn’t you want to improve the way humans view us?”

Dangit. “Of course I want to improve the way humans view vampires.” I shook my head, trying to find the words that would make sense of this crazy mash-up of emotions raging through me. “But do you have to be so nice?” Did he have to let her press her boobs all over his arm?

He chuckled and pulled me up so he could wrap his arms around me. This was the most affectionate he’d been with me since our first kiss in the meadow. Since then, everything had been so chaste. Darn Philo. He was charming, which was awesome, but it was also so, so much the problem. I listened for the slow thump of his heart before pulling away.

Don’t get me wrong, Philo was amazing. Our conversations were the best. He actually liked to listen to me yammer on about biomolecular theory. Plus, he knew every classic play—he’d even met Shakespeare, hello!—and he’s always happy to run lines with me or go to the theater. I couldn’t imagine a modern boy being up for any of those things. The problem wasn’t when we were alone. Alone, he was pretty much the perfect boyfriend—kind, thoughtful, smart, and, holy guacamole, the best kisser ever to walk the planet. Not that I’d know from experience, but I think my supposition is accurate.

The problem was with school. With Philo at school. With the kids and Philo at school. Specifically, the girls. They were constantly around him, which meant constantly around me. I’d pretty much been escalated to the most popular girl in school and it had never been a position I aspired to. I was perfectly happy, heck, more than happy, before this whole vampire thing. I had my science nerd friends, my drama geek friends, and my debate team peeps. And of course, my best friend Stacey. But now? I was constantly fielding invitations to this party or that, this club or that, and I knew none of it had anything to do with me. Oh, being a vampire probably gave me some cred, but mostly it had everything to do with Philo. Because where I went, Philo went but without me, Philo wouldn’t go anywhere.

He was the world’s oldest recluse. I was pretty positive this was an accurate statement because he was more hermitish than any of the other vampires in our family—even more than Mrs. Hamburg or Jack. He preferred the solitude of his room or the woods to family time, and he’d known most of these people for centuries.

And yet, when around humans he was surprisingly social. I didn’t get it!

I wasn’t much into the party scene and would have been perfectly happy staying home and doing homework—yes, I said homework. I like it, okay? I like getting good grades. I like thinking about things and imagining a future where I will make a difference in the world. So sue me.

But then there was that vampire cred to think about.

See, after millennia of being forced to live in the dark and hide their nature—and without the benefit of modern medical technology—vampires had gotten a bad rap. Okay, yeah, they totally deserved it, but still. This is the twenty-first century, people, and vampires are out in the open. I’ve kind of made it my life mission to prove to the world, scientifically of course, that vampires are people, too. So it sort of behooves me to put a good face on it, ya know? Be public, be normal. All that jazz.

But ugh. It’s so much work! Life was so much easier when I only had my grades to worry about. Now I had to worry about what other people thought, what social things were going on, and . . . jealousy.

Because Philo was practically perfect—he was hot, athletic, smart. And too much of a gentleman to put off the girls who hung all over him. He was kind. He walked with them. He talked to them. He complimented them.

Blech.

Maybe the world didn’t need my scientific proof. They didn’t need Minnie Kim, Vampire Girl to prove to them that vampires are people, too. They only needed to hang out with Philo. And I was definitely not a fan of sitting back while he got all friendly with the humans.

I threw myself back onto the couch with an enormous sigh. “Just try not to be too charming, okay?” And remember that I’m your girl.

I heard him settle into the comfy chair he preferred and open his book. He chuckled softly and said, “I would never forget.”

I relaxed into the couch cushions with my physics textbook and notepad and welcomed the Zen-like peace that often accompanied homework, when a cool breeze ruffled my pages. I looked up just as Manuela appeared behind the couch, her cheeks flushed and her breathing quick.

“Are you okay?” I asked, sitting up straight. I threw a worried glance toward Philo, but he didn’t even look up from his book. He wore a smirk on his face. Shouldn’t he be concerned?

I turned back to Manuela just as David dashed through the front door which Manuela had left open. He swept Manuela into his arms in a flurry of laughter and motion—and then they were gone. I stared, open-mouthed, at the space they had just vacated.

“What the heck just happened?” I rose from the couch and went to close the front door. “I thought she was in trouble or something.”

“They’re playing a game,” Philo said with laughter in his voice.

“A game?” I stood near his chair, my arms folded across my chest, but he refused to lift his eyes from the page. The giant book he was reading was in some other language—Latin, maybe. If only the Arias of the world could see him now. They might not think he was so cool then.

He finally looked up at me and there was a dangerous sparkle in his eyes. I couldn’t decide if I should throw myself onto his lap or run away. His gaze flickered and he said, “Yes,” in a hoarse whisper. Wait. Was he talking about the game?

His chest rose with obvious effort and he dragged his gaze away from mine. “They like to play cat and mouse sometimes,” he said, his voice suddenly cool and dismissive.

“Oh.” I hated when he got like that, when he shut me out. And it always seemed to happen right when the butterflies were raging in my stomach and I thought he’d kiss me and hold me. But he actually rarely kissed me, and rarely held anything but my hand—that intimate moment on the couch a few minutes ago notwithstanding.

Which just added to all my insecurities and worries about him and the other girls. I returned to the couch and my science book, but free energy change and entropy didn’t seem nearly so interesting anymore.
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Self-awareness is an important virtue every vampire should nurture. Both old and young vampires struggle with self-awareness, but without it, inflated emotions can lead to violent and regrettable decisions. The Council has recently begun exploring the use of psychologists who specialize in vampire mental health. For more information, speak to your sire or to your local Council office.

—The Ultimate Guide to the Vampire

Forget it. I couldn’t pretend to study while Philo sat ten feet away and ignoring me. “I’m gonna go up to my room for a while.” I shut the book and tossed it into my bag. I stood and looked at Philo expectantly—but what I expected, I don’t know. I just knew the quick glance and brief nod of his head weren’t it. With a dramatic sigh I definitely did not mean to share, I left the room and headed upstairs.

I did not stomp. I did not slam my door.

But I wanted to.

Why? I wasn’t this person. This dramatic, love-sick, conflicted person. Blech.

I flopped onto the loveseat in my room and turned on the TV. This high-tech television was awesome because I could watch YouTube on it without streaming from my phone. Loved that. Before I left home, my parents were binging on old episodes of My Love from Another Star, so I found it, and started the next episode.

I missed my parents. I hadn’t seen them in two months, and it was driving me crazy.

I quite enjoyed living with David and my new vampire family. The huge, gorgeous house with every possible amenity you could desire, servants to clean up after me, and my own beautiful suite was way better than my small, drafty room at my parents’ house. Plus, it was good to live with other vampires because I still had so much to learn about being one. I never knew what I didn’t know until one of the clan brought it up.

But no matter how much I liked it, or David and Manuela, they weren’t my quirky, passionate, and fiercely loyal mom and dad.

I’d seen this episode a bunch of times—the one where Song Yi hides away in Min Joon’s apartment after the suspicious death of one of her friends—and I relaxed into the couch. I could remember watching it for the first time with Dad while Mom made dinner. She kept coming into the living room, a wooden spoon in her hand, to watch the show, then would complain about having to cook dinner and disappear into the kitchen again. Of course, she wouldn’t accept my offer to help—and the dinner was burned and missing some ingredients because she’d been so caught up in the show.

If I wasn’t watching it with them, I’d often complain to them to turn down the volume (they never did), or to quit watching the same episodes over and over (they never did) or to wait for me to see the new episode with them (they never did). Now, it was the tiniest connection between us. I could imagine them sitting on the couch watching the show, yelling at the actors for bad choices and cheering when the characters did what they wanted. I wondered if they ever pretended I was just upstairs doing my homework. Or if they even missed me.

Because they still considered me to be dead.

And they still hadn’t gotten past the idea that I was alive. Sort of.

My best friend Stacey and her parents had accepted what I’d become. They’d even invited Mom and Dad over for dinner to sort of mediate our reunion. But they refused. Every time, they refused.

Mrs. Florence claimed they were coming around. She said Mom had recently asked about me—which was huge. I tried not to think about it because it just crushed me every time I did. At first, I truly believed they’d accept me, that their initial reaction in which they denied my physical presence right in front of their faces and called me a gangshi—a kind of Korean ghost monster—was only their grief over what had happened to me. But weeks had passed. Thanksgiving, Christmas—months! If Mrs. Florence hadn’t told me about my mom asking about me, I’d believe I really was dead to them.

There had to be a better way for families to make this transition together. Why should I lose my parents just because my physiology had changed? Yes, my heart had mostly stopped and the cells in my body had been transformed—but my mind was still my own. And while no one had a handle on exactly what constituted a soul—I was pretty sure I still had mine.

I glared at The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire on my nightstand. It was better than nothing but it lacked so much. Like how to win my family back. Or how to deal with their loss.

A distant bell chimed from deep inside the mansion, telling me dinner would be served soon. Manuela required all of us to sit together as a family for dinner every night. You’d think centuries-old vampires would have a problem with this, but everyone managed to make it most of the time and it was usually quite pleasant. It was also dinnertime at my house, which meant both my parents would be home.

Before I even registered what I was doing, I’d pressed the #1 speed dial on my phone. It rang and rang, which was weird. Mom used an old-fashioned wall phone with a cord long enough to stretch through the whole main floor of the house. She should be right there in the kitchen, making dinner, right there beside the phone. She always answered on the first ring.

Five rings.

Six.

Still no answer. I was about to hang up, my phone away from my ear and my thumb hovering over the end button when I heard Ma’s hoarse whisper.

“This you?” she asked.

“Ma?” My voice came out in a high squeak, and my barely-beating heart sped up to near normal.

“Your father in bathroom,” she said. “He no like you call here.”

“But you answered,” I responded softly.

A long silence followed. I could hear the television in the background. Heard their dinner sizzling in the pan on the stove. I could even hear my mother’s beating heart and her unsteady breathing.

“Ma?” I prompted.

“You still my daughter.”

I burst into tears.

“I got to go.” Mom hung up.

Dropping my phone to the floor, I wrapped my arms around my stomach and let the tears flow. Hearing her words, I was both joyful and heartbroken, like my insides couldn’t figure out which emotion to feel. On the one hand, my mom had finally acknowledged me. She still considered me her daughter. On the other hand, why was my vampirism so hard for her and Dad to accept? Of course I was still their daughter—why had it taken her so long to see that? Why did Dad still deny it?

Philo knocked on my door. I knew it was him—I could smell him, hear the way he stood. I know that sounds weird, but trust me, when you’re a vampire you’re suddenly aware of virtually everything, including how a person might lean against a wall and slip his hand into his pocket, his free hand’s knuckle resting against the door. I didn’t answer him, but after a moment he came in anyway, just like I knew he would. Without a word he joined me on my little loveseat and gathered me into his arms. Under normal circumstances this would have caused all kinds of weird girly emotions, but right then I only felt grateful.

He swept my hair from away from my face, unsticking some strands from the tears on my cheeks. He didn’t ask why I was crying. Didn’t tell me it would be okay. Philo knew that life hurt sometimes and sometimes, there was nothing to do but be sad.

And that’s about all it took for the tears to begin to dry and for me to stop feeling sorry for myself. Plenty of new vampires had it way worse than me—and for the first time since I was reborn, I had hope of reuniting with my parents. Or at least with my mom.

“Thanks.” I pulled away from Philo and swiped my hands over my face to clear away the tears. “Sorry about your shirt.” He shrugged and pulled a tissue from the box on my coffee table and passed it to me—along with a packet of wet wipes from inside his dinner jacket pocket. Boy, was he prepared!

Once I was somewhat cleaned up, he finally asked, “Are you all right?”

I gave him a little smile and nodded. “Yeah. I called my house, expecting the usual hang-up, but instead my mom answered.” His left eyebrow rose, but otherwise he made no response. “She actually talked to me for a minute. She said I was still her daughter.”

Philo eyed me, his confusion plain on his face. He might be two millennia old, but he still didn’t get family dynamics or emotions. His own mother had handed him over to the Spartan army when he was seven, so he didn’t fully understand my sorrow over losing my parents—or my joy at the barest hint of reunion.

“That’s a good thing,” I told him.

“But you were crying.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “Just a lot of gunk going on inside me. Teenage angst and all that. Ya know?” I knew he didn’t know, not really.  After all, growing up, he’d been a soldier, raised from infancy to eschew emotions and personal connections. A seventeen-year-old Spartan was a man, not a boy. Though he still dealt with raging hormones. David taught me that when you’re reborn, your body froze in whatever physiological state it was in—which meant if you became a vampire as a teenager, you were stuck being a teenager, in all the ways that meant, for forever. Nice, right?

“Come on.” I stood and reached my hand down to him. “Manuela is probably missing us.”

He rose. So close now, I could just rise up on my tiptoes and . . . 

“We’d better go,” I whispered. Omo! Why had I said that? You want him to kiss you, llama girl! Ahhh!

Philo rocked back on his heels and the moment was over.

The whole way down the stairs I mentally kicked myself for not kissing him. Why hadn’t I just leaned forward and let my gorgeous, amazing, kind boyfriend kiss me?

I didn’t have any answers for myself, except I was a big fat chicken.

Dinner was an uneventful affair. Fearghus had been out of town for a while now and in his absence, Siobhan had been unusually quiet. That left Jack and Mrs. Hamburg, and neither were big conversationalists. Usually David kept things flowing, but he was leaving for a business trip first thing in the morning, so he and Manuela were making googly eyes at each other and not saying much. They probably should have enjoyed a private dinner in their room. I didn’t know exactly how long they’d been together, but I believed it was a really long time—like, hundreds of years now at least. You’d think they’d be bored of each other like most normal couples, but nope.

And truth be told, it actually pleased me quite a bit. I wanted to be happy with someone like that forever. Who wouldn’t?

That someone was sitting across the table from me, sending me knowing half-smiles and looking at me with those smoldering eyes that captured my gaze and made me feel vulnerable and powerful all at once.

The moment Manuela excused us from the table, Philo was at my back, pulling my chair out for me. “Walk with me?” he said near my ear. I had the inexplicable desire to lean against him and feel his arms wrap around me. After the dinner we’d had, with all that flirting going on, a walk seemed the least dangerous thing we could do. Didn’t mean those seductive glances hadn’t made me nervous, though.

When I turned to him, Philo’s eyes met mine—and the light in them dimmed. I watched as he shut himself off, becoming Distant Philo once more. Then I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “I want to.” I want to walk with you. I want to hold your hand. I want you to hold me.

I want you to kiss me.

Philo considered me for a moment, then as a smile slowly lifted his yummy lips, he drew me up to standing.

 

I hold the book on my lap, but the text swims before my eyes. Her presence draws my attention. She captures my every thought. And she has no idea. She has no idea how beautiful she is, how intriguing and alluring.

I want to return to her side, to remove the book from her hands, lie down with her and fist my hands in her long, silken black hair.

Manuela bursts into the room, her cheeks flushed with desire and David soon follows. I envy them their games. I understand them, have long witnessed the easy love between them, but I’ve never imagined myself enjoying such a relationship. Until now.

Until now, I had never dared to let myself imagine being united with someone for eternity. But Minnie—

She closes the door once David and Manuela have retreated to their rooms and comes to stand next to my chair. I am keenly aware of her presence, the scent of her, the warmth of her, the sound of her heartbeat.

“A game?” she asks. There’s curiosity and a hint of desire in her voice and when I look up at her my heart is in my throat, my own desire a hungry beast that wants to devour her. And she is so, so innocent.

“Yes,” I say, barely restraining my need to pull her down onto my lap and kiss her.

But fear flashes in her eyes and while I know—I believe—she also cares for me, that fear is like a slap to my face. I know she is young, but how can I earn her trust? How can I show her that while I desire her, I am patient and willing to wait?

I try, but she still mistrusts me.

I tear myself away from the conflicted emotions raging in her dark, liquid eyes. “They like to play cat and mouse sometimes.” The edges of the book cut into my fingers as I grip them tighter.

“Oh,” she says, and I know I’ve disappointed her once more. I am disappointed, also. What must I do to prove to her that she is safe with me?

 

When I came back to myself, I was walking arm-in-arm with Philo down our long driveway. The night was clear, and the sky showed off its dazzling array of bright, twinkling lights. I wore a sweater I didn’t remember putting on.

I looked up at Philo, my mind a confusion of my thoughts and his as I processed the memory I’d just seen.

Did he really say he desired me? That he wanted to be with me forever? I could hardly bring myself to believe it to be true. Could it be true?

On impulse, I stopped and pulled Philo around so he faced me. I searched his face, but he seemed unaware that I’d been somewhere else for the past few minutes. Or maybe he just thought I’d been distant because I didn’t trust him. Thinking that made me sad. While it was true that I doubted him—because I doubted myself—it hadn’t even occurred to me that he would be as conflicted as I was. As lonely for me as it was for him.

“Philo?” My voice came out breathy, the cloud it created in the cold air wafting up between us. I watched as Philo’s eyes changed from guarded to hopeful. I smiled, feeling strangely confident. “Will you kiss me?”

Omo. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that out loud but—

Philo’s gaze drifted toward my mouth while his hands slid up my arms until he cupped my face. He brushed his lips against mine. Once. Twice. I leaned forward, wishing for his lips to meet mine and linger. I watched his eyes close, his dark lashes so close to mine as he finally, truly kissed me.

I leaned into him, inviting him to continue the kiss, willing him to know that while I might be a little scared, I did trust him and oh, how I liked to kiss.



[image: ]



Be sure to carry baby wipes or wet wipes with you at all times. You never know when you might need to clean up a little blood.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Overnight, my life became a dream. In the morning, Philo and I hurried out to his Jeep, then spent too long kissing, my back against the car, before we breathlessly broke apart and got inside. I couldn’t think of any words; my head was full of mush. So I giggled and enjoyed the warm flush on my boyfriend’s cheeks and the bright sparkle in his eyes. I’d put that sparkle there. I made him happy!

We held hands the whole drive to school and once there I floated across the parking lot as if I were on the proverbial Cloud Nine. I’d never known what this was like—puppy love, infatuation or the real deal—though Stacey had talked about it and I’d seen it played out plenty of times on TV. None of it compared to experiencing it in real life. I had no idea it was this amazing. This is awesome.

The line of kids making their way into school had thinned to a trickle. If I didn’t book it, I’d be late and I hated being late. I took too long saying goodbye to Philo, then moved into a jog—mindful to keep it to a normal human speed even though I yearned to just superspeed it. As soon as I entered the school, I could tell something was up. The air quietly hummed, like everyone was holding their breath and whispering at the same time. Of course I had to check myself because usually it was me that freaked people out, but no . . . I hadn’t accidentally slipped into vamp mode. In fact, no one was even looking at me.

My locker, which had thankfully remained free of graffiti, hate notes or dog poo for a full three weeks, was still just my plain old locker this morning. Even though the first bell had already rung, I opened my locker slowly, more intent on finding the source of today’s Big Deal than I was on class. What in the world was going on?

I desperately wanted to text Stacey—she’d know what was happening—but the second bell rang, and I jumped. I managed to dash into my English class just before Mrs. Robb closed the door. She scowled, but I couldn’t tell if that was because I was late, or because of the other kids in the class. That buzz of excitement I’d felt in the hall was stronger here and it was easy to see why. A new student had joined the class—and she was sitting in my seat.

“Miss Kim. I’ve moved you beside Seth over there,” Mrs. Robb said. Uh, excuse me? Why was I giving up my seat? Why should I have to move? Seth barely glanced at me as I took the desk next to him. I wrinkled my nose. A super sweet smell hung in the air around him, cloying and seriously gag-worthy. Gah. Why was I back here?

I leaned to the side so I could see down the rows toward the interloper who’d stolen my seat.

I’d only caught a glimpse of her before being ushered into the nether regions of the class, but I knew from that glance that a lot of girls were going to see her as competition and a lot of guys were gonna see her as prey.

“Class, as you have most certainly noticed, we have a new student with us today. Since all of you are buzzing with questions, why don’t we let her introduce herself so we can get to work.” She gestured to the girl, who stood with a grace that made me feel like a slug. I saw a couple girls’ shoulders slump, so I figured I wasn’t alone in that feeling.

The girl faced us, smiled, and my breath caught. She had the darkest skin I’d ever seen, full, glossy red lips and slightly slanted exotic eyes. She wore her black hair very short, emphasizing a long, slender neck.

There was something about her—like, if I didn’t already know I was totally straight, I was pretty sure I’d fall in complete and total love with her. She was slender and curvy at the same time, strong and feminine, friendly and elegant, sexy and sweet—she was contradiction.

“I am Hashiki Yeboah, and I am from Kenya,” she said in accented English. Her voice was like a song, reaching straight into my heart. “I am an exchange student and I am most happy to be here.” She hadn’t stopped smiling and when she swept her gaze over us, I think she made every person feel as if they were already friends. I found myself holding my breath, waiting for her to bless me with her smile—but when her eyes met mine, it wasn’t friendship I saw there. It was hatred. Vicious and sudden, like a slap in the face.

I knew three things at once:

This girl knew me.

This girl was not going to be my friend.

And this girl, the stunning Hashiki Yeboah, was a vampire.
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Hashiki beat it out of class before I had a chance to talk to her, and I spent my next two classes watching for her but didn’t see her again. How come there was no announcement about her being a vampire? When I became a vampire, and when Philo enrolled at school, the principal made an announcement and a freaking letter went home to all the parents. Now everyone was a-buzz about this totally hot chick from Africa and I wanted to scream, “She’s a vampire!” They were freaked about me being reborn, but they were totally schmoozing with another vamp? Gah! Life was so unfair.

Then again, Philo was a vampire and all the girls fantasized that he was the real Edward Cullen to their Bella Swan.

So maybe it was just Asian vampires that weren’t hot and sexy.

Or maybe it was just me.

By lunchtime I’d worked myself into a pretty good funk and couldn’t wait to sit with Philo for a while. I wanted to know if he’d had a chance to see the new girl yet and what he thought.

Turned out I didn’t have to wait long at all.

I hurried through the hall to meet Philo, anxious to talk to him about Hashiki, when I caught a glimpse of them standing together in the middle of the foyer.

“Hey, Min.” Daniel swung his arm over my shoulder and leaned down to me. I tried to see past his giant body, but he was all in my face. “Coach says I need to get a good grade on my stats test this week or Mr. Arthur will keep me out of the game.”

I managed to side-step Daniel a bit, so I could watch Philo and Hashiki, but they only came into view in small snatches between brief gaps in the mob of students filling the hall.

“Yeah,” I told Daniel, barely paying attention to him. “No prob.”

He grabbed me up and swung me around, nearly squeezing the breath out of me. “I knew you’d help me. You’re the best, Min.” He deposited me and it took me a second to get my bearings. And whirl around to find Philo again.

I had to push through and around—even had to duck beneath one guy’s uplifted arm—to see them, but they were still there. Closer than before. So close their toes almost touched. One of them only had to move inches forward and they could wrap their arms around each other. I’d seen enough chick flicks to recognize a “moment” when I saw one.

My feet dragged and a weird heaviness crushed my chest, like I suddenly couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. I sagged against the bank of lockers at the end of the hall.

I should just go over there. Just take Philo’s hand and introduce myself to Hashiki. She probably had no idea she’d stolen my seat—twice—that morning. After all, it wasn’t her fault, it was the teachers’.

But I—

I didn’t intend to do it, but somehow, my hearing had zeroed in on their conversation and Philo’s words came clearly to me.

“How are you here? How are you a—”

“An eternal one? Like you?” Hashiki’s voice was lower, harder to hear, but if I missed any words it would be easy enough to see her intention. She inched forward and traced a finger down Philo’s arm.

My attention snapped to Philo. He wouldn’t rebuff her, I knew he wouldn’t. That just wasn’t his style. He’d never hurt a girl in public like that. But it wasn’t patient chivalry I saw on his face.

In fact, I’d never seen that expression before.

His face was soft, his eyes wide. Like he felt . . . awe. Even longing.

Hashiki’s fingers trailed down to his hand and she interlaced them with his. When she pressed her palm to his, Philo closed his eyes for the briefest of moments but it felt like a stab to my heart.

“You promised to love me forever,” Hashiki said. “And so I am here.”

My blood pounded in my ears and my chest felt cracked open. Like all my blood was spilling out of me, my heart, my lungs. Just lying on the floor at my feet. Because I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

I stumbled back. Took two, three steps away from them. I couldn’t stand on my own but had to lean on the lockers. Hashiki’s gaze flicked in my direction but the crowd had thinned out and there was no one left to block her view.

I turned, struggled to stand tall and walk normally, then put on the superspeed and streaked away, not caring if showing off my vamp skills in front of the humans might hurt their tender sensibilities. I had to get away.

I didn’t stop until I was hiding in my favorite bathroom, far at the end of the second floor. I tucked my feet up on the seat and wrapped my arms around my knees. My heart thumped painfully in my chest and it had nothing to do with my mad dash and everything to do with Philo and that girl.

Stupid tears sprang to my eyes and I yanked a huge wad of toilet paper off the roll and pressed it to my eyes. The last thing I needed was to get blood all over my clothes. The last thing I needed was to cry. But the harder I tried to stop, the harder I sobbed.

I don’t know how much time passed before I got a text message. I fumbled out my phone—it was from Philo.

Can’t meet for lunch. Something came up.

Omo, I groaned. Yeah, something came up all right. The fact that he couldn’t just say he’d run into an old friend—or girlfriend, and I didn’t even want to think about that—made me so mad it should have snapped me out of my sob fest, but it didn’t.

A few minutes later someone came into the bathroom and I held my breath. Just as she was washing her hands, a sob escaped my mouth.

“Is someone here?” the girl asked.

In response, I choked out a few more tears.

“Are you okay?” she asked, taking a few steps toward my stall.

“I will be,” I squeaked.

“Can I do anything for you?”

I tried to recognize her voice, but I couldn’t. Whoever it was, she was really, really nice and it made me feel a fraction better to know there were good people in the world.

When I didn’t answer, she took a step closer. “It’s okay,” she said. “Life sucks sometimes. Just hang in there, ’kay? I promise, things’ll be better tomorrow.” She waited a beat, but I didn’t respond. I didn’t trust myself to say anything without bawling all over again and there’s no way I could let her see me because I’d used up pretty much the entire toilet paper roll and there was blood smeared everywhere. That would freak her and the whole school out for reals. They might never get over the idea that vampires cry blood.

A moment later the girl left, and I took in a long, shaky breath.

Life did suck. Like a lot.

It wasn’t my nature to wallow in self-pity but right about now I was thinking I was due a good old pity party. I pulled my phone out and texted Stace.

You free after school?

She answered immediately. Gotta work at the store. ☹ ☹ 

I stared at her frowny faces for a second before sending one back. There wasn’t any point in telling her anything. At least not over text. I noticed the time and realized lunch was already over and class was about to start. I closed my eyes and tried to find that clear head space where I could get back to class and go on with my day like nothing had happened. I couldn’t deal with all of this right now.

And besides, my rational brain said—once I’d made room for her to speak—it’s not like I knew anything, anyway. It wasn’t like me to freak out, and certainly not before I had all the facts. So I’d set the whole Philo/Hashiki thing aside until I could talk to him.

It felt good to have my rational brain calling the shots. She was always so reliable.

I had just set about the uncomfortable task of trying to flush away all the bloody evidence of my cry-fest, when someone else came into the bathroom. This wing of the school was hardly used by girls at all; I could sometimes go a whole lunch hour without anyone coming in—until Philo found out I ate my lunches up here and started meeting me for lunch.

I snatched up a couple wads of blood-soaked paper from the floor before the girl could notice them and think I was in here trying to slit my wrists or something. I didn’t want to come out until she left because I was pretty sure my face had blood on it. Besides, I had more flushing to do.

But the girl didn’t use the bathroom, and she didn’t leave. She didn’t use the sink, or the counter, either. In fact, I heard nothing.

I listened more closely. I mean, I heard literally nothing.

No breathing.

No beating heart.

Nothing.

Hashiki. It had to be her—Philo and I were the only other vampires in the school. I tried to look at her feet but couldn’t get the angle right without sticking my head below the door and I didn’t want her to see me looking at her.

So I waited.

And she waited.

The bell rang.

My feet itched to hurry to class, but I couldn’t move.

The second bell rang.

Screw it, I thought, and dumped another handful of paper into the toilet bowl and flushed. I squared my shoulders. So what if she saw me with bloody tearstains on my cheeks. There wasn’t any reason for her to think I was crying over her and Philo. Taking my bag off the hook on the back of the door, I opened it and stepped out of the stall with what I hoped looked like confidence.

The bathroom was empty.
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Becoming a member of the undead community can be a startling transition for some. Be sure to give yourself lots of time to acclimate to your new life. Avoid stressful situations, starting new jobs or new relationships for at least six months after your rebirth.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Class was more than half over by the time I got there. It took me forever to get the blood off my face and I still looked a little red-tinged. Thank goodness I wasn’t a white girl—they would’ve called the authorities on me for sure. I’d had to swap my Hello Kitty T-shirt for the debate team hoodie hanging in my locker because I couldn’t get a couple drops of blood out of my shirt. Wouldn’t want the humans to think I’d had myself a person-snack for lunch.

Basically, I felt like crap.

I looked like crap and my emotions were crap.

And Hashiki was sitting in my frickin’ seat again. What was the deal with this chick? Was she trying to take over my life?

“Miss Kim,” Mr. Arthur said. “You won’t mind sitting at the back of the class, will you?”

“What?” I glared at him. “But—”

Mr. Arthur glared right back and pointed to the back of the room with his glasses. I might have harrumphed a little as I stomped to the only empty seat in the whole room.

Nick Sánchez, vampire-hater and all-round horrible guy scowled at me as I came near him. Great. Not only was I relegated to the symbolic dungeon of the room, but one of my inmates was the one guy in the whole school whose personal life mission was making my life a living hell.

“Blood-sucker,” he said as I sat at the desk next to him.

“Unabomber.” He didn’t look anything like the Unabomber. He wasn’t even the one wearing a hoodie. But I was all out of fresh comebacks. Not that I was ever good at them, but right now I had bigger problems than Nick Sánchez.

I wished I’d stayed in the bathroom. I wished I’d had the nerve to just go up and talk to Philo when I saw him with Hashiki earlier.

I wished I’d never become a vampire.

I spent my class time staring at the back of Samantha Sokolov’s head, hoping my eyes would literally bore through all the heads between me and Hashiki. I wanted to throw her out of my seat. I wanted to throw her out of this school. Out of my life.

Before I knew it, class was over, and I had no idea what had been taught or what assignments had been given. I literally saw red and to my horror, I realized I’d left claw marks in the desk’s wood top. I had to get out of here. Not just out of this room, but out of this school before I hurt someone. I’d only felt this way once before—the blood rage, Philo called it—and I did not want to go there again. I might not be exactly human anymore, but I was not a monster. I would not be a monster.

“It’s not like you to be late for class, Miss Kim,” Mr. Arthur said as I moved down the aisle toward the door. This time when I glared at him, he flinched, and that pleased me. A tiny part of myself currently cowering in the back of my mind cringed at his reaction, but the rest of me was just pissed off and everybody better just stay out of my way.

Who was this Hashiki person showing up at my school, talking to my boyfriend, taking over my life?

I stepped into the hallway and found myself face to face with my newfound nemesis.

She wore a serene smile on her beautiful, awful, hateful face. I wanted to claw her eyes out.

Hello, little one, she said into my mind, each word barbed and stinging. My eyes widened and I opened my mouth, but I was speechless. As in, I was incapable of speech. Hashiki’s smile grew on one side, bringing out a dimple in her right cheek. You can scream all you want, little China doll, but no one can hear you. Don’t believe me?

I wanted to respond. I wanted to lash out and defend myself, but the only life skill I could fathom at that moment was to run away and right then I couldn’t move a muscle.

I felt her mental grip wrap itself around my spine. Every part of me went taut and still as tears sprang to my eyes while fear, like liquid lava, flooded my veins. You see? she purred. You are nothing. You are no one. And you cannot stop me from taking what I want. I fell to my knees, incapable of processing the pain exploding in my nerves.

Incapable of uttering a sound.

Hashiki’s low laughter resonated in my mind. This is only the tiniest taste of what I will do to you if you stand between Philomon and me. We have history. He loved me once and will soon realize he loves me still. Accept your place and you will be unharmed. Abruptly she let go of me and I gasped, crumpling to a heap on the floor. Philomon is mine. 

She turned and walked away.

I lay there for several long heartbeats before the pain faded enough for me to move. It’s funny how alone you can feel in a building with two thousand people in it, but I might have been the last person on Earth right then. People in the hall ignored me or stayed far away as I stood. I couldn’t blame them. Fear fed the blood rage and I knew I didn’t look a lot like myself right then. More like Scary Minnie. Or Monster Minnie.

My ears throbbed with pain and my vision bled red, but with my hand on the wall I made my way toward the main doors.

With every step forward, I grew stronger and more rational. My vision cleared and I knew I wouldn’t lose my mind—at least not right then. But there was no way I could stay for debate.

As soon as I stepped outside, I felt better. I took a deep breath of cold, slightly smoggy air, then started to run.

Hashiki’s words echoed in my mind. Philomon is mine.

She and Philo had history. He’d even loved her, she said. I didn’t want to believe he could love someone as hateful as her, but I’d seen the look in his eyes. The way his expression opened up to her like she was the greatest thing since honey-butter chips.

He’d certainly never looked at me like that.

The anger faded as loneliness set in.

So much had changed since I’d become a vampire. Not so much in my everyday life, I guess, but I was different. It was like I didn’t even know myself anymore.

With the fire in my gut extinguished, I thought about whether I should go back to school or not. The old me wouldn’t have even questioned it. I’d once insisted on taking an extra-credit test while I had the flu, even though I had to keep a bucket between my feet just in case I threw up.

Debate team was a serious extra-curricular. I’d never just not shown up before. Plus, Philo would be looking for me to give me a ride home, wouldn’t he? I didn’t really know. Maybe Hashiki would give him a reason not to wait for me.

I didn’t even look back at the school as I ran away.

The drive from Hilltop High to our house just outside of Meyers Town high in the Wasatch Mountains took about thirty-five minutes—I made about the same time using my vamp speed and I didn’t even break a sweat. I’m not sure vampires even can sweat—and ew. If they did it’d be all gross and bloody. Yuck. Note to self: Never exert myself and risk sweating around normal humans.

I carefully opened the front door and closed it as silently as I could. Enough people lived here that no one really monitored the door—I mean, who was going to try a home invasion at a vampire’s house? But I didn’t want Manuela to find out I’d come home without Philo. She’d want explanations and I just wasn’t up for it. Thankfully, I made it up to my room without seeing or talking to anyone and I closed my door behind me with a sigh.

I was used to living here by now, and I definitely couldn’t complain about the living conditions. But right then, as I surveyed my spacious, airy room with everything picture perfect, I missed my room back home. I missed the drafty window by my bed and the squeaky floorboards. I missed the constant smell of fish and rice that permeated the whole house. I missed the sound of Korean game shows on the TV downstairs. Sure, these were all things I’d complained about when I lived there, but I really missed them now.

I missed my mom.

I missed my dad.

I was just a girl, still. I might be reborn, but right then, I just wanted my ma and my own bed, and a good cry that wouldn’t stain the sheets.

I was still Minnie Kim, girl scientist, drama geek, debate team nerd. Friend and daughter.

Vampire Girl was a title I never wanted, a title I still didn’t even fully understand. And I’d never had a boyfriend before Philo, either. Why had I thought it was a good idea to do both at the same time? Dealing with being a vampire was surely enough for me right now.

I liked Philo a lot. More than a lot. But maybe it wasn’t love. Maybe it was just teenage infatuation because he’d been there for me while I went through this whole becoming-a-vampire thing. Maybe I should just concentrate on that for now, and just be Philo’s friend.

My emotional self raised up inside me like an indignant dragon, telling me there was no freakin’ way I should back off from Hashiki and leave Philo to her evil ways.

But my rational self—and really, she’d never let me down—said Philo was a big boy and obviously had a thing with Hashiki. It would be better for me to concentrate on school, on getting my parents back, on figuring myself out, rather than get mixed up in whatever this was between Hashiki and Philo.

And if it meant I didn’t have to be victim to her magical spine-crushing skills, well, good for me then, I guess.

I tested that decision out in my mind. The thought of breaking up with Philo hurt, but I couldn’t expect it not to. Didn’t everyone’s first love end with a little heartache?

Thinking of him, I sent him a quick text telling him something had come up and I didn’t need a ride home. Then I switched my phone to do not disturb and flung it onto my bed.

I flicked on the light switch and lay back on my bed, staring up at the strands of twinkling lights stretched between the banisters. There wasn’t any exhaustion or sore muscles from my run, but I could still feel where Hashiki’s mental fingers had gripped my spine. I felt a twinge of regret leaving Philo to Hashiki, but I shook it off. I might not like her, but he obviously did. If he knew her even half as well as Hashiki suggested, then he knew her well enough to know the kind of person she was. I shouldn’t worry about Philo. After two thousand years, he surely knew how to take care of himself better than I did.
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Vita Ambulare (mind-walker): Frequency—rare.

 

The mind-walker is capable of transporting his presence and mentally, sometimes even physically, influencing another person’s mind.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I must have fallen asleep, because when I opened my eyes, I was not in my bedroom. I stood in a forest at dusk. It was unlike any forest I’d been in before—nothing like the ones in Utah with their scrub oak, and quaking aspens. The trees here were old, reaching so high that looking up I couldn’t reach the first branches and their leafless tops spread like claws over the darkening sky. The ground beneath my feet was spongy, as if I stood on centuries of decay. Which I’m pretty sure I did.

A branch cracked beneath a footstep and I whirled—and came face to face with a seriously handsome guy in his early twenties. Hello, Minnie Kim, he said into my mind.

“What the—” Where the heck was I and how did this guy speak inside my head? I did a weird, step-back-try-to-run thing that had my feet tangling and me landing on my butt. My hands sank into the loamy earth that smelled of dead things. Ew.

The vampire reached a hand out to help me up. “I’m sorry,” he said, offering his hand. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

I glared at him and got up by my own darn self, thankyouverymuch.

He was a huge guy—tall and broad with thick blonde hair that tumbled to his shoulders and a light beard that actually looked good on him. I’m not normally a fan of beards but it suited this guy and added to his ruggedly handsome appearance—even though he was currently wearing a dark gray suit with a light-colored crewneck sweater beneath his jacket.

He smoothly put his rejected hand into his pants pocket. “My apologies again, Miss Kim.”

“Where the heck am I?” I wiped my hands on my skirt. I suddenly felt stupidly girlish standing there in that dark forest with a strange vampire who was too good looking to be a real person. A super model maybe. A movie star. A god. No one had the right to look that good offscreen. Meanwhile, I picked a twig out of my braid and straightened my hoodie. “And who are you?”

He smiled and darn it if I didn’t feel easier, more comfortable. Oh, he was a charmer this one. He took a cautious step forward and when I didn’t bolt, he held out his hand again. “I’m Thorstein Stringer.” He had a soft foreign accent that reminded me a little of Mrs. Hamburg’s but not quite. Northern European though. Dutch, maybe? “I thought we should meet.”

I looked around at the dark, dank forest. “And you thought we should meet here? It’s not exactly the most inviting place.”

He frowned a little as he glanced around. “This is  . . . an in-between of sorts. A gathering place I often use. It never before occurred to me that it could be . . . off-putting.”

“Oh, it’s off-putting, all right.” While he looked around some more, seeming to be completely at a loss for what to do with the place, I tried to swat away the worst of the debris still clinging to my butt.

“Thank you for telling me.” He faced me again—I think he caught me swatting my butt. Whatever. I refused to be embarrassed. Even though he was incredibly hot. The kind of guy Stacey would swoon over. Not me. I did not swoon. Not even as a vampire. “I’ll work on it.” And for some reason I thought he really would. That if we ever met here again—wherever that was—it’d be a more inviting place. I didn’t really care to find out.

“So?” I wasn’t trying to be a snot, but he was taking forever to get to the point, and I had so many questions. “Why’d we have to meet like this—here, or whatever? You spoke into my mind—does that mean your ability is a psychic one? And who are you? I mean you said your name was Thorstein Stringer, but I’ve never heard of you.”

While I spoke, his smile grew until he was full-out grinning at me. “It truly is a pleasure to meet you. We don’t get too many new vampires these days, and rarely are they so—” his grin turned wolfish. “Young.”

I hadn’t exactly felt objectified or anything when he looked at me—I knew how I looked, and who I was—but I objected to the “young” assessment since it made me feel like a child. Before I could speak, though, he continued.

“Young, innocent, unique—believe me, these are wonderful things to be. The Council and its members have grown . . . stale. So you can see how someone like you could be a welcome addition.” His expression was earnest, so I decided not to be offended. I was young, innocent and unique. And a whole lot else besides. I rocked my bad self. Or at least, I tried.

“So, wait. The Council? As in the Vampire Council?”

“The very same. We try to meet all the new vampires soon after they’re created, get to know them, their gifts, their . . . temperaments.”

“In case they’re crazy. Like Brandon. Or Tim.”

Thorstein—I was totally gonna have to call him Thor because, duh—frowned slightly and gave a brief nod. “Indeed.”

“Then you definitely need to take them somewhere less intimidating than this place,” I said. Even though I didn’t feel the cold, I still clutched my arms around myself in attempt to stave off the chill and damp. “This place would bring out the worst in anyone. Unless that’s your plan?” I eyed Thor suspiciously.

“Oh, this isn’t that. You’ll have a formal interview with Ying Yue, or perhaps Edgar. No, this is something else.” He stepped closer and lifted his hands as if to touch me, but he didn’t. Still, his nearness and sudden intensity unnerved me. “I will be seeing you again soon. And I’ll be able to answer your questions then.” He held up his hands to ward off my questions. I snapped my mouth shut. “For now, I just wanted to meet you. And warn you.”

“Warn me?”

His gray-blue eyes searched mine and he nodded again.

“About what?”

He shook his head. “I cannot say. Trust in yourself, in your family. And I will see you again soon.”

“Come on. Are you talking about Hashiki?” Except I’d asked that last question out loud to the lights entwined around my bed’s canopy.

I sat up and looked around wildly while my brain did a double—triple—take. I’d been asleep? There weren’t any dirt stains on my skirt or hands, and no twigs or leaves in my hair. Nothing had changed in my room—except by the slant of the sun shining through my window at least thirty minutes had passed. The only thing that made sense was that I’d fallen asleep. And had a really intense dream.

