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Hello, friends!

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

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

 

Be happy!

Aria Clarke

(aka Ali Cross)
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Think vampires are pale, pointy-teethed monsters? Think again. When the London vampires first revealed their identity, what surprised humans most was not that vampires exist, but that they have been living among them all along. Vampire legends have been told since the beginning of time, and hold both truth and fiction.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Your first kiss should never be rushed. 

That’s something I learned the hard way. 

Up until recently, I’d been perfectly fine being the only girl in my sophomore class who’d never been kissed. I figured I’d have a boyfriend some day so for now, I was more interested in my grades, extra-curriculars and the latest BTS music video. 

But all that changed when my best friend Stacey went and got herself a boyfriend.

Stace and I always went stag to dances and stuff, but this year, she was going to the annual Halloween party with MacKenzie Johnson. He was totally sweet, and they’d been crushing on each other for pretty much forever, so it’s not like I resented them being together—it was just weird being the third wheel.

Plus, if Stacey hadn’t been with Mack that night, maybe things would have turned out differently.

Before the party, I’d felt like a different person. My parents went out to celebrate their anniversary with the expectation that I’d be home, handing out Halloween candy with one hand while studying from my AP Chem textbook in the other. It wasn’t an unreasonable expectation, as this had been our routine every Halloween since I’d been old enough to stay home alone. 

This time though, they had no idea that the second they pulled out of the driveway I left the bowl of candy on the porch, locked up, and ran across the street to Stacey’s house.

Mrs. Florence answered the door with a wide sweeping gesture with her green-painted, pointy-nailed hand. “Hello, my Minnie,” she said with a cackle that literally made the hair on my arms stand up.

She was dressed in black from head to toe and had meticulously painted her skin green including the ginormous hooked nose glued to her face.

“Um, Elphaba? From Wicked?” I asked, knowing she’d make me sing along if I didn’t guess.

She responded by singing, “Defying Gravity . . .”

I pointed up the stairs as she launched into the second verse and she nodded. I dashed up and down the hall to the last room on the left where the door swung open just as I reached for the knob.

Stacey grabbed my arm and yanked me inside. “I heard Mom singing and figured either you or trick-or-treaters were here, but I didn’t see anyone going door to door, yet.”

“Powers of deduction?” I asked as I flopped onto her bed, burrowing a hole deep into the pile of clothes on top of it.

“Precisely, my dear Watson.” Stacey was a Sherlock Holmes fanatic. She played the violin because of Sherlock. She named her cat Watson because of Sherlock. And, for the third year in a row, she was dressed up as . . . you guessed it: Sherlock Holmes. This year, as we’d both turned sixteen and were obviously totally grown up and ready for serious relationships, we’d decided to quit dressing like little kids. As a result, Stacey looked like a very studious schoolgirl with her short plaid skirt, tweed vest, deerstalker hat, and wire-rimmed glasses. A studious schoolgirl with unusually big boobs.

I pointed at said boobs and raised my eyebrows.

Stacey dug into the pile beside me and withdrew a black bra. “For you!”

I eyed the contraption warily. “I only wear a bra so it isn’t completely obvious that I’m the flattest girl on the planet. What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Here,” she said. “Try it on.” She pulled me to my feet and made a shooing motion, the bra dangling and bouncing from her fingers.

“Fine.” I pulled my shirt up over my head and made quick work of the bra exchange.

Stacey was definitely the dominant partner in our relationship. Even though we’d both agreed to be Queen equally, as we’d gotten older, she’d gotten bolder while I’d gotten . . . not exactly shy or whatever, but definitely not as large and in charge as Stace. Plus, if I didn’t do as she asked, she’d tickle me. Then things would really get ugly.

At the moment though, I was far too distracted to worry about Stacey. I was busy experiencing shock and awe over the miracle that had just happened with my body. I stumbled over the shoes scattered on the floor to get to Stacey’s full-length mirror. “Omo.”

“Man!” Stacey complained, flopping onto her bed. “I thought for sure I’d get something more than ‘oh my gosh’ out of you this time. One of these days I’m actually going to get you to say more than one Korean word.” 

“Hey, I hardly know any. At least, I don’t know any of the cool slang or whatever, and that’s what you really want to know. Admit it.” I gave her that I-know-you-better-than-that look only best friends can give each other. Stacey sucked at languages. She just wanted to know how to swear in Korean so she could do it around grownups who’d never know any better. 

I love my Korean heritage, but the first time my parents and I had dinner with Stacey’s family, all they’d done was say judgmental things about the Florences. Right at their own dining room table! In their own house!  

It bugged me so much, that I vowed to only speak English except for extreme situations. Or to appease my parents, which was often an extreme situation.

Also, seeing one’s boobs magically transform into something worthy of being noticed was pretty darn extreme. I examined myself from every angle in the long mirror, still not quite believing my eyes. “Seriously, Stace. This thing is like magic or something.”

“Right?” Stacey exclaimed. “I knew you’d love it. Love them.” She waggled her eyebrows toward my chest.

I couldn’t take my eyes off them, either. “I actually feel like a real girl.” 

“It’s not called the miracle bra for nothin’!” Stacey bounced up from the bed, gathering items with precision from her piles. 

“I guess not.” 

“And you’re not even going to grow a long nose or anything.” We laughed at our dorky drama joke, while I continued to examine the bra—there was no hint of the balloons or socks or whatever magic made this baby work.

I glanced back at her, and at her totally respectable cleavage. “Is that what you’re wearing?” Stacey wasn’t nearly as flat as me, but she’d never had boobs like that before.

“Yup! You know I avoid that place like the plague normally, but Mom was doing inventory and I was soooo bored. So, I tried one. And when I saw that it really was a Halloween miracle, I knew you had to have one too.”

I whirled around, one hand pressed to my breast—to my breast! “You did pay for them, didn’t you?” When her mom first bought the Victoria’s Secret store in the mall, Stacey had accidentally-on-purpose lifted some panties and bralettes. She always claimed she was just a kid and she thought that because her mom owned the place, she could take what she wanted. Her mom made her come to the store for a month after that to clean and straighten racks. Stace said she’d never step foot in that store again if she could help it. Which, of course she couldn’t since her mom did own the place and Stacey was free labor. 

“Here,” she said, as a silky black piece of fabric hit me in the face, promptly followed by three more items of clothing. As I picked them up off the floor, I discovered a black silk blouse, a super short mini skirt, and a long, flowing red cape. “Your costume, my dear.”

I gaped at the slips of fabric. “Seriously?”

“You said no more baby costumes.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t say ‘New York Hooker’.”

Stace shrugged and proceeded to whip her hat off and wrap a lock of golden-brown hair around her curling iron. “I tried it on. It isn’t that bad. Plus, we need to get you noticed. Tonight is your night, baby!”

The night, as it turned out, was definitely not my night. 

I spent most of the party standing near the door to the kitchen, a cup of Coke in my hand and trying to pull my skirt down a little lower. It was so short I felt like I couldn’t move and definitely couldn’t dance. 

Stacey hadn’t stopped moving or talking or dancing or laughing since Mack arrived, moments after we did. They did their best to include me, but I wasn’t so desperate that I needed to be the three in their some.

Like, they even tried to slow-dance with me once. Or Stace did—poor Mack looked beyond awkward. I told her I had to pee, which I did, and ditched them, much to Mack’s relief, I’m sure.

I’d been to Isabella’s house before, but it hadn’t looked like this—with the walls draped in black gauzy fabric and the lights so low the neon party favors we all got at the door glowed brightly. I wandered one hall, but for the life of me couldn’t find a door that opened. I saw some couples slink up the stairs, but just the thought of accidentally opening the wrong door gave me shivers. 

I watched movies; I knew what teenagers did behind closed doors. I did not want to accidentally stumble in on some naked kid I’d have to see in AP Lit on Monday morning. But if I didn’t pee soon, I’d have something more pressing to worry about than my super short skirt or naked bodies. 

“Come on,” I muttered to myself as I headed toward the front door. Isabella’s house was pretty big and a lot newer than mine—didn’t most houses have a washroom near the front door? 

Apparently not. 

Thinking about washrooms was not the best idea either, though, because just the thought of finding one seemed to give my bladder permission to assume the ready position and my need blossomed into full-blown desperation.

I whirled around and slammed boobs-first into a wall—if walls were made of tendons and flesh and boy. He chuckled and grabbed my shoulders to steady me. My cheeks flamed as I realized he was basically wearing the male version of my costume. Black silk shirt with half its buttons undone, revealing smooth, white skin. Too-tight black leather pants. A red cape that swirled around his ankles as if moved by an imperceptible breeze.

I looked up into the face of a boy I didn’t recognize. He was good looking, but there was something just a little off about him—something in his eyes, I think. But he was smiling, and he’d been the first guy to notice me all night. 

His direct gaze traveled up and down my body. “We have the same costume.” His voice was warm and friendly, and his eyes, which had found their way back up to mine, sparkled with humor. Whatever made me think there was something off about him was gone. This guy was cute. And I could tell from the way his eyes bore into mine, that he thought I was cute, too. 

I instantly forgot all about having to pee.

I did a sort of gasp-giggle that I hoped didn’t make me sound too bimbo-ish, and said, “Yeah, us and about half the other geniuses here.” I gestured to the crowd in the living room, spotting at least four vampires in my line of sight.

He leaned close to me and whispered, “But we’re real.” 

I don’t know if the Vaseline Stacey told me to put on my fake fangs made them too real, or if I had “never been kissed” flashing above my head like a beacon for all the crazies—including, apparently, vampires—but whatever it was, this guy definitely got the wrong message.

“Your fangs are so shiny,” he said, inching his index finger toward my face. I thought he was going to touch them, but instead he placed his finger under my chin, tipping it upward. 

I jerked back, suddenly unsure of, well, everything. What was I doing? I didn’t know this guy. And I wasn’t that desperate for a kiss. Was I?

“I need some air. Sorry.” I ducked under the hand he’d raised to my face and proceeded to squeeze and push out past the people crowding the hall. Once outside I drew in a long, deep breath. My mind instantly cleared, leaving me embarrassed about my behavior. He had been cute, and yeah, he’d been a little forward, but that’s how things went at parties. Right? 

I glanced back at the door and wondered if I should go back in and try to find him. A pack of trick-or-treaters ran past, screaming about candy and who was gonna get the biggest haul. I smiled at them, remembering when Stace and I would trick-or-treat together. 

I was just about to go back in and find a darn bathroom, then find Stacey and Mack, when the door opened, and the almost-kissed-me guy stepped out. My cheeks immediately flared hot.

“Look,” I said, trying hard to look at him, without actually making eye contact. “I’m sorry I ran off on you like that. It’s just that—”

He moved in close. Too close, really, but I was frozen into indecision by the surprise and embarrassment of it. I felt awkward and unsure of myself, of him, of everything. 

But his light brown eyes drew me toward him as surely as the rabbit hole drew in Alice. And I was totally and completely lost in those dreamy, honey-colored eyes. So lost, that when his lips brushed tentatively against mine as if asking permission, I barely registered it.

It wasn’t until moments later, when he had me pinned against a porch post, and he bit my lip so hard it drew blood, that I screamed, “Get off me, get off me, get off me!”

I shoved at his chest, actually getting him to move back a step, but the creep just grinned at me and dove in for the kill.

Literally.
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Once you’ve made the decision to become a vampire, let your Maker handle everything. You will be reborn in a safe place where you have everything you need to thrive. Fatal accidents at the time of rebirth have gone down 75% or more since the existence of vampires was made public, so you can rest easy knowing your loved ones are safe. The chance you’ll hurt anyone is pretty slim.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

The night was a blur of pain and strange nightmare-like vignettes after that. When I finally woke, I found myself lying flat on my back, arms at my sides, as if it was perfectly normal to lie on one’s hardwood floors all night instead of the cozy bed right beside you.

“Minnie!” my mother screeched from downstairs. I knew she was downstairs because I could hear her rattling pots in the kitchen, but her voice was so freaking loud she could have been screaming directly into my eardrums. With a bullhorn.

I sat up slowly, trying to make sense of what I remembered. I remembered a struggle. That awful kiss from that awful guy. 

Then nothing. 

I couldn’t even remember how I’d gotten home. 

Wait. 

I guess I remembered stumbling home by myself, clutching at my stomach because I felt like I would ralph its entire contents with every step. And my head—I touched it, felt all around, but couldn’t feel a lump or anything. But now that I thought about it, I realized I must have hit my head, because my symptoms were classic concussion. 

That might explain last night, but not this morning. This morning, I felt great—despite having slept on the floor. 

That is, I felt great until the smell hit me. Fried rice. Fried eggs. Fried barf. I ralphed into the trashcan—well-used from a night of sickness—and was vaguely aware that there was something wrong with my vomit, but I couldn’t think about that just then. I had to get out of there. I couldn’t stand the smell. I had to leave. Now.

I stumbled for my door but stopped dead in my tracks when I caught my reflection in the mirror. I could not let Mom see me dressed in this teeny tiny costume. Even if I did look surprisingly good considering I must have food poisoning or something.

I mean, if I hadn’t been raped, what else could it have been? Another hazy memory of kneeling in the grass and throwing up came back to me. That must be it, then. I’d gotten a bad case of food poisoning and Stace had brought me home. 

I threw off the cape and shirt—and saw the dried blood on my neck and collarbone. What had happened to me? I crept closer to the mirror, and that’s when I noticed that my eyes were completely black—like, no whites at all.  

That . . . boy . . . hadn’t been a boy at all. He’d been a vampire! Omo—a vampire bite? I had a freaking vampire bite? All that feverish, crazy dream stuff from last night hadn’t been just a dream. And it sure as heck hadn’t been food poisoning. I’d been reMade!

How dare he? How could he? 

I know I didn’t give my consent to be re-freaking-Made!

Plus, I didn’t even think I’d enjoyed the stupid kiss that started it all! 

“Minnie Hye Kim. You get down here now. The bus will be here soon!” Mom shouted in Korean.

Omo. My mother. I couldn’t let her see me like this. In this—I was still wearing the awful slutty vamp costume—or like this. I made a little whiny puppy noise as I surveyed my body. I look like I’d had a total body makeover. My boobs were practically exploding from the tiny push-up bra Stacey had given me; my hair, usually a little listless and dull, now moved around my shoulders like a thick sheet of polished onyx; my skin was perfect, not a single pimple or scar in sight; and my eyes were darker and sparklier, and . . . were they even a little bigger?

But it was my lips that freaked me out the most. My lips would immediately catch my mother’s attention.

My parents valued modesty above all things save for intelligence, respect for one’s parents, and Star King, their favorite Korean game show. I was allowed to wear mascara, and Mom had never said anything about the foundation and minimal blush I wore. But she always, always noticed if I had the slightest hint of color or shine on my lips. One time I had on cherry-flavored lip balm—lip balm, people!—and my mother had fake-fainted into my father’s arms while he chastised me about looking like a whore.

That’s right. My parents thought I was a whore for wearing cherry-flavored lip balm.

And now? My lips were not only shiny; they were a deep, deep rose. Not quite red, but definitely not Minnie Kim au natural. I scrubbed at them with the back of my hand, but the color didn’t budge. I scrubbed with the end of my shirt. Nothing. My lips were full and pretty and shiny.

My parents were going to kill me.

I threw my hair into a messy bun, hoping to disguise its sleek awesomeness, and stuffed myself into the baggiest sweats I owned, including a hoodie with the hood pulled up. I shuffled to the top of the stairs and called down to the kitchen, “I’m sick, Ma. I can’t go to school.”

My mother appeared at the kitchen doorway, her hair in curlers like women from the sixties, and a wooden spoon flecked with eggs in her hand. I prepared myself for the onslaught of words.

First came a slew of Korean, punctuated by the waving spoon. Then came her usual refrain of, “We came to this country so you could have a good life. So you can be something. Something important. Something powerful.”

Already there, Mom. Can’t get more powerful than a vampire.

“Maybe president one day.”

It wouldn’t do to tell her I’d never be able to be president because I wasn’t born in the States. Or that since the existence of vampires had only been public knowledge for a couple years, the country wasn’t exactly ready to have its first Asian American undead Commander in Chief.

“Sorry, Ma,” I croaked, my face tucked deep inside my hood.

“Do you have fever?” she asked, stopping her tirade long enough to notice I was in my don’t look at me, don’t bother me study clothes. “Did you throw up?”

Finally, something I could answer honestly. “Yeah. A couple times. I think I have food poisoning or something.” I half-turned away. “I’m really not feeling good, Ma. May I go back to bed now?”

She lowered her spoon and stepped closer to the stairs, peering up into what I hoped were the shadows of my face and not my actual face that looked like a freaking popstar. I leaned away. “Better not come any closer, Ma. It might be contagious.”

“Maybe you ate too much candy?”

I groaned. “I don’t think so. This feels way worse than that.” Mom stared at me a moment longer, then shrugged and sighed. She returned to the kitchen, and shortly turned up the volume to some K-drama or another. Thank goodness my family had a strict no-doctor-unless-you’re-dying policy. Who knows how I would have explained my actual condition to a doctor.