So how was it I still smelled that ozone-charged, wet-earth scent of the forest?

My door flew open and Philo stood there, fierce and angry, his hands flexed into weapons at his side.

“Philo?”

“Where is he?” he growled as he prowled into my room.

“Hey now. You can’t just . . .” I curled up with my legs tucked under me while he inspected every nook and cranny of my room. “What are you doing?”

He stood in the middle of my room now, and made a slow circle, stopping when he faced me. He was still angry, still on high alert, but the fierceness of his gaze had softened a bit.

“I heard him. Sensed him. A vampire. An old one.” He took a step toward me. “Who was it, Minnie? And where did he go?” This last he said with a low growl that seemed to barely contain a rage I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

“There’s no one here, Philo. Seriously. If you heard talking, you only heard me—at least, I don’t think we were here.”

His glare darkened. “What do you mean you weren’t here?”

I shrugged, uncomfortable with this third degree. I needed some time to process it all for myself. “In a forest somewhere. Except, I didn’t actually go there. I know because I fell and got my leggings dirty, but there’s no dirt on them. See?”

He stepped closer and scrutinized me. “Mind-walking, then. I could feel him. He came to you.”

I snorted. “Welp. I was lying on my bed, closed my eyes, and when I woke up, I was talking to myself. I didn’t go anywhere and no one came here. I swear.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“What’s mind-walking?” But when Philo only frowned harder, I said, “No, he didn’t hurt me. Didn’t even touch me. Promise.”

After searching my eyes for what seemed the longest time, he finally relaxed. Barely. I sighed, relieved his freak-out was over.

He stepped to the bed and took both my hands in his. “You’re trembling, Minnie Kim.” Oh, what didn’t have me trembling? The fact that someone—some male vampire—had mind-walked through my brain and hijacked a dream? That said vampire warned me of something so mysterious it could hardly be considered a warning at all?

Or the fact that Philo’s ex-girlfriend threatened me with such brutality my head still throbbed and yet he’d looked at her as if he’d found the love of his life?

Or that his use of my name, which I knew he meant as an endearment, now felt like a stake to my heart?

I took a deep breath and repeated my drama llama mantra. I was a big girl. I was a freakin’ vampire girl. I could do this.

I lifted my face to meet his gaze. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I really am okay.”

Worried he might try to read my mind, I hopped off my bed and looked around for my backpack. Dangit. I must have left school without it or any of my books and homework. Come to think of it, I didn’t know what I’d done with my things at all—had I left them in Mr. Arthur’s room?

My hands stilled as Hashiki’s warning played through my mind. I couldn’t let Philo know how much she terrified me, but I had to know more about her. About her and him.

“So,” I said brightly as I straightened, then straightened again, a stack of newspapers I’d collected as resources for a paper I needed to write. “I met that new girl today. That new vampire. Hashiki?” I glanced over my shoulder, but Philo’s expression was utterly neutral. “It was weird. I’ve never met any vampires other than you guys. You know, my family and all.”

I put my back to the desk and leaned against it. Philo had been looking at me, but he dropped his gaze and sat on the loveseat. “I saw you talking to her.” I didn’t mean the words to come out as an accusation, but they sort of sounded like one. I didn’t want to be one of those freakishly jealous girls.

“You didn’t join us.” He glanced at me for half a second before examining something invisible on his slacks.

“Nah. It looked like you guys were old, uh, friends. And like you had a lot to talk about.” So much to talk about, you cancelled lunch with me. The tears pushed their way up my throat and any second would burst out of my eyes like some horror movie special effect. I sat on my desk chair and swiveled it slightly away from Philo so we couldn’t see each other’s faces.

He was silent while I fought to control my emotions. I tried hard to keep my thoughts clear of what Hashiki had said to me. To ignore the threats she’d made. I tried not to think of that completely open and honest expression on Philo’s face when he’d been talking to her. Because whatever she said to me didn’t matter if Philo was with her, and Philo so obviously wanted to be with her, so . . . problem solved.

But I didn’t want Philo to read my mind and discover all that. He might stay with me out of some misguided sense of right and wrong, and I didn’t want that. I didn’t want chivalry. I wanted honesty. I wanted him to look at me the way he looked at Hashiki. And that would never happen.

“Minnie, I—” Philo started, but I swiveled sharply to face him and interrupted.

“She really is beautiful. And exotic. Powerful, too.” Oh, I’m her biggest fan! Can’t you tell? “When I saw you guys in the hall, I knew right away that you were meant to be together. Hey!” I said, lifting my hands in a hallelujah gesture. “You should take her to the dance this weekend. It would be a great way to help her get to know people and you guys could catch up.”

Philo stood. “But you and I are going together.”

“Nah. I mean, I never officially asked you, right? So it’s not like you’d be breaking a promise or anything.” Please just agree and go away. I can’t hold on much longer. Inside, I was practically drowning in tears.

“You already have your dress,” he said.

“No, I don’t. I couldn’t find one.”

He lifted an eyebrow and looked pointedly over my shoulder to where I knew my beautiful red silk dress hung on the front of the closet door. I’d been gazing at it and petting it pretty much every night since I got it. I shifted to block his view of it and shook my head.

“That’s just an old dress. Of my mom’s. It doesn’t even fit me,” I lied. Go away! I shouted in my mind. Leave me alone!

Philo took a step back, a stunned expression flashing across his face before he smoothed it away. I winced. He must have taken that moment to read my mind and I regretted hurting him. He stilled, his gaze intensifying for a moment. But if it convinced him to forget about me, it was better than all the thoughts I had where I wanted him to wrap me up in his arms and kiss my sadness away.

He was all Spartan stone when he said, “I see.”

I was so tired. So very, very tired. Every part of me hurt. I was so full of pain I thought it must be beyond obvious. I felt like every cell in my body was begging him to stay while my mind feebly wished he would go so I could cry.

He took my hand again and looked at it, holding it like gentlemen of old used to do when they were about to bend low and kiss it. Then he tightened his grip and looked up at me, intensity burning so brightly in his brilliant blue gaze, I was momentarily stunned into silence, inside and out. He stroked his thumb over my wrist and his face softened, the intensity giving way to something almost vulnerable. Was that longing? My heart lurched.

“Whenever you need me, I will be here.”

I didn’t know what to say. He was so earnest, his promise practically resonated between us. I could feel the way he felt about me, feel the way he cared. His gaze dropped to my lips and his hand around mine pulled me gently toward him.

Had I been wrong? Did he really want me, and not Hashiki?

Pain lanced up my spine and pierced my brain like a red-hot spike of torture. I gasped and arched away from Philo’s embrace. His arms tightened. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

I forced myself to open my eyes, praying my fear and pain would be invisible to him. “It’s nothing.” Omo. What had that crazy vamp done to me? “Just a—a headache.”

His eyes searched mine. He didn’t believe me.

“I think I’d better lie down. Try to take a nap. A non-mind-walker nap.” I laughed in a lame attempt to lighten the moment.

Philo nodded. Gave me one more searching look before turning away and leaving my room, closing the door softly behind him.

I sank down onto my bed and carefully lay back. Too much had happened today. Too many things I didn’t understand. Powers I had no idea existed.

A mind-walker? Someone who could transport you to different places inside your own dreams? Because I’d swear I had actually been in that forest, wherever that was.

And what would you call what Hashiki had done to me? No one had mentioned vampires could have powers that could hurt you like that. That they could do these crazy things with their freakin’ minds.

I rolled over and propped my chin on my folded hands. And came face-to-face with The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire.

I am the dumbest person on the planet, I thought suddenly. I had rejected the book because of what it lacked—skill; objectivity; true, reliable, provable, information. But it was a secondary source, and David was a safe primary source. It was time I quit playing at this vampire business and got my research on. I picked up the book and carried it over to my loveseat where I grabbed my unicorn notebook and pen with its pink feathery top.

Turning to the index at the back of the book, I searched for mind-walker, and got to work.
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Vampires are not the only magical creatures on Earth, but we are the only ones who have revealed ourselves to the humans. For this reason, we felt it unwise to do more than mention them in this volume. If you have questions, you know what to do. Ask your sire!

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Manuela sat alone at the head of the table when I met the family for dinner. “David will not be joining us this evening—he is attending to business.”

Fearghus had returned and sat at the table with his big belly and round face surrounded by a halo of red hair. Siobhan sat beside him with her short black hair and face marked with the faded-blue tattoos from the tribal days before Scotland became Scotland. Mrs. Sally Hamburg from Germany sat between Siobhan and me. She was a tall, well-built woman in her mid-forties, though she wore her hair in an old-lady curly style and wore shapeless housedresses. She preferred to be called Mrs. Hamburg even by the family. Across from me sat Philo, whose beautiful face was chronically serious, and Jack Townsend, a ’47 gold miner from California. Jack wasn’t a particularly big man and he hid his expression behind a black beard that seemed to swallow his whole face.

None of my dinner companions seemed too cheerful today. So far, the only regularly happy vampire I’d met was Diana, but she was far away in Puerto Rico with my sire, Tim. Fearghus was currently scowling at his salad as if it had personally offended him.

But then, who was I to judge?

So much time on this Earth. So many experiences, relationships, loves won and lost—of course they would protect their hearts. It seemed as if a long life only made the wall stronger, rather than the other way around. I didn’t like thinking about that. I didn’t want to grow hard and hard-hearted.

Dinner dragged on in unbearable silence. I was keenly aware of Philo’s nearness and his hurt and Manuela’s—heck, everyone’s—interest in the tension between us.

Afraid someone would start to ask questions I couldn’t bear to answer, I racked my brain for something to talk about.

“So, hey!” I said with mock-cheer. What I wanted to talk about was how the heck Hashiki had managed to hurt me without touching me and why the pain still hadn’t completely gone away. Or who in the world Thorstein Stringer was and why he’d mind-walked with me, or whatever. Instead I said, “I forgot to tell you guys the other night. I called my mom. And she talked to me.”

“Oh, bebé.” Manuela leaned across the table and took my hand. It still made me uncomfortable when she did that since my human family were strictly hands-off, but despite her cool exterior, when it came to motherly things, Manuela was quite touchy. “What did she say?”

The tears welled up again as I looked into Manuela’s deep, chocolate eyes. She was not my mother, but her kindness warmed me. I shook my head, unable to speak.

Manuela patted my hand. “It’s okay, bebé. She spoke to you. That is a very big step. We will all pray that her heart continues to soften, and you are back in her arms once again.”

A servant picked that moment to place my dinner in front of me and I drank in the wonderful aroma of beef stew with carrots and tarragon and willed the tears away. When I could, I looked up at Manuela, then the others. “Sorry for the drama.”

Philo didn’t say anything, just watched me with steady eyes while the others murmured kind words of encouragement. We were quiet for a few minutes while everyone tucked into their food. The stew was incredibly delicious. Thank goodness vampires could eat regular food. We don’t eat a lot of it, and don’t need it to survive, but we could certainly enjoy it—and Manuela made sure we did at every dinner.

I had just cracked open a biscuit peppered with some delicious, green-smelling herb, when a rough-edged voice said, “The love of a mother is a precious thing. I’m glad for ya, Minnie darlin’, that your ma is comin’ round.”

I stared, open mouthed, the biscuit momentarily forgotten. It was Jack. The old miner had said barely two words to me since I joined the family. He barely spoke to anyone.

“After all these years, I still remember my own dear mother. Remember the way she sent me off to the West to find my fortune. I was gonna make a way for us to live a better life, ya see. I was gonna go on home and set us up good.

“My mama wrote me a letter every week for three whole years. Every single week without fail. But the gold ran out and I moved from this mine to that. Even made my way to Alaska. After that, I never wrote to tell her where I was. Single greatest regret of my life, that. But I was young, and life was hard out there—what little gold I found I squandered on wine ’n women. I was so ashamed of my behavior—Mama raised me to be a good Christian man, and there ain’t no way she woulda been glad of the way I was spendin’ my days. So I didn’t write her back. Not once did I write her back.”

Our food forgotten, every one of us watched Jack. He didn’t look up at us, just stared down at his stew, his hands resting on the table on either side of his bowl. He made a gulping sound, a sob I thought, before swiping the back of his hand over his eyes.

“When I finally did get enough money together, I went home—exceptin’ there was no home to go home to.” Jack looked up at me then, his warm, brown eyes emanating such sorrow it took all my willpower to hold his gaze. “My mama had passed, ya see. Some years before. She didn’t have a proper burial. She’d been buried in a pauper’s grave, so I couldn’t even make that right by her.”

Someone sniffled. I caught Philo blinking back tears while Fearghus was practically bawling and Siobhan had her arm around him.

“Oh, Jack.” My voice broke on his name. “I’m so, so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know what to do.

“Ain’t no thing,” he said as he plucked a roll from the basket nearest him. “It was a long time ago now. I just wanted you to know that it’s a good thing ya haven’t given up on yer folks. ’Cuz a family ain’t nothin’ to just throw away. Not if there’s still a chance.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Manuela took my hand, then Philo’s. At her brief squeeze she gave us a pointed look and we each took the hand of our neighbor until we were all connected. “Remember no matter what happens, we will always be family. Every single one of you are the children of my heart, and you will always have a place with Daniel and me. You understand?”

Everyone agreed, but Jack nodded his head fiercely. “I’m mighty grateful, Miss Manuela,” he said. “Amen to that.”

For several long minutes only the gentle tinkle of spoons against bowls filled the silence that stretched between us—until Fearghus spoke so suddenly and loudly that Manuela gasped, and I laughed nervously.

“Well,” he said. “I fer one am very glad ta be home.” He leaned back and patted his large stomach with both hands. “I never eat so well as when I’m here.”

“Ya coulda fooled me, ya big oaf,” Siobhan said with an elbow to his gut. “How ya managed to keep that girth for all these years, I’ve no idea.” Her accent was softer than Fearghus’s but when she talked to him it grew stronger.

“How was the old country?” she asked. “Did ya see the Council while ya were there?”

“Aye, I did. They told of some ruckus goin’ on with the faeries in Tír na nÓg. They’re havin’ a bloody rebellion if ya can believe it.”

“The faeries? What’ve they got to complain about?” Siobhan slathered butter on a biscuit and bit it in half.

My brain had been rolling along, only half-listening to their conversation while I mulled over all this talk about family and what it might mean that Mom had called me her daughter again. But all of a sudden, my thoughts snapped into place, my brain did this quick convo-scan thing and I burst out, “What? Wait. There’re faeries? Faeries are real?”

Fearghus’s laugh burst over the room and his gut shook the table. “O’course they’re real, lass.”

“But . . .” I looked to Philo for the truth. It was entirely possible, maybe even likely, that Fearghus would tell me a tall tale just for the fun of it, but surely Philo wouldn’t lie to me. “Faeries aren’t real, are they?”

He shrugged. “Vampires are real. Other . . . creatures are real. Why not faeries?”

“You’ve read the Guide, right?” Siobhan asked.

“I’m working on it.”

“You’ve got to read the book, girl.” Mrs. Hamburg glared at me with the stern countenance of a drill sergeant.

I cringed back from her fierce command. “It’s just that—the book is so dumb.” Mrs. Hamburg gasped. I mentally envisioned the book’s cover; suddenly fearful she’d written the darn thing and I’d just personally offended her or something. I didn’t think she had. “It’s so simple. Like it was written for children. And I have homework, so . . .” I tried to find some solidarity among my family, but they all seemed to be 100% on board with The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire. “Sorry.”

For a beat, no one moved. Or breathed. Like, literally. It was Mrs. Hamburg who finally patted my hand and in a complete personality shift said, “It is all right, child. You have had a lot to take in these past months.” I stared at her pale, watery blue eyes, dumbfounded. “But the truth is, there are many creatures that live on this vorld. Humans are not the only ones.”

My beautiful, reliable brain must have had a nervous breakdown or something. Because . . . but . . . 

Mrs. Hamburg nodded gravely as if she could read my mind and knew that I was basically freaking out.

“It is true,” Philo added calmly. “This world is filled with magical creatures. Vampires and faeries are just two of them.”

“But I thought vampirism was a virus or parasitic symbiosis or something. Vampires aren’t . . . magical.”

“Parasites? You think you’re a parasite?” Siobhan asked.

“No,” I waved a hand in the air dismissively. “Not like that anyway. I just thought it was a medical thing, a science thing, not a-a magic thing.”

Everyone kept on eating like the world hadn’t just imploded, while I could only sit and stare blindly in front of me. Magic caused vampirism? There was magic in the world? What was its impact on science? Did it influence science? Did it contaminate it?

There had to be a scientific reason for the change in me. Even if magic existed, it couldn’t be the answer to everything. Maybe the Guide—

Wait. “Wait.” I struggled to bring my brain up to speed. “You said faeries and vampires are only two of the many magical creatures in the world. So there’s,” I gulped, “there’s more?”

Jack nodded and Mrs. Hamburg patted my hand again. Manuela seemed to be lost in her own thoughts, and Philo’s eyebrow twitched, but that was all the reaction I got. Hello! I seriously needed someone to jump in there and tell me what the heck was going on and help me rearrange every single thing I thought I knew about the world I lived in.

“What about werewolves?” I asked in a loud, defiant voice.

“Uh-huh,” Siobhan mumbled around a mouthful of food. Philo bobbed his head.

“I knew a werewolf once,” Jack said. “You know, we was kinda friends back in the day. He wasn’t one of those grumpy fellows that always seems to want to tear your throat out when the moon is full. Nah, Clem was just regular folk tryin’ to make a dollar like the rest of us. Decent guy.”

What? What!?

“Bigfoot?”

“Yep.”

“Elves?”

“Don’t get me started on those plàighs,” Fearghus said, and Siobhan snorted.

I looked around the dinner table. “Oh. Oh, I get it. This is one of those ‘let’s mess with the new kid’ kinda things. Like Where’s the Left-Handed Hammer or Let’s go on a Snipe Hunt.”

Philo tried to hide a smirk by looking down at his plate. I couldn’t tell if that meant they were joking, or they weren’t. They had to be joking. I glared at him. Manuela put a hand on mine.

“It’s not a game, dear. It’s true. All of it. Magical creatures are real. They’ve been here on Earth, many of them, for as long as we have. We don’t encounter new creatures very often anymore, but there are a few, here and there.”

I stared at her, speechless. She wouldn’t be joking, would she? She had to be telling the truth. I searched her eyes, wishing I could read her mind like Philo could. Wishing I could draw up a vision when I wanted one, but I hadn’t been able to do it on command, even though David and Philo had both been working with me to help me learn.

“Let me show you,” Manuela said. “Just close your eyes. Settle your mind and try.” She closed her eyes. I slipped my hand from beneath hers, then hesitated. I glanced over at the rest of the family, who were surreptitiously watching us while they ate their dinners. Fine. I couldn’t embarrass myself any more than I already had. And all of them had been young vampires at some point. Surely they hadn’t grasped their new talents right away.

“Fine,” I whispered. I placed my hand on top of Manuela’s and closed my eyes. I was pretty sure this wouldn’t work, until I remembered David saying my doubt was probably the reason it wasn’t working for me. So I sighed and refocused. Thought about magical creatures and Manuela. I tried to imagine what kind of things might have lived in Peru when she first became a vampire, but suddenly an image sprang to mind that was about as far from that as possible.

 

I stand with David’s hands around my waist, my eyes closed. The fragrance of so many flowers fills my nose that I’m dizzy from the scent. Honeysuckle drips from the trees, nearly brushing my cheeks, while wild roses and lilies and so many other flowers big and small decorate the landscape. I sigh happily while David nuzzles my neck.

“I love you, Manuela.”

We’ve been together a long while, we’ve loved each other nearly from the start. But this evening is different. He’s different. And this is certainly the most romantic experience I’ve ever had. I open my eyes and let my gaze travel over the secret meadow David has brought me to. I don’t know if there is a name for where we are, but I wish I could stay here forever.

Across the color-dotted meadow, movement catches my eye. Crossing the field, making their way directly toward David and me, are a trio of fine white horses with sparkling, crystalline horns.

I gasp, my hands flying to my mouth. I’ve never seen such beauty. Never known it could even exist. The very air shimmers around them, as if trying to be something purer, something better.

Speechless, David and I watch the creatures approach. When they stand four feet away, two of the magnificent creatures bow low on one knee, while the middle one closes the distance between us. Slowly he lowers his horn until its tip nearly touches my heart. It takes me a moment, but I finally realize something is on the tip of its horn. A gift. His arm still around my waist, David moves to my side and I glance at him, a question in my eyes.

He gazes adoringly at me, and I see my love for him reflected back to me. What we share is true and eternal.

“Manuela. Will you marry me? Will you be by my side forever and always and let me love you with all of my heart?”

I nod, then belatedly add, “Yes,” though my heart has been shouting it from the moment he began to speak. He reaches toward the horn and plucks off the ring, settling it on my finger where it sparkles no less beautifully than it had on the crystalline horn.

“Thank you, Flyanois,” David says with a formal bow. The creature takes two steps back and bows his head, first to David then to me.

It is my honor to help you celebrate the forging of your love, Flyanois says in my mind. His voice has an otherworldly quality, musical, as if every syllable is crafted from tone rather than word.

His companions stand, and as one they turn and gallop into the field, disappearing from view between one blink of the eye and the next.

I fall into David’s arms, our lips meeting in a passionate kiss, and I know that wherever he is, home will be.

 

I didn’t want to open my eyes, but eventually I did. Manuela dabbed at her eyes with a table napkin. She knew what I’d seen. Oh, how much she loved David.

“That. Was. The. Best!” I looked around the group with a goofy grin that made Siobhan snort and Philo’s eyes flash with something like regret.

“David’s proposal?” he asked.

“Have you seen it?” I gushed. Unable to keep the sappiness out of my voice, and not really caring.

“No, but we’ve all heard about it.”

“Several times, in fact,” Fearghus confirmed.

“Ack,” said Mrs. Hamburg, her opinion on the subject unclear.

“It was amazing. Whatever she’s told you about it—it couldn’t possibly have done it justice.” I gazed adoringly at Manuela. She was now my romantic hero. David too. Omo! To be proposed to like that! “I knew David was sweet,” I said to her. “But I had no idea he was that romantic. Wow.”

Manuela squeezed my hand. “I know. It was the most beautiful moment of my life, save for the time I first held my child, Adolpho, in my arms. I will treasure both memories forever.”

I glanced at Philo, my heart nearly bursting with lovey thoughts and feelings, but he quickly glanced away. Yup. I deserved that.

I raised my chin. I’d done what I had to do. What was best for both of us. “So. Magical creatures are real.”

Jack snickered and Siobhan and Fearghus clinked their glasses together.

Mrs. Hamburg, on the other hand, snatched my hand and squeezed it, hard, forcing me to wince in pain and search her eyes for mercy. “Whatever pretty picture she painted for you, little one, don’t believe it. Don’t believe it for one second. We’re all monsters. Every single one of us.”
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Should you chance to meet another magical creature, be wary. You should never make assumptions based on myth or speculation. Instead, invite them to join you in conversation as a way to get to know them and to avoid alienating them due to misinformation.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

After Mrs. Hamburg’s grave proclamation, dinner conversation dropped to a low murmur. As I sat between her and Manuela, who made such an effort not to shoot daggers at the old woman that she didn’t look at anyone or anything but her plate, there was no conversation for me.

Fearghus and I were the first to leave the table. He muttered under his breath and glowered—I figured he was annoyed at Mrs. Hamburg for ruining dinner. I had a boatload of homework to get to and I wanted the privacy of my room, but once we were in the foyer, I nudged Fearghus’s shoulder with my own. “Race ya to the top!” He might be a vampire, but he avoided exercise or superspeed as much as possible. Plus, even if he tried, I’d beat him. But he didn’t respond in his normal affable way. I wasn’t even sure he’d heard me.

“Get away ya wee hooligans.” He swatted the air around his head. “Why don’t ya bugger on back to where ya came from?”

“What?” I paused on the third step. I thought Fearghus liked me. Why was he being so rude?

“Not you, lass.” His voice held a tone of distracted exasperation. “It’s these blasted faeries. They won’t leave me alone. Think they’re going ta find somethin’ fascinatin’ to write about by followin’ me here to America, but I already told ’em—there’s nothin’ ta see here.” He said the last to the air over his right shoulder in a very loud voice.

“Uh, Fearghus? There’s nothing there.” Okay, maybe faeries were real, but come on. Weren’t they supposed to hang out in gardens and stuff? And shouldn’t I, as a magical creature myself, be able to see them?

Fearghus tugged at his beard. “They’re like a lot of magical creatures, Min. Ya have ta actually look for them, and expect ta see them. Ye’ve trained yer mind ta just go right over them because ya don’t believe.”

I snorted. “It can’t be that easy. Plenty of people look for faeries and Bigfoot and all sorts of creatures and never find them.”

Fearghus leaned close. “And plenty o’ them do.” He whirled away, swinging a fist into the air. “Get away from me, ya maggots!”

Philo, who had come up behind him, ducked as Fearghus’s swing nearly caught him in the temple. “Whoa there, Fearghus.” He came to the step just below mine. “What’s with him?”

“Faeries?” I shrugged.

“Faeries! The wee monsters,” Fearghus growled.

Philo looked at Fearghus, or rather at the air around him. “Ah. It’s your beard,” Philo said as he moved up the stairs. “Drives the faeries crazy.”

“Ha! Yer right,” Fearghus drawled. “I guess I can’t blame ’em for recognizin’ a thing of beauty when they see one.” He stroked his beard and winked at me.

“Wait.” I put a hand on Philo’s arm. At the tightening of his eyes I quickly withdrew it. “He’s not pulling my leg?”

“No. But they are pulling his beard.” He pointed at Fearghus.

I stared at the big man’s ruddy face, my eyes wide as if that would help me see something else. I even moved to stand on the same stair as Philo and I still couldn’t see them.

“Ya have to believe it, lass. Put some heart into it.”

I closed my eyes to reset my focus. Okay. The mark of a good scientist was to be able to set aside your own beliefs and be open to what the facts might prove to be. I was a good scientist, darn it. I was ready and willing to believe the facts.

I opened my eyes.

“Omo!” I squeaked and stumbled back, my foot slipping off the stair as I did. I would have fallen down if Philo hadn’t been there to steady me. His arm snaked around my waist and held me tight.

There, inflicting various forms of torture upon poor Fearghus’s head, were three faeries. Like, real tiny women with gossamer wings and sparkly lights shining around them. I blinked, but when I opened my eyes they were still there.

“What’s she lookin’ at us like that for?” a tiny, tinkling voice said. It came from the girl, er, faery, swinging from Fearghus’s beard like it was a rope swing. “Is she daft?” She looked up to Fearghus for answer.

“You’re what’s wrong with her, ya rumbly muppet. She’s never seen one o’ you before. And quit doin’ that.” Fearghus swatted at his beard, then grabbed it protectively. The faery only laughed and flew around his head, stopping on his shoulder where she proceeded to poke inside his ear with her wand. Fearghus sighed and gave me a look that said, Save me! Only I had no idea what I could do. I was still dealing with the fact that faeries really did exist.

“They are pretty little things, though. You have to admit that,” Philo said.

“I admit nothin’!” Fearghus boomed. But the faeries paused in their torment to gaze at Philo.

“Who are you?” the faery dressed in sparkly pink hotpants and knee-high boots asked. The rest of the tiny women, wearing similarly scandalous clothing, turned to stare at Philo.

“Are these regular faeries? Or are they, like, pole dancing ones or something?” I whispered to Philo.

The one poking her wand into Fearghus’s ear hissed at me.

“I’m Philo. How do you do?” Philo gave the little creatures a bow and every one of them sighed.

“Ye’ve done it now, laddie.” He gaped at Philo, a horrified expression on his face. “Ya never want to encourage them.”

Philo shrugged. “I’ve met a few faeries in my life. They’re cute.” He smiled at the little ladies. They took to the air as one, their laughter ringing around my head like teeny tiny bell chimes.

“Ouch!” I clapped my hand over my cheek where something stung me.

“Their wings can be a wee bit biting if yer in their way,” Fearghus said with an apologetic shrug.

Great.

The three little monsters, as Fearghus called them, were now perched on Philo. Except where they’d been tugging and pulling and poking at Fearghus, they were petting and crooning and—was that singing? Were they singing to Philo?

“Uh, Philo?” I asked.

“Are you his girlfriend, then?” asked the faery in sequined blue. I glared at Fearghus as he tried to sneak past us and up the stairs.

“I—” Philo started, but I didn’t want to hear him say the words.

“No,” I blurted. “We’re uh, just friends.”

“Are ya really?” Fearghus asked, aghast. “I thought you two were snoggin’. I’m usually right about these things and I was fairly certain there was somethin’ special between ya.” He looked between Philo and me, but I couldn’t meet his gaze.

“Oh, I see it now,” crooned one of the faeries. “Don’t ya see it, sisters?”

One, sparkling in bright green, flew around my head, letting her teeny tiny hand trail over my cheek as she passed by. “She’s been cryin’,” she told her sisters.

“What? No, I haven’t.” I waited for them to turn their backs to me before scrubbing under my eyes in case there was any blood crusted there. So. Gross.

“Have ye been makin’ her weep then, Philo?” the pink faery said. She stretched out Philo’s name as if she was having her doubts about Philo’s right to have a name.

“I—” he started again but didn’t go anywhere with it. His lips turned downward into a tight frown.

“We’re just friends,” I said again.

“If that’s the truth, then it’s a shame.” I wondered if Pinky wore pink because it matched her pale strawberry blonde hair. I scowled at her, but Philo looked . . . open and . . . was that hopeful?

“Such a shame,” the other faeries repeated in hushed tones.

“But unrequited love is such a beautiful, tragic thing,” said the blue one. The others sighed again. “This could be just the story we were hopin’ for.”

“But there has to be another girl for him, then,” said the blue faery. “His true love.”

“Even more sweet is this poor lass is in love with him. You do love him, don’t ya dearie?” Pinky asked me.

“Ladies, I—I think Minnie—” Philo, whose cheeks had actually turned a burnished pink, raised his hands in a placating gesture.

“I don’t love him!”

The faeries lifted off Philo in a shower of rainbow sparkles, then alighted on him again, scowling at me.

I don’t even know why I bothered to argue with them. It wasn’t as if it mattered what they thought.

I met Philo’s gaze. He looked . . . hurt. Had I done that? But . . . What was happening? Why was Philo upset? I mean, he had Hashiki, and I was nothing next to her. He got the better girl. Right?

“Ohhh, dearie,” crooned Pinky. “You’ve got the wrong of it, there, we think.”

I stood there, trapped, exposed and vulnerable. I literally had to shake myself to get moving. “Whatever.” I stomped up the stairs. Philo grabbed my hand and when I looked back at him, the green faery had a strand of his curling black hair twisted around her finger and the other two faeries were stroking his cheeks.

“They’re only faeries,” Philo said, his fingers gentle and warm on mine. Every part of me zeroed in on that touch. Every part of me wanted it to never stop.

“See, sisters? He loves this one. Perhaps we have the wrong of it, and there is no story here at all.” The green faery landed on our joined hands and frowned.

I couldn’t look away from Philo. His gaze was intense, and I thought I felt the brush of his mind against my own—then Hashiki’s voice, cruel and serpentine pierced my memory.

Philomon is mine.

I yanked my hand from his as if I’d been burned. There was that hurt on his face again—there and gone again as he dropped his hand to his side. The faeries tittered and burst into a flurry of whispers, but I turned and made my way slowly up the steps, feeling all their eyes on me as I went.

Inside my room, I stood with my back pressed against the closed bedroom door long enough to hear Philo go into his room and shut—and lock—his door. Taking a deep breath, I pushed off the door and propelled myself onto my bed.

Plastic sheets. That’s what I needed.

Because right then what I wanted was to cry my eyes out. And talk to Stacey.

Or my mom.

Either way, there’d be crying.

I rolled over and pulled my phone from my pocket. The lock screen, featuring Zero from Vampire Knight, showed me the time—8:45—and little else. I thumbed it open and pulled up my texts, planning to check in with Stacey. She’d texted me after school saying she’d missed me and where was I, then again with “Must be vampire stuff.” I sent her a quick text to let her know I was okay.

She called me two seconds later.

“Hey,” I said when I answered.

“Hey,” Stacey croaked.

“You sick?”

“I feel sick.” Her voice cracked and she fell into a coughing fit. “But I’m trying to use mind over matter so . . . No. I’m not sick. You okay? I couldn’t find you anywhere. I thought you had debate.”

“Oh, um.” I wracked my brain for an excuse. “Family emergency.”

“Okay, well. You all right?” I heard her take a sip of water and try to squeeze it down her inflamed throat. I could hear how tight and sore it was.

“I better let you go. Drink lots of warm tea and honey.” Right then I wished I still lived across the street and could bring her a pot of tea and sit with her while she drank it. Even if she couldn’t talk, it’d feel so good to just be with her, doing nothing.

Instead she assured me she had a cup of tea in her hand right then and was going to bed early, and we said goodbye. I dragged myself off my bed and over to my little living area where I debated between my school work and the Guide with the notes I’d started making on mind-walkers.

But I’d already finished my homework for tomorrow—it was today’s work I needed to do, and I’d left my stuff at school. I could work on my paper, but . . . 

I hefted the Guide onto my lap and turned to the one section I’d completely overlooked until now, entitled Creatures. There was one freaking paragraph on the page. Wow, this book is dumb. My mind wandered as I thought of the look of hurt in Philo’s eyes and the bizarre interaction with the faeries. Could they be right, and Philo liked me? Would they push him into Hashiki’s arms—or into mine? Did I do the right thing in denying that I liked him? Because denying it had tasted like ashes on my tongue. What did that mean?
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Vampirism is truly a gift. Everything you were before is maximized as you become your best self. Not only are your physical attributes magnified, but so is your mind—and your emotions.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I examined my face in the mirror, amazed at how un-puffy I looked. According to the drops of blood on my duvet, I’d done more than a bit of crying before falling asleep last night. I’d tried not to cry. To not think about Hashiki and Philo. To not think about all the strange and overwhelming things that had happened to me yesterday, but the emotions had won out. At least I looked as fresh as a daisy at 5:30 a.m. thanks to my fabulous new vampire countenance.

I plucked up my sweatshirt from the bed and cringed. Thank goodness Manuela employed only the best service staff who were, of course, seriously gifted at removing blood. Guess you had to be in a vampire household. I wondered how that would look when trying to find new employees—Maid Required: Must not fear monsters and be expert at blood removal.

With nothing to keep me from leaving the room, I slunk out and down the stairs, hoping to get a head start on my run so I wouldn’t have to talk to Philo. Oh, I knew I’d see him on the trail at some point, but at least we wouldn’t have to try to pretend to be running together.

So of course he was on the front porch. Was he waiting for me?

“Uh,” I said with my usual eloquence. “Hi.”

The look he gave me made my heart hurt so bad I thought I might throw up. There were feelings in there. Gone in an instant, but I’d seen them.

Regret. Disappointment. Hurt.

Had I done that to him?

Until that vision yesterday, where I caught a glimpse of how Philo cared about me, I’d been sure there was no way I could cause such big feelings in him, but now . . . Now I had no idea what to think.

I was thrilled that he liked me, that he wanted to wait for me, that he could envision a future with me—or at least he had in that moment in the living room before either of us knew Hashiki was in town.

And I was so pissed off I could scream at the universe for bringing Hashiki back into Philo’s life.

If it weren’t for her, I’d be enjoying my time with Philo instead of dreading it. If it weren’t for her, I’d be going to Sweethearts this weekend, looking freaking amazing, with the hottest guy on the planet by my side.

If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be terrified that a spike of pain would render me brain dead just for being near him.

But I couldn’t think like that. It was stinkin’ thinkin’ as my old drama teacher Miss Lane would say. Philo might be sad right now but maybe he just didn’t know yet that Hashiki wanted him back. I bet as soon as he knew, he’d forget all about me.

I motioned toward the driveway. “Ready?”

He nodded, and in practiced unison we stepped off the porch and set our warm-up pace. Within minutes the silence was more than I could bear. “So, how’s Hashiki?”

There was a long pause before he finally said, “I have not spoken with her today.” He didn’t sound like a guy in love. He sounded cautious. Dry.

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I didn’t mean that, I guess. I meant, well, tell me about her. She told me you’d known each other before?” She told me that you’d loved each other once. I wanted to know about that.

Philo threw me a suspicious glance. “You’ve spoken with her.”

“Well, not in so many words.” We rounded the big rock at the fork in the trail and picked up our pace. Thanks to our vampiric constitutions, there was nothing keeping us from continuing our conversation. Darnit. There was no way I was going to tell Philo about Hashiki’s, uh, friendly little warning. I tried not to think about what she had done to me—but have you ever tried not to think about something? It only makes it worse. I couldn’t chase the memory from my mind no matter how hard I tried.

“Then how do you know anything about us?”

I’d been so lost in thought that I’d forgotten to come up with a good response. “Just something she said, that’s all.” I looked around us, desperate for a change in subject. “Wow, we’ve gone way farther than normal.” I stopped, a tiny bit of panic pooling in my stomach. How far had we gone?

Philo stopped beside me, and our arms touched for a moment before I drew back—but I wasn’t quick enough to avoid diving into his mind and into his past.

 

Hashiki lies in my arms, deep in sleep. She is relaxed, but I am tight with fear and the growing determination that I must leave her. Earlier, as she lay atop of me, I had seen the resentment in her eyes. I love her, but more and more over the past days I have begun to think I don’t even know her.

“Don’t you dare shut me out,” she had said. “If you love me as much as you say, then you will do this for me. You will change me. Make me like you. Then we can be together, forever.”

But I cannot change her and steal her gift of life and vitality. I would not wish the burden of my curse on my worst enemy.

Now, it is time to act. For her sake, I must leave her. Unchanged and alive. One day, she will be glad for it.

I extricate myself from her arms, gather my things, and run. There are sentries guarding the village, but I move too swiftly for them to see. The men on duty have become good friends in the year since I stumbled upon the small village, but there can be no staying so long as Hashiki refuses to be mine unless I end her life.

She thinks becoming undead is a reward, that it will make her powerful like me. That she could beat out her cousin to be chief one day—the first female chief of her people. What she doesn’t understand is that she is as like to eat them all before she ever has the chance to rule them and living forever with their blood on her hands would be worse than any mortal death.

I race through the heavy brush and trees in a blur. A couple adventurous monkeys follow me, but soon I lose even them. There is nothing in this life that I can enjoy. Nothing to give me pleasure.

I lose everything I love.

Everyone.

Every time.

 

With a gasp, I stepped away from Philo. His pain—that crushing sorrow—dropped me to my knees in the icy snow. I clutched at my chest, remembering only belatedly that I didn’t actually have to breathe. I don’t think I could have in that moment even if it had been necessary.

Philo crouched before me. “What did you see?” he asked. I couldn’t answer.

He lifted my chin with his finger, so I had no choice but to look into his eyes. Those deep blue eyes that belonged to the only boy I’ve ever liked. “What did you see?” he asked again.

I wanted to refuse him, but it was his life I’d seen. His memory. It belonged to him more than it ever would to me.

Tears streaked down my cheeks, staining his pale fingers, but he didn’t move.

“Hashiki,” I whispered. “You and Hashiki.”

Worry flashed in his eyes, but then he closed himself off. Like he did every single time.

I remembered a time, the first time, when he’d held my face like this and caressed my chin with his thumb. I wished for that gentle, loving touch again, but of course I didn’t get it. How could I even wish for it when I had been the one to push him away?

He let go of me and stood. I thought he’d just leave, and I think he considered it, but then he reached out for me and helped me to my feet.

Before I’d even finished telling him thank you, he was gone.

I walked back toward the house. I’d use my superspeed to get ready—right now, I needed to think. So Hashiki and Philo had been together, and he had totally loved her, just like she said. I sifted through the emotions of the vision—his emotions. He’d loved her, but he had begun to think her ambition, her desire for power, outweighed her desire for him.

He’d lost her, even if he was the one to leave.

He’d been heartbroken, and he’d felt that he was destined to always be alone.

I thought about how I’d pushed him away last night and how hurt he’d seemed. Why had that mattered to him? He didn’t love me like he’d loved Hashiki. They’d been together—like really together—for a whole year. Philo and I had only even known each other for a few months.

So why did I feel like such a jerk?

When I came to the big rock, I sat down on it and pulled out my phone, desperate for some distraction. Stacey’d texted me last night after I went to bed.

Feeling worse, she said. Prolly not coming to school tmrw

I texted her a frowny face. After staring at the phone a minute, I wrote, I think I broke up with Philo :( Hope you feel better soon. Luv you

It was way too early for her to respond—especially if she was staying home. I knew she’d be bugged at me for just leaving her hanging like that, but I honestly didn’t know what else to say. I just knew she’d be mad if I didn’t tell her right away. Maybe I’d go see her after school or something.

No one was around when I got back to the house and even though I knew some people would be awake, I crept up the stairs as silently as I could. I wasn’t quite ready to face anyone just yet. I wasn’t ready to face Philo.

When I got to my door, I heard whispering. From behind my own door.

Steeling myself against whatever might be lurking there—I had a weird irrational fear that Hashiki had somehow managed to get into our house and was waiting to waylay me with her terrible mind-torture—I threw open the door and turned on the lights in a flash of movement.

Not Hashiki. Only three incredibly annoying little faeries snooping through my diary.

“Hey!” I whisper-yelled as I shut the door and dove for my bed and the journal lying on top of it. “That’s private!”

The faeries flew out of my way, but at least I now held my journal, tightly pressed to my chest. “What are you guys even doing in here?”

I glared at the little creatures who settled onto my bed wearing matching mischievous smiles and matching lingerie. I’d always imagined faeries as little Tinkerbells. I had no idea they were so slutty.

“Philo woke us up when he came back and slammed his door hard enough to wake the dead,” Pinky said with a pout.

“He was in quite a state to be sure,” the blue one said.

“Wait. Philo actually slammed his door?” Philo never had big outward demonstrations of emotion. I couldn’t imagine it. I felt a heavy rock materialize in my stomach. “Did you talk to him?” I asked more quietly.

All three of them tsked and shook their heads. “There’s no talkin’ to a man when he’s in a snit,” said Pinky.

“Then why are you here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” asked Greenie.

“Uh, no.” A glance at my phone showed I’d dawdled too long and had to get ready for school. I moved to my dresser to pull out unders and socks for the day. The faeries followed me.

“You were with him,” Blue Girl said as if that explained everything.

“And a man only acts like that if he’s angry at a woman,” Pinky added with confidence.