I returned to my room, where the smell of my trashcan immediately assaulted me. I had to get all the gross smells out of here or I’d be sick all over again. I set about cleaning up my room as quietly as possible so Mom didn’t get wise to the fact that I was busily cleaning when I should have been writhing on my death bed. Ba dum dum. 

Guess I’d already done that though, huh? That must have been what all the crazy dreams had been about. About me dying. 

I had to pause for a second there. 

I’m dead.

But also, not really. Because I was still standing here in my room, very much alive. 

I was so not ready to figure out what it all meant. This wasn’t at all what I wanted for my life.

I flung open my window to clear out the puke smell, and when I finally had fresh sheets on my bed, I flopped onto it. I was so exhausted I could barely stand it. Like, bone-weary exhausted. My phone buzzed from somewhere in the room, but I just . . . couldn’t. I slipped into the sleep of the dead.
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My eyes popped open. Just . . . pop. Awake. The room was dark and the wind was blowing hard through the window, rattling the blinds and scattering paper around the room. But I hadn’t heard or felt a thing. It was November first. In Utah. It should be freezing cold in my room, but I felt perfectly fine. At least the stink was gone. So there was that.

The parents were blasting a rerun of Star King downstairs, and Mom was making . . . something. I gagged. It smelled like she was cooking something dead down there. Something rotting and diseased. My stomach convulsed and I hunched over, hands braced on my knees as I retched. But I had nothing left in me.

While bent over, I spotted my phone under my bed. I reached for it, but the battery was dead. Stacey must be freaking out. It’s a wonder she hadn’t come over right after school. I plugged in the phone and peered out my window toward her house across the street. The lights were on, people were home—I glanced at my phone, but the power hadn’t come back yet.

I fell to my knees as my stomach clenched so hard it felt like it had grown teeth and was gnawing its way out of me.

“What the . . .” Gnaw, gnaw, gnawing. Chewing. Biting. Scratching. Oh, I was hungry. So, so hungry. My skin began to crawl, like ice tightening the follicles. My fingertips ached, and I watched in horror as my short, serviceable nails extended into sharp, black-tipped claws. But before I could think too hard about it, I felt my teeth extending, my jaw aching like my fingers had. In the shiny black surface of my phone, I saw my canines drop down in very slow motion. One nicked my lower lip and a tiny droplet of blood rose to the surface.

Then everything slowed. Stopped. Blood.

Blood.

Blood.

I licked my lip and closed my eyes as the minuscule morsel hit my taste buds and sent me into a kind of ecstasy. I’d never tasted anything as delicious as that drop of blood. Not a Hershey’s Symphony bar, not hot, buttered popcorn, not cheesecake.

My eyes popped open.

The freaking guy from last night had nicked my lip and freaked out. Was this what he’d felt?

A thumping noise made my gums ache. Heartbeats. Two heartbeats, beating in opposing rhythms. Blood merrily pumping through veins, hot and ready to be devoured. I turned toward the door. I was so, so hungry, and there was blood, glorious, rich, warm blood just feet below me. I was at the bottom of the stairs in a flash. Faster than I’d ever moved in my life. And I hadn’t made a sound.

I stood behind my parents as they sat beside one another on the couch. Just four more steps and I could sink my teeth into my father’s neck. I could see the blood pumping through the fat vein there. I could hear it singing to me. Calling to me. Drink, it said.

Drink.

Drink.

Drink.

The talk show host banged his gong and my parents laughed.

All at once I realized what I’d been about to do.

I lunged for the front door and left them behind me, running as fast as I could toward the foothills that stretched across the east side of town, just a few streets away from our house. I had to get out of town. Had to get away from the people I loved, the people I knew.

I knew what I had become. I’d never been stupid, after all, but you weren’t supposed to change like this. There were rules for this sort of thing. I didn’t agree to this! The creep who did this to me was in so much trouble.

Omo. I was in so much trouble.
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Don’t be alarmed if your Maker brings you a gift of flesh and blood. It only means they care.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I lay spread-eagled in a dusty clearing while sagebrush, twigs, and rocks poked into me everywhere and the black, starless night spread like velvet high above me. Maybe I should just move into the mountains. Become a crazy cat lady. The crazy lady who ate the cats, but still.

I remembered the ravenous hunger I’d felt when I’d been near my parents, and my stomach rumbled again. If I lived up in the foothills, I’d be able to hunt cougars maybe, or little things like rabbits. That way I could avoid ever coming near domesticated creatures or human beings. Or maybe I could just stay right here so when the sun rose in the morning, I’d get fried to dust and this nightmare would be over.

I’d never been one for giving up though, and the idea of it shook me out of my haze. I hadn’t chosen this. I hadn’t wanted to become a vampire. But I sure as heck wasn’t going to let it ruin everything I’d worked so hard for—my future, my career, my life.

I took a deep breath and repeated my sanity mantra in my head. 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.

I sat up, my skin tingling with something that felt familiar, but I heard, saw, and smelled nothing. Then the sound of rushing blood, a fast-pounding heart, and the sharp smell of something tangy and musty hit my nose.

“I believe you are very hungry,” a man said from the cover of trees to my left. I scrambled into a crouch. “I have something for you to eat.” A tall, slender man with perfectly styled brown hair stepped free of the brush. He wore expensive-looking hiking clothes which struck me as odd considering the struggling young deer caught by its neck in the crook of his arm. I gasped, my heart going out to the creature even as my teeth and claws ached to tear into it.

“Don’t hurt it!” I exclaimed, jumping to my feet.

“I assure you,” the man said as he drew nearer, “the process is painless and you need sustenance. If you like, in the future, I can show you how to take what you need without causing unnecessary torment. But for now, your hunger is a dangerous thing and we must control it.”

I glared at the man, at his easy familiarity, at his presumption to know anything about me. But my stomach clenched painfully and my canines—my fangs—pulsed in my gums with a desperate need to bite and crunch.

“Who are you?” I demanded, determined to practice at least a modicum of the “stranger danger” lessons that had been drilled into my head by my overprotective father. “Why should I trust you?”

The man stopped about ten feet away. The deer appeared dazed and had mostly given up struggling as it hung from the man’s arm. It wasn’t dead, though. I could still hear its beating heart.

The man sighed. “Last night, at a high school party, did you meet a boy dressed as a vampire?”

My gaze narrowed but I didn’t answer. I was ashamed, embarrassed, and also furious—at the boy and at myself. I’d lived sixteen years being so careful, so not reckless, and in one night I’d let my guard down, gone against every rule I ever had, and something ridiculously stupid and awful had happened.

The man held out a supplicating hand toward me. “I must apologize for my grandson,” he said. “Tim is . . . he has not been properly educated in this new life, and he made a careless mistake with you. I’m here to apologize and, if you’ll let me, make things right.”

The deer twitched, drawing the man’s attention. “But first, please come eat. The rumblings of your stomach are deafening and if you don’t feed soon you run the risk of losing consciousness.” He curled the fingers of his left hand and I inched forward.

He squeezed the deer’s neck more tightly until she slumped, barely breathing. “We’ll learn the finer points of feeding later. For now, drink.”

Disgust and desire warred inside me as my lips drew back from my fangs. It wasn’t until a long time afterward that I thought of anything at all.
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“I’m David Aristos,” the man said when I lay once more on the hill, this time feeling much more relaxed and easy in my skin. “May I ask your name?” His voice was so soft and kind. I knew what he was, but even knowing, it was difficult to believe it.

My mind rolled slowly. “Wait. You’re David Aristos?”

“I am indeed.”

I’d seen David Aristos on TV lots of times. He looked about the age of my own dad with white skin and sandy brown hair that he wore in a stylish spiked fashion. He was a bit messier looking right now and he’d traded his normal suit and tie for jeans, a long-sleeved Henley shirt and multi-pocketed vest. He was tall and slender, handsome in an easy-on-the-eyes sort of way.

He’d fed me, comforted me, and didn’t give me any creep-alert vibes. Plus . . . he was David Aristos. Inventor, philanthropist, billionaire, and, apparently, vampire.

“I’m Minnie Kim,” I finally said.

“Minnie. It’s very nice to meet you.”

I wasn’t ready to look directly at him, so I spoke to the night sky instead. “It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for—” I gestured limply toward the discarded deer carcass some distance to my left, “for taking care of me.”

“It seemed the least I could do, under the circumstances.”

“Circumstances?”