I stopped rifling through my T-shirts to look at her. “What makes you say that?”

Pinky landed on a hanger and regarded me gravely. “When a man is angry at another man, he’s physical—his body trembles. He longs to hit something. He might even yell—Not that!” she exclaimed, a horrified expression on her face.

“What?” I jumped back, dropping my underwear to the ground.

“Ya cannae wear that ta school. Or is it yer goal to send every boy runnin’ a mile away?” Pinky scowled at my “Shakespeare: Bard to the Bone” T-shirt.

I grabbed the hanger off the rod and scowled right back at her.

“You should wear this, mo stór.” Greenie pointed her wand at a plaid smock dress. It was one of my favorites, but I wasn’t going to let these fashion failures dictate my clothing choices.

“Listen.” I turned to face them in the bathroom doorway. “Philo slammed his door. That’s physical. So, by your own explanation you’ve proven he was angry at a man.”

“Oh, no, my sweet.” Blue Girl straddled the doorknob in a disturbing way. “He slammed the door, then collapsed onto his couch—”

“With his head in his hands,” they all crooned in high-pitched, sorrowful voices. They reminded me of the sisters from The Pirates of Penzance.

I stared at them—Blue Girl on the doorknob, Pinky on the hanger and Greenie perched on my shoulder. “So?”

“That’s heartbreak, lass,” Greenie said. “Ya broke his heart.”
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Many vampires are dedicated collectors. The hobby is a wonderful and healthy way to mark the passage of time. But be warned: never take another vampire’s things. It will not end well.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Philo nodded his head in greeting when I climbed into the Jeep, but he already had his classical music turned up as if to say, “I’m not talking to you.” I guess I couldn’t blame him—I didn’t feel much like talking, either.

Inside, I was a mess of confusion—my thoughts and my feelings.

I’d had two recent visions involving Philo and neither one had helped me understand him better. On the one hand, he wanted me to trust him when he said he cared for me. On the other hand, he’d had a relationship with Hashiki and he had loved her—enough to leave her to save her from becoming a vampire.

Except she had become a vampire. So what did that mean? Did he change his mind and go back to her?

And then there were the faeries and all their talk this morning. I swear, they hadn’t given me a moment’s peace. They were just full of advice about how I should act and what I should do to prove to Philo that he was my forever love. Except, was he?

And even if he was my forever love, it seemed like he and Hashiki were forever loves—who was I to come between them? I tried to tell the faeries about Hashiki—about her existence, not about her threats—but they were convinced that I was screwing up my relationship with Philo and it didn’t have anything to do with another girl.

I sighed deeply and slouched against the car door.

Philo turned down the volume. “What’s wrong?” He didn’t look at me, and his jaw was clenched tight, but his voice was mild enough. I looked away.

“Nothing.” Because I’m super mature.

A moment passed. “Did you do well on the statistics pre-test you told me you had yesterday?”

Crap! That’s what had been going on in Mr. Arthur’s class! I barely remembered anything that was said or done, let alone taking a freaking test. I hope I did well. That I even answered any of the questions. I had zero memory of anything but the blood rage.

“I, um.” What the heck could I say? “I wasn’t feeling well. And then I went home early.”

He frowned and glanced at me. I saw the look of concern on his face reflected in my window. “You were sick? You didn’t mention that when we spoke. Besides, there are very few things that can cause a vampire to feel unwell.”

But a horrible, awful, evil ex-girlfriend can sure trigger the blood rage, I thought.

I shook my head.

“Then what would make you leave school? To do poorly on a test?”

What, indeed?

He really did know me well. He seemed as surprised as I that I’d ditched debate. I thought of telling him the truth, but immediately the base of my skull ached and I reached up to rub it.

I certainly couldn’t tell him that Hashiki was taking over my life and it terrified me. That she terrified me. Or that his ditching me at lunch to spend more time with her had undone me.

He pulled into the school parking lot and found a spot. Not wanting Philo to stay with me out of some warped sense of loyalty, I jumped out of the Jeep. “Gotta run!” I shut the door before he had a chance to ask me any more questions.

My phone finally buzzed with a text from Stacey in the middle of third period. Once at school my need for her had grown exponentially and it was killing me that I hadn’t heard from her. Surely she’d be awake by now. All I could say was, she’d better be dying. Turns out she wasn’t, but she did have strep throat, a sinus infection, or the flu—Stacey was just a wee bit of a hypochondriac. Thing is, half the time she really did have something so you could never just ignore her complaints.

With the phone hidden by my bulky gray fisherman’s sweater—usually reserved for lounging at home, but it had been consolation for my crappy mood and to snub the fashion police who had something bad to say about all my choices—I texted her a get well wish and asked if she needed me to bring her a pot of chicken noodle soup. Then I remembered Mom was the one who always made that for Stacey and even though she’d talked to me yesterday, we definitely weren’t at the point where I could ask her to make soup.

It’s okay, Stacey said. Mom bought me chocolate ice cream.

I grinned at the phone because that was so Stacey and so her mom, before I realized that Mr. Stallsworth was looking my way and maybe I shouldn’t be grinning at my geography work. We were supposed to be mapping fault lines and everyone was working, or whispering really quietly, but no one else was laughing to themselves. I tucked into my work with renewed diligence.

Getting that text from Stacey was a relief. Ever since I was reborn, I’d been more than a little anxious when anyone I loved got sick or wasn’t around when I expected them to be. I always worried they’d been bitten or something and were in the process of turning all alone, like I had been. I never wanted that to happen to anyone, anywhere, ever. I paused in the middle of a careful rendition of the New Madrid Seismic zone. I wondered if it would be possible to detect or know when a new vampire had been made. David said he’d been able to smell me, my newness or something, when he’d come looking for me the night I’d been reborn. But I think he also said it had something to do with me being a part of his bloodline. I wondered if anyone in the family had a gift that could maybe be used for finding new vampires even if they weren’t part of your own family. If only my gift could show me glimpses of the future instead of the past. Now that would be useful. At least I’d know if something bad was going to happen to the people I cared about.

I’d better be better in time for the dance, Stacey texted. We can’t let our dresses go to waste! Her text had more emojis than words.

I stared at her two dancing-couple emojis and wondered how she’d missed the part where I said I’d broken up with Philo. Unless she expected me to go to the dance anyway—which I so wouldn’t.

Finally, I decided she must be loopy from cough medicine or something and gave her a pass. Think positive thoughts. Mind over matter and all that. You can do it!

Yeah, yeah, she responded. Just let me have my pity party. She never liked it when I pushed her to get better or dismissed how she was feeling. She was definitely a girl who enjoyed a good pity party.

Fine. But the dance is four days away, so . . . 

Stacey didn’t respond. Three minutes later she sent me a poop emoji and a frowny face. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant but I was positive I didn’t want to know.

A hairy hand reached down in front of my eyes and plucked my phone from my hands.

Mr. Stallsworth glanced at the screen and scowled. “Do you need to use the restroom, Miss Kim?” Seriously? He had to ask me that in his loud boomy voice for the whole class to hear? Of course the kids laughed. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

“No, sir.”

He glanced at my incomplete work, then up at the clock. “Why don’t I just hold onto this for you then? Let you get some work done.” He emphasized the word work like I didn’t know what it meant. Or like I hadn’t done much already. Which, admittedly, I hadn’t, but I was his best student so it wasn’t like I wasn’t going to get it done. Ugh.

Thirty minutes later I stood in front of his desk, waiting for him to look up so I could request my phone back. Kids filed past me in a rush, then a trickle, until no one was left in the room. Still Mr. Stallsworth had his head bent over a professional journal of some kind. I craned my neck to try to catch a glimpse of the title, but I couldn’t read it. I cleared my throat for the fourth or fifth time and he finally, slowly, raised his eyes from his book.

“Can I help you?”

“Could I please have my phone back now, Mr. Stallsworth? I’m really sorry for being disrespectful in your class.” I was careful to apply just the right amount of humility so I would appear contrite without seeming like I was trying to kiss his butt.

He glowered at me for a long moment, then his countenance softened a little. He breathed out a sigh heavy at the weight of forming young minds as he opened his desk drawer and pulled out my phone. “It’s not at all like you to act out in class, Miss Kim.” He held out my phone to me but didn’t immediately let go when I took hold of it. “Don’t let this whole vampire thing go to your head.” He gave me a pointed look meant, I’m sure, to convey all the wisdom of his years. I was pretty sure Mr. Stallsworth was not a vampire himself, so what sort of knowledge he had about my situation was unclear. Still, I was willing to take the advice for what it was: Don’t change, Minnie Kim.

“I won’t.” The smile I gave him in exchange for my phone was genuine and I left his room with a little skip in my step—that quickly morphed into a run when I realized the halls were empty and I was late for my next class. Which of course was up one level and clear on the other side of school.

Swinging into the stairwell, I grabbed the cold railing and started up the stairs. I heard a girl’s laugh from beneath the steps and I suddenly felt embarrassed, like I didn’t want them to notice me. Which was dumb because I was trying to get to class—they were the ones sluffing.

“I am excited to dance with you on Saturday,” the girl said, and I recognized her accent immediately. Hashiki. “I remember dancing for you. Do you remember? The firelight. The drums. You were pleased with me then. And much time has passed, and with time has come much experience. I think you will find I am even more pleasing now.”

My heart had stopped beating and my whole body stilled as my senses heightened and I honed in on the conversation two levels below me. I prayed they were too caught up in each other to know I was there, but I couldn’t move away. It was disgusting and beneath me, but I had to hear what they were saying.

“You have always pleased me,” Philo said. “You don’t need to prove anything.” A stab of pain struck my heart and I nearly gasped. But still I ducked down to peer between the steps. I had to practically lie down in order to catch just the barest glimpse of Philo. He slouched against the wall, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his joggers, while Hashiki draped herself along his side. She was practically begging him to touch her, but he wasn’t.

I wondered what Fearghus’s fairies would think of this—and as soon as I thought of them, I saw them. I started, smacking the top of my scalp against the edge of the stair above me. I hissed against the pain, but I was more bothered by the scene below me.

Like last night, Pinky was perched on Philo’s shoulder, draped on his ear—no doubt whispering sweet nothings. At least she’d changed out of her slinky lingerie. Now she wore a long, flowy pink dress that was nearly transparent. Not much better than the lingerie. I searched for the other two mini-mean-girls and found them on Hashiki. Blue Girl had her legs wrapped possessively around Hashiki’s necklace. She wore a matching dress to Pinky’s except hers was a dusky blue and the fluorescent lights of the stairwell caught the blue streaks in her hair.

The third member of the unholy trinity was in a mirror pose to Pinky. She was, at this very moment, whispering something into Hashiki’s ear. And then she turned her face and looked right at me. She had the sweetest freckled face, with dark brown hair framing it in soft waves—and the most devious glint in her large brown eyes.

“Oh, I know. We have history—and even though it’s been so long since I last saw you, I’m willing to pick things up where we left them.” The brown-haired faery glared at me and waved her hand, but I didn’t care what she was trying to say. Hashiki placed her hand on Philo’s chest and leaned in.

“Hashiki, I—” Philo started, but she interrupted him.

“Don’t tell me you’re still clinging to that little China Doll. She’s a child. She’s no match for you.”

Philo straightened, forcing Hashiki to take a step back. “You don’t understand,” he said.

“I understand that you don’t stick around for innocent girls. They’re not your type.” She stared him down, her body stance tense and poised, like an animal ready for fight or flight. I wished I could see Philo’s face, but all I could see were the two fairies on Hashiki waving at me like crazy. “It took me a long time to understand what you need,” Hashiki said. “But I get it now. I am the one who has proven myself worthy of you.”

Philo shook off her hand and took a step away, but Hashiki pulled him back to her.

“Philo.” Hashiki’s voice was warm, soothing. “Dance with me on Saturday. For old times’ sake. That is all I am asking.”

They stood for a moment before Philo nodded his head sharply and Hashiki leaned more deeply against him. “You won’t regret it. Not a moment.”

Pinky whirled around, folded her arms and glowered at me. I must’ve made a noise, because Philo looked up, but I used my super speed and got the heck out of there. I did not want him to catch me spying on them. I didn’t own him. I didn’t have any right at all interfering with his relationship with Hashiki—or anyone, for that matter.

Philo had probably just been with me because it was convenient. Maybe he’d even kissed me that first time because my terrible first kiss at the hands of his vampire brother Tim was a personal affront to his sense of right and wrong. Maybe it was a sympathy kiss. And maybe the couple kisses since then were just . . . I don’t know. Convenience kisses. Or, help, what do I do to get rid of this girl who happens to live in the same house as me? kisses.

I barely paid attention in my next class. I only answered the questions I was asked directly. I didn’t raise my hand once. It was a complete waste of time. All I could think about was Hashiki’s hand on Philo’s chest and how she knew Philo didn’t stick around for innocent girls. There was only one innocent girl here, and that was me. And right then I felt about as gullible and foolish as a girl could possibly get.
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Most vampires live very long lives. Have respect for what they have experienced and what they might know. It is certainly more than you.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Hashiki was everywhere, all day long, but I managed to stay out of her way, thank goodness. Of course that meant I ate lunch in the bathroom, but whatever. I tutored Daniel after school and kept insisting we go over one more thing until Daniel closed his textbook.

“You know I think you’re awesome, Min, but I gotta go.”

“Oh.” I might have pouted.

I so did not want to go home—not if it meant riding home with Philo who no doubt was still waiting for me, no matter much I might wish he’d give up on me.

And yes, I was fully aware of the irony there.

Daniel walked out to the parking lot with me, and sure enough, there was Philo, sitting on the hood of his Jeep.

“Dude’s got it bad.” Daniel bumped my shoulder with his. “Way to go, Min.”

“He does not!”

“You sure about that?” Daniel grinned and cocked his head toward the Jeep where Philo now stood holding my door open.

“Hey, man.” Daniel nodded at Philo while I slunk up behind him. “Sorry for keeping her so late. Later, Min.”

I gave Daniel a half-hearted wave, then stepped up to Philo.

“Hey.”

“Hello.”

“Sorry I’m late.”

“It’s not a problem.” We stood there looking at each other, then Philo took my bag from my shoulder and gestured for me to get into the car.

As we hit Main Street, I felt him studying me. I really, really hoped he wasn’t reading my mind right now because it was basically just the scene under the stairs on repeat. I tried to think about something inane and landed on the latest BTS video. It was a catchy song, and J-Hope looked really cute in it.

I froze when Philo drew a hand down my hair, acutely aware of his gentle, lingering touch. Should he be touching me like this when we were supposed to be just friends? Did he think I was just an “innocent girl”? A sweet girl? I knew some of the boy code. I knew “sweet” wasn’t a compliment.

I tensed, willing him to stop touching me because the pain of losing him was still too raw. After a moment he seemed to sense my discomfort because he pulled back his hand without comment.

“I missed you at lunch today.” Philo had this way of speaking that gave nothing away. Was he happy or sad? I had no idea. Sure, he said he missed me, but that could just be polite conversation. Right?

“Oh. I just figured you’d be with Hashiki.” And I was totally cool with that. I was the coolest person on the planet.

“I did eat with Hashiki, but I expected you would join us. I texted you.”

I looked at my phone, but I already knew he’d texted me. Twice. I just never actually opened them. “Sorry, I uh, didn’t notice.” Liar.

Liar, liar pants on fire.

“Minnie. Why have you shut me out?”

My head whipped around like a possessed person and I gaped at him.

“Me? Shut you out? You’ve never let me in.”

“I—” His jaw clenched and unclenched. “I want to,” he finished quietly.

But something had come over me and I didn’t give his words time to settle in. “Besides, you’ve got Hashiki. I saw the way you looked at her. I saw you in a vision with her—remember? You don’t need me.”

And with that little bomb, both of us fell silent.

When we parked in the barn, Philo sped from his seat and opened the door before I’d even picked my bag up off the floor at my feet. He held his hand out. I eyed him suspiciously—he did remember that I’d broken up with him, right? That he’d agreed to go to the dance with Hashiki instead of me? That we were basically fighting right then? As usual, his eyes were darkly serious, and completely unreadable.

He pulled me from my seat, then took my bag and set it down on the ground. He stood incredibly close to me, my back pressed against the straight side of the Jeep.

“You’re not being honest.” His eyes searched mine. Philo had a thing for the truth. So far as I knew, he never even told little white lies. David had once hinted that Philo’s gift had evolved the way it did because of his hunger for the truth. But I bristled under the implication that I would lie to him. Because, of course, I was.

I couldn’t think of any way to tell him about Hashiki and everything, so I said nothing.

“What have I done to make you angry with me?” Something like vulnerability flashed in his eyes, but it couldn’t have been. Philo was a man in a boy’s body. He was two thousand years old. It wasn’t possible for him to be confused by someone like me.

My logical self raised a hand and tried to interrupt me, to remind me of all the emotions he’d revealed to me lately that belied my assumption.

You don’t stick around for innocent girls. They’re not your type.

Thinking about Hashiki’s words reminded me of the faeries and, like magic, they appeared. All three sitting on Philo’s shoulders. All three wearing identical expressions of disapproval. All three staring at me. I shrank back as best I could.

“Are you afraid of me?” Now anger, fast and fierce, burned in Philo’s eyes and while I hadn’t been afraid a second before, I was now. “I see.” He took a step back. Shook his head. “I won’t trouble you again.”

Grief squeezed my heart and I felt like I’d broken something precious.

He stalked toward the house. The faeries lifted from his shoulder and hovered in the air, looking at me, their faces unreadable. Then they vanished in a sprinkle of colorful lights.

It was easy to avoid seeing Philo until dinnertime. I just hung out in my room like any self-respecting teenager. I did my homework, texted with Stacey about her symptoms and her worries that she wouldn’t be well enough to go to the dance, and listened to music while sprawled across my massive bed. I didn’t tell Stacey I wasn’t going to the dance. Or remind her that I’d broken up with Philo. I didn’t tell her about Hashiki and her threats, or the way I’d seen them together. Twice now.

Tears welled in my eyes. I was the loneliest and saddest I’d ever been. Even more than when I first became a vampire.

“Ahem.” A small voice said. Somehow it cut through the music filling my head.

I sat bolt upright, ripped the headphones from my head. The little brown-haired faery sat with her legs crossed and her hands folded on her lap.

“Hallo, Minnie,” she said.

I scooted away from her, knocking my headphones, still blaring fast-paced Kpop, to the floor. “What are you doing here?”

She tucked her hair behind a pointed ear, completely unfazed by my reaction. “I thought it was about time we had a wee chat, you and I.” Her accent was even stronger than Fearghus’s, with more bite on the r’s and explosive t’s. “I’m Clíodhna.”

She said it so fast, I didn’t quite catch it. I leaned forward. “Cleo?”

The faerie frowned with impatience. “Klee-un-ah.” She sounded it out like I was a baby. Well, I already didn’t like her, so it wasn’t as if we were gonna be best friends or anything.

“Clíodhna,” I repeated, in a snarky voice.

She frowned and sniffed. “That’ll do.”

“So what are you doing here, Clíodhna? I didn’t hear you knock.”

“Indeed not. I have no need for such banal customs.”

“Well I do. So next time, knock,” I retorted.

Clíodhna cocked her head and burst out laughing, which made the slowly swirling lights around her spin and dance. “Oh, mo stór,” she said. “I do like you. Even if ye are a wee bit dense.” How she could make me feel so small when she was barely five inches tall was beyond me.

“I’m so sorry I offend you.” I’d never been accused of being dense before, but I wouldn’t give this faery the satisfaction of arguing with her.

“Oh I feel bad for you, lass. You’ve fallin’ in love with a boy you’re pushin’ away, an’ I don’t want you to get your wee heart abroken.”

I snorted and she narrowed her eyes. “Like you care about my heart.”

The faery stood and straightened her green dress, which fell over her curves like seaweed. “Take it as ya will, then,” she said, meeting my gaze. “I only felt ta warn you, is all. Philo and that vile creature—well, it’s not what you suppose it to be.”

“I know what it is. I saw them together—remember?”

“An’ did ye not also see us tryin’ ta get ya ta leave?”

“Yeah, because you’re playing some sort of sick game with all our hearts!”

“Mo stór. You are so wrong.” She shook her head and tsked. “So very, very wrong.” She gracefully walked across the comforter and put a hand on my knee. “Have more faith, Minnie. Is breá a fháil ar bhealach.” She lifted her wand above her head and twirled it in the air. As she began to fade from view I heard her say, “There’s no point in fighting it, mo stór.” Then she was gone, leaving a shower of green sparks in her wake.

I slouched back against the pillows, feeling like I’d just survived a debate, only I had no idea if I’d won. Or what we were even debating about.

I reached for my phone, yanked out the headphones and pulled up Google Translate. I typed in “Iss bray ah fall er ballach,” but just got back more gibberish. I didn’t figure the wee demon, as Fearghus called all the faeries, meant anything good by her words, but I had to know. Fearghus! I thought. And just as I did, the dinner bell rang.

I dashed from my room and down to the dining room, beating even Manuela, which never happened, and took Siobhan’s seat. I’d have all dinner to quiz Fearghus about his little visitors.

“Hey, squirt,” Siobhan said, smoothly taking Mrs. Hamburg’s seat without comment. I tried not to think about what the old lady would have to say about it.

“Well,” Fearghus said, easing his impressive bulk down onto his seat. It amazed me that it didn’t even squeak under his weight. “What have we got here? Decided ye were ready for a real man, did ya?” He winked.

I never knew what to say when he joked like that—and he did it with everyone—so I just gave a half-hearted laugh. “Ha.” So funny.

“I need to talk to you,” I said in a low voice even though I knew anyone in the room, or even house, could probably hear if they tried. I fervently wished I could speak mind-to-mind and didn’t have to say any of this out loud. Maybe I should have tried to talk to Fearghus somewhere more private.

“Well now,” Fearghus said. “I’m glad ta hear it. It’s been too long with only Siobhan to keep me comp’ny.”

Siobhan reached over my head and thunked the top of Fearghus’s skull with her knuckles without missing a beat in her conversation with Manuela.

“It’s about the faeries,” I said.

Fearghus made a sound like he wanted to spit, looked around, then swallowed. “Fear sam bith a loisgeas a mhàs, ‘s e fhèin a dh’fheumas suidhe air,” he said with a growl. A servant leaned between us to set down a basket filled with steaming rolls. My mouth watered at the doughy, yeasty smell of them. Fearghus snatched two rolls from the basket before it had met the table. He set about tearing one of them to pieces, stuffing the squishy bits into his mouth at a furious pace.

“What does that mean?”

He waved his hand in the air, a roll clenched against his palm.

“It means these fairies are gonna bite him in the arse,” Siobhan supplied.

“Hey, what does ‘iss bray ah fall er ballach’ mean?” I asked, mimicking Greenie’s words as best I could.

Fearghus snorted. “‘Love will find a way.’ Where’d ya hear that?”

“Clíodhna said it. Why would she say that?” I took a roll and split it in half.

“Clíodhna?” Fearghus asked in a dangerously low voice.

I looked at him and flinched. His eyes were like two burning coals of green fire.

“The green faery.”

“She told ya her name?”

I glanced at Siobhan, but the horror in her expression was no help at all. I had no idea what I’d done or said, but this was not the kind of help I was hoping for when I decided to sit here.

“Why are you in my seat?” Mrs. Hamburg demanded, glaring at Siobhan. She stood in the entrance to the dining room, looking like she had no intention of entering until she received a satisfactory answer.

I opened my mouth to say that it was my fault, but Siobhan put her hand on my shoulder. “Young Minnie needed advice on love,” she said.

And of course, that was the moment Philo chose to enter the room. I tried not to make eye contact with him—which was easier than expected because he pointedly avoided looking at me. He seemed to be walking around with his own personal thunder cloud perched above his head.

Mrs. Hamburg scowled. “Love,” she said. “Bah.” Then she took my usual seat.

“She hates talking about anything to do with love,” Siobhan whispered.

My shoulders relaxed a little and I angled my body toward Fearghus, trying to put some sort of barrier between Philo and me without cutting off Siobhan. “Can I talk to you about this later?” I asked.

“I’ve got things ta do,” Fearghus growled. “Ask yer questions now, lass, before I tear somethin’ apart besides this forsaken bread.” He stuffed a handful of smushed dough into his mouth. “And just in case you were wonderin’—ye’ve seriously got yourself inta the dung heap now. She’ll be expectin’ somethin’ from ya now that she gave you her name.”

“I didn’t ask for it.”

He looked at me with such sorrow and regret in his eyes it made me lean back from him. “You attracted her attention. I told ya ta stay out o’ their way, didn’t I? I don’t know how ye can be so daft. I thought you were a smart one.” His words stung, but his tone of voice was sad, as if he were consoling me upon hearing I had only weeks to live.

My mouth opened and closed as I processed his words and tried to come up with a retort. I was a smart one, darn it. I didn’t ask for faeries to invade my life, but it seemed like they were everywhere.

“And as for what she said—the faeries are involved in yer love life. There’s nothin’ ta be done about it now.” He pointed his beefy finger at me and tapped the end of my nose with it. “And she will have her way. She and her nasty wee sisters.”

The servants began setting our dinner plates down in front of us, starting, as usual, with Manuela. Fearghus snapped his fingers above his head. “Here,” he demanded. “I need food.”

With a nod of approval from Manuela, the servant instead took her plate to Fearghus and set it down. He didn’t wait for the food to be blessed or for Manuela to get her plate and start eating—all usual rituals in the Aristos house of vampires—he just dug into his meal, fiercely tearing at a leg of fried chicken.

Mrs. Hamburg snorted again. “Animal.” And I had to agree.

“What’s with him?” I asked Siobhan, swinging to look at her, but deftly avoiding sweeping my gaze across the opposite side of the table where Philo sat beside Jack who had slipped in unnoticed.

“You.” Siobhan used her knife to smear butter over her corn on the cob. “The faeries.”

“Me? I didn’t do anything.” My voice may, or may not, have taken on the pitch of a dolphin. “He’s the one who brought them here.”

“Ya hear that, ya dobber?” Siobhan said over my head. “It’s your fault they’re here.”

Fearghus only growled.

“Isn’t it?” I said, playing along with Siobhan.

“Oh yeah,” she happily agreed.

“So why is he mad at me?”

Siobhan sighed and leveled her dark-eyed gaze on me. She leaned in very close and whispered so quietly I was pretty sure no one else would hear. “Because they’ve got their eyes on you, that’s why. Because they followed him here and he can’t stop them. Because he cares about you and fears what the faeries might do to you and that ticks him off.”

“But I didn’t make them get involved.” I sounded like a whiny teenager and I didn’t care. I was a teenager and Fearghus was mad at me for no good reason and I’d just broken up with my first maybe boyfriend and the faeries were being mean to me and—

Siobhan put her palm against my cheek. She was a hard-edged woman, made of black leather and sass, but her palm was soft against my skin and her eyes full of tenderness. “Leannán.” She smiled and I guessed she meant “sweetie” or something but I could tell she didn’t mean it in a sarcastic way. I held very still, not wanting to disturb the spell she seemed to be weaving. I couldn’t even hear the others at the table, not their voices or the sound of their utensils—it was just me and Siobhan. Was this her gift? This out-of-worldness?

“Have faith in Philo. The faeries won’t be here forever and then Fearghus will be back to his annoyingly cheerful self.”

I opened my mouth to respond, to tell her that Philo and I weren’t together anymore, but she withdrew her hand and like a rubber band snapping against my wrist, the room was back with its noise and food and scents of fried chicken, roasted corn on the cob, and mustard potato salad. I gaped at Siobhan for a moment, but she was busy taking a giant bite out of her corn. I stole a glance at Philo and saw him staring at the room’s entrance. I started to look that way myself, when Manuela stood.

“David is home,” she announced with joy in her voice.

Have faith.

Both Clíodhna and Siobhan had said it. But what did it mean?
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Humans are naturally wary of vampires and you shouldn’t let that trouble you. They have endured centuries of violence at the hands of supernatural creatures and since vampires are the only ones who have had the courage to reveal themselves to the world, it’s only natural they blame us. But there are worse things than vampires in this world.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Dinner was forgotten in favor of an impromptu gathering in the large and comfortable family room. It wasn’t like any of us needed food, and soon the servants brought us mugs of warm blood, which was better than fried chicken and corn on the cob any day. I had to pause as the thought struck me—since when did I think blood was better than fried chicken? I looked at the thick dark liquid in my oversized kitty cat mug—a Christmas gift from Manuela.

I vividly recalled one of my first vampire lessons where Philo taught me all about the finer points of vampire digestion and how our diet consisted of three main food types: donated blood, meat pudding—basically Jell-O made of bits of meat and gelatinous blood and I know it all sounds gross but hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it—and, you know, live animal or human blood.

Somehow, I was the last one to find a place to sit and the only spot left was on the love seat. Beside Philo. I sat down, all nerves and awkwardness. Because I still wanted him to be my boyfriend. I wanted him to be my for real boyfriend, not just my sort-of boyfriend. I wanted to tell him to forget about Hashiki and that I really had bought that dress to wear to Sweethearts because I knew he’d think I looked freaking gorgeous in it.

That’s what I wanted to say.

But I’d given my trusty rational side the reins and she said, Girl, just chill the heck out. If Philo really wanted you, he wouldn’t have ditched you at lunch for Hashiki. He’d be with you and you don’t need to be with anyone who doesn’t choose you first.

I took a deep breath and gave Philo a we’re all friends here smile as I settled in beside him. I liked my rational side a whole heckuva lot. She was awesome. And since she was me, and I’d known her my whole life, I felt pretty awesome about myself.

Philo raised an eyebrow when I looked at him, but I just smiled and turned my attention to David. If Philo could sense a change in me, then all the better. It felt so good to be back in charge of my emotions, even if I did have to kick them under the bed in order to do it.

All eyes turned to David, the sire of our little vampire family, our master. From the grim expression on his face, we were not here to discuss good news.

Manuela held his hand between both of hers as David looked at each of us one at a time. He smiled slightly at me and frowned deeply at Philo. His frown grew to something like distress when he looked at Fearghus though.

“I see the faeries followed you home. You know how dangerous Tír na nÓg is,” he said to the red-headed vampire. “You know better.”

Fearghus slumped, his shoulders sagging forward as if he were a little boy who’d just been scolded by his father. I leaned close to Philo so I could ask, “What’s Tír na nÓg?”

Philo only shrugged, but it didn’t matter because then Fearghus was speaking and I didn’t want to miss anything.

“I’m sorry, David,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I don’t know what to do.” Fearghus cried with great child-like sobs and Mrs. Hamburg of all people handed him a linen kerchief. I didn’t know people used those anymore. Then again, Mrs. Hamburg wasn’t “people” and I’m not sure she’d ever been “most people.”

“Did you see Oonagh?” David asked more gently this time. He looked as though he wanted to touch Fearghus, to wrap his arms around him, but he generally reserved such demonstrations of affection for private councils.

Fearghus sobbed louder. “I thought I did. I thought I saw my leannan sidhe in my family’s burial ground.”

“Oh, Fearghus.” David seemed to know exactly what was going on but I was dying. What had happened? Why was this a big deal? Who was Leannan Sidhe and why was she hanging out in a graveyard?

Philo slid is arm around my back and drew me close. I tried not to shiver at his touch, but my heart gave an embarrassing thump. “A leannan sidhe is a beautiful faery sweetheart,” he said. “Fearghus’s sweetheart, the Queen of the Faeries, is the reason he’s here today—” He cut off abruptly at a pointed glance from Manuela.

“But did you go to Tír?” David asked.

Fearghus shook his head violently. “No. I’ll never set foot in that cursed land again. But it didn’t stop those demons from coming ta me while I sat with my family. I know I shouldn’a let them, but their song was a comfort to me and May’s stone was so cold and her embrace such a dusty memory—I wasn’t aware at first that it was faeries. I thought maybe angels had come. That May had come.”

David was silent for a moment, his hands clasped before him, his head bowed as if in prayer. “Well,” he finally said, followed by a long, weary sigh. “You’ll need to find a way to send them home.”

He paced the room before stopping in the arched entryway, the wide foyer behind him and all of us vampires, from the very old to the very young, before him. Despite all the age and wisdom between us, every single one of us looked to him to tell us what was happening, and then, I knew, every single one of us would look to him to tell us what to do.

“The faeries aren’t the reason why I’ve called this meeting. The Council called me home early because there is a predator in our midst. There have been several murders in the valley recently. The authorities have been able to keep the deaths out of the newspapers, but the crimes are escalating. And there’s little doubt they are of supernatural influence.”

“Vampires?” Siobhan asked. She stood with her back against the wall, her hand at her hip in a way that made me think she ought to have a sword hilt in it. For a moment I could almost see who she’d been once upon a time.

David shook his head. “It’s unclear, but there is so much carnage it’s unlikely a human could do it.” He glanced at Manuela in apology and I gulped. Philo had released me after he told me about Fearghus, but I really wished he hadn’t. “It’s difficult to say just what, exactly, killed them.” He threw a hooded glance at Philo that seemed to hold some meaning, but I couldn’t decipher it.

Fearghus cursed and fisted his hands into his thick red hair. For Philo’s part, his face was as neutral and unreadable as ever.

“The council can’t keep the events out of the news any longer. There have simply been too many.”

“Wait,” I said. “Are you talking about the faeries? They’re, like, five inches tall. They’re annoying but how do they kill people?”

David smiled at me in a fatherly sort of way, or maybe an indulgent, patronizing sort of way, but I chose to see it as fatherly. It wasn’t my fault that I didn’t know anything about anything in this weird upside-down world I’d been thrown into.

“They don’t kill people, but they . . .” He looked up toward the ceiling, searching for the words to help me understand, but Fearghus beat him to it.

“They lure ya. They tease ya. They mess with yer mind.” He slapped his palms against his skull for emphasis, his face red and wrecked with sorrow and guilt. “They make ya see what they want ya ta see. They lie.” He made those two little words seem twice as long and twice as menacing in his low, dangerous growl.

“But you don’t actually believe it’s the faeries.” Siobhan said in her no-nonsense way.

“No.” David said. “But we have to look at every possibility. It’s only a possibility,” David shook his head. “It’s been a long time—a very long time—since faeries were responsible for anything like this and never so far from Tír na nÓg. But unless someone is aware of any other creatures visiting the area, I think we have to consider the faeries.”

Philo had gone very still beside me and I glanced at him. I shifted so my arm touched his, but of course I didn’t get any glimpses into what he might be thinking. That would be too easy, wouldn’t it?

“The deaths have been between couples—and we all know how fixated faeries can be on romance. In every case it seems as if one partner has turned against the other, or against a lover—or an imagined lover. From what the council has been able to glean, most of these couples were happy together, without any hint of infidelity or dissatisfaction in their relationships.”

“Hey now,” Fearghus said. “I know faeries are cunning wee devils and I hate them for what they did ta me and mine. But they’re all about makin’ love and joinin’ lovers—not drivin’ them apart.”

“Unless they don’t approve of the match,” Siobhan pointed out.

“Well, there’s that. But what reason would they have ta mess with these happy couples?”

“They messed with you,” Siobhan said quietly, and Fearghus dropped his head in defeat.

The room fell quiet. I thought about Clíodhna and her sisters and tried to imagine them causing this kind of trouble. They obviously liked to meddle in people’s love lives—and they weren’t all that smart if they thought Philo and I loved each other and should be together. But I couldn’t image the little creatures being responsible for the kind of deaths David was talking about.

“How many?” Siobhan said.

“Four so far.”

Four. That didn’t seem so bad.

“Four couples,” David clarified.

Omo.

“In how long?”

“Two days,” David said.

Eight people in two days. I glanced at Philo, who wore an impossible-to-read expression. I thought about the faeries, and willed myself to see them, but they weren’t with him, or anywhere else in the room that I could see. Were they in town? Were they even now luring men and women into distrust and jealousy?

“We need to find these faeries and stop them,” Jack said.

“They are not so easy to stop,” Fearghus said. “Ya know they’re impossible ta catch unless they wish ta be.”

“Not impossible,” David said. He paired his words with a meaningful look that said Fearghus knew how it could be done. Even if he didn’t like it.

“Tell us more about the crimes,” Philo asked quietly. He stared at his hands, clasped utterly still between his knees. He glanced up at David and a moment passed between them—man, I wished I could have read what it was. But I’d swear there was something . . . 

“As I said, the brutality has been extreme. There don’t seem to be weapons involved, at least none have been found at the scenes. But in truth, as of yet the victims have experienced such damage that a precise cause of death may never be found.” David glanced around the room and the pain in his eyes was easy enough to see. “It rivals what Brandon has been known to do.”

The air in the room caught on an inhale at the mention of my grandsire. I had never met him, and no one had come right out and told me the nitty-gritty yuck of his vampire life, but I had the gist of it. Basically, my grandsire made Jack the Ripper, Hannibal Lecter and Charles Manson look like choir boys. He lived in a blood rage all the time and reveled in violence, pain and blood. Lots and lots of blood.

He’d created my own sire—an autistic teenager—just to spite David, then set him loose on Hilltop. Hence my lovely state of undeadness. And my horrible rebirth all by myself which, apparently, was considered cruel beyond words and was strictly illegal by both human and vampire laws. And then he’d up and disappeared and no one knew where the heck he was. Nice, eh?

I felt a little sick to my stomach. Brandon’s blood ran through my veins. Never mind that David’s did, too, but Brandon . . . Was it possible I could become addicted to the blood rage, too? I mean, I’d felt it just yesterday, hadn’t I? And just because some chick was sitting in my seat.

I cast a sidelong glance at Philo, who clenched and unclenched his jaw even if the rest of him seemed calm and in control. Something had him twisted in knots. He looked back and I started at having been caught staring at him.

I resisted the urge to draw away from him when I saw the cold fire—the hate—burning in his eyes. What had I done to deserve that kind of hatred? How could I have been so wrong about his feelings toward me? Here I was worrying that maybe I’d hurt him in some way but . . . obviously not. Obviously, Philo couldn’t stand to be near me. Wow.

I practically burst from my seat when David adjourned the meeting. Manuela insisted we finish our dinner, and I went reluctantly, but I kept my head down, hesitant to look up in case I caught that look in Philo’s eyes again. I wasn’t sure I could without bursting into tears.
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Adjusting to life as a vampire can certainly be a challenge. That’s why we encourage all young vampires to explore their talents and gifts. Not only can it be a marvelous distraction from what could otherwise be a terrible time in your life, but gifts can be fun! Take the time necessary to explore and master your gifts.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I stood at the bottom of the stairs looking up and up. The second floor seemed so far away. I heaved a sigh and took the first step.

“Ya all right there, lass?” Over my shoulder I saw Fearghus grinning broadly and holding a tray as wide as he was, piled high with food from dinner as well as an assorted collection of puddings. “Just a late-night snack.”

“But it’s only 7:30.”

“Aye, and it’s only goin’ ta get later. I don’t want ta half ta come down when the tummy starts a-grumblin’ in the witchin’ hours.”

I had no idea what he’d just said, but I grinned back and moved to the side to let him pass. As he did, his carefully balanced stack of meat puddings trembled, and the top couple pieces fell onto the tray, which knocked over another stack of puddings. Fearghus said, “Whoa, Nelly!” as he moved the tray this way and that in an effort to minimize the carnage. He had a couple mugs of blood on that tray and no one wanted to see what happened if it spilled onto Manuela’s snowy-white carpet.

I reached out to steady the tray, or him—to steady something—when a vision gripped me.

 

I carelessly sweep the straw broom across the top of Grampa’s tombstone. I barely remember the man, but May insists I keep up the old burial ground out behind the family’s cottage. I glance up and toward the little kitchen garden in the back, but cannae see May anywhere. I hope she’s tendin’ to the baby because right about now I could really use a smoke.

With my back to the house, I slump down to the ground and rest my weary bones against the cold burial stones of my ancestors. Before I get to the smoke, a little shut-eye might be just the thing. I close my eyes and sigh deeply into the cool morning air.

“Good mornin’,” a sweet, musical voice says from nearby. May! I curse—if May catches me snoozing out here when I should be working, she’ll have my hide for sure.

“It’s a fine day for a-restin’.” By the time I locate the woman approaching the boneyard from the field side, I know it isn’t May. May might have spoken that way to me once, but since our wee Aileen had come along, her voice has taken on a bit of strain. At least when she talks to me.

“Aye.” I scramble to my feet. It isn’t proper to greet a lady from your backside, and she is a lady, to be sure. A forest green cape drapes over her from head to toe, but it doesn’t disguise the comely shape of her face, nor the fiery plumage of her hair. “Are ya lost, m’lady?”

“No.” And her smile feels like the rarest of treasures, a priceless gift. She holds out a fair, slender hand. “Will ya come with me, Fearghus?”

She is everything I have ever dreamed of. In her deep green eyes I see beauty and strength, tenderness and passion. She looks at me like I am the only man in all the worlds who can satisfy her desires—and her only wish is to satisfy mine. I take a step toward her and take her hand.

 

Fearghus’s grip bit into my arm. “Are ya all right there, lass? Ya look a little green.”

I stared into Fearghus’s clear, light green eyes while I righted myself with the world. It was so odd to see out of my eyes instead of his. To be here, in this casually opulent mansion in the mountains instead of in the rocky green of northern Ireland surrounded by stone and bones and sheep.

“Uh.” Somehow Fearghus still held on to his tray, only now he held it steady with one hand while pulling me to my feet with the other. “I’m okay. Are you?”

“Aye.” He smiled, I smiled back, then he started up the stairs, whistling a jaunty little tune. He seemed to have overcome his earlier angst. Wish I could be so resilient. After a moment, I followed along more slowly.

I wasn’t tired anymore, but I was a whole lot more curious. Who was the mysterious woman Fearghus had gone off with? I could still feel her hand in my own—in Fearghus’s hand. Still feel the way the air seemed to crackle and pull around her. Still feel the way her eyes seemed to dive into mine, full of promises.

Where did Fearghus go when he took the woman’s hand? And what happened to May and his baby?

I spent the next couple hours with my homework spread across the bed and My Love from the Stars playing on the TV, but my thoughts kept slipping to Fearghus, the mysterious woman, and what it all might mean.

When I finally did go to bed, it was a long time before sleep came. With one arm wrapped around a penguin plushy and the other around a kitty, I replayed the vision over and over. I’d never felt this way with any of the other visions. Granted, I’d only had a few, but each of them had helped me understand the person better or helped me understand myself. What was there to learn from this one? It only made me think bad thoughts about Fearghus—I mean, how could he just up and leave with another woman when he had a wife and baby?

From the vision, I understood that the lady was magical, but still. Did Fearghus love his wife and baby so little that he’d just leave them?

When I finally fell asleep, my dreams were filled with faeries, Thor the mind-walker whispering dire warnings in my ear, and the lady from Fearghus’s vision turning into a vampire and drinking me dry.

I didn’t run the next morning, I barely made it up in time for school. I grumped down the stairs, grumped into the kitchen, and grumped when Philo said hello. He frowned at me and I frowned back. “I hoped we could be civil to one another,” he said as he held the door to the Jeep open for me. He always had it pulled in front of the house and warmed up when we left for school. Even though the cold didn’t really bother me anymore, it was the thought that counted, and I appreciated it. I was about to tell him so, but he continued, “You didn’t come for a run.”

It hadn’t even crossed my mind to tell him I wouldn’t be there. My thoughts were too absorbed with magic and faeries and unfaithful husbands. “Sorry,” I grumped. “Bad night.” Bad morning. Bad everything.

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No,” I grumped. Belatedly, I added, “But thanks.”

Once at school, he walked with me across the parking lot. Once or twice I thought I sensed his hand near the small of my back or at my elbow—as if he’d been about to touch me like he used to do when we walked through the halls. Had to admit; I missed that gentle and constant touch. It was old-fashioned and chivalric. I sighed inwardly. I’d let him go. It was the right thing to do, so why was I having such a hard time with it?

As soon as we stepped through the main doors, I smelled it. Philo’s body went instantly still.

Blood. A lot of it.

It smelled like . . . 

“Human,” Philo said in a low murmur meant only for me.

We moved forward slowly, but it wasn’t hard. The crowd parted before us like the Red Sea. Which, judging by the smell, might not be a completely crazy comparison.

The blood wasn’t on the floor, or nicely contained in a beaker or bucket. It was smeared in thick, horrifying globs all over my locker. There were no words, nothing to accuse me except that it was a vampire’s locker and it was covered in blood.

“If you were to kill someone for their blood, you wouldn’t have wasted any of it,” Philo growled.

“Not helping!” The thought, the sight, the smell, horrified me. Even now, even when the blood was thick, crusty and dry, the smell urged my fangs downward, and pressed me into a hunger I struggled to resist.

“Let’s get you out of here,” Philo applied pressure to my elbow and tried to turn me around. But going back was apparently not an option, because passing through the parade of students were the police. A lot of police.
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The Council of Vampires has existed for a millennia. With the recent changes in the world, divisions have been created to allow for improved oversight all over the world. While vampire law still rules our kind, special accommodations must now be made for human law. Where once we operated outside such mundane jurisdiction, we are currently required to conform. Vampire kind cannot allow the behavior of a few to endanger the survival of our race.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Minnie Kim? Philo Aristos?” A man in a tweed jacket and tan slacks whipped a badge out of his breast pocket and flashed it at me just like in the movies. “Will you come with me, please?” He had a way of asking questions that weren’t really questions. What if we weren’t Minnie and Philo? What if we didn’t want to go with him?

He turned smartly on his heel and marched away, confident we’d follow. Also, his questions were obviously rhetorical because a couple police officers had taken up position behind us so it’s not like we couldn’t not go with him.

“It’s about time someone puts you away, you blood-suckers,” hissed a boy as we passed. I glanced to my left and saw first Daniel, my friend—and Nick, my not friend. Nick had it out for me from the moment I turned up a vampire and no matter how much like myself (hello? I am still myself, thankyouverymuch) I remained, he refused to see me as anything other than a monster. And he wasn’t alone.

For the most part, I felt things had come to a sort of normal that was pretty much like my old normal here at school, but every now and then a little ugliness would rear its head—and now it was like all the icky feelings people had been holding inside were given full permission to go wild.

Something pinged off Philo’s head and landed on my shoulder. I flicked it off without thinking, immediately regretting it because I assumed it’d be a gross thing, but it was just a rubber eraser. The slurs against us grew louder and more vicious as we walked.

People wished we’d just go back to the grave. That we’d rot in hell. That normal justice wasn’t enough for creatures like us—we should be hung by our ankles, bled out and then left in the sun until we dried up like old corn husks.

And they thought I was a monster?

Who were these people? What was going on in their brains that they’d even think thoughts like that?

Philo put his arm around my waist and kept me moving forward. My first thought was that he’d had more experience at this than me, but then I realized that probably wasn’t true. Sure, he’d been a vampire for forever, but vamps had only been “public” for the last few years since a bunch of students in London petitioned their university to be able to keep donated blood in a fridge in their dorm room.

Philo tended to fly under the radar, anyway. I doubted he’d had a whole lot of social interaction until I came along. Before then people didn’t need to know he was a vampire.

Unlike now where we were outted over the loud speaker, and letters were sent home to inform parents of our presence at school. It was so unfair. I just wanted to go to school, get the very best grades possible, participate in excellent extra curriculars, and maybe have a little fun. Was that so much to ask? I didn’t have time to go to jail.

And what would Yale think?

That thought made me lose my footing and I tripped.

Or had someone done that to me on purpose?

My thoughts snapped into sharp focus when I realized we were standing in front of the school about to be helped into a police cruiser. I watched in stunned horror as Philo was placed into a car, the cop’s hand on his head just like in the TV show Bad Boys. Eo ma ya—this was a perp walk! I wasn’t a perp! And I was pretty sure Philo wasn’t one, either. At least not recently.

I resisted slightly—just slightly, I swear—when a female cop took my elbow and tried to lead me to the second cruiser. I didn’t mean to resist, just—I think it must be built-in, like evolutionary instinct or something, to not want to be placed into the backseat of a police car. I wasn’t guilty!

“Shouldn’t I be read my rights or something?” I practically screeched. This was gettin’ real and omo, omo, I didn’t like it! I didn’t like it one bit.

“We’ll discuss that at the station.” The female officer’s voice was completely flat as she surveyed the parking lot, which only freaked me out more. What was going on here?

“Wha-why am I being arrested?” I stammered as she escorted me toward another cruiser.

“Do you want me to arrest you?” Now she sounded a bit hopeful. Not helping!

“Wait. What? I’m not being arrested?” This sure felt a lot like being arrested.

“Do you see cuffs on your wrists?”

Like an idiot I looked at my wrists. “Uh, no. But if I’m not being arrested, why am I getting into the back of a police car?” This I asked while she put her hand on my head—like she needed to do that, I was barely over five feet tall, people!—and I looked up at her plaintively. I felt about as innocent and confused as an infant.

The female cop leaned against the open door and lowered her face until it was mere inches from mine. She sneered. “You’re being brought in for questioning.” Then she slammed the door—it would have totally smacked my nose if it weren’t for my vampiric reflexes. She was obviously not a very nice person.

I sat back, cringing as my T-shirt rode up in the back and my skin rubbed against the cold vinyl. The backseat might look reasonably clean, but I could smell everything that had ever happened back here and it did not paint a pretty picture, let me tell you. It smelled of body odor and cigarettes and—was that pee? Who would pee in a car? I closed my eyes against a gag reflex and peered out the window at the school as if I’d never see it again. Students and teachers had spilled out the front doors and crowded the steps, no doubt thrilled to see their two most dangerous students dragged away by the police.

And then Hashiki stepped out from the crowd. She smiled in my direction. I felt her presence slither into my mind and cried out as pain, sharp as fangs, bit into my spine and sent a headache spiking into my brain.

While we drove to the station, I listened to the radio crackle. There’d been another murder. I thought of the murders the Council was investigating. Murders they suspected had been committed, or instigated, by the faeries. But if that was the case, why in the world would the cops suspect me or Philo?

I rubbed at the base of my skull where the pain had subsided to a dull ache. Personally, I thought it was much more likely Hashiki had something to do with it than Clíodhna and her sisters. The three faeries were annoying, yes, and busy-bodies, sure, but could they really pull off something as epically awful as what David described?

The cop cursed in response to something she heard and for a brief second, I actually hoped they’d caught the murderer so she’d know it couldn’t have been me.

Fear crept into my veins as I considered my situation. As far as I knew, no vampires had been accused of crimes in Salt Lake City, or even the States, since the Treaty of London. There was no telling how fair, or unfair, the court system would be. At least the Council was involved—that should work in my favor. And in Philo’s. But it wasn’t Philo’s locker the blood had been on.

Then again, if I were the criminal, why in the world would I spread evidence all over my own locker? Wasn’t that obviously a set-up?

I said as much to my cop, not really sure she’d hear me, so it surprised and disheartened me when she said, “Isn’t that exactly what a guilty person—or rather, guilty monster—would say?”

Oh great. She was prejudiced, too. This was so not going to go well.

The officer wasn’t quite so intimidating once we arrived at the station. Maybe it was because she didn’t need to put on as much of a show, like she did for the school? For whatever reason, she didn’t drag me around by my elbow, and she didn’t sneer at me. So that was good.

Philo and his burly cop buddy joined us in the main room and we were told to sit down on the cement bench against the wall. I saw the detective, who’d first spoken to us at school, walking into an office on the other side of the sea of cubicles. The place was not at all what I expected of a police station. There were glass-walled cubicles with wide halls between them, and bland paintings of Utah landscapes on the walls—if it weren’t for the blue uniforms and bulky guns at everyone’s hips it could have been any old workplace.

“Are you all right?” Philo asked, casting a glance over me.

“I’m okay,” I said. “Scared.”

He took my hand and held it tightly. “We’ll be all right.”

I could only nod. I had to trust in the system and in the evidence. I mean, I knew they wouldn’t find my handprints in blood on my locker. But I still felt like I’d built a house of cards, a house of magic and impossibilities. My own father thought I was a monster—was it such a stretch to imagine the rest of the world would think that, too?

The detective came toward us and I watched him without looking right at him. At least I tried. I was probably totally obvious. Philo, however, didn’t pretend anything. He glared at the man, exuding vampire-ness and reminding me of the Philo I’d first met at David’s house. That Philo had perfected the arrogant stare.

“Mr. Aristos.” The detective extended a hand toward Philo. Philo stood slowly, his eyes never leaving the detective’s face. Even though Philo was a couple inches shorter than the man, he seemed to take up more space, to be larger. Finally, Philo took the man’s still out-stretched hand. “I’m Detective Carlson. Will you come with me, please?” He turned away without another word. Philo glanced back at me and paused. For just a second there I saw him as a boy and my heart lurched a little. Then he strode after the detective.

No one had told me I couldn’t use my phone. No one had told me anything at all. I pulled it out of the hidden pocket of my leggings and sighed at all the notifications. I’d call David in a minute, but first I had to text Stacey back. She’d gotten to school just as the police cars were pulling away and she was freaking out.

Daniel told me you were arrested

No emojis. No punctuation. Which was pretty much the equivalent of Stacey having a mental meltdown. Stacey was a huge over-talker. She could talk for days about one single event, so for her to say so little about something this huge meant she was barely keeping it together.

I can’t believe it. And my locker was covered in blood! I responded.

It was so gross, Stacey texted. I nearly gagged. Good thing I hadn’t had breakfast. I should’ve stayed home another day.

Sorry. U feeling better?

Not sure.

There was a long pause and I stared back at the office Philo had been taken into. At least it had looked like an office and not like an interrogation room or jail cell. Where were the jail cells? I didn’t see any criminals chained to benches or hear anyone shouting to be set free. This wasn’t like in the movies at all.

I felt emptied out. Numb. Drama, drama, llama me . . . 

What could be taking them so long? Philo didn’t know any more than I did about the blood or whatever, so what would they have to talk about?

My phone buzzed at the same moment Detective Carlson’s door opened and Philo stepped out. His eyes immediately met mine, but they were dark and unknowable. He could read minds, shouldn’t he be able to put thoughts into people’s minds, too? I could really have used some insight right about then.

Then again, I saw random visions that were basically no help at all, so who was I to judge?

Philo remained standing, even though the detective indicated he retake the seat beside me. “Miss Kim, will you come with me, please?” Again with the invitations that couldn’t be refused. I stood, but my gaze was on Philo, not the detective. He gave the barest nod. It’s okay, he seemed to say. Just tell the truth. I nodded back, because what else could I do? All I had was the truth.
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No violence, of any kind, toward humans will be tolerated. Any vampire who commits such acts, including the unwilling change of a human, will be subject to the Council’s judgement.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

My heart thudded heavily in my chest as I followed Detective Carlson back to his tiny office. It had no windows and was approximately the size of a glove box. I sat in one of the two available chairs while the detective scooted behind his desk.

He carefully lowered himself onto an executive office chair that looked like it might collapse due to extreme age. The detective’s face flashed with relief when he was fully seated and the chair remained intact.

“How are you doing, Miss Kim?” He sounded amiable enough, but I quirked my head, surprised by the question.

“Uh. You arrested me, sir.”

He waved his hand dismissively in the air. “I’m sorry for all that hullabaloo out there. We were . . . operating on some misinformation. But I believe that’s been cleared up now.”

I’d been all ready to demand my rights to have a parent with me when they questioned me, but curiosity got the better of me. “What kind of misinformation?”

He grimaced. “911 received an anonymous tip. There have been . . . some unique . . . incidents lately and we’ve been following up on every lead.”

Was he talking about the murders? It took me a beat to remember that the general public didn’t know about them yet, which would explain why the detective was being vague.

“What makes you think the tip about me was wrong?” Omo. Did I just say that? Was I trying to convince him I was guilty?

“Early analysis of the blood found on your locker shows it is synthetic or processed blood. Not, um, fresh.”

Relief washed over me and I let out a great sigh. “Right. Sorry.”

“Most understandable.”

He glanced down at his desk. “Since you’re here, it seems like a reasonable precaution to meet with the local vampire community.”

“Why?”

“I’d like to get to know you.” He eyed me. Judging. Calculating.

“Precaution? It seems like you think we might be responsible for a crime one day so you should know who you’re dealing with or something.”

His gaze never left mine and he didn’t respond. So that was a yes, then.

“Look, I’m just a student at Hilltop High. I’ve only been a vampire for like three months. I’ve never killed anyone. I’ve never even bitten anyone. Ew.” I shook my head as a wave of ickiness washed over me.

Detective Carlson rocked in his chair. “I understand. And I’m sorry for your . . . loss,” he said.

I frowned. Losing my life was something people should be sorry for, but no one had actually said it in so many words and coming from this man I didn’t know, it disturbed me.

“But you drink blood. Human blood.”

I narrowed my eyes. Was he testing me? Did he think I’d have different answers than Philo? It was the most common question asked of me when kids at school got up the nerve to talk to me. Hey, Minnie! Do you drink blood? Do your Bloody Marys have real blood in them? Then they’d run back to their friends and laugh like idiots about how brave they were. I wasn’t even old enough to drink alcohol yet; why would I drink Bloody Marys?

“I drink legally acquired donated blood. It comes in blood bags delivered to our home. I pour it into a mug and warm it up in the microwave. It’s no different than you eating steaks or hamburgers—except it’s even more humane because no living thing has to die for it, and our donors are very well compensated, healthy and happy.”

Now it was the detective’s turn to frown. I stared back at him, confident in my answer.

“Was there anything else, detective?”

He didn’t respond.

I waited.

I was half out of the chair when he cleared his throat. “There have been ten murders in less than three days, each of them made to look like domestic disputes but far too violent to be anything of the sort.”

I eased myself back into the chair. “Ten?” My stomach wanted to revolt. Last night, David said eight people had died. That meant two more people had been killed. I wrapped my arms tightly around my stomach.

“Before this, we had exactly zero murders in Hilltop over the past twelve months. We’ve never had this many murders, in such a short span of time, ever.”

“I’m so sorry.” And I was. I loved this city. I didn’t like the idea of people dying any more than the next person. But I didn’t do it and I didn’t know who did.

“Our investigators haven’t been able to put motive to any of the murders. In fact, the evidence suggests the victims were killed by vampires.” He stared at me.

I gave him my best imitation of his judgy stare. “It seems to me you don’t know who might have killed them, and so you assume it must be the vampires.”

As the detective rocked in his chair, his head bobbed and I was unsure if he nodded yes, or it was just a rocking-nod. Either way, it was clear what he thought.

“What can you tell me about the local vampires, Miss Kim?”

I blinked. He couldn’t actually suspect one of the clan, could he? I racked my brain, but there was no way any of my family would do . . . this.

“Miss Kim?”

“They didn’t do it.” Even as I said it, I knew I couldn’t be certain—not really. I had no evidence beyond my love for them—and neither did the police. If they had evidence, they wouldn’t be wasting time talking to me.

“Fine.” I let out a breath and gathered my thoughts. “David and Manuela are the heads of the family and they’re the nicest people you’ll ever meet. David’s like a second father to me. And Manuela . . . she loves her family more than anything in the world.” I paused, but the detective remained quiet. Bobbing, bobbing, bobbing.

“Then there’s Philo, I guess. He’s pretty quiet. Sticks to himself. And he’s super smart.”

“And you’re in a relationship with him,” Detective Carlson said. It wasn’t a question.

“No, I—Why would you say that?”

The detective shrugged and didn’t respond.

“Oh-kay. Well, we’re not in a relationship. Everyone keeps saying that, but we’re not.”

“Why do you say that? From what he told me, he cares about you very much.”

I gaped. “He said that?” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Since his old girlfriend came to town, I’m pretty sure he wants to get back with her.”

“Old girlfriend? That must be hard.”

“She’s just—she has a lot more to offer him, ya know? Hashiki’s beautiful and worldly and I’m—” I gestured to my general self; llamas and pigtails and penguins and all.

Detective Carlson abruptly stood. “Don’t sell yourself short, Miss Kim. I’m sure you have a great deal to offer.”

Wait. What? What just happened? Had he hypnotized me or something? Why in the world had I spilled my guts to him like that?

“Thank you for your time.”

I walked through the door, then glanced back, but his expression was completely unreadable.

I walked right up to Philo, past him, and out to the sidewalk, trusting him to follow. His car was all the way back at school. I sighed, frustrated and embarrassed by this whole wasted morning. And now I’d have to go back to school and I didn’t want to go anywhere near that place, not with the blood and ick still fresh on my—and everyone else’s—mind.

Philo, his hand gently on the small of my back, whispered in my ear, “We could run. It would feel good.”

My whole body relaxed at his words. He was right. The three or so miles between here and the school were nothing when you could run at vampire speed. Plus, the run would help clear my mind. “Let’s do it.” He handed me my backpack and I pulled it on while he looped his messenger bag over his head. Then we ran.

Running at superspeed was exhilarating. Just . . . amazing. There’s nothing else like it. Except maybe a perfect score on a really hard science exam. Or the applause of a happy audience after a particularly good performance. Not that I’d had a whole lot of experience with that, but I imagined it would feel a lot like speeding past cars, going so fast the human eye couldn’t follow, feeling the wind tear at my hair.

Philo caught me in his arms when I skidded to a stop next to his Jeep in the quiet school parking lot. We laughed, our chests heaving with the joy of it all rather than the exertion. He held me tightly around my waist, my body pressed against his as we slowly settled down.

And there was just Philo.

And just me.

His cool breath wafted over my cheeks, making me shiver. He drew me closer. His eyes were so intense, burning with a fire so bright that my body reacted immediately.

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Philo’s deep blue eyes stared into mine and it felt like his gaze reached right into my soul. I sank against him, the tension, fear and disappointment I’d been struggling with just melting away under the warmth of that gaze. Right or wrong, I was where I wanted to be.

He bent his face down and skimmed his lips over my hairline. I shivered, and tilted my face toward his kisses, hoping one of them would find my mouth. In that moment, I felt bold and dangerous and womanly.

Pain shot up my spine, making every nerve sing with fire. I arched away from Philo, a scream caught in my throat. My vision went black, claws digging into my brain to pluck each of the nerves running along my neck, one by one.

“Minnie? What is it? What’s wrong?” Philo kept his grip tight around me, but I couldn’t squeeze out an answer past the soundless scream.

I collapsed against his chest. He growled, a dark, resonant sound that sent shivers over my already trembling body.

He picked me up, threw open the car door, and set me on the seat. I was dimly aware of him murmuring something as he buckled me in, but I was too busy trying not to throw up to hear him.

I thought I might die. I wished I would. I couldn’t survive another moment of this pain, not a single millisecond. Why couldn’t I just die already?

And then the pain released me.

I slouched against the door, blood slick between my forehead and the window. Philo had one hand on the wheel, one hand dabbing a tissue at the corner of my mouth, my eyes. I blinked them open—there was blood everywhere.

“What?” I croaked, but I couldn’t say anything more. My throat felt raw, like I’d been screaming for eons.

“Shh,” Philo said in a low growl. I glanced at him from under my lashes, his face even paler than normal, his jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed into a mask of fury.

We pulled into our long drive and I sighed with relief. Home. I needed home. I needed to snuggle into my bed and sleep for a week. Despite my vampiric constitution, I still felt weak, like someone had ripped my spine from my back, torched all my nerve endings and shoved the charred mess all back into my body without a care.

Had Hashiki cursed me so I could never kiss Philo? Or had she been there, somewhere near the parking lot, and seen us together?

I’m not normally a pushover. You can’t get early Yale admission and be a wimp. Nope, you’ve gotta know what you want and go for it. Yoda wasn’t wrong when he said, “There is no try, only do.”

But this? Even if it broke my heart, I’d have to learn how to stay away from Philo. At least then I’d be alive with functioning brain cells.

Philo pulled in front of the house where David and Manuela were waiting on the front porch. As soon as he parked, they were at my door, opening it, carefully extracting me, carrying me—as if I was made of porcelain and someone had dropped me from a high building. Which wasn’t far off from how I felt, actually.

“I’m okay.” My tongue felt two sizes too big in my mouth. “I can walk.” Lie.

David didn’t respond, just carried me into the house and to my room where he carefully deposited me on my bed while Manuela tucked my blankets around me. She disappeared and reappeared in a flash, this time with a warm cloth she used to clean the blood from my face.

“What would make her sweat blood like this?” she whispered to David. Like I couldn’t hear her.

David stood over me, his arms crossed, and considered me with great seriousness.

Philo came into the room with a warm mug of blood and sat beside me. He helped me take a sip, his eyes fixed on my face. “Minnie. Tell me who did this to you.” Through my half-closed lids I saw the fierce determination in his eyes, saw . . . something. Did he know? Did he want me to say her name?

I gave the slightest shake of my head, then groaned as the headache raged. I closed my eyes. Your evil ex-girlfriend wants you back and she’s willing to torture me to death to make sure she does? I couldn’t do it.

“You can tell me,” he persisted.

“I don’t know,” I lied. I knew he wouldn’t believe me—and why was I protecting her anyway? I didn’t know, except that I couldn’t tell. Philo had to know what kind of person Hashiki was, but he loved her anyway. Who was I to stand in their way? If I’d just learn my lesson and stay away from him, everything would be okay. Philo could move on with Hashiki and I could . . . I could move on with school and friends and extra-curriculars. Life would be better that way. Life would be normal.

Philo murmured, “Be right back.” He gave the others a meaningful look and left the room. After a beat, the others joined him.

I hugged my stuffed penguin tight to my chest. I heard them whispering—they were only in the hall—but I was too tired and sore to try to listen. I thought about just telling them so they’d just stop whispering already. But sleep tugged at me and my thoughts wandered as I teetered on the edge.

Despite his cool, arrogant exterior, Philo had a tender heart. He’d shown it to me often and if I were being honest with myself, I knew that said a lot about how he felt about me. Since Hashiki had shown up, Philo had tried to draw me closer. As if he was afraid of losing me. But what about Hashiki? He’d been spending time with her, and she obviously wanted him back. And I’d seen the way he’d looked at her. Was Philo just as confused as I?

Could Hashiki be controlling him too?
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While many vampires possess multiple gifts, don’t be discouraged if your own gifts appear underwhelming at first. Remember, those gifts are cultivated over a lifetime, which for a vampire could be centuries or even longer. There are no bad gifts.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Groaning, I cracked my eyes open. My body still ached, but I felt tons better. Thank goodness. My phone was still tucked into the waist pocket of my leggings, so I tugged it out. 12:35. Ugh. It was only lunchtime. I’d only slept a couple hours and I still had two classes left. I should go back to school.

I had like fifteen text messages so I opened the app—all from Stacey.

Stace: Minnnnn??? :( :( :(

Me: I’m alive

Stace: OMG! I’ve been dying! 

Stace: Everyone’s talking about you

Me: Omo. I can never show my face again

Stace: You have to! You’re Minnie Kim! Who cares what they say?

Seriously? She wanted me to go to school when everyone was talking about me?

Me: I thought you were sick

Stace: Ugh. I really am dying

Me: Your mom said if you’re too sick to go to school then you can’t go to the dance

Stace: :( :( :( 

Me: Sorry, jagi. I’m sick too

Stace: Liar. Vamps don’t get sick

Technically true, but I couldn’t tell Stacey about Hashiki or how she’d hurt me. Vampires were scary enough without mind powers—this would just blow her mind and I didn’t want to scare her.

Like I was scared. Scared to face everyone. Scared to explain to everyone—because everyone would ask—about the blood on my locker. I mean, I’d worked so hard to convince them I was the same old Minnie, but now they’d see me as a monster all over again.

And . . . scared to see Hashiki. I wanted to think I could stand up to her, but the truth was, I was just so tired. Tired of all of it. Of constantly defending myself and what I was—to the police, to the kids at school, even to Hashiki. Was it so wrong to want an afternoon alone in my bed where I could just forget the whole world existed?

Stace: Min?

Antsy now, I got out of bed.

Me: Tmrw. Promise

Stacey: k. love you llama girl

I warmed a mug of blood, grabbed a thick throw blanket from the couch and went out to the back patio. It had snowed recently—the kind that weighs down branches and is perfect for building snowmen. I set the mug down on the little bistro table and, tucking the blanket all around me, curled into the matching wrought iron chair.

I breathed deeply, drinking in the smell of sweet pine, clean air and fresh snow. Afternoon sunlight glinted off the snow and I spotted fresh rabbit tracks just beyond the patio overhang, disappearing into the trees bordering the designated yard area.

I followed the tracks with my gaze, and as I watched, I thought I caught a brief flash of light brown close to the ground. My fangs tingled and I felt a thrill of exhilaration burst through me, like I’d just been given a shot of adrenaline. I’d been feeling kind of meh, so I had to pause and consider this new invigorating sensation—and I wasn’t too thrilled with what I realized. I wanted to hunt. I wanted to chase that poor rabbit. Maybe I wanted to eat it too, but that wasn’t the biggest part of the urges that rose in me. What I wanted was the thrill of the chase.

But I had my warm mug and cozy blanket. I also wanted to turtle and enjoy the serenity of the outdoors.

As I’d read the information in the Guide on mind-walking, I’d stumbled on a description of what I believed my gift was—memoriae ambulare. It allowed one to view the world from another’s point of view, literally walking in their shoes. There wasn’t any mention about having to touch someone to use the gift; supposedly I could send my mind, or a piece of it, into the mind of another to see the world—past, present, or, in some cases, future—from their point of view.

Hungry to know, to prove that I could do more, I let my eyes follow the rabbit’s trail once more. With my vampire vision I could see the little prints right up to where they disappeared under the shade of the trees. I didn’t catch a glimpse of the little bunny, but I knew he was there. I could feel him. Smell him. Hear him.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on those sensations. Where I imagined he was hiding. What I imagined he was doing. How I imagined he felt.

I willed my mind to feel and smell and hear, to see and experience the world from the bunny’s point of view.

There was a moment’s resistance, as if pushing through a heavy curtain doorway, then—

Green. Fresh. Good.

Dig, dig, dig.

Danger?

Listen.

Dig, dig, di—

The tether between us snapped and the part of me I’d sent to the rabbit whipped back, making me sway with vertigo. Eo ma ya. I’d done it! I’d really, truly, done it!

I threw my arms wide and jumped to my feet, aware of the rabbit scampering away fast and quick. I did a little happy dance, jostling the table and nearly knocking my mug to the ground.

Holy. Guacamole.

I HAD DONE IT!

I stood stock still and tried to clear my mind and body of the pulsating joy. I wanted to do it again. I searched for something else—another rabbit, or a bird or a—a deer.

Danger?

I look to my mother. She is not concerned. My body twitches. I feel strange.

Mother is unconcerned.

No danger.

The fresh grass is good but too tiny.

I whirled around again, facing another direction, though a part of me was fully aware that where I faced or what I saw with my physical eyes had nothing to do with anything. I peered into the trees, then shut my eyes tight and sent my mind out and away, searching, searching . . . 

And slammed into a rock-hard wall. Not a physical wall, but a mental wall. I tried to push into it, to separate the curtains so I could pass through, but it was impossible.

I opened my eyes—and found Philo standing just behind the door, looking at me through the glass.

When our eyes met, he opened the door and walked slowly to greet me, his expression dark and stormy. I took a step back.

It was his mind’s wall I’d run into. I tried to reel in my tether, but I was clumsy at it and the sensations wafting off Philo were so full of rage that I was desperate to climb wholly back into myself.

“Why are you so mad?” I certainly hadn’t done anything to make him mad. That I knew of, anyway.

He huffed out a breath through his nose. “Tell me what happened to you in the parking lot.” He sort of stalked toward me, like an animal on the hunt. Danger! a part of my mind screamed. “You were in a great deal of pain—why won’t you tell me what caused it? Why did you refuse to talk to me at all?”

There was desperation in his eyes—a need I wanted so badly to fill. I opened my mouth to tell him about Hashiki.

But I was . . . 

Afraid.

“Tell me,” Philo growled.

I looked away. I couldn’t face him. Philo had to know the kind of person Hashiki was and yet he loved her. And if he didn’t know . . . I couldn’t be the one to tell him. I was a complete and utter coward. I felt so small, so ugly and terrible for keeping Hashiki’s secret, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak.

“Was it Hashiki? Did she do something to you?”

He gripped my chin and forced me to meet his gaze. I don’t know how he saw me, but I could imagine—wide-eyed and terrified. He’d better not pick this moment to break his promise—the last thing I needed was him trying to read my mind. Just the thought of him knowing the truth made my head ache and my stomach churn. A wild, desperate emotion burned in his eyes. And then he shut his feelings away. Again.

“I see.” He dropped his hand. But I was pretty darn certain he didn’t see at all. “I am sorry. I won’t trouble you further.”

He turned and stalked back into the house, leaving me shivering. I stared after him for a long while. I expected the faeries to show up and chastise me for not going after him, but I was alone. Maybe they’d given up on me after all. I sure couldn’t blame them.

My mug was cold and though I returned to my blanket and chair, I didn’t enjoy the view nearly so much. How had things gotten so confusing? What was I supposed to do? I wanted to tell Philo about Hashiki more than anything. I wanted nothing more than to throw myself into his arms and hear him tell me he liked me more than her.

I wanted a lot of things. I wanted to be able to go to school without worrying about what horrible thing I would face when I got there. I wanted to go back to drama class, to be Miss Lane’s favorite student again—but I’d closed that door early on when the blood rage got to me and I scared her away. I wanted to be myself again. The nerdy smart chick people generally liked and who didn’t get on anyone’s radar for any reason, let alone to be their punching bag du jour. Plus, wasn’t my du jour going on a little long?

Philo had made this new life bearable. And now I didn’t have him anymore.

A great, powerful sob ripped from my chest and I curled in on myself. I was so exhausted. So completely wiped out. I knew it was just in my mind, my body didn’t exactly need sleep, but I was so empty. I’d done the wrong thing. I’d chickened out and failed. And not just because I cared about Philo and wanted him to be happy with whomever he wanted to be happy with. He deserved to know about Hashiki—what she’d done to me and how she’d threatened me. Because maybe he didn’t know. I couldn’t believe he’d love someone who could be so cruel.

But I’d said nothing. Because I was a wimp. A terrible, selfish, stupid wimp.

Someone stepped out onto the patio and I swiped at the tears before turning, half fearing, half hoping to see Philo. But it was just Fearghus, munching on an apple.

“Are ya all right, there, lass?” His voice was so tender and soft, his eyes so open and understanding.

I burst into tears again.

I was mortified and heartbroken and confused and lonely, and Fearghus drew me to my feet and into his arms.

 

A feeling of restful ease fills my soul with my lady’s gentle hand in mine. She is so lovely, so perfect, as we walk through a field of heather toward a copse of trees. Birds sing and the air is moist and mild.

“Where are we?” I’m certain we aren’t in the chilled, rocky fields of home.

“Why, Tír na nÓg.” Her voice is even more musical and magical than it had been before. “I am Oonagh.”

The Queen of the Faeries?

“But, you’re married to the High King Finvarra,” I stammer a little and back away. Any moment Finvarra is sure to find me and slay me.

“And so are you, to your sweet May. And yet,” Oonagh joins me, trailing her hands up my body, and curling them into my hair, “you are here.”

She shows me a land filled with wonders, where beer flows from waterfalls and the beds are soft and the kisses plentiful. I hear a distant voice calling my name, but it is so faint, and Oonagh is singing . . . 

 

“—ere, lass. It’ll be all right, it will. The lad’s got walls as useless as Hadrian’s. You’ll get through them, ya will. Just give it time.”

“It’s not that. I’m such a chicken. Such a loser.” The pinkish wet spot on Fearghus’s chest grew wider, but Fearghus didn’t stop patting my back.

“Is that so?” he murmured. He didn’t know what I was talking about. Didn’t know what to say or how to help. How could he? I had to pull myself together.

“It’s okay.” I pushed myself away from him, swiping under my eyes for good measure. “I’m okay. Really. Just being a stupid girl.”

Fearghus crossed his arms over his massive chest. “I wouldn’t say that.” I bet that’s exactly what he’d say if he wasn’t so nice.

“Thanks.” I offered him a watery smile and he appeared relieved to see it. “I’m okay now. I bet this is exactly what Clíodhna was trying to warn me about.”

“Now, now.” Fearghus pulled me back into a tight hug. He was remarkably comforting, even though I couldn’t reach my arms all the way around him. It was like being enveloped by a teddy bear and his rounded, rolling accent cast a spell over me. “Those faeries don’t know what they’re talkin’ about, lass. You must believe me when I say, they’re full o’ lies, busy creatin’ their own way for things ta go. You’re just a player in their blasted story. They care nothin’ for you, an’ nothin’ for Philo, neither.”

I know he meant to comfort me, but it wasn’t the faeries I was worried about. But I couldn’t tell Fearghus the truth.

I just wished I could forget the look in Philo’s eyes—the way he’d looked at me with trust and desire just before he kissed. Just before Hashiki’s mojo slammed into me. Today he’d looked at me with anger and disappointment. He thought I didn’t trust him. And that twisted in my heart like a stake. I literally hurt and I wasn’t sure I’d survive.

I pulled back from Fearghus again, this time feigning more confidence than before. “Thanks,” I said. “And sorry for, you know.” I waved at his gray canvas jacket that was now marred with blood courtesy of my tears. And maybe my snot. I hoped it wasn’t snot.

He glanced at his chest and made a “tsking” sound. “Think nothin’ of it. There are good ships, and there are wood ships, the ships that sail the sea. But the best ships are friendships, and may they always be.” He smiled at me a little shyly, as if he—a twenty-something-year-old man who’d been a vampire for I don’t know how long—thought it too much to assume we were friends.

I linked my arm with his and leaned my head against his shoulder as I walked with him back into the house. “And may they always be.”
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The Council operates in the best interest of all vampires.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

You’ve been crying,” David observed the moment I stepped inside the house. Philo sat on the stairs, looking trapped and sullen, while Manuela leaned against the doorjamb that led into the small kitchen. She had her arms wrapped around her middle and an anxious expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Because something had to be wrong with all these frowning faces. They couldn’t all be because I’d been crying. Unless David and Manuela planned to talk to Philo and me. About our, um, relationship. Gosh that would be awkward. And awful.

Omo.

Fearghus jostled me forward as he joined me in the hall and closed the door to the yard. “Well, I’ll just be gettin’ along,” he said.

“No, stay.” David’s voice was dark and dangerous and I was reminded, for only the second time since I met him months ago, that David Aristos was a vampire, perhaps one of the first, and he was very, very powerful. “The family has been called.”

“Now?” Fearghus looked like a trapped rabbit.

“Now,” David confirmed. “There’s something we need to discuss.”

He turned and strode down the hall and into the family room, but he didn’t sit. Instead he faced the windows, his hands clasped behind his back.

I cast a glance at Philo, hoping to discover what he might know about what was going on, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze. Manuela sat in a straight-backed chair that I figured we only kept in the family room for her. No one but her would choose to sit on something so uncomfortable. Except maybe Mrs. Hamburg.

I sat in one of the oversized chairs and curled into it, pulling tighter on the throw I already had around me. It wasn’t cold, but I felt cold inside. Fearghus sat on the love seat, which was really just a chair made Fearghus-sized, though sometimes Siobhan would join him there. I wondered if I ought to talk to her about Fearghus and the visions I was seeing. I didn’t want to talk about him behind his back, but he’d shut me down pretty thoroughly the one time I’d asked him about them.

Philo followed behind Jack who strode into the room with his customary unassuming swagger. “Howdy, everyone,” he said. “I see I made it back just in time for some serious powwow.”

I smiled at Jack. Even though he was often quiet, I enjoyed his company and friendly, shy smile. Jack sat on the couch, while Philo took the chair on the far side of the fireplace where afternoon shadows clung like cobwebs. I watched him from beneath my lashes and thought he looked like an ancient vampire ruling from his throne. Was that the true Philo? Because if it was, then maybe I didn’t have to feel so bad about not warning him about Hashiki. His eyes flicked to mine and for just a moment I thought I saw—no. He wasn’t a boy whose feelings could get hurt. He was a man. An ancient vampire. He couldn’t be hurt by a mere girl.

“We are just missing Siobhan and Mrs. Hamburg,” Manuela said, wringing her hands. “I told them to come.”

“We’re here, we’re here,” rang out Siobhan’s dark, raspy voice. Remarkably, she appeared in exercise clothes and a wide, satisfied grin on her face. Well, that wasn’t really the remarkable part—the remarkable part was that Mrs. Hamburg, who stood by her side, looked exactly the same.

I’d never seen the woman in anything other than her ugly house dresses and hand knit sweaters, but here she was in a tank top and leggings, her gray hair bundled on top of her head and her normally pale, papery skin glowing. It was kind of inspiring.

“Good,” David said shortly. “There’s something we must discuss. This morning, Philo and Minnie were taken into police custody and questioned. I can’t say I’m surprised, only that it happened so quickly. Before I go on, I’d like to hear what happened.” David leveled a dark gaze on me. “Minnie?”

“I—” Honestly, I’d kind of forgotten all about it in the wake of Hashiki’s whammo-slammo attack on me.

“We weren’t arrested.” Philo’s voice cut through the noise in my head. “We were both taken in for questioning regarding the murders.”

“They didn’t call my parents—or you. I thought it was illegal to question a minor without a guardian present. I guess now that I’m dead, no one cares about my rights.” I mean, I was still a minor, wasn’t I?

David frowned. He didn’t seem angry, just very, very serious. “When violence occurs and humans are aware of vampires in their midst, they will always blame the vampires. That is why it is of the utmost importance that we find the one responsible.” David didn’t spare any of us from his dark and serious I mean business, look.

“Minnie was set up,” Philo said from his lonely corner.

Everyone swiveled to look at him, but Philo only had eyes for David. “Her locker was smeared with synthetic blood and a 911 tip was called in, implicating her.”

“There’s been another pair of murders,” I added helpfully.

“More?” Siobhan cursed. “But surely they can tell the difference between a vampire kill and some other monster . . . It wasn’t one of us.”

Jack glanced up at David, then continued to roll a coin over his fingers. “I thought from our discussion the other night, the prevailing theory was that the faeries were responsible.”

“I really don’t see how,” Siobhan said. “I agree with Fearghus. They’re nasty, but they’re lovers not fighters, and all that junk.”

“According to our source inside the police department, this latest murder was different from the others. Both partners had their throats ripped out and a lot of blood was missing,” David said in answer to Jack’s question.

“That’s—” I gulped, fighting to hold back the queasiness that gripped me. “That’s horrible.”

“Other monsters, including humans, have been known to kill like that.” Jack didn’t lift his eyes from his hand. He’d added a second coin.

David gave Jack a withering look.

“Right,” Jack drawled.

“What?” I asked. “If it might not be vampires, then why blame us?” Why blame me?

“It’s happened before.” Siobhan faced me. “It’s happened lots of times. Not so much when we kept a really low profile, but anytime humans are aware of, or even suspect, there are vampires living among them, they find a way to blame us for their troubles. A teenage girl runs away because her old man’s a jerk? Vampires did it. A baby dies of SIDS in his crib? Vampire! I’ve seen it over and over again.”

“We all have.” David nodded gravely. “And until the other creatures reveal themselves, it will continue to be so. Now, unless we want to leave this place—”

Hisses and growls rumbled from the people around me and I was reminded that they weren’t human—and neither was I.

“—then I suggest we keep a very low profile. Play it strictly by the book. No outside activities until this all blows over. Philo and Minnie, I want you to stay home from school. No extra-curriculars, either. We don’t want to give anyone any reason to suspect us of wrongdoing.”

David’s cell phone rang just as we all turned our heads toward the front door. A car was coming down the long driveway to the house.

“I see,” David said into the phone. “Thank you for letting me know.” He ended the call, looked at us with dead seriousness. “Trouble.”

Someone rapped loudly on the front door.

Manuela gave David a questioning look and he nodded.

She walked to the door, fluffing her hair and straightening her dress and jewelry as she did. All of it was perfect, but she did it anyway. She pulled open the door, and I noticed three things at once:

David now stood behind my chair, his hand on my shoulder;

Thorstein Stringer lounged against the porch rail, both hands in his pants’ pockets;

and my family stood in protective formation around me, fangs showing and low growls resonating through the room.

“I’m here for Minnie.” Thor smiled lazily. “Hello, David. Manuela, you’re looking especially lovely today.” His gaze flicked to Philo, then came to rest on me.

“Wait. What?” I jumped to my feet, itching to run, run, run.

With gentle pressure, David moved me toward the front door. My feet didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to go. “I can’t go to jail!” I said. “I need to go to Yale!”

“It’ll be all right,” David murmured in my ear, “It’ll all work out. Trust me.” And then we were standing in front of Thor. Out in the driveway, a limo waited.

Thor’s smile grew and a dimple popped out on one side. “Hello again, Minnie.”

“I didn’t do it.” I threw all my mental energies at him, trying to convince him I was innocent.

“I believe you. However, the Council has determined it’s best to take you into custody now, rather than risk further damage to our relations with the humans.”