“Tim, and the way he reMade you, then abandoned you. No one is allowed to Make a vampire without their permission—and he took your life. He has a great deal to answer for, and I assure you, he will be punished. There are rules governing these things. Very strict rules. Everyone is expected to abide by them. No exceptions.” He wasn’t just talking about Tim, now. He was giving me the vampire law, or whatever.

“Tim is young, not much older than you, and he is not in full possession of his faculties. I’m afraid his father, my son, is careless and desperate to punish me. Despite my best efforts to teach him, he simply refuses to learn, or to do as he’s told. Tim is an unfortunate byproduct of Brandon’s rebelliousness. Brandon is determined to defy me, to frustrate me. He disappeared not long after Tim was reborn.

“I’m not trying to make excuses for him—there is no excuse for any of this. But Tim had no self-control once he tasted your blood, and he drained you in a fit of hunger. When he realized what he had done, he tried to fix it the only way he knew how—by offering you his own blood. Apparently, your friends came looking for you, and Tim ran away without seeing what became of you, whether you survived or where they took you. And without your name, well, I was a bit pressed for how to find you.”

“How did you find me?” All this was just too surreal. It felt like David was telling me a ghost story, not reciting facts about my own life.

“I’ve been searching the city all day and night. But when you left your home I was more easily able to track you by your scent. Your blood sings to my blood. I knew you’d be famished; it’s the second-most important ritual in a young vampire’s life—their first hunt and kill.” He sighed and I turned my face to look at him. He sat cross-legged beside me, his hands resting lightly on his knees. He stared into the woods intently, as if tracking the movements of other animals in the shadows. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

He faced me and our eyes met. I sensed it then, the familial bond, the tingling I’d felt when he’d first been nearby. I was safe with him, protected. I knew this deep into my bones, without question. I drew myself up into a seated position across from him.

“Starting now. Do you know what you’ve become, Minnie? What you are?” His eyes were sad, and I felt fluid pool in my own eyes and drip down my cheeks. It felt thicker than normal and sluggish. I swiped at it. Something dark and sticky coated my fingers. It smelled of iron and the tangy fear-smell of the deer. I grimaced. Great. I was covered in blood. Super awesome.

“I’m a vampire.” I spoke the words to my fingers, saying them aloud for the first time since waking up in my room this morning. I met David’s gaze. “I’m a vampire.”

He nodded grimly. “So you are. Are you familiar with any of the rules involving vampires and humans?”

“Only that you’re not supposed to kill people. Or eat people. That you have to follow the same laws humans do.”

He nodded again. “All of that is true. But there is more. We are never to reMake a human without their express consent. In the case of children, you need to petition the court and gain parental permission. The mutual agreement between vampire and human is sacrosanct. No one, ever, may be reMade without first wishing it to be so.”

“Except Tim turned me without my permission. He didn’t even have my permission to kiss me, let alone bite me!”

David sighed. “I am deeply sorry, Minnie.”

I glared at him, then sighed myself. Being angry wouldn’t change anything. “Fine. Don’t kill people and no making vampire babies.” I thought for a moment, avoiding looking at the deer carcass but still acutely aware of it. “Is that what I am? A vampire baby?”

One corner of David’s lips quirked upward. “After a fashion. You have begun a new life. You will need to learn to use your body—its new strength and endurance; how and what to eat; and you will have a new family.”

“What? I don’t want a new family!” The thought of my parents, my perfectly imperfect parents, filled me with homesickness and a desperate need to return to them.

“No one will replace your birth family, Minnie.” David placed a hand on my knee. I could feel the pressure of it, but neither cold nor heat penetrated my sweats. “Only . . . Have you seen your parents since you were reborn?”

I thought of my mom and dad, of the way I’d fantasized about drinking their blood when I found them in the living room. “Yes,” I said in a very small voice.

David’s eyes grew dark and a look of concern drew in his features. “Did you hurt them?”

“No!” I pushed away from him and drew my arms around my knees. “That’s why I ran out here.” I gestured around to the brush and dirt with my right arm. “Why I did the grossest thing I’ve ever done in my life.” The loneliest thing, too.

“Then you understand why you cannot go home just yet.”

“Not go home?” My voice broke on the last word. “What are you talking about? Where else can I go?” Tears burned behind my eyes and I pressed the heels of my palms against them. “I wish he’d just left me for dead. I wish none of this happened.”

He touched my knee gently again. “I know.”

I sat with my eyes covered and David’s hand on my knee for several long breaths before I finally dropped my hands to my lap. I looked at David, whose bright eyes had never left my face. He was a stranger to me, yet some part of me knew him and trusted him. Felt safe with him. He felt like family. And, I supposed, if all he’d said was true, he was.

“Tell me what to do.” It came out as a little girl’s plea, but it was too real, too sincere for me to try to pretend to be embarrassed.

David gave my knee a reassuring squeeze and smiled. I felt the strands of barbed wire constricting my heart release their grip slightly. “I can help you. You’ll come stay with me for a time. You’ll learn how to quench and control your thirst. You’ll learn what it means to be a vampire and how to be in society again. When you’re ready, you can return to school and your family.”

“How long will it take? I’ve got midterms coming up.”

A snort of laughter burst from David and it caught me by surprise. I stared at him for a second before letting out a short chuckle of my own.

“Well,” I said without any derision, “I’ve got a reputation to protect, ya know.” I smirked at him and he laughed harder. He reached out and drew me to his side.

“You’re going to be just fine, little one. And don’t worry about school. You won’t lose any progress.”

He stood suddenly and held his hand out to me. “Ready to get started?”

I took his hand and stood. “Um. Don’t I have to go home and get my things? And I’ve gotta say goodbye to my parents. I have no idea what I’m going to tell them—they’ll freak out if I tell them I’m a gangshi.”

“I’ve met a couple gangshis in my lifetime and we’re nothing like them,” David said indignantly. “No one could possibly mistake you for one of those vile creatures.”

I gave him a withering look. “Have you met my parents? Overprotective and overambitious pretty much sum them up. I’m not even allowed to have a boyfriend—they’re definitely not going to approve of me being a vampire. And then they’ll worry about me falling behind in school. I’m not allowed to do that, either.”

David gestured for me to follow him and began to pick his way through the underbrush and scrub oak, following a path only discernible to him. “It’s best if you don’t go home just yet,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t worry about your things, we’ll take care of all of that. And your parents will think they sent you to an exclusive internship or something—we can make arrangements for that, too.”

“You can do that? What kind of internship? Could I actually do one? I have a theory on chemical reanimation that I think might build upon Professor Batist’s bioenergetics work. I saw Aristos R&D were partners in some of Yale’s bio work.”

David half-turned toward me, an indulgent and somewhat pleased grin on his face. “Let’s work on your vampiric internship, first, okay? Once you’ve successfully completed that program, we can consider a more mundane internship if you wish. But remember, you have all the time in the world now. With an active, inquisitive mind like yours, I think you’ll find many ways to make use of the new life you’ve been given.”

I followed along behind him, barely paying attention to where I put my feet or the direction we were traveling. My mind spun with all the possibilities of a limitless lifetime of study and discovery.
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The vampire family, or clan, is essential to a vampire’s survival. The blood bonds between you are as strong, or stronger, than those of your human family. However, don’t be too concerned if your initial reception is a little frosty. Centuries of hiding their true identities have taught many vampires to be wary of strangers. Just be yourself. You’re bound to win them over, eventually.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

As we picked our way through the hillside, the shadows deepened and lengthened and I began to feel a warm, tingling sensation along my scalp. When I glanced up, I could see the first rays of sun cresting the mountain above us.

I squeaked and ran to catch up with David, plowing hard into his back. “We’ve gotta get out of here!” I croaked, fear clawing at my throat. “The sun’s coming up!”

David looked up at the sky, then down at me, his eyes bright with cheer and not an inkling of concern. “Doesn’t it feel wonderful?” he asked.

I gaped at him.

“But . . . but the sun. Aren’t we going to implode or explode or something?”

“Not exactly,” David said, scrubbing his hand over my hair. “In fact, you’ll probably find you love the sun more than ever and want to spend long afternoons soaking in the rays. Why do you think so many of us live in Phoenix?

“But, our curse is that while we love the sun, it’s murder on our skin. You’ll need these.” He pulled a pair of sunglasses and a black scarf from his inside coat pocket. “Keep your sun exposure to a minimum, because you’ll turn into a lobster fast. Otherwise, wear high quality UV protective glasses, and a good quality silk scarf—gloves and long sleeves, too—and you’ll be fine.”

I shook my head, trying to make his words gel with everything I thought I knew about vampires. “I had no idea there were a lot of vampires in Phoenix.”