Wait.

Thor looked at David. “She’ll be made very comfortable while the Council decides what to do.” With me—that was the unspoken message here. I shivered and shrank back.

“What? No!”

My ears rang. Mouths moved, things happened, but I was numb and deaf, trapped in a vacuum-sealed box of fear and devastation.

David gave me a small push forward. Manuela appeared at the bottom of the stairs with one of my boho bags. “Just a few things you might need.”

Thor stared Manuela down. “No phones.” Manuela glared right back as she pulled my phone from the inside pocket.

“Eo ma ya.” I flinched as Thor took my elbow and walked me onto the porch. I glanced over my shoulder at Philo. To tell him—something. But he wasn’t there.

I always thought I was a no-nonsense kind of girl. That I was tough. Okay, well, I didn’t really know if I was tough because I’d lived a pretty comfortable, sheltered life. I always associated my ability to work hard and get things done as the same as being tough. As being brave. I knew how to go out and get what I wanted.

But sitting there, in the back of a limo with a vampire I didn’t know, as I watched my home fade into the distance, I realized I didn’t know how to get what I wanted this time. Not at all.
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Remember to be compassionate. Every vampire has a history and no one can presume to fully understand it.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

You will be quite safe.” Thor looked exactly like Thor from the Avengers as he half-sat, half-sprawled across the plush leather seat. Stacey really would swoon over him. I tore my eyes away. He wasn’t my type.

I sat opposite him on a luxurious leather seat in a car that was as big as my bedroom back home, and all I could think to say was, “Are you gonna kill me?” I surprised myself when my voice didn’t even tremble.

He broke into laughter that rolled over me like a gale. I might have been moved by such humor—I’m definitely not immune to a good time—if my question hadn’t been completely serious. After a moment of great hilarity—at least for him—he finally brought his laughter to an end and leaned forward, his hands hanging between his knees.

“Minnie.” Thor smiled and, try as I might, I couldn’t see anything evil or malicious in him. I felt myself relax, just a tiny bit, as I looked into his ice blue eyes. “I did try to warn you.”

“Warn me?!” I threw up my hands. “About what? That someone was going to frame me for murder and I’d be arrested for it? Couldn’t you have just said as much?”

He shrugged and leaned back against his seat. “I couldn’t exactly tell you what was coming—I didn’t know. I only had the suspicion that Hashiki would try to reclaim Philomon and she would destroy anyone who got in her way.” His steady gaze weighed and assessed me and I wondered what he thought of me. “I had hoped you’d be prepared. A little more—” he gestured to my tearstained clothes, “in control.”

Now it was my turn to lean forward. “I’m sixteen, Mr. Stringer. I was alive just three months ago and now my whole life has been turned upside down. I wasn’t in control then, and I sure as heck am not in control now.”

Thor chuckled, a low, throaty sound that resembled a kitten’s purr. A lion-sized kitten, but still. “True enough. At least you have been saved the indignity of an arrest. Instead of a jail cell, you will be quite comfortable, I assure you. And make no mistake, the Council did intervene on your behalf. Were it not for us, the humans would most certainly find you guilty of murder.”

“I. Didn’t. Kill. Anyone!”

Thor remained unmoved by my outburst. “You’re a vampire. Therefore, you are guilty.”

I slumped back into the buttery-soft leather seat, my arms folded across my chest, and my bottom lip poking out. It galled me that I was acting like a child in front of this gorgeous vampire who was probably judging me and writing me off as a silly little girl.

I was a kid. I was an immortal vampire.

I was powerful. I was still just a kid.

One big walking contradiction.

So the Council had saved me from jail. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? I eyed Thor from under my lashes. He lounged as casually as before, one arm cast wide across the back of the seat, while he scrolled through his phone with the other.

“Where are we going?” I hoped my voice sounded as smooth and in control as I intended.

“The North American headquarters for the Council of Vampires,” Thor replied without looking up from his phone.

“Which is where?” I tried to sit up straighter and uncoil myself from my pout without drawing attention. Thor’s gaze never left his screen.

“Lake Tahoe.”

“Lake Tahoe? That seems like a weird place to have a vampiric headquarters,” I scoffed. I’d never been to Lake Tahoe, but I still felt right in my assumption that the resort town didn’t scream Land of the Dead or anything. I’d have pegged the mountains of Washington State. Or North Dakota.

This time Thor did look up, his green eyes flashing in the dim light of the cab. “Just the North American headquarters. The European headquarters would fit your fantasies much better.”

I resisted the urge to huff again. This guy had a way of getting under my skin. He was just so casual and laid back that it made him seem even more of a threat. I wished I had something to hold in my hands. Something to fiddle with. I wished I had my phone.

I watched Thor. After a time he set his phone aside and regarded me. There was a definite mischievous twinkle in his eyes.

“So you’re not taking me to the Council to kill me.”

“No.”

“Then what are you gonna do with me?”

“Train you.”

This made me sit up straighter. “Train me? How? What do you know about my gift?”

Thor laid his other arm across the back of the seat so he was now as spread out as one man could get without dividing himself into two people. The definition of manspreading.

“I know everything there is to know about your gift.”

“Because . . .”

Because your gift is my own.

I lurched back so hard I thunked my head on the divider between us and the driver. The blacked-out glass window descended.

“Everything all right back there, Mr. Stringer?” the driver asked.

Thor waved his hand in the air. “It’s fine. Just a little over excitement in here.”

“No problem, sir. Just let me know if you need any assistance.”

I glared at Thor, unwilling to look at the driver. When the window had been replaced, I barked, “Over excited? If you need any assistance? What the heck? You better not need any assistance.”

Thor chuckled again. He did that a lot and it was beginning to annoy the heck out of me.

“I can assure you,” he said, “I am perfectly capable on my own.” His smirk grew into a full-blown grin and I squirmed. I was pretty sure he was talking about a lot more than I was willing to think about right now.

My mind flashed to Philo and how I’d wished he would talk into my mind. It seemed like a bitter pill that it was Thor who did it instead. And why was Thor flirting with me?

I glanced at him. “Are you reading my mind?”

“I don’t have to,” he said with frustrating confidence.

I shook my head and took a long, cleansing breath. “Tell me how you spoke into my mind. And why.”

Thor moved one hand lazily, his gaze darkening just a little. I felt my cheeks warm and had to sit on my hands to keep from pressing them to the heat on my face. “Why? Because I knew it would surprise you. Disarm you.” He winked. “And because that’s fun. How is a little harder to explain, but I will teach you.”

Curiosity and the zeal for knowledge replaced the last vestiges of fear. “You’ll teach me? How? I didn’t know I could do that.”

“Precisely.” He bobbed his head. “You don’t know even the smallest portion of what you can do. Which is why I am going to train you.”

My mind reeled. Could this really be true? Was I really going to be able to learn to control my gift and do more with it than just glimpse bits of people’s past?

“What’s in it for you?”

It annoyed me that he laughed.

He shrugged, then spread both hands in a nothing-to-see-here gesture. “Do I have to want anything? After all, it’s for the good of all vampires that our members be well trained.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Has Philo had this special training of yours?” I had no idea if he had or hadn’t, but I took the shot and, by Thor’s non-reaction, I think I might have been right. The answer was no.

“Perhaps, if I do this for you now, you will help me in the future.”

I eyed him suspiciously. What sort of thing would he expect me to help him with? And the future could be ten days from now or a hundred, heck even a thousand, years from now. Did I really want to make that kind of commitment? A promise whose magnitude I didn’t fully comprehend?

But then, I didn’t know how long I’d be stuck with the Council and it would mean the world to me to learn something. Especially to learn something about my gift and how to use it more effectively.

“Thank you,” I finally said in a near-whisper. In the face of my open appreciation, Thor dropped the mischievous boy act and gazed back at me with clear, serious eyes.

“You’re welcome.”

“Why doesn’t everyone get training like this from the Council? And why me? I’m no one special.”

Thor leaned forward, dangling his hands between his knees. When he grinned, it lacked the tantalizing sizzle of before. “Are you sure about that?”

I shrugged, suddenly wishing I’d worn something more grown up than my drama llama T-shirt and penguin leggings. “Okay, yes. I do think there are some pretty awesome things about me. I’m smart, capable, determined, focused, and hard-working. I think that makes me pretty special.” I lifted my chin, daring him to mention confused, silly, childish, self-centered and a dozen other not-so-special qualities that filled my head.

“You failed to mention talented, powerful and guileless.”

My left eyebrow twitched. “I’ll give you talented, but not the way you mean. And I’m not powerful.” What did he mean by guileless? Did he mean innocent? “And I’m not fishing for compliments here.”

“Of course not.” Thor waved my comment away. “Do you know how many new vampires are created in a year?”

I thought about this. “In the United States?”

“In the world.”

I wanted to be able to answer the question correctly, but I honestly didn’t know it. I mentally reviewed everything I’d read in the Guide, and everything David had taught me so far, but I’d never been curious about it.

“No,” I admitted.

“A handful,” Thor said. “At most. Before the Treaty, the last several decades averaged less than that. Since the Treaty there have been a few souls who have requested the change—and there have been a few . . . accidents.”

“Like me,” I said.

“Like you.”

“Well that hardly makes me special.”

He chuckled without humor. “Perhaps not, but the point is, there are very few young vampires and those who survive the change are sometimes not quite themselves afterward. The bloodlust and rage can be very difficult for young vampires to resist.” His eyebrows twitched together. “Yet you have handled your transition remarkably well, in spite of the violent and messy way in which you were remade.”

I gave a noncommittal grunt at that. I didn’t like thinking about that awful night or the next twenty-four hours. The pain was one thing—it was horrible and earth-shattering and even thinking about it gave me the shivers. But even worse was the desire. The hunger.

“I actually thought about eating my parents.”

“I know.” Until he responded, I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud, but then it bugged me that he’d presume to know me so well.

“How do you know?” I snapped.

He was quiet for a long time, his eyes shadowed by his brooding brow and a kind of introspection I couldn’t see through. “Because I did.”

When someone says something like that, you’ve really got to let it sink in. And even when it does, it’s still pretty mind-blowing.

“Wait,” I said, in my ever-clever way. “What?”

Thor settled into the corner of his seat, hiding his face from me in shadow. It was a really big limo. “I was frustrated by my father’s demands that I get myself a wife and set myself to work. I was the youngest of four sons, but all my brothers had died in the proud Viking way—raiding and warring along the coasts. My father had promised my mother that he would never send me, her last son, to sea. Not because I was loved the most, but because with three sons before me what need had my father of more glory? My mother needed someone to care for her in her dotage and without any daughters, that left me.

“I hated him for it. Hated the way he treated me, as if I was incapable of going to war or claiming glory for Norseland.”

Though his voice remained calm, even musical in its storytelling, I watched his fist clench and unclench as it rested on his knee. I pulled my knees to my chest and angled my body toward his. No way did I want to miss a second of his story.

“Steinar and Yngve died on the battlefield and even though Magnus returned home, his injuries were severe and he didn’t live long. It didn’t matter, though. I was hungry for the adventure, for the sea, for the women and gold and glory. I wanted it all. I considered leaving—it wasn’t as if my father could actually stop me—but it was the thought of my mother that stayed my feet. My father was an old, old man by then, worn down from a lifetime of hard work and though my mother was quite a bit younger—well, people didn’t exactly live long lives back then. I couldn’t bear the thought of her begging in the streets and dying alone and frozen and forgotten. So I stayed. But I resented it.”

He fell quiet and I tried to imagine what it must have been like back then. I’d seen Vikings on TV—it couldn’t have been an easy life. Thor must have lived in a similar time period.

He took a deep breath, held it a moment, then let it out slowly. “I drank most nights. Fought. Fornicated. What else was a land-locked young buck to do? I had to prove my manliness somehow, as my parents had stripped me of all other respectful ways. Oh, I had a craft—my father was a fine shipbuilder and I’d worked alongside him my entire life. I was good at my work and had reason to be proud of it. But this was work for a man once he’d sowed his oats. Even my own father had battle scars and stories to tell on long winter nights. The only scars I bore were the ones he gave me.”

I opened my mouth to speak, though I had no idea what to say.

“No.” He held up his hand. “Don’t fret for me. That was life in those days. That was how a boy became a man. How better to prepare one for the trials of raiding? And for victory?

“One night, two strangers came to town, including the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. There were whispers that they were Loki and his wife Sigyn, come to wreak mischief—which they did. And I, of course, was hell-bent on proving myself the greatest of men and winning Sigyn for my bed. I might not have been a raider, but I could lie with a goddess and by association become a legend in and of myself.

“I’d had too much to drink already, and the zeal of the other men—men hardened by war and tried by death—overwhelmed my efforts. The last thing I remember is my friend Snorre kicking dirt over my face as he stalked back into the drinking tent.”

Thor turned his face to the window and absently rubbed at his chest. I wondered if he’d been wounded there, but he didn’t say. I knew there’d be no scar there now.

“The first thing I remember upon being reborn was waking with Sigyn in my bed, a great and unfillable hunger in my belly and my jaw clenched around the Gudrun’s throat, a homely young woman who’d recently taken to begging and whoring because she could not find a husband. She was fully dressed in my arms, but pale and lifeless.”

This time when Thor fell silent, he didn’t seem inclined to speak again. I thought he was going to tell me about how he came to eat his parents—not that I really wanted to know—but I suppose he’d told me enough. Before he even knew what had happened to him, he’d eaten a person. Someone he knew. Maybe it was just as well I ate a cat before anyone tried to force a human on me. Then again, I didn’t know what was happening to me, either, and still I resisted the urge to eat my parents. I remembered the hunger he described. If I thought about it, I could feel it now. But still I ran away, rather than harm the ones I loved.

But the silence became too frustrating for me. “The man and woman weren’t really Loki and Sigyn, were they?”

Thor chuckled, and I felt my insides turn warm and gooey at the sound. It was a nice sound. The vibe in the limo had grown pretty dark and grim, but that sound helped bring us back into the twenty-first century and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“No, they were not. They were Samain and Gwyneth—vampires from England who took great pleasure in cutting swaths of death behind them. They weren’t big on creating children, though, but they made an exception for me.”

“Because you were so handsome and debonair?” I asked, anxious to keep a hold of the bit of humanity his chuckle had reintroduced.

He did laugh again, but it was dry and without much humor. “Because they saw in me a killer. Because they’d been entertained by my people’s belief in the gods and especially by their belief that Samain was Loki—the god of mischief. So they thought they’d create me and leave me behind—a bit of mischief of their own.”

My stomach dropped and I felt suddenly sick. I grabbed hold of the door handle, just for something to hold on to. Just for a bit of steadying. “Oh no.”

Thor leaned forward and clasped his hands between his knees, his gaze riveted to the floor. I wondered if he was still ashamed after all this long time. “By the time I was done, there was nothing left of my village. Nothing at all. Even its name has been lost to history.”

After a moment he lifted his eyes to mine. I tried to look at him with understanding and compassion, but I’m pretty sure he probably just saw horror in my eyes. In his, I saw sorrow. Regret. And something else that felt like an eternity’s desire to atone.

I’d seen that look in Philo’s eyes before, and the worry that I would judge him on what he had done as opposed to who he had become. I closed my eyes in a slow blink and mentally took a deep breath. When I opened my eyes, I tried really hard to convey to Thor that forgiveness—at least from me—was possible. I wouldn’t hold what someone had been over the better person they had become.

“It doesn’t sound like your rebirth was any better than mine. Not at all.”

Thor put his hand on my leg. “You ate a cat. I ate a village.”

A little worm of worry squirmed in my mind, but I ignored it. “Po-tay-toes, po-tah-toes.”
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Do not underestimate the vampires you meet.

 

Do not underestimate yourself. Doing so could cost you your life.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I must have fallen asleep, because one minute I was watching the boring desert scenery pass by and the next we were surrounded by tall, crowded trees and deep darkness. I surreptitiously swiped at the drool at the corner of my mouth, but Thor didn’t seem to notice. He was typing away madly on his phone.

“What time is it?” I asked as I scooted into a sitting position.

Thor didn’t look up from his phone. “Just after eight.”

I smelled blood—rich and warm and . . . fresh—and found a heavy crystal glass half-full of deep red liquid in the cupholder beside me.

“How much longer until we get there?” I breathed in deeply, trying to calm the sudden greediness that gripped me. And the icky thought that whisked across my mind, wondering where the donor of this fresh blood was and if he would be willing to give me more. A lot more.

This was not okay. I wasn’t that kind of monster. I glanced around nervously—and found Thor watching me, a glass of his own in his hand. His was almost empty. While I watched, he finished it off. My hunger grew.

“We’re almost there.” Thor tipped his empty glass toward me and raised an eyebrow. Our driver, Noah,” he said in answer to my unasked question. “Don’t worry. He works for the Council and is a willing donor. You’ll find many vampires prefer the old ways.”

My eyebrows drew down into a frown. “Most of the Aristos vamps are old. Like, really old, and they don’t use, um, fresh, uh  . . . You know.”

Thor quirked a brow as if to say Are you sure about that? and lifted his glass to me like a toast.

With a sigh I hoped conveyed all my teenage disapproval, I plucked the glass and took a sip. Still warm. Earthy and oaky and . . . what was I? Some kind of blood connoisseur now?

“The process of medically drawing and storing blood changes the flavor,” Thor said. “They mix the blood—did you know that? They only store it by blood type because some vamps as you call us, prefer specific types. But the individuality of the blood, its flavor, is lost. This is what you miss out on by not drinking straight from a human.” He looked pointedly at my glass. It was so delicious that it sort of alarmed me. I wanted to gulp the whole thing down. Instead, I set it back into its holder.

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Humans enjoy the unique notes of a wine or coffee—why shouldn’t we enjoy our food in its purest form? You can find anything to suit your taste—bright and biting, warm and sultry, even chocolatey, if that’s your thing.” With a bit of a snort I thought of Ma’s fish stir fry. I hoped there wasn’t a blood that tasted like that.

I picked up my glass. “I don’t think any of that is my thing. I think I prefer the blood bags we get at home.” That wasn’t exactly true, and I proved the lie by taking a bigger sip from my glass, but I had to stick to my guns. I didn’t want to go down any route that had me getting anywhere close to the actual source of my food. I preferred to believe I was just buying food from a store—not actually going out and choosing a sacrifice and . . . Ew.

“We can provide whatever you wish once we arrive at the Council headquarters.”

“Thanks.” I fidgeted in my seat, trying to see more of what lay outside. “When will that be? And will I have to stay long? Did you make a promise to the police you’d keep me for the rest of my life or something? Because I’d really like to get back to school as soon as possible. I’ve got mid-terms coming up in a week or so.”

“I understand you have great aspirations,” Thor said. “And we applaud and encourage that. It’s good for us to have members involved in the sciences, working to better themselves and create tighter bonds of respect between our species. As for how long you’ll be with us, that is up to the Council. We had to work quickly and the specifics of your detention weren’t decided before I left. We’re almost there. Just a few more minutes now, I believe.”

Even as he spoke, I noticed a faint glow from down the road. I fixed my gaze on it and watched as we drew nearer. Melancholy nipped at me. I was gonna miss the dance for sure now. Not that I was complaining—this way Stacy couldn’t make me go even though I would have gone alone. Which would have sucked. I wouldn’t have to watch Philo dance with Hashiki and see her stupid smirk at being the winner. I never even stood a chance against her so why she seemed to take such pleasure in knocking me down, I had no idea.

“Will I be able to get my phone back?”

“I’m sure you will. Eventually. The Council just wants you to . . . focus for a time.”

I leveled my most baleful glare at him. “I have excellent focus. I didn’t need my phone banned in order to be a good student. One look at my transcripts could have told you that.”

At least Thor had the good sense to look chagrined.

I sank back into my seat.

The car slowed, and slowed again, then we took a curve and out my side of the car I saw a grand stone castle rising out of the woods. Lanterns hung from the many windowsills, lined the driveway and hung from the arched alcove above the intricately carved double doors. Electric lights lit the rooms behind the glass windows, but the lanterns were all old-fashioned, flickering with candle light. Weird.

Thor opened his door. “Wait here.”

I thought maybe I wasn’t actually supposed to be here or something and that he had to go smooth things over—but he came around to open the door for me. And when he did, he held out his hand to help me out. When I took it his hand was warm and strong and held onto mine for a beat too long. My stomach fluttered. He pulled me close enough I could smell his scent of pine and musk and something bright and bitter, almost like sea brine. It smelled manly and enticing. And those piercing blue eyes peering down at me didn’t help matters, either. He smiled, a bit too knowingly, and I gulped. Took a step back. I had the distinct impression that Thorstein Stringer was way out of my league. And unlike Philo, he didn’t have any qualms about being with a much younger woman.

He chuckled as he placed his hand on the small of my back and ushered me into the house—where the doors seemingly swung open of their own accord, only to reveal two black-liveried servants standing at attention on either side.

The foyer was wide and grand, with velvet-covered benches, ornate tables with delicate vases spilling over with armloads of flowers. Tapestries hung from the impossibly high ceilings and to my surprise and horror they depicted vampires doing . . . vampire things. I suddenly felt very small and very human. Like a mouse in a dumpster full of cats.

“You belong here.” Thor’s low whisper in my ear made me shiver. “You are not human, but vampire.”

My gaze was drawn to a woman who appeared at the top of the grand staircase. At first, I had the weird thought that she was me. An elegant, impossibly gorgeous version of me. She wore her thick black hair long and straight, half of it pulled over her right shoulder. It fell to her waist like black silk. She wore a black cheongsam with gold brocade, a pair of dangling gold earrings her only jewelry. She was stunning and glorious and she was smiling at me.

She descended the stairs, her arms outstretched toward me. “Minnie.” Her voice was low and sultry and when she clasped both my hands in hers, they were warm and soft. “I am so pleased to meet you.” We were almost the same height, maybe just the difference of the heels she wore between us, but I felt like a country hick next to her. “I am Liu Ying Yue, the mistress of this house and this arm of the Council. Are you hungry?” She lifted a hand in an elegant and subtle come-to-me gesture and a good-looking Asian boy around my age garbed in the same black livery as the other servants stepped out of the shadows.

“Uh, no. Thanks. I, um, already ate.” Sort of. I immediately regretted my informal speech and decided I shouldn’t relax here. I mentally took a deep breath and straightened my spine, every inch the good debate team captain and Yale early-admissions candidate.

Ying Yue guided me into a parlor—yes, an actual parlor, with a grand fireplace and elegant love seats facing each other. Above the fireplace hung a portrait of an Asian warrior and after a moment I realized it must be Ying Yue. She wore black from head to toe, with a gold brocade sash tied around her waist and her black hair flowing out from a hood that partially obscured her face. She held a big sword over her head and stood on a rock as if poised to strike. I stopped short.

“Wow.” It was all I could say, Yale-girl or not. “That’s you, isn’t it?”

Ying Yue nodded. “Yes. From my younger days.” She smiled ruefully and I thought, What younger days? She looked exactly the same.

“Come, have a seat. Would you like some refreshments?” Ying Yue indicated the loveseat and I sat. As I dragged my gaze from the portrait, I discovered a tray on the coffee table between us set with an assortment of all my favorite Korean treats. Sweet cakes shaped like flowers were arranged on a pretty crystal plate, Pepero in all kinds of flavors stuck out from a bell-shaped jar, and a couple bags of honey-butter chips filled a gold basket. And stashed in a bowl of ice were five flavors of Milkis soda.

When I glanced up at my hostess, she blushed as if embarrassed. “I may have gone a little overboard.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “It was an excuse to bring in some of the treats I enjoy, myself.” To demonstrate, she plucked a chocolate covered Pepero from the jar and took a bite.

I was hungry. But I was more nervous and I wasn’t sure if I could eat just yet. I took a can of orange soda, though, and opened the top. Its familiar fizziness helped me relax a little.

When I set the can down on the tray, Ying Yue regarded me. “So. You must feel a little like you’ve been stolen away in the night. I apologize for that. You’ve been through so much, I wish I hadn’t had to be party to yet another injustice. Of course, you can call David or Philo in a little while, and anyone else you wish. We just need to discuss a few things first.”

Ying Yue seemed much easier to deal with than Thor, who’d spent eight hours in a car with me and hadn’t helped me understand a thing. He sat near the window off to my left in one of two club chairs, scrolling through his phone. He didn’t seem to be listening to us, but, ya know. Vampire.

I had a little thrill at that thought—a sudden fear that I was in the Council Headquarters, surrounded by vampires. I’d become so accustomed to the Aristos clan, to my family, that I barely thought of them as vampires anymore. I barely thought of myself that way. But these people . . . I didn’t know them. I didn’t know what David or Philo thought of them. I didn’t know if I could trust them or what they might do to me. All that not knowing was far scarier than being locked up at the police station, even if it did seem like I’d dodged a bullet there.

“We had to move quickly, you see, because the current human justice system is yet untried for creatures such as us. I was concerned that if we left your fate up to the humans, you would be made an example of. That would not be good for you, nor our precarious acceptance among them. I fear, however, that we acted without much knowledge of the specifics of your case. It wouldn’t have been so if Thorstein had not already been in your area, but since he was, and we had the opportunity to claim you, we decided to act first and ask questions later, as it were.”

Thor had been in the area? David had said he didn’t know of any strange vampires in the Valley except for Hashiki. But if Thor had been there . . . I glanced at him and caught him already looking at me. He didn’t try to hide it, either, just held my gaze as if challenging me to ask the question.

Was he the one who’d killed all those people? He’d already admitted he liked eating people. But why would he rescue me, then? Why not just let me take the blame?

Thor’s lips lifted into a slight, mocking sort of smile before he turned his attention back to his phone.



[image: ]



Generally, different magical species do not get along well together. Should you meet one, despite how charming they may initially seem, it’s best to keep your distance. Vampires are not the only predators in this world.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I ate a sweet cake. Not because I wanted one but because I suddenly needed something to do other than glare at Thor. The idea that I had possibly sat in the same car as the murderer for hours and hours, that I was here with him—far from my family and any kind of help—pretty much freaked me out. So I ate.

Ying Yue dabbed delicately at the corner of her mouth. “I’m sure you’ll understand, then, that it’s necessary for us to know exactly what happened and why the police suspect you of murder.”

“Of course.” Because, really. I wouldn’t want to harbor a criminal either. Then again—she had Thor here, didn’t she? And he was on the Council. What did that say about them?

“Tell me everything that’s happened the past few days, and we can see if there’s any way to manage this before it gets out of hand.”

I had to give it to her, this lady was smart and no-nonsense and she said she was going to make things right. But as far as I was concerned things were already out of hand. People thought I’d committed murder. Murder. And even though I was now in the Council’s custody instead of with the police, I didn’t think that got me off the hook. The humans still believed me to be responsible. So I started the story with our meeting at home when David first told us about the murders, and tried not to leave anything out.

“You don’t think it could be the faeries, do you? Because I kinda agree with Fearghus—they’re really into romance. I don’t think they’d make people kill each other. At least not the three I met. They’re annoying, but they’re not killers.

“Personally,” I continued, without waiting for Ying Yue to respond, “I think Hashiki has something to do with it. Especially since my locker was covered in blood and I know she wants me out of the picture so she can get to Philo.”

I watched Ying Yue, waiting for her to assure me that I was imagining things out of jealousy, or, better yet, to snap her fingers and agree that it must be Hashiki and I’d magically be cleared of any wrong-doing.

Instead, she took another sip of her Milki, her eyes hooded and unreadable. She set her can down on a coaster before she raised her eyes to mine. “Hashiki?”

I rolled my eyes. “She’s a piece of work, let me tell you. She showed up at school this week and deliberately took my seat in class—twice. She moved in on Philo the first chance she got and, get this, threatened me to stay away from him. Her name is Hashiki Yeboa. Do you know her? From Kenya, she said.”

“How did she threaten you?” Ying Yue’s voice was even, neutral, but it was the non-tone that alerted me that something was up. I’d bet my sweet cakes that she did know Hashiki, I just couldn’t tell what she thought of her. I wasn’t sure if I should say everything I thought, because what if they were friends? But what if Hashiki was the killer? No, I wouldn’t just roll over and let her railroad me.

I straightened my back and looked Ying Yue square in the eyes. “She spoke in my mind and hurt me. Somehow manipulated the nerves in my spine so she could pluck them like harp strings and cause me extreme pain. She told me she and Philo had a past and that I was nothing to him. That I was too young for him and that I should stay away.”

“Do you have pain now?”

“No. But a few times when Philo was about to kiss me, or I was even thinking about trying to make things work with him, I felt the pain again. Like she knew my thoughts and what I was doing.” Heat rushed to my cheeks, burning my embarrassment into my skin.

“And did you break it off with Philo?” Ying Yue’s voice was a little softer now and warmed with a tinge of sympathy. It made me feel a bit better about spilling my guts.

I sighed. “I guess. I’m not sure we were ever together, really. We were supposed to go to a dance this Saturday. I bought this gorgeous dress and everything. But whatever it was we did have, I ended. And Philo’s going to the dance with Hashiki now, so . . . that’s that, I guess.”

“I see.” Ying Yue looked over her shoulder at Thor, who watched us without even trying to pretend he hadn’t been eavesdropping. She gave a slight nod, and Thor rose, striding from the room.

“Do you know her?” I asked again. “Do you think she could have committed the murders?”

Ying Yue regarded me for a long moment. She stood. “You must be tired. Let me show you to your room and we can talk again in the morning.” I sat for a little longer, unwilling to give up on the conversation just like that, but it was true that I was exhausted. In fact, I hadn’t ever been this tired and could probably sleep for a week. I rose on unsteady legs and followed Ying Yue out of the parlor and up the grand staircase.

She took me down a hallway filled with so much stunning art, from statuary to tapestries, that it felt like a museum. She stopped at a door just past a foot-long replica of a Viking ship breaking apart upon vicious waves. Inside, the Viking theme continued. The walls were a stormy blue with billowy pale blue curtains hanging from double glass doors that I suspected opened onto a terrace.

The bed wasn’t overly large, but was shaped like a Viking ship, complete with a mermaid figurehead that elegantly extended from the foot of the bed. Bedding of the softest blues and whites beckoned to me as if it were a siren of the deep. Without thinking, I crawled on top and buried my head in the nearest pillow. Hashiki’s whammy had made me extra tired but I felt dead. Like I had to sleep now or else, which was totally weird because I still had so many questions. But my brain felt thick and sticky and a little thrill of alarm went off—but I drifted off to sleep, anyway. Still fully dressed, I slept on top of the covers and dreamed of rocking and wind, water and sun, and an ocean that stretched on and on with no land in sight.

When I woke, sunshine poured into the room and my whole body was caught in it. I had no idea how that bright a light hadn’t woken me up sooner, but from the warmth of my skin I’d been lying in it for a while. And oh, it felt glorious. Sunlight was next to blood for vampires—the closest thing to feeling alive. But we dehydrated quickly in that warmth and too much sun could be dangerous. I rolled over and sat up to get a better look at my room.

Someone had come in while I slept because the terrace doors were open, letting a mild breeze flow into the room. A plate of crackers and cheese and little slices of meat sat on the bedside table as well as a small thermos with a tartan design. I opened it, smelled the warm fresh blood and thought of not drinking it, before I drained half of the thing in one go. It’s not like I could starve myself on principle. I mean, the donors were willing, they said. There had to be an understanding about that with the whole Treaty business.

I ate a peppered cracker with a slice of sharp cheddar cheese, then drank more of the blood that reminded me of oatmeal, toast and jam. Was there such a thing as breakfast blood?

I ate everything without really thinking—one minute I’d just started, the next I was finished. My mind still felt muddy and my limbs heavy from sleep, but I forced myself off the bed and toward the terrace. It was like something from a fairytale with the billowing curtains and wide-open doors leading out to a stone and iron railing. The view outside was even more stunning; the castle sat inside a clearing, surrounded by dense woods interrupted by the occasional cottage. Just beyond the trees lay the sparkling blue of a lake.

My room faced the driveway, and while I stood there, breathing in the clean, piney air, Ying Yue strode out of the house toward a waiting limo. She wore a black pant suit with a black and gold sash reminiscent of the painting in the parlor. Thor followed after her. I tried to catch their words, but the wind had kicked up, stirring the trees all around me, the sound mixing with bell chimes from somewhere on the property. They sure looked to be involved in some deep conversation—and Thor didn’t seem at all pleased with its outcome.

“Oh, mo stór.” I whirled around to find Clíodhna hovering in the air just inside the room. Today she wore a jumpsuit the color of new grass with her luscious brown hair pulled up in a very high ponytail. I sighed and took some pleasure as my breath blew over her, ruffling her hair.

“Where have you been? My family thinks you might have killed people.”

I looked back to the driveway in time to see Ying Yue turn away from Thor. She glanced upward—and caught me watching them. I thought of ducking back into my room, but figured she’d already seen me, so I gave a lame little wave and wished I could be as elegant and polished as she. She hesitated, gave a small nod, then got in the car and shut the door.

When I turned around, Clíodhna had been joined by Pinky, and both wrung their hands together.

“The story has gone wrong. So very, very wrong!” Pinky covered her face with her hands while Clíodhna patted her back.

“I don’t think anyone really believes it.” I made my way into the en suite bathroom, finding a basket of new toiletries and my bag. “Wait. Is Philo okay?”

Pinky peeked between her fingers. “Thought ya said you weren’t in love with ’im? We knew ya were lyin’. We can always tell, ya know.” She flew into my hair while she spoke. I swatted at her, and she flew up to alight on the edge of the sink. Like Clíodhna, she also wore a jumpsuit, though in her usual color. So the matchy-matchy was a thing for them.

“I wasn’t lying, Pinky,” I said. “But what about Philo?”

Clíodhna looked to Pinky. “She doesn’ know—”

Pinky put her hands on her hips and frowned at me. “It’s Binne.”

I waited. Looked between the two little faeries. “What bean?”

Pinky looked at Clíodhna, but the green faery just shrugged. “That’s my name, ya daft thing. Binne. My name is Binne.”

I put up my hands in surrender. “Got it! It’s, um, nice to meet you.” Except I couldn’t help but giggle a little. Her name really did sound like bean. These little ladies sure had odd names. Then again, my parents named me Minnie, so there’s that.

“She’s never been in love before, so be kind,” Clíodhna said.

Binne placed a hand over her heart. “Oh! That’s just so precious. This is so perfect for our story, sister.” She flew over and wrapped her arms around Clíodhna, her big blue eyes blinking at me. She sighed. “This will be the best romance ever!”

I frowned at the little faeries. “Hello, Earth to faeries. Philo’s with Hashiki, not me. And I’m in . . .” I waved my hand in the air. “I’m kind of in prison.”

The faeries gasped.

“This shouldn’t be such a surprise. Especially not to you. Hashiki and Philo were a thing a long time ago. They have history.” I stepped around them and into the bathroom. “Speaking of which, I’d better get ready for my day. I think I’ve already stayed up here way too long.”

Binne flew forward, hovered in front of my face, and placed a tiny hand on my cheek. It felt like a fly, but I resisted the urge to flick her away. Despite what Fearghus had said about them, I swear I saw tenderness in her eyes, not malice. “Oh, dearie. Philo doesn’t have feelings for that-that creature.”

“At least not the kind ya think he does.” Clíodhna joined her sister in front of my face. “Keavy—that would be the blue one, dear—is with him right now, so don’ worry about a thing.”

I set down my brush, one pigtail still sticking out of the side of my head. “Wait. Are you sure?”

“The blue one!” Binne laughed. She whirled around and gave Clíodhna a once over. “Well, I suppose she is!”

Clíodhna nodded absently at her sister, before hovering in front of me so we were eye-to-eye. “Aye, mo stór. He’s been tryin’ ta tell ya but . . . well the both o’ you have a lot to learn about communication.” She gave me a very pointed look.

“Communication is the heart of every successful relationship,” Binne said, wrapping her arm around her sister’s waist.

I looked down at my brush. Rubbed my thumb over the bristles. Could the faeries be right? And so what if they were? Who knew how long I’d be stuck here. I might not ever see Philo again.

“Why are you guys even here?” I asked. I felt so helpless, so worn out by everything I didn’t know, the fear, the loneliness. I was actually grateful for the company of the faeries, but Fearghus’s warnings about them still niggled at the back of my mind. Plus, even if their intentions were good and they were right about Philo, none of it mattered now. I had no idea when I’d ever be allowed to leave this place. I’d hoped to talk to Ying Yue about it this morning, but I had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen, now. “And you never told me if he was okay. Philo, I mean.”

Clíodhna and Binne took each other’s hands, their tiny wings fluttering so fast I couldn’t track them and sending showers of sparkles into the air. They were so very beautiful, but the expressions on their faces were serious and a little sad.

“We’re match-makers!” Their light grew brighter and I had to squint in order to keep watching them.

“He is all right, mo stór.” Clíodhna alighted on the faucet, her big brown eyes looking up at me. “He is very smart.”

“And very careful,” Binne said.

While brushing my teeth, the blue faery appeared in a shower of sparkly light. She was talking even as she materialized. “Oh dear, oh dear. This is a real sticky one. You won’t believe—”

She stopped talking when she noticed me. “Hallo.”

“Hello.” I pulled out my pigtails and began to brush them out.

“This is Keavy,” Clíodhna said to me, then looked to her sister. “Tell us what you know.”

Keavy looked from me, to Clíodhna, to Binne, and back to me. “Very well.” But she sure didn’t look pleased about it. She opened her mouth, but someone knocked loudly at the bedroom door.

“Miss Kim?” a female voice said. “Mr. Stringer asks that you join him in the parlor. Do you require assistance or sustenance?”

“Uh, no thank you—I’m good. And I’ll be right there!”

I hurriedly pulled out the black running suit and plain white T-shirt Manuela had packed for me. It didn’t match the class of this place but it was sure better than the penguin leggings. “Go on.”

Keavy huffed. “As I was about to say—we were right, sisters. Philo cares nothin’ for that vile creature. I can feel it in my bones. But she’s tellin’ him lies about our Minnie and workin’ hard ta make him speak promises ta her.”

“Why doesn’t he just tell her to get lost?” How could he be fooled by her? Couldn’t he read her mind and see right through her?

“Because he’s tryin’ ta learn the truth!” Binne said.

I twisted my hair into a low bun, then pulled my shoes back on. Standing, I looked at the faeries. “I’ve gotta go. But do you know who the murderer is?” And does Philo miss me? But that wasn’t important right now—even though I really, really wanted to know.

“Minnie?” Thor’s voice traveled easily to me through the door.

Clíodhna and her sisters flitted around my shoulders. “We have to tell you—”

“Oh, there’s no time for that now,” said Binne.

“But she has to know!” Keavy complained.

“Tell me what?”

“You have to listen to us,” said Clíodhna. “There are things you don’t know about Philo.”

Duh, I thought. That was the whole point of us not being together. I knew basically nothing about him.

“Things aren’t as they seem,” said Binne.

“What things?”

Clíodhna fluttered to my ear. I had to resist the urge to squish her with my shoulder because her wings tickled. “He does care for you.” I shook my head. Perhaps a little too vigorously because Clíodhna fluttered above my head.

“This thing with Hashiki,” said Binne in my other ear.

“It’s not what you think.” Keavy put her hands on her hips and gave me a look.

My door flew open and as one the faeries and I whirled to see Thor standing in the doorway, his face a thundercloud.

“I thought I heard voices in here.” He pointed at the faeries. “You are not welcome here.”

Clíodhna whisper-yelled, “Philo thinks the murderer is—”

Thor snapped his fingers. The faeries screeched. I looked around, but they were gone.

I glared at him. “What did you do to them? Where’d they go?”

Thor met my gaze straight on. “To Tír na nÓg. I sent them back where they belong.”

I frowned at him but he seemed oblivious to what he’d just done. Did he not want me to know what the faeries were about to tell me?

“Hey.” Thor’s expression warmed. “You just missed Ying Yue. She’ll be back this evening, though. Did you sleep well?” He seemed so charming. Not at all like the hateful Hashiki. Maybe it was just coincidence that he’d been in the valley when the murders occurred and it really had been Hashiki.

“I slept like the dead,” I deadpanned.

He barked out a laugh that sounded genuine enough, then waved for me to follow him. “Come on. Let me give you the grand tour.”

“This place is like a castle,” I said as we passed through a butler’s pantry and into a surprisingly empty kitchen.

“That’s because it is a castle. And not just a replica, either.” He grinned crookedly at me. “This is Ying Yue’s castle. When she was assigned the position to head the Council here in North America, she had the castle dismantled in Belarus and rebuilt, here.”

“You’re kidding. I’ve heard of people doing that, but still. This position isn’t gonna last forever, right? What will she do then? Dismantle and move it again?” Outside, statues of men and women in flowing robes stood as sentinels around the perimeter, while Thor led me out across the green, green grass.

He chuckled. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she did. However, I believe the mistress intends to lead the Council here for a very long time. She certainly wasted no time in establishing her dominance when she arrived.”

“Isn’t the point of a Council that everyone has an equal voice?”

“Perhaps in the human world, but not among vampires. There must always be a master or mistress. Vampires, though this may pain you to hear it, are predators, Minnie Kim. Without a strong leader, there is no one to compel us to behave.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but I’m not like that. I don’t have any desire to misbehave. And none of the other vampires in my family are like that, either.” I followed Thor onto a well-worn path through the woods and breathed in deep. Man, I loved the smell of the woods.

Thor looked over his shoulder, his expression serious now. “Are you sure about that? How long have you really known them?”

I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He stopped and turned toward me. Touched my arm. “Nothing. Only that we vampires have a very long lifespan and it’s only been recently that our actions have been subject to public scrutiny. Even humans succumb to their baser natures when no one is looking.”

“Some people, maybe. But not all.”

He nodded his head in acknowledgement of my point, then resumed walking. I got the distinct impression he did not agree.
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Bloodlust: The overwhelming need for human blood directly from the source. Particularly common among young vampires.

 

As you are remade, your new body craves its prime source of nourishment: human blood. You are now a predator. It’s only been in the recent century that vampires have begun to eschew their true nature.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Thor led me through the woods, down a little-used dirt path. Maybe with Ying Yue gone he planned to kill me. Yanno, take a stroll through the woods and wham: stake through the heart. Needless to say, I kept my distance.

“Tell me about your gift,” Thor said after minutes of walking in silence.

“Oh.” I shook my head, trying to dislodge the fight or flight thoughts to make room for his question. Water shimmered ahead. Could vampires drown? “Um. There’s not much to tell. Sometimes, when I touch someone, whether on purpose or not, I can see a replay of a moment in their life. Usually it has something to do with what I was thinking about or what we were talking about. Like, it clarifies something for me about the person or event. But not always. A couple times—especially lately—it’s been totally random and I’m not sure what I should learn or know from it.”