David sighed and resumed his walk. “Truth is, there aren’t a lot of us anywhere, despite what the news would have you believe. Even since we came out, there are still more myths about us than truth. That’s why it’s so important we get your training started right away. We need more positive ambassadors, so to speak, to help dissuade the general population of their misguided notions.”

“But yesterday I couldn’t stay awake. I slept like the dead all day and didn’t wake up until the sun was setting. Don’t we sleep during the day?”

David kept walking, but his words carried easily back to me. “You’d just had all your blood drained—and while Tim replaced it with his own, it was still a great trauma to your body. You needed to rest. Have you ever had your tonsils out or some other surgery, minor or major?”

“I had to get stitches on my head because I fell off the stage during drama class one day.”

“Okay, not exactly what I was looking for, but let’s go with it. Did you lose consciousness?”

“Yeah. For a minute. It was just a mild concussion though.”

“When you woke, did you have a hard time staying awake? Did you sleep a lot?”

Grudgingly, I agreed. “After they stitched me up, I slept for two days straight, and even after that it was only my fear of falling behind in school that had me forcing myself to stay awake.”

“You see my point. Now, you’ve just experienced an entire blood transfusion. Imagine how much more your body has been through and how much rest it needed to heal.”

“But I feel fine. Better than fine. I feel like running. Like I could run all day if I wanted to.” Coach Ramsay would love this—maybe we’d have a chance at the state cross country trials after all.

“That’s another thing we’ll have to discuss,” David said, a note of disappointment in his voice. “All the restrictions humans have put on us since we came out. It was so much easier before, when they only fantasized about vampires. Then, we could live our lives in peace. Now, everything’s changed.” His nostrils flared and a quick grin replaced his serious expression. “But there’ll be time for all that during your internship.” I laughed briefly at the silliness of the term. “Want to run?”

I answered his grin with one of my own and hesitated only a moment before following after him at amazing speed. We dodged rocks and trees, letting the scenery flash by us in a blur. I couldn’t track where we were going as I concentrated on not tripping over any pitfalls. Above us, the sun grew brighter and not only because it was rising—we were going toward it.

Snow dusted the ground as we moved out of the brush. David took us to a worn hiking trail, still climbing upward, and just as I began to wonder how long my new body could endure at these speeds, he began to slow. He veered to the left, taking a less-worn, narrow path that snaked more gradually upward. Pine trees crowded our way now, and David slowed even more until I came to a breathless stop.

“It’s just ahead now,” he said, gesturing beyond the trees. “Come on. You’re probably getting hungry again.”

Now that I thought about it, he was right. But I also felt exhausted. It was good we’d stopped running because I wasn’t sure I could go much farther.

As we walked, my brain cataloged the smells all around me: pine and dirt, the musty smell of decaying things, nuts and needles and sap and leaves. Over it all, the warm, bitter smell of wood smoke filled the air and invited me to breathe deeply. David smiled at me.

“There is much to be grateful for in this new life,” he said.

The house looked like a log cabin to the nth degree, an architectural magnificence with its peaked gables, dormer windows, and lights, lights, lights pouring out everywhere. It looked like something from the North Pole, like Santa Claus would come out the front door and beckon us in to sit by the fire and eat cookies and drink hot chocolate.

Instead it was David who led me to the front door and paused, his hand on the doorknob. The look he leveled on me was somber. “There’s something you need to know before we go inside,” he said, his voice low, and I had to bite back my impatience. I was hungry and tired and just wanted to settle in somewhere for a while and be alone. Although I was beginning to wonder if I ever would be alone again.

“There are others who live here with me. My children—and theirs. Tim lives here.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “I can’t see him!” Embarrassment flared through me like a firecracker. It didn’t escape my notice that I was more concerned about seeing the boy who had given me my first kiss—a kiss that totally sucked, by the way—than I was about seeing the boy who had in a pubescent panic drained me of every drop of my blood, effectively ending my life. Priorities, and all that.

David put a hand on my arm. “It’s all right. He’s more embarrassed than you are, I assure you. Also, he’s being punished, so it’s best if you stay away from him for a little while.”

“No problem there,” I mumbled.

“It’s not Tim that I’m concerned about. There are others here—children of mine and my wife’s—and some of them don’t take kindly to strangers. Most of us are extremely selective about who we allow to join our family, and several members of the family feel that Tim and his father, with their reckless disregard for our governing rules, should not be allowed to be a part of our family. And that includes you.”

“What?” I exclaimed, indignant. “But I’m an innocent victim in all this! And where else would I go? I can’t go home to my parents. I might eat them!” As if in answer, my fangs stretched and my gums ached, filling me with a desire to bite and chew and devour.

David squeezed my arm reassuringly. “Some feel this way, not all. I believe once they get to know you, they’ll see that you are different from Tim. I know they will soon come to accept you as their sister and to love you as family should.” I stared at him, unconvinced. His answering smile didn’t exactly fill me with warm fuzzies. “Just stay with me and you’ll be fine.”

He pushed open the large carved door and led me inside a grand entry with dark tiled floors and gleaming beams rising high above me. Lights glowed in soft orange hues from every corner, with giant light fixtures hanging from the impossibly high ceiling every fifteen feet.

The house smelled of toast and coffee. And blood. My mouth watered, and I tried to tell myself it was the cookies that filled me with longing. Being a vampire was so gross.

I wasn’t positive what time it was exactly, but I kept such a strict schedule that my body could practically run on autopilot. Right about now, I was pretty sure I should be jogging around my neighborhood. I wasn’t any good at running, but my dad once read a study that said students who exercised before going to class were 98% more likely to retain the information and 99.67% more likely to score above their peers on tests. So, of course, I had to exercise. So I ran. I got shin splints, my feet hurt, and even after a year of running I still wheezed after six miles, but oh my, I ran. I figured today’s hike up the mountain would pretty much suffice for exercise. Which meant now it was time to eat a respectable breakfast, grab a quick shower, and go to school.

Unfortunately for me, instead of my mother, there was a strange woman at the stove in this strange kitchen and “breakfast” didn’t smell anything like Mom’s fried eggs and rice and burned coffee.

The woman didn’t turn to look at us, but it was obvious even to me that she knew we were there.

“Hello, my love,” David said. He gave me a reassuring smile that clearly said, “stay there,” and left me standing in the doorway while he encircled the woman’s narrow waist with his arms. He kissed her neck until her body relaxed and she tilted her head, giving him greater access. I looked around, wondering where I could go to give them some privacy because obviously they needed some.

Just as I was about to sneak back into the entryway, David moved to my side so fast I hadn’t even moved my feet in the direction I’d been thinking of sending them. He put his arm around my shoulder and directed me deeper into the kitchen. “I’d like you to meet the newest member of our flock, love.”

I saw the woman’s shoulders rise and fall in a deep sigh and felt an immediate dislike for her. I mean, it wasn’t my fault I was there. I didn’t want to be there any more than she apparently wanted me to be. Obviously, she was one of those people David had been referring to when he said some of his family didn’t want any new members.

When she turned to face me, I wondered just how far David’s protection would reach. Because this woman didn’t just want me sent away—she wanted me dead.

The mother of David’s clan, or flock, or whatever he called it, was a beautiful young woman with long black hair that tumbled around her shoulders in wide, fat curls. Her eyes were as black as night—impossible to read and as cold as ice.

“This is Minnie Kim. Tim’s child.”

At the mention of Tim’s name, the woman snorted and her lips curled in disgust. Couldn’t say I blamed her much. From what I knew of him, I thought he was pretty disgusting too.

“Minnie, this is Manuella, my wife.”

Oh-kay. The woman looked as if she’d rather I call her anything other than grandmother, but David’s welcoming smile and the prospect of going back to eating people kept my feet rooted to the floor. “Uh, hello,” I stammered.

Her eyes narrowed at me and her disgust deepened. “Don’t tell me we have yet another one. Oh dio, David,” a strong Spanish accent emerged as she said Dah-veed. “It used to mean something to be a vampire. Now look at us. Reduced to the imbeciles and reckless youth.” She was staring directly into my eyes when she spoke so yeah, I kind of took it personally. I was an intelligent person. I could have gone to university already if I cared to. I knew how to talk to adults. I knew how to stand up for myself. And I was definitely no imbecile.

I didn’t have to be here. Her own husband had sought me out and brought me here and, as far as I could tell, I had every right to be here since it was one of their children who was responsible for putting me in this circumstance.

I straightened my shoulders, lifted my chin, and returned Manuella’s gaze with the “you will hear me and respect me” look that I used on judges, moderators, and opposing team members at debate competitions. “Thank you for having me in your home, Manuella,” I said in perfect Spanish. “I am grateful for your hospitality and care. What can I do to help you with breakfast?” I knew my accent was perfect—I’d been speaking it since I was two and I’d written an early admission essay in Spanish during my freshman year. I was offered a full-ride to Yale—not just for my video essay but for my entire repertoire of awesome. But even I didn’t think I was quite ready for Yale. Maybe next year.

Manuella’s beautiful dark eyes narrowed further and she literally “hmphed” before turning back to the stove and grumbling at the eggs that had probably begun to stick to the bottom of the pan. I waited a beat for her to tell me what to do, but since she didn’t seem inclined to respond to my question, I pulled a package of bacon from the fridge and began opening it.

“You will need three more of those,” Manuella said without looking at me. How many people were there living here? I turned to ask David, but he had disappeared. Nice. Thanks a lot, Grandpa.

Manuella and I worked in uncompanionable silence for the duration of breakfast preparation. When I asked where the frying pans were, she gave a grunt and the barest flick of her head that might have indicated a direction, or might have been her shaking a spider out of her ear. She made no comment when I looked through the eighth drawer for a pair of tongs, only to discover them sitting on the spoon rest beside her elbow.

When I placed three pounds of perfectly cooked bacon on the dining room table at exactly the same time she placed her piles and piles of creamy, cheesy, scrambled eggs, she didn’t even spare me an appreciative glance.

And then the room was filled with people—vampires—and I forgot all about Manuella.

There were thirteen of them—an old woman with papery thin skin and a slightly bowed back with eyes as sharp and feral as the fox that sometimes crept into our bird feeder in the wintertime, three middle-aged looking people including two men and a woman, several twenty-somethings. And Tim.

I realized with a start that it didn’t matter what these people looked like, they were all vampires. Immortal. Who knew how old they were? And every single pair of eyes fell on me as I stood near the head of the table.

“Hello,” a man purred from the other end of the table. “Who’s this?”

I cut a glance at Tim, who hugged his middle and rocked side to side. He was just as handsome as he’d been at the party. But he didn’t just look like someone who was ashamed of what they’d done and was avoiding being noticed. He looked . . . off. I searched for David but didn’t see him in the crowd.

Manuella opened her mouth to answer the question, no doubt with something super rude and unhelpful—she’d probably forgotten my name the second she’d heard it—when the crowd parted and David appeared.

He looked different now, not at all like the friendly dad-next-door I’d thought he’d been last night. This man moved with lethal grace, his face smooth and angular, fierce and predatory. He glared at everyone as he passed them, and every glance dropped in deference. Until he came to the man who’d inquired about me. That vamp stared openly back at David for the space of several heartbeats before bowing his head slightly and murmuring, “Father.”

David stared at him a moment longer before putting his hand on the man’s shoulder and pushing past him. He came to stand between Manuella and me at the head of the table.

“Good morning,” he said simply, and sat. Manuella took the chair immediately to his right and after a moment’s hesitation I sat in the chair to his left. More food appeared while the others sat, brought by servants dressed all in white with red stripes down their pant legs and at the cuffs of their white shirts. I assumed they were vampires until one of them, a girl just a couple years older than me—didn’t I know her from yearbook last year?—brushed against me to set a heaping bowl of fruit on the table in front of me.

As her arm brushed against me, I turned toward her—and found my mouth just inches from her throat. I heard the blood rushing through her thick jugular vein with a warm, delicious whoosh-whoosh-whoosh. It sounded so good. It smelled so good. I didn’t care about the fruit or eggs or bacon or whatever else was on the table. I wanted this. Her. Well, not her, but what was inside her. Blood.

I wanted to feel it on my hands, feel it rushing, warm and fresh, down my throat, taste the thick goodness of it as it slicked over my tongue—

I blinked as I found my face pressed against the glossy wood surface of the dining room table. David leaned beside me, his face nearly level with mine. His eyes, which had been blue before, were now dark and dangerous. I tried to move, but something—his hand I guessed—pressed on my back, holding me firmly to the table, as if I had a cement block sitting on it.

“You will learn to control your thirst, Minnie. You will not touch anyone without my permission. You will not drink blood without my permission. You will not take what is not given to you. In this house, you follow my rules or you leave. Do you understand?”

I tried to nod my head. All I could manage was the slightest twitch, but it seemed to be enough for him. As he released me, my gaze flicked to Manuella who smiled, her dark eyes telling me if I wasn’t careful they’d be having me for breakfast and she was pretty sure she could count on having Minnie on the menu tomorrow morning.

While I struggled to right myself and regain my composure, I caught David’s eyes as he sat back down, and they were as blue and unconcerned as ever.

“I-I’m sorry,” I said. “I have no idea what came over me. I don’t—I don’t even know what happened.”

David smiled his warm, fatherly smile and reached out to pat the back of my hand. “A perfectly natural mistake. And one I trust will not happen again.” His smile spread wider, a reassurance that he trusted me and believed what he said was true. But still. Wandering the foothills alone was beginning to seem like a more and more stellar idea.

I studiously avoided looking at the other vampires while I passed the food. All of it was completely unappetizing and I just wanted to leave this weird rabbit hole I’d somehow fallen into.

This had to be the worst nightmare I’d ever had. It had to be a dream. I began listening for my alarm, wondering if I’d forgotten to set it, when David spoke again.

“Children, I’d like you to meet the newest member of our family—Minnie Kim.”

His declaration was met with silence, so I dared a glance around the table—and found only stony faces staring back at me. Stony, and something else. I could have sworn there was a vibe in the room like “I thought we weren’t allowed to make children so where’d she come from?”

“She’s Tim’s child,” he added. A bit belatedly I thought, since now everyone was murmuring amongst themselves and looking at Tim instead of me. I took in a long breath and avoided looking at Manuella who I could feel had not let her attention shift from me despite the great news of Tim’s, uh, virility? The way everyone was fussing over him, you’d think he just won the big fertility competition or something. I had to find out how vampires were Made, because this whole thing was beginning to freak me out.

“Tell us what happened, Tim.” A bright, clear voice cut through the hubbub and everyone grew silent. Even though David had given me the gist of it, I still wanted to hear Tim’s point of view. I mean, it was kind of an important story to me.

With all the attention on him, I expected Tim to shrink away, to sink deeper into whatever episode he’d been having at the start of breakfast. Instead, he sat up straighter and ran a hand through his longish, curling brown hair, and let his eyes drift from face to face. When his gaze landed on me, I was tempted to look away, but there was something inexplicable in his gaze—in his presence—which I could feel all the way at the end of the table, that drew my focus to him like a laser. Or a leash.

“She was the most beautiful girl at the party,” he said with a shrug. A smug, self-important shrug. What? Where was the simple-minded boy David had painted a picture of? Where was the rocking, self-hugging kid I’d seen a few minutes before? This guy was all self-confidence, all smooth and suave and my mind was panting like a trained puppy waiting for my master to tell me I’d been a good girl.

My master. A part of my brain shivered at that idea, but I skirted around it. I’d look at that another time.

“You went to a party? Alone?” asked the same woman who’d managed to shut down the crowd. I expected to see an adult. I mean, a real adult, like the old woman I’d seen or someone at least as old as David, but instead, the speaker was a petite college girl who looked like she’d just dropped by her mom and dad’s house to do her laundry. She had porcelain skin, a round face with brilliant blue eyes, framed by white-blonde hair piled on the top of her head in a messy bun. She wore a University of Utah sweatshirt, completing the college-girl look. She had to be twenty, tops. Except she was a vampire, so who knew how old she really was? “You’re not supposed to go anywhere without me, remember? It’s not safe.” She leaned across the table, her hand open, but Tim didn’t take it. Instead he gripped his hands together, twisting and squeezing.

I had a sudden urge to create dossiers on all these people. Otherwise I’d be forever wondering how old they were. This vampire thing was going to take some serious getting used to.

At her tone, Tim finally dropped his gaze, acting a little embarrassed. For a second. “I asked everyone to go with me, but they were all too busy. You said you were busy, too, Diana.” He stared defiantly at her. “You said I should work harder to fit in. That I needed to hang out with more people my age. You said I should make friends. So, I went.”

“Make friends,” Diana said. “Not make children!” She threw up her hands and flung herself back in her chair.

“Tell us what happened,” urged the man sitting next to Diana.

Tim glanced at me again. “I dunno. I saw her, and, well I thought she was one of us, okay?”