“Do you always have to learn or discover something from the vision?”

I thought about that for a second, then shook my head. “I don’t know.” Thor nodded, then glanced at me.

“That it?”

I nodded, my gaze fixed on the fog lying over the center of the small hourglass-shaped lake beyond the tree line. “Wait.” I snapped my chin up as I remembered the other day on the patio. I whirled to face Thor, forgetting for the moment that he might be the murderer. “Something weird happened the other day. I forgot all about it because . . .” Philo had come out and I’d hurt him. Again. And then, of course, Thor had come to take me away.

“Tell me,” Thor prompted and I realized I’d drifted off, caught up on the thought of everything that happened. Was it just yesterday that I’d been arrested? It seemed like forever ago. That meant today was—Thursday, right? And tomorrow was Valentine’s Day with the dance on Saturday. I felt myself deflate. “Minnie?”

I drew in a deep breath and commanded myself to focus. “You’re gonna think—” No. I knew what had happened. I’d done it with two different animals and I know I did it on purpose. I was not crazy. “So the other day I was outside, just enjoying nature, when I . . . became . . . a rabbit. Like, I could see the brush and the bit of grass revealed under it. And then I was a deer.”

“You became these creatures? Your body physically transformed?” Thor asked.

“Oh no. Sorry. Not like that. It was like part of my mind was inside their mind.”

“Only part of it?”

“Yeah. I was totally aware of what I was doing. Aware of myself sitting on the patio, looking out to the lawn or whatever. But at the same time, I was hitchhiking inside the animals’ minds.” I half-turned toward Thor, daring him not to believe me, but he was grinning—and not in a you’re crazy kind of way, but more in a this is so exciting kind of way. “What?”

Thor rocked on his heels and chuckled. “Nothing. It’s perfect. Exactly what I hoped.”

I frowned and folded my arms over my chest.

Thor placed a hand on my arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry. Really, I’m thrilled. You have no idea how . . . awesome, as you would say, this is. Come on.” He veered down another path rather than going on to the lake. This path was less traveled, but with Thor holding back twigs and brush that blocked the way, it wasn’t too bad.

“You’ve probably figured this out already, but you are a mind-walker. And perhaps something more. Most mind-walkers have limited abilities. Either you can view memories—a memoriae ambulare—or you can walk inside another being’s mind—a vita ambulare. You can be like your beau Philomon and be a legit animo, or a mens moderator; a mind controller.”

“He’s not my beau,” I said.

“Excuse me?” Thor looked over his shoulder at me. “That’s your takeaway from what I just said?”

“Memoriae ambulare, vita ambulare, legit animo, or mens moderator. Got it. And Philo’s not my boyfriend.”

Thor stopped and turned toward me. “Are you saying you’re available?” His lips curved up on the left in that adorable smile that made my stomach flip-flop. And that sparkle in his eye—or was that a glint? These things mattered when trying to decide if someone was just flirting with you or if they were planning your very bloody and painful death.

“No.” I huffed. “Sheesh.” Thor winked before turning and continuing down the path.

“Anyway,” he continued. “Vampires may manifest multiple gifts, as you know. Not all are revealed quickly, some take years, even centuries to manifest. Not so with gifts that are part of the same talent. Those, you either have or you don’t. And you, my young friend, have it.”

A little thrill burned through me. Everyone wants to be special and I was no exception. I’d always thought I’d be special through hard work and dedication to science, but this was kind of like finding out you’re secretly a princess. Gotta admit, even Yale couldn’t beat that in my girly little heart.

I heard myself say, “You really think so?” as if I had stars in my eyes and Thor was some Hollywood hunk.

He chuckled and nodded. “Shall we practice?” He indicated two stone benches tucked into the woods, facing each other over the narrow path. Branches and undergrowth clustered so thick around them it was almost as if they’d been grown there. Or at least been there a very long time. I brushed off the seat of the bench on my right and sat down, wishing I had something with a bit more padding than my track pants.

Thor took the bench facing me. “You’ll warm up once you start working.” And I was a vampire, after all. I didn’t feel the chill in the air the same way humans did. It was more the idea of sitting on a cold, ancient bench covered in forest crap that bugged me. But I nodded at Thor anyway.

“I want you to tell me what kinds of life you sense around us.” Thor leaned back against the bench and spread one arm along its top. He wore a pair of faded jeans that looked as if they’d been made to fit him, they hugged his body so well, and a pale blue Henley style shirt that brought out the ice in his blue eyes. He was beautiful. No doubt about it.

Still, I managed to tear my eyes away and look around us. I couldn’t see anything but the trees. I didn’t even see any birds above me in the bare branches.

You have more senses at your disposal than just your eyes and ears, Thor said into my mind. I jumped and threw him a dirty look, but I took his point.

Closing my eyes, I willed myself to relax. But the feeling of Thor looking at me, the cold of the bench, and the general weirdness of everything whirled around my brain. I had so many questions and not a little fear. I struggled to keep my eyes closed.

“Just relax,” Thor said, and my eyes popped open. “Have you ever meditated? Do you know how?”

“A little.” Miss Lane taught us some deep breathing exercises in drama, but that was about it. “Just to focus before a big test or something like that.”

Thor smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He seemed . . . anxious. Hungry. But he wouldn’t want to eat me, so what the heck? “Just do what you do then. That should help.”

I felt a bit reluctant to close my eyes, but I breathed in deep and slow, shrugged my shoulders to relax them, and tried again. I truly hoped Thor stayed out of my head because this could get embarrassing.

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.

Immediately I became aware of Thor. His presence loomed large and predatory in my senses, as if he were a bear or a lion stalking the woods. Without meaning to, I slipped into his mind and saw, with a start, myself, sitting on the bench across from him. I looked so small to his eyes. Like a child. I felt a little indignation at that, but really. I sat on the bench with my knees drawn up, and an aura of newness and innocence radiating off of me like a palpable thing.

Something else, isn’t it? To see yourself through someone else’s eyes?

The sound of Thor’s voice—from inside his own head—startled me and I jerked away, drawing my consciousness back into myself. “I-I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone into your mind. It was just there, and so easy to slip into and I didn’t even really think about it and I was there and—”

“Minnie.”

I looked at him like a puppy looks at his master and I wanted to smack myself. Where was my self-confidence?

“Had I wanted to keep you out of my mind, I would have. It was natural for you to follow the path that led you to my open door. Did you discover any deep, dark secrets about me?”

I shook my head. “I only saw myself. I—” I thought for a moment, “I didn’t even learn what you think of me. I only had my own thoughts, except I was inside your head.”

Thor nodded again. “That’s because those doors—the doors to my thoughts—were closed. You can go anywhere you find open doors. And someday, when you’re experienced, you may sometimes open closed doors, as well. But not yet. For now, I just want you to discern the living things around us—myself excluded.”

I sighed. But I was nothing if not a very good student. So I closed my eyes and tried again. There was Thor, his presence large and intimidating, but his mind was closed now, and I skimmed on by. Where were the creatures? There had to be some living in woods like this. Shouldn’t there at least be birds? Squirrels?

And there they were—a small nest of chipmunks living inside a tree behind me in a hole far up the trunk. They were cowering, trembling.

Hide. Hide.

Hide.

Quiet.

Hide.

I drew myself away from the scared little things. They must have been afraid of Thor. And, um, me. I didn’t like thinking about that last one. I reached out farther, beyond the influence of Thor’s and my predatory presence.

Back toward the lake I discovered a den of some kind. Time and dirt had formed a tiny cave-like formation that had grown from the roots of a dead tree. Inside, a vixen lay with two kits.

The mother’s mind was empty of anything but contentment and a kind of restless resting. She was resting, her heartbeat slow and even, her body relaxed and her mind quiet, but there was also a part of her that was alert and would send her into motion the second she sensed danger. She didn’t sense me.

“There’re foxes near the lake,” I said without opening my eyes. “The chipmunks above us are terrified.”

“Are the foxes scared?” asked Thor.

“No. They didn’t seem to sense me at all.” Which meant that while the creatures might fear our physical presence, they weren’t aware or weren’t afraid of my . . . what was it called? Mind? Spirit?

But I’d just discovered something larger—a wolf. No, not a wolf, but a dog . . . just a really wild dog. A stray, maybe. Food, he thought as he sniffed the air. He smelled us, smelled the undead of us, and turned his face in the other direction. A small gray-brown form darted through the leaves to his right and he was off.

His nose to the ground, he raced after the creature, shoving aside any other scent that was not that thing. That prey. Close now, so close. He could hear it, scurrying under the leaves piled under the growth at the base of the tree. He knew its scent now, and he salivated as he imagined catching it, devouring it.

Rabbit. Fast, clever. His. Heedless of the damage to his coat and skin, he dove face-first into the brush. His teeth clamped around the trembling creature and he pulled back.

He was chewing, crunching bones and bits of twigs and leaves, his teeth piercing the flesh until the sweet-bitter taste of blood and then the chewy, juiciness of its fleshed bathed his tongue and throat.

I felt my fangs extend and my fingers curl around the stone bench. With a gasp I flung myself back into my own body. “What the—?” I fought to catch my breath and to wipe away any trace of the hunger that fought for domination in my body.

I didn’t look at Thor, too ashamed at my lack of control, but I could feel him watching me. Studying me. I took a deep, steadying breath and felt my control return.

Quietly, Thor said, “I know your humanity is important to you, Minnie. It should be to all of us. But you are . . . different now. Not less. Maybe more, but not less. There are options for you, should you feel the hunger.”

I thought about his words, about the way it had felt when I was inside that dog’s mind. The horror of it. The thrill of it.

When I finally had the courage to look up, I found Thor watching me with a tenderness I didn’t expect. Unbidden, tears sprang to my eyes.

“Dangit,” I murmured as I swiped at my eyes with the cuff of my jacket.

Thor leaned forward and offered me a handkerchief—you had to love these old-fashioned guys—but I waved it away. “It’s okay. I’m okay.” I took a cleansing breath, willing it to be so. I will not cry.

“Is this what you do, when the bloodlust hits you? Or are you too old to feel it?” I asked.

“Oh no.” Thor shook his head. “A vampire is never too old to feel the bloodlust. But it is possible to gain more control—except when you don’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll find some vampires are not so interested in retaining, or regaining, their humanity. The older they get, the more certain they are of their right to rule over humans. To enslave them and to hunt them.”

My hand went to my throat.

“That’s why I wanted to work with you.” He carefully folded the rejected handkerchief into a tight little square and tucked into the front pocket of his jeans. “As I said before, you have retained more of your humanity than most of us are able to. Especially when we are young.” He leaned forward in his customary Thor pose, his hands clasped and hanging loosely between his knees.

“We need you, Minnie Kim. We need you to help us survive in this new world.”
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Be careful of mind-work. You may inadvertently create a bond that is very difficult to break.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

My brain hurt. I thought I had one of the most fit brains around, but after training with Thor I had a whole new understanding of “mental acuity.”

By the time he stood and suggested we head back to the house—uh, castle, hello!— I was ravenous. But I’d learned how to easily slip from one creature’s mind to another, gaining complete control of the creature’s actions and thought processes, all while remaining cognizant of my own surroundings.

I reached up as tall as I could, feeling the kinks in my back stretch and groan, before bending down to pet the dog at my feet. He stared up at me with complete and utter adoration, his tongue lolling out to one side. “You can go on now, boy. I wish I could help you, but I don’t think I can keep you. Be good!” I wasn’t super keen on dogs, but after having spent the better part of the last couple hours with part of my consciousness inside his, I understood him, and had to respect his sense of self-preservation.

I sent him running far off into the woods, where I intended to release my hold of him. I worried if I let him go right there he’d bite me because even though he thought we were friends now, without me controlling him, I wasn’t sure he’d remember that.

Once that was done, Thor led me through the woods back toward the estate—there, that was a better word for it.

“You know,” Thor said after a few minutes. “He’ll probably come back.”

“Who?” Philo? I mentally slapped my forehead. The day’s exercises had been a perfect distraction from thinking of him, but the sadness and loss lurked just beyond the edges of my thoughts.

“The dog,” Thor said.

“What?” I was thinking about Philo and had already forgotten about the poor dog.

“Now that it’s felt you in its mind, it’ll know you. It’ll want you. I’m just saying—be prepared for it to come back to you.”

I frowned. “But it’s wild. I was only making him do what I wanted him to do.”

“Were you, though?”

“Uh, yeah. You were there. You taught me how to do it.”

“But did you make him do anything that he didn’t want to do?” Thor glanced at me and my frown deepened. He chuckled. “You’re pretty cute when you frown like that.”

Gah! “Well, he didn’t trust us. There’s no way he would have come near us without me controlling him.”

“Yes, but had he not been afraid, would he have liked to visit with us?”

Crap. I had sensed a kind of relief when I helped the dog realize he didn’t need to be afraid. He had seemed happy to be there. I’d just thought it was because I’d made him feel that way.

“What am I supposed to do if he follows us?” I hated it when I whined. I blamed it on being tired.

“I suppose you’ll have a forever friend.”

“But I don’t like dogs!”

Thor stepped through the tree line and out onto green grass with me a step behind. He reached back and slung an arm around my neck. “Then I guess you’ll learn.”

“Ugh. You coulda warned me.”

He shrugged. “Better to learn on a dog than a human. Some of them would follow you forever too if you’re not careful about the connection you make.” He gave my ponytail a gentle tug before dropping his hand. “So be sure to carefully note the person’s personal desires before you start messing with them. You don’t want to create a monster.”

A low, sardonic chuckle broke through my frown. “Right. Because we wouldn’t want that.”

Thor stopped, taking hold of my sleeve so I stopped too. “You’re not a monster, Minnie. Some of us are, it’s true, but you are not.”

He held my gaze for a moment before dropping my arm and continuing our walk. “My parents think I am.”

“Give them time.” His voice was remarkably tender. “They won’t deny you forever.”

At the door, liveried servants waited for us and a man I could only assume was the butler, bowed low and welcomed us back by name. Inside, a line of five men and women stood, all wearing black, all with mild smiles on their faces.

“If you don’t find anything that appeals, my lord and lady, please let me know,” the butler said. My lord and lady? I looked behind me, but it was only Thor and me.

Thor leaned down and whispered, “That’s us. Just go with it. James is one of Ying Yue’s and follows the old ways.” Louder, he added, “Thank you, James, I’m sure this will suffice.”

He stepped up to the last person on the left—the same young man I’d seen last night when Ying Yue had offered me a “snack.” His expression never changed as Thor leaned down, his mouth an inch from his neck, and breathed in deeply through his nose. When Thor stepped back and repeated the performance with the next man, I unclenched my fists—I wasn’t sure what I intended to do, but there was no way I was going to just stand there while Thor, um . . . I didn’t even want to think about it.

Thor had moved on to the woman in the middle, a tall, statuesque, middle-aged beauty, when James indicated that I should begin the ritual myself. “My lady?”

“Oh, no. I don’t think so.” I took a step back. I glanced at the guy on the end—and I swear his benign smile flickered, like my rejection hurt him in some way. “I, uh. I’ll just take a warm mug, please.”

James bowed his head. “Of course. If you wouldn’t mind making your selection?” Once again, he gestured toward the five people.

Omo. I couldn’t do this. “Just send something up to my room, please. Anything’s fine!” I dashed for the stairs. “Thanks for the training, Thor!” Thor’s chuckle chased me all the way.

Half an hour later someone knocked on my door, then pushed it open without waiting for an invitation. Thor stepped inside with a large mug in his hand and a wolfish grin on his face.

“Sorry about that, little one.” He didn’t look sorry. Not one bit. He hadn’t changed and I wondered how he’d, um, eaten, without getting any blood on him. I squeezed my eyes shut. I did not want to think about it.

“Sure you are,” I said, but I took the mug he offered me. I scooted back against the headboard while Thor sat on the edge of the bed. “How long am I gonna have to stay here?”

“Anxious to leave already?” There was something unfamiliar in his eyes—just a flash and it was gone. Was he angry?

I shrugged. “I have a life, ya know? School. Friends.” Philo. No, I strictly admonished myself. I did not have Philo. You let him go, llama girl. Like an idiot. It was easy to chastise myself when I was far away from Hashiki and I felt reasonably sure she couldn’t hurt me. But what if she hurt him?

Thor surprised me by kicking off his shoes and swinging his legs up onto my ship bed, leaning against the footboard. “I suppose you can go back just as soon as the police have caught their killer.”

“You don’t think it was me?”

“Was it?”

“No.”

He smiled. “I didn’t think so.”

“When I mentioned Hashiki Yeboa, you and Ying Yue had a little powwow or something. Do you know her?” I leaned forward, for the moment forgetting the warm and delicious blood in my mug.

Thor’s expression assumed a kind of blank mask that in itself said something. There was a mystery here, a truth, that he didn’t want me to know. “We know her.”

I waited. Watched him. Often this was a great tactic when discussing heated topics. Even before I became a vampire, I could out-wait just about anyone and they always gave in. But Thor just watched me back. I tried nudging at his mind, but it was locked tight. Thor’s lips twitched into a crooked smile.

I sighed. “Is that it?”

“For now.”

“Fine.” I took a long drink from my mug, finding it tasteless as I considered what it all could mean. “What kind of powers does she have?” I asked.

“Who?”

I gave him a come on, look. “Hashiki. Jeez.”

“I don’t know.” His voice was even as he spoke, but I didn’t believe him. There was just . . . something . . . going on here. I could feel it.

“You mean the Council doesn’t keep track of its vampires and their powers? What if the authorities accuse a vampire of doing something you know they couldn’t have done—shouldn’t you be able to provide that information?”

This time Thor bowed his head in acquiescence. “True enough. We’ve only recently begun building such a database, but it’s a long process. And Hashiki belongs to the General Council.”

“Which you belonged to before you came to North America!”

But Thor merely bowed his head in acknowledgement. What was it gonna take to get him to tell me something that really mattered? I set my mug on the bedside table and decided on a different tack. “Did you know she caused pain to flare even when she wasn’t around? When I even thought about kissing Philo?” I tried to ignore the warmth that heated my cheeks.

Thor lifted an eyebrow. “Kissing . . . Philo?”

I folded my arms across my chest and glowered at him. “What?”

He chuckled. “Nothing. It’s just . . .” His eyes darkened as I watched and a little thrill zinged through my veins. “I thought you’d be attracted to more interesting men. Philomon is so . . . boring.”

“Hey!” I threw a pillow at him. He deflected it without ever taking his steamy gaze from mine. My face was practically on fire now. “And who am I supposed to be with, eh? You?” I said it with a sneer, as if being with Thor was the grossest, craziest thing ever to be imagined.

Thor leaped forward and pressed me back onto the bed, a hand clasping one of mine on either side of my head. It’d happened so fast. One minute I’d been glaring at him and the next he was glaring at me from mere inches above my face.

I could see bits of green in his ice-blue eyes, and a tiny scar beneath his left eyebrow. “Would I be such a terrible choice?” His voice was husky and my traitorous body trembled and whispered, Would it?

“Yes!” I gasped. “I’m sixteen!” And you’re, like a thousand years old.

“You’re eternal. Age doesn’t matter anymore.” It didn’t? “Besides, Philo is much, much older than me.”

He released my right hand and began to stroke my face and hair. “You are so beautiful, Minnie. So full of life.” He slowly lowered his face, his eyes still glued to mine. And then he kissed me.

I stared at him, too shocked at first to respond properly, but then I closed my eyes and let him kiss me. And maybe I kissed him back.

“What is going on in here?” came a woman’s voice, full of anger.

I tried to push Thor off me, but he wouldn’t budge. He didn’t look at the woman, but I did. Ying Yue had returned, and the expression on her face filled me with shame.

“Get off of her, you brute,” she said. “She’s a child. What is wrong with you?”

Thor trailed kisses along my jaw until his lips hovered a hair’s breadth from my ear. “Don’t trust her,” he said on a breath so quiet I was certain Ying Yue would not have heard. Then he stood and offered a hand to help me sit up. He gave me a smile that promised more should I wish it—and did I? —then nodded at Ying Yue before leaving the room.

“I’m so sorry. I would not have left you with him if I thought he could not control himself.” Ying Yue stood in the doorway, her breathing and expression a contradiction to her words. I got the distinct impression that things had changed since yesterday. Gone was the welcome wagon. This was the head of a council of vampires. And I got the feeling she’d decided not to like me very much. “I should have known—the Vikings were a coarse and base-minded people.”

I folded in on myself and nodded. “It’s fine. He didn’t hurt me.”

She returned the nod and left the room.
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Prior to the Treaty of London, the Vampire Council presided from its place of origin in Istanbul, formerly Constantinople. In recent years an oversight committee has been created to serve North, South and Central America (the American Council).

 

A Council consists of twenty-four vampires, five of whom must be less than one hundred years old and twelve of whom must be greater than five hundred years.

 

Council meetings must consist of a quorum: two-thirds or greater of the current Council members. Judgements made by a quorum must be unanimous in order to stand.

 

All judgements made by a quorum, or the American Council, will be upheld by the General Council.

 

All judgements are final.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Not a minute after Ying Yue left, another knock came at the door. I considered not answering. I figured it was Thor come back to—what? Make out with me? I snorted.

The knock came again, followed by a woman’s voice. “Miss? The mistress has requested—”

I opened the door to the serene expression of someone accustomed to living with the sudden movements of vampires. She handed me a large shopping bag—the kind you get from designer stores, though I didn’t recognize the logo.

“The mistress requests that you prepare yourself to meet with the Council. As soon as you’re ready, Fai will be available to escort you.”

She smiled, then turned on her heel, moving quickly down the hall. Guess I’d figure out who Fai was soon enough.

The sounds of cars arriving and guests being greeted spurred me into action. I closed my door, dropped the bag, and dashed to the balcony. Cars galore lined the long circular drive with more arriving as I watched. How many people were on the Council, anyway? I’d pictured twelve vampires—not a freaking houseful.

I returned to the bag and dumped the contents out onto the bed.

And groaned.

These were old lady clothes! Even more conservative than what my mother would choose for me. Ugh. Aside from a little pink, everything was black, black, black. Black pencil skirt, black slacks, black sweater and black dress. Pink silk blouse and white blouse with tiny pink hearts.

I chose the white short-sleeved blouse with its cute little hearts, the slacks and the sweater. The only shoe option was a pair of black flats—which were actually pretty cute and comfortable so score on that one. I didn’t even bother to wonder how someone knew my exact size in everything. Gathering everything in my arms, I bolted toward the bathroom.

While in the shower, I considered my situation. I hadn’t expected the Council to convene so soon. Or was this meeting not about me? I mean, I’d barely arrived here and unless something major had happened, there wasn’t any evidence at all that I’d committed the murders in Hilltop. The hot water streamed over my hair, sending soapy water over my face, but I was momentarily stunned. Could there be new evidence against me?

Impossible. I was innocent. Absolutely. One hundred percent.

But . . . Hashiki.

With less enthusiasm, I finished my shower. Is that why Ying Yue was so cold to me today? Because she believed I was a murderer?

After drying off, I wrapped the towel around me and went back out to the bedroom to look over the clothes once again.

I dried and brushed out my long hair, and opted to wear it down. It wasn’t as perfectly silken black as Ying Yue’s—mine had a slight hint of brown and a slight hint of a wave—but thanks to my awesome vampirism it was a heckuva lot prettier than it used to be.

I faced myself in the floor-length, three-sided mirror in the bathroom and judged myself to be better than good enough. I didn’t look like me, but maybe that was just as well when meeting with centuries-old vampires. I needed to keep it together, be as grown up as I could get, and try to come up with some sort of defense, if it came to that.

David was a member of the Council, wasn’t he? He often talked about “Council business”—I truly hoped that meant he was in the group. David was one of the very first vampires, ever. No way he’d just be an employee.

Realizing that made me feel a whole lot better. David would surely command respect from the other members and he’d stand up for me. Protect me.

And there was Thor. If he was to be believed, he liked me, however superficially. Yanno, if he wasn’t the killer and planned to stab me in the back.

If the Council decided I was guilty of the murders, what did that even mean? These old vampires were murderers. That’s how they used to survive. Maybe I’d have to homeschool for the rest of the year or something. Maybe I’d have to relocate to another country—which would suck but I could deal. It was better than being dead-dead. Or maybe, since I was young, they’d just give me the vampire equivalent to a slap on the wrist.

I checked myself over one last time, then left the room and headed down the stairs.

The young guy who always seemed ready to offer up his neck for a snack was waiting for me at the bottom.

“Are you Fai?”

“Yes, mistress. This way, please.” He gestured beyond the stairs toward the back of the house.

I slowed until he was nearly beside me, but he seemed unwilling to draw directly alongside. “How ya doin’?” I asked him. “Have you worked here long?”

His eyebrows drew together slightly as if wondering why in the world I would question him, but then he said mildly, “I grew up here, mistress. My father and—”

“You can just call me Minnie,” I interrupted. He nodded his head. “Please, go on.”

“As you wish, mistress. My father and mother, and their parents before them and my ancestors beyond them, have always served Mistress Liu.”

I stopped short.

“Really?”

“Yes.” His expression flickered with surprise, and I wondered if familial servitude was normal among vampires. I’d never thought to question the servants we had at home.

“Oh-kay. So you never went to school, or, like, lived a normal life or anything?”

He smiled, but it seemed . . . off. Like he didn’t know how to smile like a regular guy. He was so good-looking—he definitely would be popular at school—but that off expression looked a little creepy.

“For my family, this is normal life. It was exciting to move to another country; however, I often travel with the mistress.”

“Oh yeah?” I began moving as Fai gestured again. I supposed chatting in the hallway with the servants/food wasn’t proper or something.

We reached a pair of closed double-doors, behind which I heard the murmur of voices. Many voices.

“Thanks,” I said as Fai opened the door for me.

I stepped inside, and conversation stopped.

Everyone—and there were a lot of them, too many to count at first glance—turned to look at me.

It was the freakiest thing I’ve ever experienced.

I would have turned and run if the door hadn’t shut firmly behind me. Ying Yue said, “Minnie, I am so glad you could make it,” as she moved toward me through the crowd.

Omo. This night was gonna kill me.

Ying Yue reached me and still no one else had spoken or moved. They watched me with hunger, anger, disgust—a whole collection of emotions that could be summed up with these people are crazy scary.

“You look lovely, dear,” Ying Yue said, taking my hand. She turned to face the crowd. There were at least twenty people in the small room, not including myself and Ying Yue.

“Everyone, I would like you to meet our guest, Minnie Kim. Minnie,” she said with a slight turn toward me, “this is the Council of North America.”

Holy guacamole. Drama llama me . . . 

This seemed to be the cue for everyone to move again. As if Ying Yue herself had put them all on pause or something. No one seemed particularly impressed with her announcement. However, when Ying Yue took my arm and began weaving me through the guests, people seemed eager to greet me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that their interest wasn’t normal. Danger and the threat of violence seemed to thrum through the air.

I searched out Thor, and found him leaning against the far wall, one hand in the pocket of his slacks, the other holding a drink. He was watching me, his eyes never leaving mine. I couldn’t decide what to think about that. His was the only familiar face here, but he looked at me just as hungrily as everyone else.

What in the world could they possibly want from me?

And where was David?

I wasn’t powerful or politically connected. I wasn’t even the great scientist I one day hoped to be. Not yet.

I wasn’t anything yet.

By some unspoken cue, everyone took seats on the various couches, chairs, and loveseats scattered around the room. Ying Yue indicated that I sit in the ornate dark cherry chair, while she stepped up onto a small dais I hadn’t noticed before. Now that everyone was sitting, I saw that the furniture was arranged around this dais in concentric semi-circles, all emanating outward from Ying Yue’s focal point. Weird.

“As you all know,” Ying Yue said in a clear, strong voice, “Minnie has been accused of murdering multiple humans.” She paused, but silence greeted her. Fear tingled in my veins and grew stronger as every face in front of me bore the same stony expression.

There was no sympathy there. No doubt. No hope.

“Because the human justice system is ill-prepared to deal with vampire suspects, it was easy enough to persuade them to leave her to our justice.

“So now, as is our custom, it falls to us to decide what is to be done with this young vampire.”

Wait, what? A chill of dread snaked through me. What was to be done with me?

I wasn’t even guilty!

“This is not our first trial since coming to North America, and to this point we have followed the old ways. However, it is up to you, a quorum of the American Council, to determine if the old ways are still sufficient, or if a new approach should be considered.”

“What are her crimes?” The man sat directly across from me and his gaze was full of disdain when he caught me looking at him. Like he couldn’t believe he’d be in such close proximity to a vile creature like me.

“That is a fine question.” Ying Yue acknowledged the query with a bow of her head. She wore a black floor-length gown with a gold dragon embroidered up the leg and around her back to end in a gaping maw of finger-long teeth over her left breast. Her long, elegant neck, revealed by the low knot she’d twisted off to one side, curved as she glanced down at me. Her eyes glimmered with so much hatred, it shocked me. I literally rocked back in my seat at the punch it gave me.

“Minnie is accused of murdering ten innocent humans, all in the relatively small town of Hilltop, Utah. She chose happy couples, and while the partner watched, viciously tore the throat out of first the woman, and then the man. The blood loss and gore at the crime scenes bespeak of a twisted, broken mind.”

“Wait—” I ventured, my hand rising like I was in class or something. “I didn’t do it.”

But no one seemed to be listening to me.

“Was it bloodlust? Rage?” The boy seemed to be about ten or eleven, and I relaxed a little with relief. Surely he’d understand. “Because if it was, the conclusion is obvious.”

“Hear, hear,” a few voices in the crowd said.

The boy nodded. “She must be disposed of.”

“Disposed of?” What the what? Eo ma ya. I moved to stand—I had to speak for myself. I had to make them understand. I had to get out of there.

Ying Yue whipped a hand down, one finger pointing toward me, though she did not look at me. Pain struck me in the center of my forehead, boring into my brain, searing until my vision went white. I collapsed into my seat, breathless with pain.

My fear became a living thing, bucking and screaming for action. Ying Yue had done this to me, but it was so much like Hashiki’s power.

“Are we certain it was her?” asked a woman to my right. I couldn’t see her, I couldn’t move at all, but I blessed her. Thank you, I thought. Thank you.

“There have been no vampires visiting the area.” Ying Yue lied so smoothly I’m sure no one heard it.

David! Where are you? My mind recycled pleas for salvation while my rational brain reminded me that gifts are often passed through families.

“And there have been no new vampires made in Utah since Minnie, three months ago.”

The murmurs again. Were they for or against me?

“Can you be certain none of our established members went on a joy-ride, so to speak?” said the woman to my right.

“Quite certain,” Ying Yue said.

The fear in my veins froze. Ying Yue . . . she had to be Hashiki’s dame. I was going to die. Ying Yue wouldn’t stop until she had permission to kill me.

Tears built within me, but I was as powerless to stop them as I was to speak for myself.

“Does she belong to Aristos, then?” Someone else, a man, maybe? My thoughts skittered around my brain like chickens and it became increasingly difficult to track them.

The murmurs grew louder and seemed to go on longer than before. I didn’t know what that might mean for me, whether that was bad or good.

“That’s enough,” Ying Yue said sharply. “Yes, she is an Aristos, but—”

“Why didn’t you say that, Ying Yue?” a man called in a sneering tone of voice. “You said her name was Kim.”

“It is Kim,” Ying Yue spat.

“That is her human name. She is an Aristos now, and that must be considered.”

Someone else called, “Where is David? Shouldn’t he be here?”

Yes! David!

“We have a quorum. That is sufficient.” Ying Yue spoke into the silence, but this time I thought not all the vampires agreed with her. “She has been implicated in the last kill, and as she is his daughter, I hardly think David can be considered impartial.”

“Why in the world would she leave evidence like that?” The kind woman again.

“If it was bloodlust, she wouldn’t have been in her right mind. Who knows why such vampires do what they do?” The boy.

Tears dripped down my cheeks, seeping into the pretty white blouse so it stuck to my shoulder. Please, I thought. I was desperate, in pain, pleading.

“We’ll never gain acceptance so long as we allow such violence to go unanswered.” The loud, gravelly voice seemed to come from directly beside me, then there was nothing. I don’t know if I blacked out or if the room really did fall silent for a while.

“ . . . your decision.” Ying Yue’s voice commanded as I came back around.

“We will keep with the old—”

“Wait.”

Please.

“Wait.” Thor. It was Thor.

“Hashiki Yeboa has been seen in Hilltop. She is attending Minnie’s school. Taking many of the same classes.”

Thank you! I wanted to scream. My eyes sought him, but I saw nothing but the hateful faces before me.

“Why didn’t you say so earlier, Thorstein?” I couldn’t tell if this was a man or woman.

“I believed our leader would inform you.” Thor.

“Ying Yue? Is it true Hashiki has resurfaced in the United States? In Utah?” Woman.

Silence.

“I was not aware she had returned.”

What? That’s not true! I’d told her about Hashiki myself. I’d told her everything. Thor! Thor knew. But I couldn’t hear if he responded as the voices had risen again, the noise creating such a racket in my head it was like the chickens had been replaced by a swarm of bees. I couldn’t even hear myself think.

Time passed. The pain grew so severe I vomited on myself, unable to move to avoid getting it all over me.

Someone or someones grabbed my arms, and the pain abruptly released me. I sagged between them, unable to lend any strength to my legs. They dragged me, my feet barely touching the ground. I was still coming around, so it took a while to figure out they’d locked me in a room. A basement or something judging by the feel of the cold concrete under my butt. They’d locked me away and thrown away the key.

I knew what it meant. I was as good as dead. For real this time.
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A vampire must eat regularly. Your body relies solely on blood and without it you will become a dehydrated husk within two to three days. The process is quick, but incredibly painful as your organs shut down one by one as they are leached of their blood content. Liver failure will come first, followed by kidneys, then brain. At least you won’t be conscious as you desiccate.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Sorrow and loss wrapped around my body like thick ropes of wool.

With effort, I pushed myself against the wall and sat directly across from the door. The corners looked nasty, so I wanted to stay away from them, for sure. There was no cot, no toilet, bucket, sink, water, food . . . anything. Just a cement box with a steel door and no windows of any kind.

Concentrating, I listened for anything at all that would give me a clue as to whether there was anyone down here with me—either guarding my door or in the other cells I assumed were nearby—but I heard nothing. Literally, nothing.

“Hello?” Louder, and with more confidence. I stood and called, “Hello?” Nothing. I walked around the room, patting my hand against the wall as I went. Sure felt like thick cement. It reminded me of the kind of cement you find in parking garages; textured and with that same sense of density and strength. Even though the door was steel, it didn’t feel hollow. It felt as solid and impenetrable as the cement. I stood in the middle of the room for a minute, feeling kind of numb and unsure of what to do, before I went back to sitting against the wall.

I plucked at my damp shirt, then set about cleaning myself up as best I could. I used the back-bottom hem of my sweater to scrub at the dried blood tracks on my face and fanned at the damp blouse until it no longer stuck to my skin. With a shiver I pulled the sweater back on, grateful I had it. Even though I didn’t feel the cold the way a human would, there was something comforting about being able to pull a sweater tight around you.

The cold under my bum reminded me of the bench in the woods, which reminded me of Thor and our training. With a thrill I realized I wasn’t as trapped in here as I’d thought. No one might be able to hear me calling, but I had other ways of reaching people. I hoped.

I closed my eyes and tried to bring up that state of being that allowed me to mind-walk, but I was still shivering hard and fear kept my mind abuzz. It took three times through my drama llama mantra before I sank into the right state of mind to begin to reach out.

There were a lot more people in the house than I’d even realized before. More than the Council members and the few servants I’d seen. The humans I encountered had wide-open minds that practically begged me to enter, but the couple I tried had something strange about them, like a presence already in residence there—a presence other than their own minds. I didn’t know what to make of that, but I figured it couldn’t be anything good, so I bypassed them, and any other humans I found.

There were vampires. Lots and lots of vampires, but all of their minds were locked tight—and I wasn’t even sure I wanted to take a chance on any of them. I’d gotten the feeling that a few might be on my side, but I had no idea who they might be or how to find them. I’d about given up, when I almost accidentally slipped into a familiar mind—and jerked right back out again.

I was breathing hard, afraid Thor had found me spying on him. Had he noticed me?

Did I want him to?

He had stood up for me. I didn’t have any choice but to trust him.

Thor?

A rush of emotion—reassurance, regret, and shame all wrapped up in one, flooded my mind.

Are you all right? Did they hurt you?

No. I’m fine.

Was I?

I’m so sorry, Minnie—for everything. I didn’t know she’d called the Council until she returned and by then they’d already begun to arrive. Had I known . . . Had I more time, I could have won more of our members to your side. But Ying Yue has a powerful grip over the—

It’s okay. It didn’t really matter now, anyway. This part I had read in the Guide. Whatever judgement had been made against me—it was final.

And the other . . . Regret wrapped around Thor’s thoughts. I didn’t mean to scare you. Or hurt you. Forgive me. I only wanted to warn you. I felt a hint of sadness, loneliness and desire—but not the sexual kind; more the kind that stems from not wanting to be alone anymore—before Thor shut down the flow of emotion between us.

It’s okay, I said again. Because what was the point of holding a grudge?

Thor’s relief washed over me. Thank you.

Thank you for standing up for me in there. Pretty sure I’d be dead now if not for you.

Ying Yue is concealing Hashiki’s presence in the States and I’m unsure why. He sounded and felt more like himself now. Confident with a touch of arrogance.

I noticed that. I thought she was so nice. I thought she liked me.

Oh, I think she does. But she has history with Hashiki, and I think that has taken precedence for her. Although why she would protect her from the Council . . . That’s so unlike her. The Council will find out what Hashiki has done and they’ll remember that Ying Yue lied to them.

I think Ying Yue is Hashiki’s dame.

I waited.

Thor?

Why do you think that? If anything, his emotions felt even more cut-off than before. I had no idea if he believed me.

Because Ying Yue whammied me a lot like Hashiki did—searing brain and spine pain with the bonus of paralyzing me. I squirmed, my skinny butt unable to find a comfortable position on the hard, gritty ground. The Guide says all vampire makings must be recorded, like in family trees. Hashiki should be listed in Ying Yue’s. Right?

You’re right. Thor sounded preoccupied. Distant. I saw her tree not long ago—there’s a copy on the new database we’re building. I don’t recall seeing Hashiki’s name on there.

What happens if you don’t claim an offspring or whatever?

Someone must know, because Hashiki is a known entity.

Ying Yue had pointed at me and skewered my brain with pain I was powerless to resist. I still felt tender from that brutal touch. Do vampires pass their gifts on to their children? Is that how you get your gifts? Because if so, I think Ying Yue must be Hashiki’s vampire mother.

Vampiric gifts are still something of a mystery. I don’t believe anyone’s really bothered to trace their origins. I felt Thor shifting, as if he was on high alert. Anxiety radiated off of him. We’ve long believed a vampire’s gifts are an enhancement of our human selves’ natural abilities. For instance, in your human life you might have been empathic, or highly sensitive to the needs of others. Able to understand them easily. Therefore, it would be natural that your vampire abilities would form in the mental arts.

However, now that I think about it, there does seem to be some commonality among family. For instance, there’s a family in Norway who can draw water from the ground. Every single one of their offspring has this ability—but would that be if the gift was truly an enhancement of a person’s natural abilities? It seems too obscure an ability to be so readily repeated, unless it as you suggest and more a matter of parentage.

I nodded along with this mental conversation and flicked a glance toward the ceiling, suddenly worried that there might be a recording of me nodding away like an idiot for security to realize I was communicating with someone. A strip of lights were embedded into the cement above the door, but it was impossible to tell if it hid a camera.

What you describe Ying Yue and Hashiki doing to you is called imperium protestate. It means they can control you physically and generally. This ability is extremely rare. Until you told me what Hashiki had done, I believed Ying Yue to be the only one of us alive who had such power. Thor drew in a quick breath and I wondered if someone had caught him, but then his attention returned to me.

Hashiki’s gotta be Ying Yue’s child. She has to be. It’s the only thing that explains all of this.

We fell silent for a while as I pondered everything I’d learned and Thor monitored his surroundings, growing more and more distant.

I’ve got to go, he said abruptly.

Wait! How am I gonna get out of here? It was almost a screech. A desperate, unabashed plea for salvation—but Thor was gone.

There was no way I was getting out of there. The Council was ancient. Set in their ways. And it wasn’t hard to imagine someone like Ying Yue doing everything in her power to save her child.

And me? I was a nobody. The child accidentally created by a young vampire who couldn’t be held accountable for his actions. The grandchild of a vampire who the Council deemed a threat to our kind and, I believed, had an extermination order on his head.

Yeah. There’d be no getting out of this for me.
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I dreamed I sat on the rock on the running trail back home. The sky lay like a smooth blanket of navy velvet with the hint of light spreading across its expanse. The woods held the quiet stillness of early morning. I breathed in deeply. Home. I was home.

Rapid footsteps approached down the path and I turned to see Philo jogging toward me. He faltered when he saw me, then he raised a hand in greeting and smiled.

I jumped off the rock to wait for him. “Hey!” I waved like a goofy, dorky person, but there was no regret or embarrassment here. I was just me and that was okay. More than okay.

Philo jogged right up to me, his blue eyes bright with happiness. I felt the joy radiating off of him and his joy became mine.

He took my hand and guided me back to the rock where we sat, side by side.

He leaned back on his hands, one arm behind me. Familiar, intimate, and right.

“I’ve missed you.” He’d been looking out over the woods, which were slowly coming to life, but when I turned my face toward him, he did the same. He looked at me the way I’d always dreamed he would—like I, Minnie, was exactly who he wanted to be with. For real.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“I’m sorry I pushed you away. I was only trying to protect you.” His gaze dropped, but I leaned toward him. It had only been, what? A day since I saw him last? It felt like forever and I’d learned so much. So much that changed everything I thought I knew.

“It’s not your fault. I understand. Besides—” Why did my stupid eyes have to fill with tears now? But when I swiped at my eye with the back of my hand, it came away wet with clear tears, not the bloody mess I normally had to put up with. Regular tears didn’t seem nearly so bad. “I was the one who pushed you away. I—” was jealous of Hashiki, insecure, childish, and afraid of the pain she caused me, I thought. “I was a chicken.”