“Are you kidding?” Diana exclaimed. “She was a warm blood. How in the world could you possibly have thought she was one of us? You have eyes. You have ears. You can smell. I’ve taught you all of this. You. Should. Know. Better.” Her last words were sharp enough to cut glass.

“Diana,” David cautioned.

“Come on, David. You know it’s true. He should know better. We’ve been working with him for six months now. We have to do something more.” She leveled a meaningful look at David. “Now.”

“Tim suffers from a lack of senses. You know this. He must rely on other cues to determine the status of the creatures around him. But he should never be allowed to interact with humans without one of us by his side. What happened last night is terrible proof of that.”

I looked back to Diana, waiting for her response, but she had returned her attention to Tim.

“Fine,” she sighed. “Why did you think she was one of us?” She rolled her eyes as she spoke, acting more and more like the college student she appeared to be. Maybe she really was just a few years older than me. In reality and not just physically.

Tim threw a furtive glace at me. “She had . . . you know.” He tapped his pronounced canines with the tip of his finger.

“Huh?” said the man next to Diana.

I couldn’t stand it any longer. I threw up my hands in disgust. “I was wearing plastic fangs! It was a costume party and I was dressed as a slutty vampire, okay? So sue me.”

Diana looked at me then, her blue eyes seeming to peer directly into my soul even though she was sitting ten feet away. “You’re not the slutty type,” she said simply. “What were you doing dressed like that?”

I blinked. Did she know me?

“Uh,” I said, scrambling to form coherent thoughts. Beside me, Manuella snorted delicately. I refused to look at her. “It was my best friend’s fault. She put my costume together.” Why was I telling this girl anything? Her and everyone else in the room. I was the victim here. I didn’t owe them anything. But my mouth kept opening and words kept coming out. “She said it was time for me to find a boyfriend, that doing all the right things all the time was making me boring and doing nothing for my social life.” I clamped my hands over my mouth and glared at Diana. She was doing something to me. She had to be.

She smiled broadly in response to my lame admission and turned her Cheshire Cat grin on Tim. “So, she was desperate and slutty—”

“I am not a slut!” I shouted a bit too loudly. Everyone looked at me and there was far too much hungry speculation in their eyes. “I’m gifted. I’m the smartest girl in school.” As if that explained anything. Except it did. Everyone nodded and spoke to each other in low whispers. Good news? There was no way to tell for sure. I noticed one of them, a twenty-something man who had been glaring at me seconds before, now looked at me with something more like contemplation in his eyes. Like I had suddenly become interesting.

“That still doesn’t explain how you could have thought she was a vampire,” Diana continued.

Tim shriveled a little under that powerful gaze. Eventually he said, “Her fangs were shiny, I saw them glinting in the light. They looked so real, and she had this bright, direct gaze and . . . I’m sorry, okay?”

“It’s called intelligence, you idiot,” I said. “And Vaseline.”

“Vaseline?” asked the man who’d been considering me openly.

“On the fangs. Stacey thought it’d make them look more realistic.”

“She was right about that at least.” He grinned at me now, his eyes never leaving my face. It was super disconcerting. This whole thing was nuts. The whole world was completely upside down. I should be in chemistry right now. I should be sitting beside Daniel Saunders, captain of the football team, hottest guy in school, and my perpetual lab partner because he liked that I always made sure we got the best grades. We were tight. Sort of.

Maybe I was in an anime. It had to be that. They were all about crazy supernatural things happening in regular life. And now it was happening to me!

“You know I’m responsible for you, Tim. That I care about you. But I’m very disappointed in you,” Diana said. “We’re going to work even harder on improving your senses and discovering your strengths. And on our rules.”

Tim hung his head, his glossy chestnut hair falling forward over his smooth pale skin. He really was gorgeous. Stacey would approve—so long as he never opened his mouth. I wondered what was wrong with him, because he obviously had some kind of mental disorder. I thought becoming a vampire was supposed to heal you and make you perfect and all that. I turned to David to ask him about it, but he silenced me with a glance.

“Our family has been in something of an upheaval during the past six months, since Brandon’s betrayal and disappearance. We love you, Tim, and are grateful to have you, Minnie, but your Making has not been in accordance with either our laws or those of the Council.” His eyes drifted around the table, meeting each individual’s gaze as he spoke. “We all must dedicate ourselves to the training of our new members and see to it that they, and we ourselves, adhere to the laws with strict obedience. Some of you are too young to remember the consequences for defiance, but a few of us do.”

To my surprise, Diana nodded her head, as well as the guy who’d been checking me out ever since learning I was smart.

“We remember a time when there was complete disharmony between us and the humans. A time when we were outcasts, forced to live and hunt in the dark. We do not wish to return to those times, but if we do not regain control over our clan, the humans may determine we are no longer capable of living in their world. What would follow will be worse than the darkest of days.”

I studied David, then Diana, with growing curiosity. The idea of building dossiers on each of them was growing even more enticing.

“For now, none of you will turn anyone until I say otherwise. Understand?” David’s voice had changed again. It held a note of command in it now that hadn’t been there before. I looked around the room to see what the reactions were—did everyone just let him boss them around like this? Yup, I guess they did, because every single vampire nodded. Well, Tim continued to hang his head, and I had no idea what I was agreeing to, so I didn’t nod, either. David didn’t seem to care because he nodded his head in satisfaction.

“Diana? Philo? I’d like you to work exclusively with Tim and Minnie. I will also work with you. Manuella—” he turned to his wife who offered up stony defiance. David sighed and turned back to the table. “It’s up to us to ensure these two younglings learn how to be their best selves. Understood?” Everyone responded with variations on the word “yes.”

“Then when you are finished eating, you may resume your duties.” David returned to his spoonful of cold scrambled eggs.

“What about me?” I asked, frustrated that despite his earlier promises to teach me everything I needed to learn, David was now passing me off to even stranger strangers. “You said you’d be teaching me. That it’d be like an internship.”

He cut a glance in my direction with no smile in his eyes. “And I will honor my promise. I will work with you, as will Philo and Diana.” He placed his hand on top of mine and suddenly the fatherly man I’d met in the foothills returned. “Have no fear, Minnie. You will be the very best of us.”
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Vampire families can be even more in your business than human families. Protect your sanity and your privacy by setting clear boundaries from the beginning. Some quality locks will come in handy, too.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Soon after David finished speaking, people began to leave the table and disappear into other regions of the house, until only Tim, the man who had admired my intelligence, Diana, David, and I remained. When Manuella passed behind my chair, I swear I felt a cold, sharp nail trail over my skin. Like she’d sent me the evil eye or something. Was that a real thing? I did a research project last year on Santería, the religious practice that included blood sacrifice, and I wondered if Manuella was a practitioner. It would explain so much, but not why she was so bugged at me. Not that I cared. I didn’t care. Really.

Once the others had left, Diana turned a bright smile on me. “Hi, Minnie. I’m Diana. I know you’re going to wonder, so let me just say—I’m originally Greek, born on the island of Crete in 337 BC. If you do the math, which I’m sure you did, that means that I’m over 2800 years old. I died while serving the goddess Artemis, when I was about twenty-two, though we counted age a little differently in those days. I was killed by invaders who came to destroy the temple and attack our city. It was David who found me and offered me new life.”

My mind reeled that I was sitting across from a vampire who was older than the Christian calendar. And David was even older than that!

“With my last breath, I told him yes, and I’ve been with him ever since,” Diana continued without commenting on my no-doubt stupefied expression. “That is how the Maker bond is supposed to work, by the way. A person should never, ever, be changed without their permission because this life isn’t for everyone.”

“Uh, wow.” Because what were you supposed to say to something like that? I remembered to close my mouth as I turned to the unknown man expectantly.

“And I am Philo,” he said with a smile. And that’s it.

Diana punched him on the arm.

Philo winced. “I was with the ones who killed her.”

I blinked, dumbfounded. Talk about dysfunctional families. Forget learning about vampires in general, I could hardly wait to learn about these vampires specifically. Philo’s lips quirked upward into a short grin that made him look much younger and a bit mysterious. And devious. I squirmed in my seat.

“Philo, will you please take Minnie on a tour of the house? Show her where to find her rooms, then give her an overview of what it means to be a vampire. I had hoped to do the latter myself, but I have some urgent business to attend to first. She has some very specific questions and an inquisitive mind. I trust you’ll be able to answer her.” He gave Philo a pointed look full of some meaning I couldn’t guess, before turning to me.

“I’m sorry, Minnie. As soon as I’m able I will return to you and fill in any holes Philo’s education may leave.”

Philo growled, but David only smiled and breezed out of the room.

“You ready, Tim?” Diana asked without really listening for an answer. She stood from the table without another glance my way and Tim hurried after her.