He smiled a little at that, and I saw a world of understanding in his eyes. “You’re the most beautiful and brilliant chicken I’ve ever met.” I grinned back at him and watched with satisfaction as he slowly leaned toward me. He kissed me lightly on the corner of my mouth, then pulled back to look at me. “I promise to work more at trusting you, and myself.” His breath on my face warmed me with a pleasant tingle. He kissed the other side of my mouth. “I promise to talk to you more.” He lifted my hair, which was suddenly hanging long and heavy instead of in the ponytail it had been in when the dream first started, and let it fall behind my back, his fingers grazing my neck. Oh, I loved it when he did that. “And I doubly promise to kiss you more. If you permit it.”

I didn’t bother to hide the sigh of contentment and longing that escaped from me. “Pinky swear?” I asked in a whisper. His nose traced mine and his eyes, so, so deep, were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

He brought his other hand up between us, his pinky raised. “Pinky swear.” I linked my finger with his, grinned like a crazy person, and caught his mouth into a kiss to end all kisses.

Even inside the dream I knew—if I ever had a chance to see Philo again, I wouldn’t be a chicken anymore. I’d tell him exactly how I felt and I’d kiss him all the time. This was the twenty-first century, people! If I wanted to kiss a boy, I’d darn well kiss him. No more waiting around for him to figure things out. Because apparently even centuries-old Spartan vampire boys didn’t always see what was right in front of their faces.
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Vampires are complicated creatures—especially old ones. You can never presume to understand them.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Something bit me. And bit me again.

“Ahhh!” I lurched to my feet, straight from sleep, which left me dizzy and swaying, while brushing wildly at my body to rid myself of whatever bugs had bit me. “Ew, ew, ew.” I couldn’t see anything, but that made it worse. That meant there must be fleas or worse, ticks, in this cold, creepy place.

I stood in the middle of the room, shivering with my arms wrapped around myself, and waited.

And waited.

The light was still on above the door, which at the moment I was glad for. I had no idea what time it was, how long I’d been sleeping, or even what day it was. I was super hungry, so it must at least have been a few hours, maybe even eight or twelve since I’d eaten last. My stomach hurt and my brain felt fuzzy.

Finally I had to sit down, forget whatever little creatures might be biting me. I was stuck here, wasn’t I? “Better get used to it, llama girl.”

“To this? What a truly horrible place,” said a tiny, tinkling voice over my right shoulder.

“What?” I leaped to my feet again, whirling wildly left and right. A wave of dizziness gripped me, but I stayed on my feet. “Where are you?”

I fell to my knees when Clíodhna, Binne and Keavy appeared in the air before me, their little wings beating furiously. Today they were dressed all in leather from neck to foot like kick-butt warriors. I wanted to wrap my arms around them and squeeze them tight. I must have made a move to do just that because the faeries each stuck their wands out and poked my arms in a distinctly familiar way.

“Oh no ya don’, dearie,” Binne said.

“Sorry.” I clasped my hands together, then burst out crying.

“I know, mo stór.” Clíodhna perched on my shoulder and stroked my cheek. Her touch felt like a butterfly’s kiss. “We’re happy to see you, too. If that brute hadn’a sent us all the way home the moment he saw us, you might not be in such a pickle.”

My heart sank as my very real reality struck home. “Everything’s ruined.” I sank down until I lay curled on the floor. I was so tired. Sluggish. And the hunger was a desperate, clawing thing inside of me.

“Ack,” one of them said, but I didn’t see who. “That’s stinkin’ thinkin’ that. You mighta trusted the wrong person—”

“More like not trusted the right person,” Keavy said. She’d come to sit on the ground in front of my face, scowling at me.

Binne joined her and huffed at her sister. “But living means making mistakes, child. And mistakes mean there’s a lesson to be learned.” She moved to my hand, her blue eyes even brighter than Thor’s.

Clíodhna sat on my neck and stroked a few strands of my hair. You wouldn’t think I’d be able to feel it, but I did, and I took comfort from it. “He’s been missin’ you, mo stór. He’s been missin’ you somethin’ fierce.”

“Who?” My heart thumped with hope.

Clíodhna gave me a dirty look. “Yer not daft, so don’t pretend ta be. Who do ya think?”

“Except that horrible, awful girl is still tryin’ ta dig her claws inta him. There’s somethin’ wrong with that one, I tell ya.” Keavy flew in lazy eights around the room, leaving tiny blue sparkles in her wake.

“Hashiki?” I dragged myself up to sitting as the faeries’ outrage became my own. They fluttered into the air, then all three settled onto my raised knees so we were face-to-face.

“That’s the one,” all three faeries chimed together.

“I think she’s a bad guy,” I said. “I think she’s a very bad guy.”

“Oh, we agree!” Binne said.

“So what will ya do about it?” Clíodhna demanded.

“Well, I—”

“Will ya sit on yer arse forever an’ pine away for love lost?” Binne asked.

“No—”

“Will ya let a perfectly good man go ta waste on an evil temptress who doesn’ deserve him?” Keavy hovered in the air before me, her arms crossed over her chest.

I looked at each of the faeries in turn, certainty filling me and solidifying into something real and meaningful and true. “No,” I told Keavy. She gave me a tight nod.

I looked at Binne and gave her a nod. She smiled in return and lifted off my knee. When I stood, she twirled around, sending a shower of blue sparkles falling over me and her sisters.

Clíodhna and Keavy, still sitting on my right knee, regarded me solemnly.

“When I see Philo, I’m not gonna pretend I don’t like him. Or like I don’t want to be his girlfriend. I don’t care if Hashiki tries to hurt me. She shouldn’t be allowed to do that, anyway. I’m not gonna let her bully me into doing something I don’t want to do. I’m gonna stand up to her and prove I won’t be a pushover anymore.”

The faeries took to the air, spinning and whirling and laughing.

“Well, then,” Clíodhna said after a few minutes. “We’d best be goin’.”

“What? Do you have to?” I thought maybe they had some plan to get me out of this mess. I really didn’t want to be left alone and I really didn’t want to stay trapped there.

The three little faeries hovered around my head, offering what comfort they could, I supposed. Turns out they’re really good at writing love stories (according to them), but not very good at much else. They disappeared, and I was alone again.

Loneliness and helplessness sank into my bones. I’d finally decided to stand up for myself and tell Philo how I felt about him, but I’d never get the chance to tell him.

Wait a minute. What if I could tell him? I’d mind-walked into the castle—sure, Philo was a lot farther away, but Thor had said it was easier if you were familiar with the person. Plus, Philo had mental gifts too, so maybe that would make him more receptive to me.

Resolved, I shut my eyes and concentrated on regulating my breath and calming my mind. This was either going to work, or it wouldn’t. I couldn’t get the image from the dream the night before out of my mind, though, so I ended up re-imagining the running trail, the woods, the rock . . . I doubted where I imagined meeting him was going to make much of a difference.

I climbed to the top of the rock. The sun was bright and the birds chirped loudly in the trees. “Philo?” I called. I’d known it would be hard to find him, but I couldn’t feel his presence anywhere. “Philo!” My voice grew hoarse from shouting. This wasn’t working. I was too new, not strong enough, or Philo had shut me out—either way, I couldn’t make it work.

My shoulders sagged and I took a long, shaky breath, disappointment soaking me like a frigid downpour. Unwilling to leave the place I’d come to love, I climbed down and sat on the rock.

“Minnie?”

I stood and whirled—and there was Philo. My Philo. He was dressed for school in navy joggers and a gray Hilltop High hoodie. He’d never looked more handsome. His hands were in his pockets, but his eyes drank me in with so much worry and hope and relief that I knew—I knew—he cared about me.

Forget the age difference. Forget his history with Hashiki and her power plays.

Forget my insecurities and self-doubt.

I launched myself at him, wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight.

And Philo held me right back.

“You’re here!” I pressed my cheek to his, forcing him to bow his back a little so I could reach him. “You’re here.”

“I’m here.” His hands dragged up my back until they dug deep into my hair. He applied gentle pressure so I would let go a little and he could look at me. He cupped my face with his hands. “Where are you?” His gaze searched mine, my body, my eyes again. There was desperation in his expression. “We’ve all been so worried. I’ve been worried.”

I put my hands to his cheeks. Looked deeply into his eyes. And kissed him.

Aside from my dream, this was the first time I’d ever kissed him first—and I suppose I wasn’t really kissing him then, either, but it sure felt like it was real. At least I was doing this on purpose, and his response didn’t seem made up, either.

“I’ll tell you everything I can, but first I’ve got something more important to say.”

He nodded gravely, his fingers stroking and stroking my hair, my face, my arms, as if he couldn’t get enough of me. Which was fine with me.

“I’m so sorry I pushed you away. I—”

“I know,” he said. “You already told me. We pinky swore we’d do better, remember?” He held up his pinky between us.

My brow furrowed as I looked from him to the pinky and back again. “I remember, but . . . That was a dream.”

He smiled and his deep blue eyes gleamed. Oh, how I liked him. “Was it? We met right here. Mind-walking. To me, it was just the same.”

“Really? I mean, I remember the dream, and it did feel different—but I didn’t do it on purpose. This—” I gestured all around us. “I did on purpose.”

Philo’s smile was wide and bright. “Your power is growing.” And I grinned right back at him. His expression darkened then, and he gripped my arms. “But you must tell me where you are. The Council said they moved you, but they’ve refused to give David any further information.”

“What?” I squawked. “Uh, they already put me on trial, or something. Except it wasn’t much of a trial because I didn’t get a lawyer or to defend myself or anything. And now I’m locked in a dungeon or something and don’t even know how long I’ve been down here.”

As I spoke, Philo’s expression hardened until he looked downright scary. I made to take a step back but his grip on me tightened. He seemed to realize he was scaring me, because he shook his head. “I’m sorry. There are many things wrong with what’s going on. This is not how the Council works. Have they hurt you?” His words were sharp, like it cost him something to say them. I couldn’t answer. Didn’t want to answer. I was okay now. Here, with my family, everything was okay. I hugged him instead.

“My stomach hurts and I can’t seem to think quite right. Could they have drugged me?”

“How long since you last received blood?” he asked.

“Um, I don’t know what time it is.”

“Around noon.”

I frowned. That didn’t seem right.

“On Friday.”

“Oh.” Wow. Um. “Uh, I think maybe twenty-four hours ago?”

Philo cursed. “Tell me everything.” And so I did. About Thor’s training, and how nice Ying Yue had been when she met me that first night. How she reacted when I told her about Hashiki and how she denied ever knowing her when we were with the Council. I paused then, kind of hoping he’d want to know exactly what Hashiki had done to me and hoping he’d tell me what a horrible, awful person she was and how he hated her—but he didn’t. He didn’t say anything.

It wasn’t until I’d finished with being thrown into the cell that he held my face in my hands and intensified his gaze on mine. “We will find you and get you out of there. The Council will have to release you once they have all the information.”

“What informa—”

“I must go. I’ve got to tell David of this immediately.” He made to step back from me, to let me go, but I grabbed onto his sweater and held him close.

“Wait.” I held up my pinky.

With a small smile and determination in his eyes, he linked his finger with mine. He gave me a quick kiss, and then he was gone.
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A young vampire should not be expected to control their hunger. Blood of all varieties should be provided, both fresh and donated, for optimum health. If food is withheld from a young vampire, he may succumb to bloodlust from which they may never return.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I slept again. I wanted to gnaw my arm off I was so hungry, and since there really wasn’t much else to do and absolutely nothing to eat, sleep seemed my best option.

When I woke, I thought a lot about my life goals and how I’d never get to be the one to prove the human soul survived the transition to vampirism. I’d never get to change the world. I’d never get to live forever and discover all I could do with limitless time. I’d never get to hear another BlackPink song. I’d never get to laugh and cry with Stacey while we watched a sappy romance. I’d never have the chance to find out if my mom and dad could ever accept me as I was.

The mom and dad thing hit me harder than all the rest. I didn’t realize, until the option was taken away from me, just how much I assumed my parents would one day come around. But now, realizing I never got to say goodbye, never got to tell them I loved them and appreciated everything they did for me, the pain was like a burning rock in my heart.

And so I slept. It was the only way to keep the sorrow at bay.

Sure, Philo had said they’d come for me, but who knew how long that would take, or if it would ever happen? Ying Yue might have lied to the Council, but as far as I knew there still wasn’t proof Hashiki had committed the murders. Plus, I wasn’t so sure any of the Council members would be keen on someone coming in and trying to undo their decisions. I mean, they sure didn’t give me a proper trial or the chance to defend myself, so I doubted human rules applied.

Maybe Philo would rescue me one day.

I tried to remember what the Guide said about how vampires could be killed. Cut off the head. Stake through the heart—but I think that only worked if you did it while the vampire was in chrysalis, that ugly state a vampire goes into when they’re just a dry husk, waiting to be re-quickened. Which was what was going to happen to me if I didn’t get blood soon.

I slept.

“Get ready, mo stór.” The tiny voice broke through my dreamless sleep and I blinked my eyes open to find Clíodhna, her green glow casting an eerie sheen onto the cement behind her.

“Get ready for what?” I scrubbed at my eyes. They felt sore and crusty—when I pulled my hands away, I saw why: I’d been crying in my sleep. I grimaced, the fear of death now a live, writhing beast in my heart. I couldn’t spare any blood. I couldn’t afford to cry.

And I was so hungry. So very, very hungry. I snapped at the faery. She dodged, and as my jaw closed, I felt my fangs cut into my own flesh.

“Come on, stand up, girl.” Clíodhna poked and prodded at me with her sharp little wand, basically bullying me into a standing position. “And don’ be givin’ me any sass about it, either.”

“I’m up.” Barely. I had to lean against the wall both to stay upright and to stop the room from spinning. I was about to suggest that perhaps she bring me some food if she was going to keep harassing me, when the door to my cell burst open.

Thor stood, a black blanket or coat or something held out to me, looking more intense than I’d ever seen him. “Come on,” he barked, sort of shaking the blanket at me while looking back out in the hall.

I snapped at him, too. Growled and hissed. My face felt weird. Everything about me felt weird.

Thor cursed and took two long steps into my cell, thrusting his left sleeve up as he came toward me. I didn’t know what he planned to do, but I growled and stood my ground.

He shoved his wrist under my nose. “Here.”

I didn’t even hesitate. Or wonder how to do it. Instinct kicked in and I just knew. I grabbed at his arm like a corn cob and sank my fangs into his skin. Blood filled my mouth and I swallowed it in one gulp.

Eo ma ya! What was I doing?

I pulled my fangs back and shoved Thor’s arm away.

He scowled at me, then weirdly, licked the two holes on his wrist before yanking down his sleeve. “Can you walk?”

Numbly, I nodded, torn between shame and relief.

With another prod from Clíodhna—I was gonna break that little wand of hers one of these days—I grabbed the pile of black fabric and stumbled after Thor, who’d begun running the second I’d taken it. Okay, so this was a breakout and I was a little slow on the uptake. I was a little slow in general. I no longer felt like I needed to bite and drink everything with a pulse, but I did not feel well.

“Put it on,” Thor hissed over his shoulder as we reached the top of the third flight of cement stairs and stood in front of a very heavy, very old-looking wooden door.

I forgot I even held whatever-it-was in my arms. It took me a minute to figure out how to put it on. It turned out to be a hooded cloak, like what monks wear. No joke. And it was way too long.

“You’re a new vampire, newly made. Got it?” Thor glowered and pulled the hood over my head. “Keep your head down, follow three steps behind me, and don’t say a word. Got it?”

I opened my mouth, but he held up a finger. “Not. A. Word.”

I snapped my mouth shut and, because I was still in a foul mood, weak, sick, and now completely terrified we’d get caught, I stuck my tongue out at him.

His lips thinned into a tight, disapproving line. He gripped the front of my robe and drew me close enough I could see the fierceness in his eyes. “And whatever you do, control yourself.”

He released me, then opened the door.

This time when he moved forward, he did so casually. So casually, I wanted to scream, What are we doing?? Let’s get out of here!

As we walked, I scanned my surroundings. We must have been in service corridors or something, as there were no decorations at all. I kept my head down and followed Thor, putting all my hope into the wish that he could actually get me out of this place.

We came to a wide set of swinging doors with light shining from behind them. The smell of warm food, voices, and warm blood punched me. Thor paused, took a breath, then glared at me. I made a face at him that I hoped conveyed that I would not bite anyone, but inside, my grip on my self-control trembled.

He pushed open both doors and strode on through like the king of the castle.

At once the servants stopped what they were doing, and all turned toward him, bowing low.

Hunger ripped through me and almost tore an audible growl from my throat but I bit it back with pure will. My fangs and fingertips ached, my mind begged me to bite, tear, eat.

“Master,” said a tall, stringy woman with a tall chef’s hat. She was the only one wearing a hat, so I suspected she must be the head chef. “It is an honor.”

“Sorry to disturb you,” Thor said matter-of-factly. “Carry on.”

“Does your acolyte require sustenance?”

I panted in answer, a low growl coming from somewhere deep inside of me, but Thor grabbed my arm and gave it a yank. “No.” He paused, maybe rethinking his reaction? “She is atoning for a misstep. I’ll be sure to send for food for her as soon as she is sufficiently chastened.”

I couldn’t see the cook’s face from beneath my hood as I passed her, but I thought I heard something like disgust in her voice when she said, “Of course, my lord.” It was nice to know that not every human employed by the vampires was completely in their thrall. But it was all I could do to walk past her without driving my fangs deep into her long, thin neck.

Thor hesitated as he neared a door on the far side of the kitchen. “Get me a pack of puddings.” Puddings. My mind leapt on the word. It wasn’t much, but it would do. For now. There was a scurry of movement before someone in black produced a Tupperware container and handed it to Thor. I struggled to remain still.

That same person held the door open for Thor, and beyond him I saw a black SUV idling at the curb.

As I followed behind Thor, I smelled blood on the man at the door. Fresh blood. I couldn’t help myself—I lifted my head, seeking the source of that blood—and came face to face with Fai. Our eyes locked and for a moment time stood still. Then the skin around his eyes tightened and he opened his mouth to speak. I pushed Thor forward, nearly tripped on my robe, forcing Thor to grab hold of me. Behind us, Fai shouted, “Wake the mistress!” The back door slammed shut.

“He recognized me!” I hissed, the words slurred because of my fangs and the hunger and the fatigue.

Thor swore, but the driver was out and holding the door open for us. I recognized Noah from our drive here. Someone shoved me into the backseat and we sped down the driveway. As we did, I looked behind us—and saw lights blinking on in the castle.

My heart beat painfully in my chest and I struggled to moisten my throat, to slow my breathing, to focus my mind. I worked to settle myself down, then found the seatbelt and buckled in.

“Where are we going?” I asked once I could trust myself to speak without sounding like I was about to burst into tears—or tear someone apart.

“Away from here.” I could practically feel the anger pouring off Thor in waves. He gripped the roll bar above the passenger window with white knuckles.

“Thank you.” I wasn’t sure if Thor meant to free me, or just take me for himself, but I didn’t think he’d let me die. He wanted something from me. I wasn’t sure what, but at least I would be alive. At the moment, that seemed as good a deal as I could expect. As long as I was alive and not imprisoned in that dungeon, there was a chance I could escape, or that Philo would find me.

It wasn’t until we’d driven at least five miles without anyone following us that Thor released his hold of the roll bar and reached down for something. He held the Tupperware container back to me. “You must be hungry.”

“You have no idea.” I tore into the puddings as if my life—or others’—depended on it. I gobbled down half of the contents of the container before I remembered I shared the car with another vampire and maybe I shouldn’t be so greedy. With regret, I replaced the lid and held it forward to Thor.

He pushed it back. “You eat it. I don’t want to risk you giving into the bloodlust and eating our driver. I hate driving.”

I sat back with the container and ate the rest of its contents, this time more slowly as the hunger had abated significantly and I felt a lot more like myself. Out the window, I watched the traffic whiz by on a gray, rainy day. It was impossible to tell what time it was—it could have been early morning or almost night, or anything in between. Finally satisfied, I closed the empty container and set it on the seat beside me.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” I said again with a lot more sincerity. “How long was I down there?”

“A day—almost a day and a half,” Thor said. I could just see the back of his head and his fingers drumming on the armrest. His big, burly security guard/favorite blood donor/chauffeur drove silently, his profile so still he could have been carved from stone.

“Wow.” I rested my head against the back of the seat. “I had no idea how long it was, only that I was really, really hungry.”

“And you would have gotten a lot hungrier if Ying Yue had her way. That’s what the Council does with their vampire ‘problems.’ They throw them away and lose the key. Sometimes literally. They let you waste away until there’s nothing but bones and hunger, then they either rehydrate you only to repeat the torture, or they dump you in the ground, never to be remembered again.”

I gulped and gripped the robe tighter around me. “Why don’t they just kill you? Why all the dramatics?”

“Where would be the fun in that?” I couldn’t tell from his tone of voice if he thought it was fun or not.

“Jeez.”

The silence grew long and my eyes drooped. I was so, so tired. “Where are you taking me?” I feared the answer, but I always preferred knowing. That way I could prepare myself for what was to come—if that was even possible.

“Home,” Thor said with zero emotion in his voice. “Get some rest. It’s a long drive.” As in, quit talking to me.

I quit talking, but I didn’t sleep—at least not at first. I hoped home meant to the Aristos clan. To my people. When we passed a sign telling us Salt Lake City was four hundred and six miles ahead, I allowed myself to believe that’s where we were going.

Did David know we were coming? Was Thor defecting or something? Would Ying Yue and the Council come after me? And if they did, could David and the family protect me? I had so many questions, but I knew it was pointless to ask any of them, and after a while I found myself nodding off to sleep. I didn’t fight it.
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The Council of Vampires has ruled our kind for millennia. Our Grand Sire presides today just as he has since the beginning. If grievances between Council members occur, he may be called upon to exercise judgement. This must not be done for inconsequential matters. To do so would bring dire consequences.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

When I opened my eyes, it was like no time had passed. All was just as gray and featureless as it had been when we left Lake Tahoe.

“Where are we?” Panic laced my voice, but I didn’t care. If Thor had lied to me, I would—well, I didn’t know what I’d do, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

“Almost to Meyers Town,” Noah answered to my surprise.

“Oh.” Noah hadn’t ever spoken to me before, but when I heard a gentle snore from up front and noticed Thor’s head had lolled to the side in sleep, I understood why he’d answered now. And we were almost home! A thrill went through me at the thought of being free from Ying Yue and the Council—even though I knew I really couldn’t be free. The Council would come for me. I didn’t know their rules but I’d escaped from their dungeon so I didn’t think they’d just roll over and say, “Oh heyyy. We’re sad to see you go! Hope you enjoyed your stay!”

Ahead, I finally caught sight of familiar mountain peaks above the cloud cover. And then Noah turned onto the long drive that would take us to the Aristos cabin. Even though I’d only been gone for a couple days, excitement ran through me and I couldn’t wait to see everyone—especially Philo. Now that we’d worked out our issues, I just wanted to fly into his arms.

The cabin shone in the gloom like a beacon of safety and welcome, with every single window lit from within and smoke puffing from the chimney. It wasn’t even an eighth of the size of the Lake Tahoe place, but its warm wood and river rock façade was far more beautiful.

The front door opened as we came around the circular drive and I was out of the car before we’d even come to a complete stop. I threw myself into David’s arms, but only because he elbowed Fearghus and Siobhan out of the way so he could reach me first. Everyone was there, and everyone gave me a big hug and murmured words of welcome and encouragement—even Mrs. Hamburg.

Finally released from their embraces, I looked around. “Where’s Philo?” My face felt like the grin splitting it might take up permanent residence and I figured that was all right with me. I was happy. This was my family. My home. My people.

No one answered. “David?” He no longer looked pleased, and instead of answering, he gestured for us all to move inside.

“Please, come in.”

I hurried straight into the family room, but David and Thor lingered in the foyer.

“That’s a pretty dress ya got there, lass,” Fearghus said, plucking at my robe.

“Ugh.” I’d forgotten I was wearing it and pulled it off.

Siobhan looked at me and screwed up her face in a quite spectacular ew expression. “Maybe you should leave it on.”

I looked down at myself and grimaced. Manuela came to me then and draped one of the couch afghans over my shoulders. “We’ll get you upstairs and all cleaned up in a moment, bebé.” And more quietly she added, “I am so glad to have you home.” She kissed my cheek. A bit taken aback at this show of tenderness, I only blinked at her, speechless.

David and Thor came into the room and I tried to read the body language between them, to get a clue as to their relationship, but Thor strode on ahead and took a seat in one of the armchairs while David stood to face us all.

“You all know Thorstein Stringer.” David gave a brief nod toward Thor.

For his part, Thor gave a tight nod, but otherwise made no reaction. Siobhan, however, had a very surprising response. I swear on my ancestors that she blushed. Like actually blushed. It was the cutest thing ever. Except I don’t think Thor even noticed her, which was super sad.

“We all know what must happen tonight. We must end Hashiki Yeboah.”

I sat up straighter. What? I looked around, but everyone seemed to be in the know while I was completely in the dark.

“There’s a good chance Ying Yue will try to stop us. She has already broken our laws to protect her child—”

“I was right!” But no one else seemed surprised—even Thor who told me he didn’t know.

David didn’t acknowledge my outburst but continued as if he hadn’t just been rudely interrupted. “And she will not be easily contained.

“Fearghus, Siobhan, you will remain on watch for Ying Yue. If you see her, detain her. Yours are the only gifts that have a chance against hers. She may try to convince you she’s only here to collect Minnie. That it’s her right to do so as granted by the Council. Do not listen to her. She has manipulated the Council and supplied them with false information to ensure the result she desired. Understood?”

Fearghus and Siobhan responded with solemn nods.

“Sally, Jack, you’ll stay here. Hold down the fort. It’s possible the Council might send some of their number here.”

“Got it.” Jack’s eyes burned with a fierce brightness that humbled me. Even Mrs. Hamburg looked ready to take on an army for me.

Or maybe not just for me, since I was pretty sure Hashiki didn’t have tender loving care in her plans for Philo.

“The rest of us will go to the dance as chaperones. It’s all been worked out. The dance has already started, so get ready quickly and let’s get this done.”

Everyone stood but me. “Wait! What about me? Am I supposed to stay here? And where’s Philo? Did something happen to him?”

David stepped toward me and put his hand on my shoulder. “Philo is at the dance with Hashiki.” My heart dropped.

“Does he—” I swallowed hard, fear and anxiety warring in me all over again. “You know—know about her and all that?”

David smiled gently. “He suspected what she was up to from the beginning, but it seems you weren’t entirely honest about what was happening to you. Next time,” his grip on my shoulder tightened slightly, “you must tell us when someone is attacking you. For whatever reason. We do not tolerate such actions.” He looked at me pointedly until I nodded. “Once I told Philo Hashiki had been hurting you, his fears were confirmed. He has been working to lull her into a sense of complacency, believing she has won so that today, we can apprehend both her and Ying Yue.”

“Come on now,” Manuela said, pushing me forward. “We don’t have much time.” I stood and Manuela put her arm around me.

At the bottom of the stairs, Manuela pressed a warm mug of blood into my hands, which I immediately gulped down. I wanted to use my fingers to swipe out the last drops, but I didn’t think Manuela would approve. Thankfully, I was saved from earning her wrath when Mrs. Hamburg handed me an even bigger mug of blood. “You look a little sehnsucht.” She took the empty mug from me and turned away.

Well, alrighty then.

Manuela urged me up the stairs to get showered and cleaned up. “I’ll be there in a few minutes to help you get ready.” Numbly, I obeyed, absently noting the slightly generic taste of the blood. I could still taste the, um, flavor, of the donor, but not nearly in the same rich and delicious way as the freshly-donated blood at the Council headquarters. I guess it was kinda like the difference of low-fat cheese versus the full-fat kind. I grimaced.

I was so happy to be back in my room, I nearly sank onto the bed to sleep for a week—but then I noticed the pile of belongings sitting on the bench at the foot of my bed. My phone!

I dove for it, but of course it was dead. I plugged it in, waited for the charge to kick in, then watched in bemusement as message after message came through. Stacey must have texted like a thousand times. The last few were all sad and crying emojis. I quickly tapped out a message telling her I was home and that I was coming to the dance, then hurried to the bathroom.

It felt so good to get out of the vomit-encrusted clothes and stand beneath the hot, hot spray. As the water gradually warmed my body and I washed the past few days down the drain, my brain began to catalog what I knew and what I did not.

My disappointment at not finding Philo at home still stung, but I let my rational side kindly take my emotional side by the hand and tell her in as gentle tones as possible to quit whining and to stop being so freaking insecure.

Okay, so Philo was with Hashiki. That sucked.

But he was with her because it was part of the plan to catch her.

Also, Philo and I really had met in that dream world, and he wanted to be with me. I was like ninety percent sure I believed him. My rational side told me I was being a weenie about this, but my emotional side would not budge. I just couldn’t be one hundred percent sure about him without seeing him face to face. In person.

Gah. It was complicated.

Fearghus and Siobhan, they’d have my back. Absolutely one hundred percent. Same went for the rest of my family. But what about Thor? What was his role in all of this?

I’d sensed my family held a wary sort of respect for him. That didn’t mean he could be trusted, just that they knew him and . . . what? Feared him? Respected his position on the Council?

He had rescued me, so he definitely had that going in his favor. He could have left me there to starve, but he didn’t. And he’d brought me home.

Why had he done that? I’d gotten the distinct impression he wanted me for himself. For what, I was still unclear, but he’d definitely given off that vibe. So why bring me home where there were Philo and David to protect me, possibly from him?

That part bugged me because I didn’t understand it.

A knock came on the bathroom door. “Are you almost finished?” Manuela was here already. Yikes.

I finished in the shower in record time, wrapping my hair up in a towel, another tied tight around my body as I threw open the door.

Manuela stood outside wearing a cocktail length peachy-pink dress with a ruched bodice and sheer, flowing sleeves. With her hair twisted into a loose coil and creamy pearls around her neck, she looked beautiful.

“Wow.” I might have gaped. She seemed like a new woman. Softer somehow.

“Let’s do our best to hurry.” Her voice held her usual hint of disdain, but I caught the smile that tugged at her lips. “We don’t want to keep everyone waiting.”

“Okay. No, of course not.” Now that she was here, I didn’t know what to do with myself. She’d interrupted my routine and I felt momentarily stunned into inaction. Manuela picked up something from the floor by the loveseat and handed it to me.

It was a small black and white bag with pink tissue—I recognized it as a Victoria’s Secret bag. The idea of Manuela buying me underwear kind of freaked me out, but there was no time to argue.

“Your friend Stacey said this was a tradition.”

Oh, Stacey!

“Yes, yes it is.” I took the bag and ducked into the bathroom, locking the door before she could sidle in and join me.

The panties were not thongs, thank goodness, but the kind that were so thin and seamless that they fit like a second skin. And I did a little happy dance that may or may not have been accompanied by a squeal of glee when I discovered the bra was another one of those miracle ones Stacey had introduced me to last Halloween. I had more to flaunt these days but I hadn’t had much to begin with and I wanted to look my best—as much for Hashiki as for Philo. I wanted that chick to see me as a threat.

Did that make me a bad person?

Manuela knocked, and I hid behind the door. I didn’t feel comfortable standing around in my underthings.

Thankfully, Manuela only stuck her arm through with a silky bunch of ivory cloth in her hand. “Put that on, and I’ll do your hair and makeup.”

Grateful, I pulled on the slippery robe and tied the sash—it was obviously Manuela’s as I could practically wrap it around me twice—then opened the door.

Manuela breezed in and indicated that I should sit on the bench in front of the built-in vanity. She gave the robe a speculative stare.

“I should have thought to buy you a robe of your own. Perhaps we can go shopping sometime. A girl should have a proper boudoir set.” Her tone was light as she smoothed oil into my hair. I wanted to snicker at her use of boudoir, even though I knew she didn’t mean anything naughty by it. Plus, she was being so . . . motherly and kind, I didn’t want to dissuade her. I just didn’t quite know how to respond.

“I’d like that.” I said the words to be polite, but as soon as they passed my lips, I knew they were actually true. That it would be okay to let Manuela mother me, if she wanted. Heaven knew I could use one. No one could ever replace Ma, but I’d never had the kind of relationship to go shopping and learn hair and makeup with her, so it would sort of be like adding to my mom collection, not replacing one.

The thought comforted me and gave me an excuse to enjoy the pampering. When Manuela caught my reflection in the mirror, and found me smiling, she offered a small, shy smile in return. I felt my heart grow a little bigger, just like the Grinch’s when he heard the Whos in Whoville singing on Christmas morning.

Manuela didn’t dawdle as she worked, and we didn’t chat much, but I could tell she was warming up to me just as I was to her. I’d never been fussed over so much before, even when Stacey practiced on me—which was often. Manuela’s touch was different. She was gentle and proficient, narrating as she went.

When she finished, I started to turn my face toward the mirror so I could see, but she grabbed my chin to stop me. She smiled brightly. “Wait. Let’s get you into your dress, then you can see the whole effect.”

I nodded and followed her into the bedroom, carefully avoiding the wall of mirrors as I did so. She helped me step into the dress and slid it up my body, then zipped the side zipper. Then she helped me step into the almost-too-high-but-not-quite black heels I’d bought and wrapped the ribbon around and slightly up my ankle, tying them neatly into precise little bows.

“Done?” I asked hopefully, anxious to see myself.

“Not quite,” Manuela said with a suspicious gleam in her eyes. She sat on the loveseat and bent down, retrieving two little boxes from the floor. “These are for you. Open this one first.” She handed me an ornate lacquered box. “I received it as a gift from David. The Emperor Jiajing gave it to him in the sixteenth century. We would both like you to have it.”

The lid came free, revealing a stunning gold arm cuff of a Chinese dragon encrusted with emerald eyes, and a scattering of red-jeweled (ruby?) scales. It was so beautiful I just stared at it. Speechless.

Manuela reached into the box and picked up the cuff, then I held out my arm so she could slide it on. It was a snug fit, but I knew that’s how it was supposed to be. It should sit on my non-existent biceps without budging. No way did I want to lose that thing. Manuela adjusted the cuff so it sat just so, but as she made to remove her hand, I clasped it with my own.

“Manuela. I don’t know what to say. I—”

“We are so glad to have you in our family, Minnie. And we are beyond grateful to have you home.” Her eyes grew red and the last thing I wanted to do was make her cry, so I smiled and nodded.

“Thank you. I will treasure it forever.” And I meant every word.

“Here,” she said briskly, pressing the second box into my hand. “Now this.”

It was a plain white jewelry box that fit onto the palm of my hand—the kind you could get at Walmart. The complete opposite of the emperor’s box. But as I placed my other hand on top of it to pull off the lid, Manuela captured my hand beneath hers, stopping me. “Promise me you won’t cry.”

I gave her a quizzical frown. “Oh-kay.” Because, really? What kind of jewelry could make me cry?

She released my hand, but out of the corner of my eye I saw her pull a few tissues from the box on my desk as I pulled up the lid.

Inside, nestled between two pieces of fluffy white cotton, were a pair of Korean earrings. My eyebrows drew together as I considered them. They looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite recall how.

“They’re your mother’s wedding earrings.” Manuela’s voice was soft, almost reverent.

I glanced sharply at her. So many questions warred in my mind, I couldn’t pick a winner.

Manuela shook her head sadly. “No, she didn’t come here. But she took them to Stacey and asked that she deliver them to you. Stacey gave them to Philo along with the bag. There’s a letter, too. From your mother.”

I nearly dropped the box as I cast my gaze around the room. Forget the dance—I wanted to read my mom’s letter!

Manuela clasped both my hands again, box and all. “I put the letter in your nightstand drawer. It’s probably best you read it after the dance?” As I looked into her deep brown eyes, I saw she’d leave the choice to me—but I also saw her wisdom. This moment, the dance, was about more than just me. Well, it was about clearing my name, sure, but it was also about bringing the true murderer—Hashiki—to justice. Innocent people had died because of her. My mom’s letter would have to wait.
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The bond between sire and offspring far surpasses that between human parents and their children. Through the bond, a sire or dame can discern the wellbeing of their child, determine if they are in danger, and ascertain their location. In return, the child will always receive their creator’s summons and know where to find their creator.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

With trembling fingers I clipped the second earring onto my ears. I remembered them now—Ma was not terribly sentimental, but she’d kept her wedding dress and once, when I was nine or so, she’d shown it and her jewelry to me. These earrings were clip-ons—red crystals set in gold made a sort of fleur di lis shape with a red tassel that hung well past my chin. That my mom would give them to me now . . . No. I would not cry. Not now. Not yet.

Manuela applied gentle pressure to my shoulders and turned me to face the floor-length mirror, then stepped out of the frame.

Looking back at me was an Asian beauty that couldn’t possibly be me.

She—I mean, I—looked ageless, fragile and strong at the same time.

I didn’t see any visible makeup, but my eyes looked bigger and darker, my skin perfectly porcelain like I always wished it would be, and my hair had been pulled into a low and loose knot at the side of my neck with tendrils framing my face perfectly. Mom’s earrings and Manuela’s cuff were the perfect accents to the elegant red gown. I drew in a long, slow breath and released it the same way.

Was this me? Could this be me? I had a glimpse of my future and my grown-up self, realizing that I would always look like this. Forever. I would never age. Never get wrinkles. Never get fat or any of the things women worry about as they grow older.

But I would change, I thought. That wide-eyed, innocent awe in my eyes wouldn’t stay forever. I had a brief flash of the hard look in Ying Yue’s eyes and knew I didn’t ever want to become like her. There had to be a way to stay me, as true to who I was right now, no matter how long I lived.

Is that what Thor meant when he’d called me fresh and said that everyone would want what I had?

“Minnie?” Manuela prompted quietly. “We must go now. The others are waiting.”

Nervous energy zapped through me and I turned away from the mirror, trying for an I got this look. “Let’s do this.” It didn’t sound quite as kick-butt as it had in my head, but Manuela gave me a satisfied nod, and we were off.

At the bottom of the stairs, Siobhan gave a low whistle.

“Yer right gorgeous, Minnie,” Fearghus said. He and Siobhan were dressed similarly in all black—Fearghus in baggy ninja-type clothes and Siobhan in her usual leathers.

Thor stood behind them, wearing a dark suit that matched his dark expression.

I looked at the floor and smiled, feeling uncharacteristically shy. “Thanks.”

David put a hand on my shoulder. “You are lovely.” He turned to Manuela, who walked into his arms. “Shall we go?”

Faces turned stony as my family prepared to go fight the Council—and one crazy chick—for the safety of mankind.

And me.

David helped Manuela and me into the big black SUV while Fearghus, Siobhan and Thor climbed in around us. The two Celts sat in the back, while Thor and I sat in the middle row. We made the trip to Hilltop High in silence. As we pulled into the packed parking lot, David took Manuela’s hand across the front seat console, and gave it a gentle squeeze. My heart bumped hard against my chest. I really wanted what they had one day. It was too soon to think it might be with Philo—for right now I’d be happy to get him away from Hashiki and be able to call him my boyfriend for real.

But first, I had to walk into that school without falling flat on my face.

As everyone strode toward the school, I found my steps seriously limited by the narrow cut of my dress and my apparently too-high-for-me shoes. Manuela and David took pity on me and walked sedately by my side, discreetly offering me an elbow to grip every time I lost my footing.

“It’s slippery.” Except they didn’t seem to have a problem.

I lost sight of Fearghus, Siobhan and Thor as they disappeared into the night, but I figured that was just how it was supposed to be. If I couldn’t see them, then maybe Ying Yue wouldn’t, either.

“Is she here?” I heard the anxious tightness in my voice but hoped my companions wouldn’t notice.

“I’m sure she is,” David said. “I received confirmation not long ago that she and several Council members were on their way here.”

“But they might not be here now,” I said hopefully.

David gave a slight nod of his head, but his expression told me he doubted it.

“She has to know, with your escape, that Hashiki’s plan is at risk. She will want to protect her child.”

I glanced at David again. I didn’t have a proper sire, so I didn’t really know much about the bond. The others had talked about it, but I hadn’t experienced it for myself. My own sire, Tim, was a really nice guy, but he was severely autistic and most of the time didn’t have much control over his actions—including the time he kissed me and decided he should bite me, turn me into a vampire, and leave me to live or die alone. Not that it was his fault—I didn’t hold it against him. Not really.

Sensing my distress, David stroked a hand down my back. “The bond can be a very powerful tool. One day, if you wish it, we can strengthen the bond between us—it would be like a grandfather adopting their grandchild and calling them their own.”

“But isn’t that what you’ve already done?” David was the one who came and found me that first day when I was so hungry, I’d run away from home so I wouldn’t drain my own parents.

“There is a more . . . permanent way. A truer way. If you wish.”

I smiled at him happily. “I’d like to talk about it. Yes, please.”

The reserve that had been hiding in his eyes lifted and he returned my smile with one of his own. “It’s a date then.”

We reached the auditorium, the loud music pounding from inside and multicolored lights flashing. We stopped just outside the doors, and Manuela kissed me on the cheek while David leveled a serious gaze at me. “You know what to do?”

I nodded.

“Good girl. You won’t be alone. Not for a moment. Remember that.”

“Got it.” I hoped I sounded as strong as I didn’t feel.

I lifted my chin and stepped all the way into the pink and red wonderland of the Hilltop High Sweethearts dance.
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Every vampire needs a reason to live. Without it, we succumb to our base nature until we are destroyed. A purpose shapes our days, our years, our lifetimes. Find your purpose and you just might find you truly can live forever.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I felt like a stranger in my own school. Like no one remembered me. Like I didn’t belong. I took a step back. I had a job to do, I knew that, but there was a huge part of me that would have just taken off if I could have gotten away with it.

“Omo! You’re heeeeeerrrrrreeeee!” Stacey’s unmistakable squee pierced the gym as she practically accosted me. If it hadn’t been for Mac’s steadying hand, the both of us would have toppled to the floor. Stacey squeezed me hard from behind, then released me just long enough to turn around so I could hug her back. “I was so, so worried, Min. I’m so happy to see you.” Her voice was quiet and intensely sincere in my ear as we hugged each other tightly.

Abruptly she pushed me back so she could take a good look at me. “Omo, omo,” she said. “You look a-MAY-zing.”

I blushed under her scrutiny, especially when Mac nodded in agreement. “And you are stunning.” She was tall and statuesque in her black heels and pink silk dress. She wore her strawberry blonde hair in a wavy ponytail with soft tendrils framing her face. I’d never seen her look more beautiful. “I love you,” I said.

She hugged me fiercely again and I hugged her back just as hard. “I love you, too, jagi.”

“Do you guys want some punch?” Mac asked. Stace and I released each other, and I smiled a little shyly at her boyfriend. Since he and Stacey started dating, I hadn’t spent much time with them and I felt like I was intruding now on their togetherness, but Mac seemed perfectly comfortable with the whole scene.

“That would be awesome,” Stacey said.

“Thanks, Mac.” I hoped he understood I meant thanks for a lot of things, not just the punch. Thanks for keeping my BFF company while I’d been such a flake. Thanks for being cool with our weird relationship. Just thanks.

Stacey pointed out Nick, who wore a pale blue suit a la early 1980s fashion and his date, Francy, a petite girl I didn’t know very well from Spanish class. She looked totally uncomfortable with his antics. I rolled my eyes and knew Stace was doing the same thing. “Dude’s got zero game,” she said. Poor Francy looked around like please someone save me.

Daniel was dancing with Carrie, his long-time on-again-off-again girlfriend, and of course they were color coordinated with her in a frothy pink gown and him in a matching pink bowtie and cummerbund. I didn’t much like Carrie—she wasn’t nearly good enough for Daniel—but I had to admit they made a really cute couple.

“Oh, look, there’s, um, uh—” Stacey tried to turn my attention to the punch table where Mac was the only one there.

I turned back to the dance floor. “It’s okay, Stace. It’s not what you think.” Because there, practically in the middle of all the dancers, were Hashiki and Philo. I took a deep breath and forced myself to watch them. Philo looked amazing in a perfectly tailored black suit, his hair slicked back like a European hotshot. I couldn’t see his face well because he didn’t take his gaze off of his date.

I swear, I felt my fangs twinge. Like, if I wasn’t surrounded by a gym full of humans, I’d lunge at Hashiki and bite her stupid face off. A bit alarmed at my dark thoughts, I forced myself to be professional. I had a job to do.

Still, it irked to see my nemesis wearing a red dress that looked stunning against her dark skin. And the way she and Philo were dancing slow even though the song was a fast one, didn’t help ease my tension one bit. And the way she stroked his hair behind his ear? And the way he held her close like he liked it?

Ugh.

“I’m really sorry, Min.” Stace leaned against me.

I turned a bright smile to her. “It’s okay. I swear. It’s not what you think. But—things might get a little messy here in a bit, so you might not want to stand too close to me.”

“What?” But Mac showed up just then with our drinks.

“Thanks.” I took my cup from him, grateful for the brief distraction. The punch was super sweet but it was bubbly and wet my throat, so that was something.

“What’s going on?” Mac looked between Stacey and me. “You guys fighting or something?”

“Hey, Mac,” I said brightly. “You and Stacey should go get your pics taken.”

Stacey crossed her arms and glowered at me. “We already got our photos done.”

I gestured to the far corner. “Did you do the photo booth? Are they still doing a hearts theme?” Last I heard they were doing frames for the photo booth that would all come out with little hearts and kisses on them. So cute.

Mac smiled gamely at Stacey. “Wanna go?”

“Yeah! You should go. Doesn’t look like there’s a line right now.” Over Stacey’s shoulder I caught a glimpse of Hashiki. Our eyes connected and, right on cue, pain slammed into me.

Stacey caught the change in my expression and reached out to me. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m okay. Just, um, cramps.” I cringed. Sorry, Mac, I thought. “I’m gonna go to the bathroom. You guys should totally go get your pics done.”

Stacey looked at me, her expression dubious, but as hoped, Mac was in a hurry to put distance between us as quickly as possible. “Come on, Stace. We’ll catch up with Min later.”

“Yeah, later,” I said between gritted teeth. I pretended to walk toward the bathroom, while Mac led a reluctant Stacey away. Then I turned to face Hashiki.

She wasn’t dancing anymore. Instead she stood stock still in the middle of the dance floor, staring directly at me. My stomach churned as I watched Philo try to convince her to pay attention to him and not to me. She ignored him. Apparently Hashiki was no longer playing by his rules. Not that she ever had.

I clenched my jaw against the continued onslaught of pain while I mentally reached out to Philo. It’s okay, I said. We’re all here. We’ve got a plan. I didn’t know if it worked, but it was all the time I had because Hashiki was walking toward me, and her mental grip on my spine sent daggers of pain shooting into my brain.

I was supposed to fight back. Supposed to keep on my feet, lure her away from the students. But I was on my knees before I knew what happened. My head in my hands. Trying to survive.

“Hashiki!” a voice called.

Suddenly I could breathe. Omo, I could breathe.

My whole body shook, the pain only a residue of what it had just been. I struggled to my knees—I’d full out collapsed to the floor apparently—to see Hashiki facing Philo. His face was set in the brutal sharp lines of a Spartan now, but when his gaze flicked to me, they softened slightly, and I knew he was relieved to see me sitting up. It was only an instant, then he was focused on Hashiki, taking a step toward her, his hands up and placating.

But Hashiki had seen the glance my way and she whirled, bringing both arms down like two hammers, and my vision went black from pain.

Minnie. Thor bent over me, reached a hand down to me. You need to get up.

I opened my eyes. David and Manuela, along with Mrs. Robb and Mr. Stallsworth, approached Philo and Hashiki. But I couldn’t see Thor anywhere.

“Let’s take this outside, folks,” David said in a congenial tone.

“Nothin’ to see here, people.” Mr. Stallsworth held his hands up to try to dispel the group of kids who stood around us in a circle, phones held out to capture every horrible moment.

Stand up, Minnie.

I got to my feet. I was unsteady, and the stupid shoes didn’t help, but I was up.

David stepped closer to Hashiki. Reached his hand out as if to take her wrist.

Hashiki screamed. Like, a brutal, earth-shattering sound and everyone around her collapsed in pain. Except for me. And David.

He pierced me with a gaze as sharp as daggers. “I must help the others—Manuela . . .” He looked away at something behind. I nodded. I had no idea how I could do anything against this monster, but I’d try. David sped away, which left me and Hashiki staring each other down.

She screamed again and stomped forward.

I have no idea how I did it—I have the feeling I didn’t do it alone—but I stood my ground.

I’ve got you, Thor whispered in my mind.

I had the fleeting thought that the two of them could squish me between them, but I had no choice but to accept Thor’s help.

Even quieter than before I caught the thought, You can trust me.

Could I, though?

Hashiki was nearly upon me and I straightened, trying to mentally prepare myself for the onslaught of pain. Behind Hashiki, Philo stood. He looked like an avenging angel, his chin down, his eyes burning with anger. As Hashiki stalked toward me, Philo stalked her.

Build a wall, Thor said. Your wall!

I’d totally forgotten about the wall. It was one of the first things Thor had taught me that day in the forest. I thought Philo would get to Hashiki before she attacked again, and I was not ready with my walls when she struck. She thrust out her right hand, her fingers curled into claws as she mentally grasped my spine just beneath my skull.

Don’t stop! Thor screamed in my mind. It felt as if he were throwing rocks at my wall, trying to build it from the outside, but I couldn’t help him.

Hashiki’s fingers closed and my brain splintered into shards of glass.

Somehow, even though my vision began to narrow to a single point, she kept me from blacking out as she brought even more pain down on me. I lay on the floor now, unable to move, but I could see Hashiki.

No doubt she wanted me to watch her horrible, awful face while she killed me, but Philo threw his arms around her, one arm around her middle, the other around her neck. He pulled her against him, increasing his leverage, and she quickly lost her footing in her sky-high heels.

“Get her out of here,” David called to Philo.

I hurt too much to move, but at least I could breathe again, and see more of the room. No one had gotten up. Kids and teachers alike were sprawled on the ground. Were they dead? Omo, please don’t let them be dead!

I glanced back to Philo. He was on the ground now, too, Hashiki sprawled across his lap while he struggled to keep his grip on her. His eyes were closed and sweat dripped from his hairline. She was hurting him, I suddenly realized. And why wouldn’t she? How could I have been so stupid?

With effort I struggled to my feet. I swayed, but Manuela was there, and with her touch I felt a little stronger, like I’d been hugged from the inside, comforted and strengthened. I took in a deep breath and caught sight of Stacey lying face-down on the gym floor close to the photo booth, Mac’s arm flung over her back.

This fight wasn’t about me. It was about them—all the innocent people. I couldn’t let Hashiki add more victims to her list. I just couldn’t.

I closed my eyes and stretched out my awareness. I spread it wide, like a blanket, over each and every student and teacher in the gym. They were alive. Thank goodness, they were alive.

Wake up, I urged them. Get out. Get to safety. A few people stirred, but most lay still.

Among them, Thor’s presence stirred. Build your wall, Minnie. Now. I felt him curse against his own pain, felt his own struggle to rebuild his wall where he’d neglected it and Hashiki’s power had struck him.

Dimly, I heard Philo screaming and Daniel yelling at Hashiki. Someone else was screaming, too, from behind me.

It’s now or never. Thor sounded breathless even in my mind. They’re here. Protect yourself. Please.

I threw out my arms and screamed at the innocents. Get up! Get out! More of them climbed to their knees now, some stood, helped others up as they fled.

On the floor, Hashiki lay beneath Philo, who gripped her by the throat, but he was trembling while Hashiki managed to laugh. As I watched, her fangs extended and her features . . . sharpened. Her soft beauty grew vicious and hard. I’d never actually seen a vampire go, well, vamp, before. A few students screamed and I sure couldn’t blame them. At least it seemed to hurry the exodus from the gym.

In a flash, Hashiki stood above Philo, who lay panting on the ground. He tried to do one of those flip to standing moves, but she held a hand over him, and he twisted as if she’d just broken his spine.

To my right, Manuela screamed out David’s name and I realized she was attempting to hold back three vampires stalking toward us.

“She belongs to us,” a man said, fangs extended but not full vamp like Hashiki.

They’re not here for her, I realized. They’re here for me.

I turned back to Hashiki. She seemed to feel my gaze upon her because she slowly lifted her triumphant, horrible gaze from the crushed form of Philo.

She took a slow step toward me, her smile wicked.

“Hold her!” David yelled at me as he ran to stand on my other side—facing the oncoming vampires. It was up to me to take care of Hashiki, and I had no idea how that could be done. She’d defeated Philo—had she killed him? I didn’t dare check because it took all my concentration to build my wall before she attacked again.

She lifted both hands, palms up, and my legs trembled. Her hands began to curl, and I felt the first tug of her grip on me. I knew instinctively she meant to rip me apart from the inside. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mac help Stacey to her feet. She pushed him away and ran toward me.

It had to be now. Do it now.

With a scream of pure defiance, I shoved my arms straight out to the side. Shoving Hashiki out of my mind, I threw up walls of pure tungsten, the strongest natural substance known to man. No one would get through these walls. Not now. Not ever.

Hashiki felt the blast of power like a physical blow and fell backward, tripped over Philo’s body and fell hard onto her back. Without hesitation, I strode forward until I was the one standing over her. She sneered, but we both knew she was done. I thrust my hand at her face, palm out, and threw up a wall of titanium around her, closing in her brain so there was no way out.
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Welcome to your new life as a vampire. You are now one of the elite and we are glad to have you with us.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Someone nearby screamed, so loud and long, like the keening cry of a mother when her baby dies. I looked around, startled by the noise, the utter sorrow in it—and saw Ying Yue standing by the side door to the gym. She wore an expression of pure grief as she stared at Hashiki who now lay limp on the ground. Then she turned that expression on me, and I watched as hatred and revenge bloomed on her lovely face.

She morphed into vamp mode and took one menacing step toward me, but Thor blocked her path. I don’t know what happened between them, but Thor raised his arm as if he held an invisible axe, and she drove her fisted hands up into his armpit, a blow that had him collapsing down around the pain. In a move that would be the envy of any gymnast she whirled, flipping over Thor, then brought a kick down on the back of his neck and drove him to the ground.

“You have your murderer,” Daniel yelled at the Council who still half-surrounded us. “There!” I could only assume he was pointing at Hashiki because right then all my attention was on Ying Yue who I knew was about to kill me. What happened with Hashiki had been a fluke. Speed and the element of surprise had allowed me to trap her brain, not any skill on my part. I couldn’t trust an accident would save me again.

Fearghus and Siobhan burst through the door behind Ying Yue, followed by a green glow that . . . sparkled?

Before I had a chance to wonder about it, a burst of colorful light appeared around my head. “Oh, mo stór!” Clíodhna cried. “I was so worried about ye.” Her sisters hovered briefly over Hashiki, who still lay on the floor, then came to me. Around us, the noise, the yelling, crying, shouts—everything had dropped away to startling silence.

“She’s locked up tight.” Keavy gave me an appraising look. Today the faeries were wearing tiny replicas of my dress, except in their own colors. I felt a burst of tenderness for these little creatures and their show of solidarity. “Well done, dear.”

“What’s going on?” The faeries parted so I could see past them, and there, just inside the doorway stood the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. A familiar woman.

“Our lady has come,” Binne said. “Queen Oonagh.”

“Wait. The one who took Fearghus?” I knew the answer, I just couldn’t piece it all together. “Why?”

“She saved him from a loveless marriage,” Keavy said.

“With our Lady, he enjoyed happiness and love,” Binne added with a touch of indignation in her tone.

I ignored their continued defense of their queen and stepped past them. Oonagh was unlike anything I’d ever seen. She looked like a normal woman—well, if normal women were a combination of Grace Kelly and Marilyn Monroe except ten times more beautiful. Plus, the wings. And the hovering. And the distinct sense of power that emanated from her.

There was no doubt that despite her beautiful, fragile appearance, she was one kick-butt faery queen.

Especially since she seemed to be holding Ying Yue in some sort of trance without even trying.

Oonagh looked around the room as if she’d just entered a party and was searching for the perfect dance partner.

“You cannot be here.” One of the Council members strode toward her, his face somewhere between full and partial vamp mode.

“Can I not?” Oonagh’s voice rang like a bell, striking something within me that made me want to fall to my knees before her. Even the Council guy stopped short and seemed to fight for control over himself.

“This is a Council matter. You have no place here,” he bit out.

“I keep my own council, and that has always been good enough for me.” She moved forward, floating above the floor. I followed her line of sight and saw Philo struggling to sit up.

I fell to my knees beside him. “Philo!” He looked at me and for a moment his eyes were unfocused.

He placed a hand on my cheek as he tried to clear his gaze. “You’re here.”

I put my hand over his and leaned into his touch. “I’m here.”

“Quick,” Clíodhna whispered as she pulled on one of my earrings. “Take him away!”

“Oh no,” whimpered Keavy from nearby.

Oonagh set her feet down on the floor next to Philo and me. He turned, seeing her for the first time, and his eyes widened at her glorious beauty. She crouched in front of him and mirrored his motion from a moment before by putting her palm against his cheek. “Oh, my darling,” she crooned. “Your heart is so battered. Let me heal it for you. Let me show you what love is.”

She stood and held her hand out to Philo and to my shock, he took it.

“Philo?” I stood too, reaching for his hand—but it was limp and didn’t respond to my touch. “You can’t just take him!” I screamed at the faery queen.

Across the room, I caught the glimmer of sparkles, then Fearghus came barreling toward us. “Ye cannot have ’im, ye right barbarian.” But before he could reach us, Oonagh flicked her wrist and Fearghus became still, as frozen as Ying Yue. Siobhan pulled up beside him, her knives drawn, her face fierce and determined, yet she made no immediate move. Her eyes darted from side to side, working out how to attack the queen without being caught in her snare.

“Never mind them, my darling.” Oonagh returned her gaze to Philo. He still stood there, his hand in hers. “Shall we go?” She started to pull him toward her, but he yanked his hand free.

“Wait.” His voice was harsh, as if he’d been screaming for a really long time but we were only hearing the end of it. “Wait.” He took a step back. “Minnie?” He glanced at me, his eyes wild.

“I’m here.” I reached for him and I saw him breathe deeply as he took my hand. He gave it a strong squeeze and held on tight.

He glared at Oonagh. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

The beatific smile on Oonagh’s face slipped. “How dare you deny me?” She took a step closer to Philo, their bodies almost touching. “You would choose me over this,” she flicked a dismissive glance over me, “child?”

Behind her, Fearghus stumbled forward, obviously released from Oonagh’s hold. I faced Philo and prayed for a miracle. Because really? How could I expect him to choose me over a faery queen?

But Philo raised his chin, and oh how strong and proud he was. I’d remember him like that for the rest of my days, so beautiful and defiant.

“I cannot be with someone I do not love,” he told Oonagh.

She laughed, a low seductive sound that made my insides quiver. “I can make you love me.” She drew a long fingernail down his cheek. “I can free you from all the pain and sorrow you carry and give you peace and happiness for the rest of your life.”

Philo smiled, but he kept his grip strong on my hand. “Thank you,” he said, and my heart sank. “Thank you. Your offer is kind and generous. It would be a wonderful thing to be free, at last.”

No, Philo, I pled in my heart. Please, don’t go.

“But I have all that I want. Right here. In my arms.” He pulled me gently toward him, and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, holding me close. I stared up at him, dumbfounded. “Will you, as the queen of love, bless us?”

I expected her to be angry, to curse us, certainly not to bless us. Instead, she included me in her smile. She touched my cheek as she had Philo’s, and my three little faeries appeared. Clíodhna whispered in her ear.

“Is that so?” A mischievous gleam shone in Oonagh’s eyes, mirroring the one I’d often seen in the faeries’ eyes. “Well now. It has never been my way to come between true love.” Taking my hand, then Philo’s, she placed his on top of mine and looked meaningfully at Philo. He somehow knew what she wanted because he faced me as best he could, given her grip on our hands.

I grinned at him, so full of giddy relief at this weird turn of events that I couldn’t contain myself. He smirked a little, obviously enjoying my delight. With his free hand still behind my back, he traced a line up to my hairline, making me shiver. His eyes bore into mine with such intensity I forgot myself, forgot the gym, the people, even the faery queen holding our hands.

“Will you be mine?”

My heart grew ten times to accommodate all the joy trying to fill it, but when I lifted my right hand between us, a flicker of doubt crossed Philo’s face. Until he looked down and saw my crooked finger.

With a grin, he looped his pinky with mine and I said, “I will be yours so long as you’ll be mine.”

“I swear it.” We couldn’t stop grinning at each other.

“Beautiful,” declared Oonagh. “You are blessed, little sweethearts. May your love flourish.” And three tinkling little voices sighed with pleasure.

“Let us go, my wee sisters,” the queen said after releasing our hands. She turned away and between one step and the next she, and the faeries, were gone in a shower of sparkling light.

“Well, that was—” I began, but I didn’t get to finish because Philo yanked me to his chest and planted a big kiss on my mouth. It took me a minute to remember where I was when he released me.

Gradually, I became aware of noise and motion around me. At some point the cops and paramedics must have arrived because men and women moved through the tables and clusters of students that fringed the dance floor. Siobhan stood with a hand on Fearghus’s shoulder, so Philo and I went to them.

“What’s going on?” I asked as we drew close.

“Blasted faery had her way wi’ me again. No more, I tell you. I won’ let it happen again.” Fearghus was so fierce in his statement spittle flecked his beard and I took a step back.

Siobhan threw an arm around his shoulders and gave him a friendly squeeze. “She’s gone now, ya old coot. And she took her wee faeries with her. That’s reason enough to celebrate right there. Wanna get a beer?” That brightened Fearghus’s expression.

I looked around us. Hashiki sat on the floor by herself, her legs sticking out in front of her and a blank expression on her face.

“You did that,” Siobhan said. “I don’t think she’s going anywhere.”

“What about Ying Yue and the others?” Everyone was just standing around. I mean yeah, it felt good to hold Philo’s hand but I’d seen the Council here—weren’t they going to arrest me?

Fearghus and Siobhan glanced at each other but kept their mouths shut, which could not be a good sign. I relaxed a little when I caught a glimpse of David coming toward us—until I saw the dark look on his face.

“Everyone, I’m glad you are all right.” His gaze passed over each of us in turn before he spoke again. “I spoke with the Council. They’ve agreed that Hashiki Yeboah was responsible for the murders. We’ll be sure to provide the police with enough evidence to corroborate that fact in order to clear your name, Minnie.” I wondered just exactly what David meant when he said he’d spoken to the Council. I had a feeling it must have involved a lot more than just speaking but I had no idea how vampire politics worked. Still, I breathed a deep sigh of relief and nodded but didn’t relax. Philo squeezed my hand while Siobhan put her hand on my shoulder. We all knew he had something more to say.

“We have been unable to account for Ying Yue’s whereabouts. It seems she got away while none of us were watching her.” He shook his head. “Nothing we can do about that now. The Council will convene in a week to replace her as head of the American chapter and the General Council has authorized a bounty on her head.” A muscle ticked in his jaw as he glanced away. His eyes were unreadable when they returned to mine.

“Ying Yue is very old and has many skills that will serve her well as she goes underground. But we took her child away from her.” His gaze lingered on me. “More effectively than I think she ever had cause to fear. And vampires have a very long memory.”

I knew what he wasn’t saying. Ying Yue would not be able to forgive me for what I’d done to Hashiki and one day, maybe a long time from now, she’d be coming for me.

I remained speechless, and Philo put his arm around my waist. “We’ll be ready.”

“Aye, we will,” Fearghus vowed and Siobhan agreed.

“What’s the official story?” Siobhan asked.

“The official story,” David raked a hand through his hair. Suddenly he seemed very tired. I saw the moment he caught sight of Manuela helping the paramedics. He smiled slightly, and I wondered what he had been doing while all the drama was going down because there was no way he’d been sitting on his hands watching the show. “The official story is that Hashiki was a rogue vampire who came here in a misguided attempt to create her own Council. She believed vampires are superior to humans and planned to prove that by wreaking fear and murder upon them.”

“Does she?” I asked.

“What?” David asked.

“Does she really believe that vampires are superior to humans?”

“Oh, I—” David seemed at a loss. Philo spoke up.

“She does, actually, and what you’re saying isn’t far from the plans she revealed to me,” Philo said. “She wanted me to join her and become something like a vampire power couple—a pair to rule the world.”

Siobhan scoffed and Fearghus laughed. So did I, actually, but more because Philo had said “power couple.”

“Has she met ye? Ye’ve been avoiding responsibility since the day ye were born, ya dosser.” Fearghus punched Philo on the arm and the three of them laughed at some inside joke I wasn’t inside enough to know yet.

Philo cast an embarrassed look at me. “She obviously didn’t know me as well as she thought.”

“Manuela needs me.” David nodded to us, then pushed toward his wife.

We watched the couple embrace, then Siobhan and Fearghus said they needed to go help with the cleanup. Thor appeared at the perimeter of the dance floor and Philo nodded at him.

“I need to talk to him. Will you be all right?”

“Sure.” I gave him a bright smile. I wanted to check on Stacey, anyway.

“I’ll be right back.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and moved toward Thor.

“Wait, Philo.” I hesitated, unsure what to say. “Thor helped me. He helped me escape and he helped me today with—” I gestured at Hashiki. I had no idea what Philo intended to say to Thor, but I wanted him to know Thor was a good guy. Probably. Mostly.

Philo’s expression was open as he met my gaze. He trusted me. And oh, that felt like a gift. His lips quirked into a sideways smile and he nodded before heading off toward Thor.

The punch still sparkled in its bowl. The music still played through the speakers, and the lights still spun and sparkled overhead. Somehow, I hadn’t noticed any of those things while I was fighting for my life—and for Philo’s. And for everyone’s.

Now it all seemed so strange and surreal.

Like my whole life since the day I became a vampire.    
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As you go forth and explore all your new life has to offer you, focus on the good. You are not a creature of evil. You are not a monster. You have all the potential for good as you had as a human—only now you have all the time in the world to realize it.

 

We, the Council of Vampires, urge you to not waste a minute of it.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Standing on the steps in front of the school, I watched the police put Hashiki into the back of the armored truck. Part of me wanted to complain that it seemed like overkill, but then again this was Hashiki. I only had to look around to see this paramedic or that leading some trembling, terrified student from the school to recognize Hashiki as a menace to society in every sense of the word. I refused to feel guilty for what I had done.

Detective Carlson said something to a pair of cops, then turned away, his eyes catching mine. He paused, gave a brief nod—thanks, maybe? An apology for thinking I was the murderer?—before rapping on the driver’s side window of the truck and moving toward the parking lot.

The truck flashed its lights, gave a brief whoop of its siren, then pulled into the lane and toward . . . somewhere. Hashiki sure as heck wouldn’t be rescued by the Council, I was pretty sure of that. At least, I was pretty sure the humans wouldn’t allow it. I was still fuzzy on the details regarding the Council, but Hashiki had just thrown a whole gymnasium of people into unconsciousness they may not have even woken from on their own. I didn’t know for sure but pulling them back to wakefulness had felt like pulling them from death. I think that’d be enough for the cops to hold onto her for, well, forever.

I just hoped they took her straight to maximum security or something. And solitary confinement.

I felt the wall around her mind, somehow aware that I could release or maintain it—but could I hold it forever? Should I? I’d have to ask David about it. Later. For now I had to find Stacey and make sure she and Mac were okay.

I took in a deep breath and smoothed my hands down my silky red dress. It was time I went back and faced the music inside the school. I thought Stacey would be okay with me—I mean, she’d stuck by me after I became a vampire, so a vampire with a few mind powers shouldn’t be a big deal, right? But I wasn’t so sure about everyone else.

I turned—and found Philo standing at the top of the steps. He looked so beautiful standing there in his tux, his hands tucked into his pockets, his hair a little disheveled, his eyes sparkling with a light of their own.

His presence caught me off guard and I tripped on the hem of my gown. I wheeled my arms, but it was no use. I was going down and it would not be pretty.

Of course, Philo caught me. He seemed to do that a lot.

Isn’t he just dreamy? my emotional self crooned.

He held me like that, my back arched over his arms in a dramatic dip while he looked down at me. “Thanks,” I said breathily. And giggled self-consciously. Omo. I mentally rolled my eyes. You could dress her up, but you couldn’t take the dork out of the girl.

He slowly straightened, but he didn’t put any distance between us. Standing, we were even closer. “I think I need to thank you,” he said. His gaze, those eyes—they were everything to me.

I loved him.

Forget being just sixteen or him being however old.

I loved him. Holy guacamole!

And he hadn’t chosen Hashiki like I’d thought. How could I have ever believed he could be that gullible? Of course he saw right through her—he was Philo. Nothing fazed him.

He drew his hands up my arms. “You’re shivering. Let’s get you inside.”

I wasn’t actually cold.

When we reached the doors I said, “I haven’t had a chance to talk to Stacey, yet.”

“I know exactly where she is.”

He led me directly to where she sat at a table, her head in her hands and Mac rubbing her back. She was surrounded by well-wishers, mostly girls, all leaning toward her and offering comfort. I stopped a few feet away. Maybe she didn’t need me, after all. I started to turn back, suddenly unwilling to be seen there—by Stacey or anyone—but Philo stood in my way, blocking my escape.

“Min!” Stacey cried from behind me. I turned slowly to face her, unsure of what I would see. Would she hate me for putting her in danger? Would she hate me for my new gifts? I was so terrified to see her, to read any of those terrible things I imagined on her face, I kept my gaze riveted to the floor between us.

I heard her hurrying toward me, saw her feet come into view, and braced myself for a slap or a push. Anything. I deserved it, after all.

I was not prepared for her to throw her arms around me in the fiercest hug ever.

“Omo, Min. I was so scared for you! I’m so glad you’re okay!” She pushed me back to hold me at arm’s length. I met her gaze now, and I pretty much looked like a stunned deer in the headlights. I mean—could this be real? And then she grinned at me, that wicked, mischievous grin that was so Stacey. “And the way you woke us all up and saved us? That was so boss! You are amazing, llama girl! Just freakin’ amazing.” And she pulled me back into a hug.

Dimly I was aware of applause picking up around me. First a spattering, then a crash of hands, foot-stomping, whistles and shouts resounded through the gym. “That’s for you, llama girl,” Stacey said into my ear.

Then she whirled me away from her, lifting our joined hands between us like I’d just won a prize fight or something, and the applause washed over me like a baptism of forgiveness and acceptance.

Someone made the mic screech and we all groaned. “The party’s not over, folks!” Mr. Stallsworth said. He had his jacket off and his tie loosened. I never thought I’d see him let loose like that. “Come on, let’s get our boogey on.” He turned the volume up on the music and students cheered as they rushed onto the dance floor.

After giving my hand a squeeze and telling me I should join them, Stacey left me to grab Mac and drag him out to dance. Okay, maybe drag wasn’t the right word. He seemed to be as into it as she was. I smiled as I watched them, my shock and gratitude at this unexpected turn of events settling into a warm feeling of contentment.

Philo stepped up beside me, but he didn’t touch me or speak. We watched together in silence, but as soon as a slow song came on, he placed his hand on the small of my back. “Would you care to dance?” This time I shivered.

Mute, I could only nod and follow his lead as he directed me toward the dance floor. We assumed our dance positions and began to sway to the music, but I felt so awkward and self-conscious.

He dropped my hand and lifted my chin so I was forced to look at him. Once he was sure I wasn’t going to drop my face, he picked up my hand again. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how beautiful you look tonight, Minnie Kim.” I laughed self-consciously and looked away. He lifted my chin again, and this time when he took my hand, he drew me even closer until our bodies were touching. I was so hot. Was anyone else hot? I was hot.

“Please don’t look away,” Philo said. There was so much need in his voice, so much vulnerability that I couldn’t disobey. “I’ve been too afraid of hurting you. Too afraid of opening up to you. Just . . . afraid. But tonight, the past few days, have shown me that fear is an enemy in and of itself, and I can’t let it beat me anymore.”

We swayed together, our gazes locked, the world around us falling away until it was just him and me. Just Philo and Minnie.

“Minnie, I—I’m very sorry for Hashiki. I promise you, I did not return her affections. I only wanted her to believe I would, that I had. I wanted to draw her out, to reveal her for what she had become. I swear, I never meant to hurt you. And I’m sorry for being difficult . . . before. I know I’m not the easiest man to know. I’ve built too many walls around my heart. It doesn’t make it easy to invite anyone in.”

I squeezed his upper arm. His deliciously firm arm. “I know.” I smiled, waiting for him to realize it was all okay.

When he traced his knuckles down the side of my face, I placed my free hand on his chest. His heart thumped beneath my palm.

“I don’t deserve you,” he said, and when I opened my mouth to object, he hurried on. “You are so open, so real. You don’t try to fool anyone. You make no apologies for who you are or what you want from life.”

I opened my mouth again, but he grinned. “Let me say this, or else I might lose my nerve.” I returned his smile, relaxing even more into his arms.

“I want to be more like you, Minnie. I want to be free. To discover who I am as a man, not just a vampire. And I don’t want to do it alone.”

I grinned and held up my pinky between us.

“Pinky swear?”

Philo linked his pinky with mine, then pulled me in for a kiss.

“Well you two look happy,” Stacey said, as she and Mac danced closer to us.

I glanced at Philo, who looked at me. “We are.”

“See?” Stacey cried. “Didn’t I tell you? Magic happens at Sweethearts!”
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Exhaustion clawed at me like a bear as I dragged myself into my room at the end of what had to have been the longest day in history. The worst and very best day in history.

I flopped onto my bed and contemplated sleeping fully dressed, but one of my earrings snagged and pulled off, so I sat up to retrieve it from under me as I tugged the other free. It wasn’t until that moment that I remembered the letter. The letter from my mom.

I slowly dropped the earrings onto my nightstand, opened the drawer, and pulled out the long, plain white envelope. On the front Ma had written my name in Korean.

I unlaced my shoes and kicked them off, then scooted against the pillows. I traced my name on the envelope before I took a deep breath and opened it.

Inside I found a page of neatly written Korean in my mom’s hand. I smoothed it out and read.

 

My dearest daughter,

 

I have lost many people in my life. My father and my mother. My sister. And once, before we came to America, your brother.

 

After losing Han-jae, I considered taking my own life. So many of my ancestors had gone to the other side, I wanted to go there too, and be with them.

 

Instead, your father moved us to America where we could have a fresh start without our ancestors’ ghosts weaving sorrow in and out of our lives. You see, my family bears a curse of death and your father believed we could escape it by coming to America.

 

But the curse followed us here, and now you are dead.

 

At least, that is what your father believes.

 

But I do not think so. Maybe the curse is real, because you did die, but coming to America changed it enough that I do not have to live without you, nor do I have to join my ancestors in order to see you again.

 

I told your father so. I told him, either he could see you as his daughter, walking and talking and breathing on this earth, or he could let me go to the other plane and be alone in his ignorance.

 

What I have lost, your father has also lost, and he does not want to lose me. He is a good man, your father. A very good man. So you are his daughter once more and our ancestors will have to wait a while longer for me. Stacey told me about this special dance you are going to tonight. She told me there might be a special boy. Your father would not be happy with your choice to go to a dance, but he forgets that we were as young as you when we first met in Seoul. We knew we were meant to be together the moment our eyes met.

 

I want you to be happy, my daughter. And I do not wish to live in this world without you. Your father agrees.

 

You will come for dinner tomorrow. All will be well, you’ll see.

 

Love, 

Eomma
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Philo leaned in to give me a kiss goodbye, but my parents were watching. I gave him a wry smile and a handshake. Yeah, that’s the way to keep a much more experienced boyfriend interested while you take off for a couple months. I was so not gonna survive this summer vacation.

Philo adjusted smoothly to my redirect and traced his thumb over my pulse, which jumped beneath his touch. Beyond him, Manuela dabbed at her eyes with a red handkerchief—which was a good thing because the last thing my parents needed to see was blood spewing from her eyes. This…understanding…between my parents and me was relatively new and based mostly on my normalcy. My goal was to never let them see me, or my vampire family, doing anything even remotely vamp-like. 

I stepped back from Philo and turned. I wish my family would stop saying goodbye and wishing me well and telling me to write and text and call, because they were gonna make me cry if they didn’t. You’d think I was gonna be gone forever the way they were carrying on. 

“Bye!” I called again as I climbed into the backseat where someone had already put my backpack. “Bye!” 

Everyone stood on the porch, waving and calling goodbyes—everyone except for Philo who stood with his hands in his pockets, his eyes lost in the shadow of his dark hair. He looked like a little storm cloud standing there between Fearghus and Siobhan who were waving like maniacs trying to outdo each other. Even Mrs. Hamburg waved a white handkerchief in my direction. 

It might have made another girl think Philo didn’t care, but not me. I smiled as I kept my gaze glued to his. I knew he saw my eyes, just as clearly as I saw his. I knew he knew I was really saying goodbye just to him. 

Eventually though, Dad drove around the circular drive and I had no choice but to look forward toward what was probably the scariest experience of my life: a family vacation with my parents.

I was still a little unclear about just how much “vacation” this was going to be. Other than the fact that it was happening during summer break, and I was traveling to a place I’d never been before, not one thing had been said about anything resembling fun.

Dad had talked about his family and honor and I might have even heard him murmuring about how having a gangshi for a daughter ought to be good for something. While Mom had talked about helping and being good and not making my father regret this. This being me, I figured. 

Because up until just a few months ago, Dad hadn’t accepted that a terrible monster like a vampire—a gangshi as he called them—could also be the same little girl he once loved. He’d sat down to dinner with me a few times. He’d had a couple conversations with me. But he hadn’t looked me in the eyes even once. He’d never been one for physical affection, but I couldn’t remember if he’d even touched me since I’d been reMade. I didn’t think he had. He was probably doing his best, but I was getting tired of pretending it didn’t hurt.

It might not be much of a vacation, but at least I’d get to see Seoul, where my parents were from. I’d get to meet my extended family and most of all, I’d have three whole months to prove to my dad that being a vampire didn’t make me a monster. At least, not figuratively. It didn’t mean I was all bad, just because I was undead. He could still love me, if he wanted. Because despite the way he’d been treating me, I still loved him.

I sent Philo, then Stacey, a text before checking my backpack for the essentials. And I’m not talking about headphones and books and lip balm—though I had those, too. No, it was absolutely imperative that I had snacks and that I had the contact number for the local vampire council. I had their number on my phone and David had written it into the new journal he gave me, plus on a separate piece of paper tucked inside my backpack. 

I needed all the contingencies I could get because I could not allow myself to get hungry while surrounded by hundreds of people on a plane for the next twenty-three hours. I had enough snacks to get me through, but I’d need to resupply pretty much as soon as we landed. I still hadn’t figured out how I was going to manage getting my deliveries without causing my family too much stress. Yes, they knew I was a vampire, but if my uncle and his family were anything like my dad, it wouldn’t be good to flaunt my blood supply in their face. 

I’d already made arrangements to have a little fridge delivered along with my first supply so no one had to see the blood in the fridge. And I’d brought along a couple large travel mugs that I could sip on without anyone seeing the deep red liquid inside. Still, I had to get from now to then and there was a lot of time, a lot of stress, and a lot of beating hearts between now and then. I took a deep, bracing breath and let it out slowly through my nose. I could do this.

Please, god let me do this!

We drove to the airport in silence. I didn’t put my earbuds in just in case my parents wanted to talk, but of course they didn’t. I got the feeling they were a little nervous. I was a little nervous, too. For one thing, I’d never been to Korea before. When you looked different from everyone else, people just assumed you were different. But other than having parents who spoke another language, I was as American as they came. Sure, I felt pretty confident that I could hold a conversation in Korean. I mean, I’d be able to make my way around town and order my lunch and stuff. But I didn’t know anything about what it was like to be a teenager in Seoul. I had a feeling that the K-dramas I loved to watch would only educate me so far, ya know?

I was nervous my clothes weren’t cute enough—that the style I’d adopted and long thought of as cool would look like I was a faker in Seoul. Like I’d get off the plane and all the locals would take one look at me and only see a wannabe. Gah! And I was gonna be there for three whole months! With no Philo and no Stacey to help me feel human. Okay, maybe I was more than nervous. Maybe I was freaking out.

We’d be living with my uncle, aunt and cousin. And my cousin was a nineteen-year-old guy, so I didn’t expect I’d see him much. I mean, it’s not like we’d have anything in common. What I was gonna do all day, every day, was beyond me. 

Nerves pooled in my stomach as we parked in the long-term lot and got out of the car. I’d never flown in an airplane before, let alone on such a long flight. But it wasn’t the flight that made me nervous, at least not really. It was the whole customs thing and having to present my papers in front of my parents. It was humiliating to have to provide them like I was some livestock or something. I understood why they had to pay special attention to the travel of vampires, but couldn’t they just put a little red dot on my passport or something? 

Mom and Dad argued for a minute as Dad unloaded the car. He was bugged we’d brought so much but Mom said we’d be gone for three months and did he expect us to run to the laundromat every other day—to which Dad replied we could wash our clothes in the sink like he used to do as a child.

Omo. 

We checked our bags at the counter inside the airport and, as expected, the woman printing our boarding passes gave me long, side-long looks but wouldn’t hold my gaze when I caught her staring. You’d think I had horns growing out of my head or something. At least no one else in the crowd gave me a second glance—no one would know I was anything other than human unless they looked at my darn papers, which that agent lady had. The next step would be even worse: Security.

And I wasn’t wrong. Because jelly-like squares are particularly a no-no in TSA rules, I had to get out my container of blood pudding and the doctor’s prescription, and hand them over to the TSA agent for scanning. Not only did all the agents shift into a kind of on-guard posture and eye me warily, I had to stand to the side while my food was examined for explosives. No, my food wouldn’t explode, but I might if they didn’t let me have it. 

It bugged me, but more than that, it embarrassed me. Mom and Dad were already through the line, already had their bags gathered and their shoes back on, waiting. And Dad refused to look at me. The way he stood way off at the very limit of the security area made it seem like we had absolutely nothing to do with one another. Too bad for him we were the only Koreans and I was a minor, so it wasn’t hard to figure out, for anyone who might be watching, that I belonged to him. I wondered if he’d ever be proud of me again.

The man inspecting my food finally closed the lid and handed the box back to me, along with an index-sized, laminated card. “Read that, please.”

I picked up the card and started to read, I promise, on my immortal soul, that I will abide by the laws—

“Out loud.” The agent gave me an exasperated glare as if that should have been obvious. 

I glanced around. The security checkpoint was packed with people pushing their things down the little belt things, but everyone near me were quiet. They were trying to hear why the little Asian girl was being interrogated by the TSA. And now this guy wanted me to read this…this…disclaimer in front of everybody?

He tapped the end of a pencil on a camera that sat on top of the bomb detecting machine he’d run my food through. “And look into the camera.”

What the? “Seriously?” The expression in the man’s eyes said seriously. “Fine.” I glanced around again, then kind of curled around myself, trying to hide as much of myself from the nosy onlookers as I could. I cleared my throat and stared up at the stupid camera.

“Oh, and say your name and where you’re traveling to, first,” the man added. It did say that at the top of the index card, but I didn’t realize it was part of this whole charade. I held back a dramatic sigh.

“I, Minnie Kim, traveling to Seoul, Korea, promise on my immortal soul, that I will abide by the laws and tenets as outlined by the agreement between the Transportation Security Administration and the Council of Vampires, pursuant to the Rights and Responsibilities Act of the Treaty of London. I state that I have brought along sufficient sustenance for the duration of my journey and should I—” Holy guacamole were they really making me say this? I glanced around furtively, this time finding that a few people were openly staring, their mouths hanging open, while they neglected their luggage. 

“Seriously?” I whispered to the agent.

He smirked and nodded. Seriously.

I shook my head. This was ridiculous. Where were my rights? Why did they have to treat me like some kind of evil murderer? My voice took on a hard edge as I continued, even though inside ticked off faded more to insecure. 

“I state that I have brought along sufficient sustenance for the duration of my journey and should I attempt to harm any passengers or crew, the Marshal, attendants, or passengers, have the right to restrain me by any means necessary. I will not charm, coerce or force any human onboard to do anything they do not wish to do of their own free will. 

“Furthermore, should I fail to arrive at my destination in my current animated state, and am unable to be revived by normal measures, my Maker and family, both living and dead, will not seek restitution for damages. I hereby release the TSA, the airline, and all its agents, from any responsibility regarding my health and wellbeing.”

By the time I’d finished speaking, my whole body hummed with rage and my jaw ached. I wanted to let my fangs descend and roar bloody murder at this pompous man and this farce of an agreement between me and everyone here. My hand shook as I handed the crumpled card over to the man. To his credit, he had the good sense to seem afraid as he took it, and he didn’t say a word. I wasn’t a vamped-out kind of girl. I didn’t go around threatening people. But I glared at him, and let my eyes go black as I picked up my plastic container of freaking blood pudding and stuffed it into my bag. 
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