That left Philo and me, staring each other down across the table. Well, he might be a vampire, but two could play at that game. I’d been competing at the college level in debate for two years now. I knew how to stare down an opponent.

Minutes ticked by without a single twitch marring either of our faces. I tried not to let my eyes leave his, while getting a good look at him at the same time. He had nice, broad shoulders with a somewhat thick, muscle-y neck. If he’d been born in my time, he might have been a football or lacrosse player or something. His square chin had the tiniest of dimples in the center. I’d noticed it when he smiled at me earlier. If that was a smile. High cheekbones set the stage for brilliant sapphire eyes that gleamed beneath a mop of curling black hair. He looked as Greek as his name sounded. Which I supposed made sense if he’d been pillaging along the coast of Greece so long ago.

My stomach flopped a bit at the thought of such violence, but I put a mental hand on it and refused to show any kind of response to my internal assessment.

Finally, the corner of his lips quirked upward and he gave a short nod. “What do you know about vampires?”

I jumped a little and his smile bloomed, full of teeth and menace. He seemed as much a predator now as he’d probably seemed to Diana all those centuries ago. I wondered how she could stand to be in the same room as him, let alone the same family. What had David been thinking when he Made Philo? He was a marauder, a rapist and murderer. Judging from the malicious gleam in his eyes, not much had changed.

“Well?” he prompted.

“Uh,” I said, grappling for a hold on reality—my reality, not his. I had to learn to survive in this world in order to have a chance of returning to my own. If I could believe anything David had told me last night was true. Which I was beginning to seriously doubt.

Philo snorted, obviously not impressed with my grasp of the English language. It reminded me of Manuella, which ticked me off.

“Look, you can sit there all full of your badass self and all that, but I just had my life turned upside down, okay? I was going to Yale. Yale! I had early admission and a full-ride! I could have gone there this year and I never would have even been in this situation.” I leaned forward, my elbows on the table, trying to close the distance between myself and this jerk. “So I’d appreciate it if you showed me a little bit of decency, okay? I don’t want to be here any more than you do, but snorting, and testing me, and just generally being a jerk isn’t going to help either of us.”

He smirked. “Ah, but it’s so much fun.”

“Forget it.” I pushed back from the table and made my best teenage-stomp progress toward the front hall. Before I reached the front door, Philo stood before me. Like, right in front of me, so close I could feel his breath on my forehead. He wasn’t overly tall, but he towered over my five-foot one-inch frame and with his beefy vampire-ness it was a bit intimidating. I’m not too ashamed to admit that I took a step backward. Out of self-defense.

“You’re a vampire too, you know,” he said.

“What?”

“Whatever I do, you can do. In time, at least.”

Had he just— “Are you reading my mind?” I clutched a fistful of my baggy sweatshirt over my heart. Like that would somehow protect me from him reading my mind.

He only quirked his head the tiniest bit.

My eyes bulged. “So that’s a yes?”

“Humans all have predispositions toward certain gifts. Some are highly intuitive, some can sense the cardinal directions without consulting a compass, some are highly intelligent—would you agree?”

“I-I guess.” I thought about it for a moment, never satisfied with guessing when asked a direct question. I’d read a couple articles last year when I was researching a self-directed assignment on militaristic mentalities where I’d examined the work done on psi abilities back in the sixties, seventies, and eighties. The programs may have been publicly disbanded, but I didn’t believe it. The government had probably just moved them underground. I squared my shoulders.

“Yes,” I stated firmly. “I agree we all have inherent gifts—some more prevalent than others,” I offered self-importantly.

“Very good,” Philo said. “Shall we?” He gestured toward an inviting living room across from the entryway. The entire back wall was glass, displaying the forest like a mural. A fire crackled merrily in the fireplace though no one sat in the inviting, over-stuffed furniture cozily arranged around it. I followed as he led the way.

“In answer to your question, I did read your mind. And I will continue to do so as it suits me. When you have grown in skill and earned my respect, I will consider not invading your privacy. Until then, you are my student, and I will use my gifts—all of them—to ensure your best education.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Wow. That was a little . . . arrogant.”

“I’m not here to coddle you, Minnie Kim. Nor to pretend to be something I am not. You have need of me, and I have need of being done with this project as soon as possible.” He sank into a chair across from the sofa, placing one ankle on top of his knee. He wore black jeans with shiny black loafers and a soft crewneck gray sweater that complimented his eyes like foam on top of stormy waves.

“I’m not a project,” I denied, taking the couch opposite him. I drew my knees up to my chest, wishing there was a blanket I could pull around me. I wasn’t cold, but I wanted the comfort, the barrier between me and Philo’s probing eyes. I supposed vampires had little need of comfort.

He raised a brow, imitating my earlier gesture. It was incredibly annoying. “See? You have much to learn about what it means to be a vampire. Your thoughts betray you.”

I scowled at him and a low growl rumbled in my throat. I quickly put a stop to it.

“Are you ready to answer my question now?”

I searched my memory for what the question might have been. “You mean what I know about vampires?”

His lips pressed into a line and he narrowed his eyes at me.

“Well,” I began, quickly rifling through the file cabinet in my head. “Everything I know I’ve pretty much learned from my best friend Stacey. I know you can’t go outside in the daytime—or at least I thought I knew that, until David told me something different.” I shook my head, trying to piece together what I had once known and what I knew now. “You drink human blood. Your body is ice cold and you don’t have a pulse. You—”

“Stop saying that,” Philo said, irritation lacing his voice.

“Stop saying what?”

“You. You’re a vampire now, too, Minnie Kim. There is no you. There is only we. You are what I am—” He swept his arm in a wide arc. “What we are. Don’t forget that.”

I nodded, a little unsure why it was such a big deal to him. Of course I knew I was a vampire too. How could I forget? The gnawing hunger at the core of my body still hadn’t gone away, despite two big servings of eggs, hash browns, and pancakes.

“Oh-kay. We are hard to kill,” I said, emphasizing the “we” just to prove I was listening. “We heal fast, we . . . What?”

Philo’s bland expression had drifted into a scowl. “You know nothing.”

“I didn’t say I did! You’re the big bad vampire, you’re the teacher. I know I don’t know anything. So teach me.”

In a blur of motion, Philo moved. His hand around my throat pressed me against the back of the couch while his other hand braced beside me. His face was inches away, his eyes boring into mine.

But I was the daughter of Korean parents. They didn’t know the meaning of personal space, and up-close intimidation was a favorite tactic of theirs. I simply stared back and waited for him to get over himself. It drove my parents crazy—and I’m pretty sure it had the same effect on Philo because he released me with a growl and returned to his chair.

“This is not a game, Minnie Kim. Not a joke. We are fearsome creatures worthy of the dark tales told about us.” A vision of Philo creeping into a young maiden’s room at night to steal her virtue and her blood flashed through my mind. I could never allow myself to forget this vampire was dangerous.

“Vampires have been on this world longer than humans. As far as I know, none from those earliest times survives today but there are stories, memories passed down from long before the first human civilizations. So don’t get any misguided ideas that vampires are a scourge on the world—we were here first.”

His blue eyes never left mine. I tried to maintain eye contact, but it was hard. I was accustomed to listening intently to lectures, and many teachers taught directly to me because I was often the only kid in the class actually paying attention, but no one looked at me as directly and intently as Philo did now. It was disconcerting. Plus, I couldn’t stop thinking of him as a bad guy and the knowledge that he could just pluck my fear of him from my mind made me even more afraid.

“Vampires can walk in the daylight with basic precautions, but we are naturally nocturnal. We see better, feel more alive and awake in the dark, so we are best suited to night work. Claiming vampires cannot be out and about during the day is just a fantasy humans tell themselves to pretend they aren’t always in danger.”

Those eyes seared through me when he said, “Humans are always in danger.”

Coldness filled my chest. I didn’t want to hurt humans.

“To be your healthiest, strongest, best self, you will need to consume human blood. You can subsist on animal blood, but you will never receive the fullest impact of your gifts that way. You can survive, for a time, on human food alone, as you did this morning, but you will be weak and eventually you will die.

“You need blood, Minnie Kim. Warm, fresh blood.”

I squirmed as the weight of his words made my blood sing. I closed my eyes against the rising tide of need within me. I’d never craved anything so strongly as I did blood at this moment. More than craving Mike and Ikes during a long study session. More than coffee in the morning. I needed blood. I could feel the truth of that through my marrow.

“That’s enough for today. I’ll take you to your room. I’m sure you have . . . things—” Philo waved a hand in my general direction, “to do. And I have work.” He said the last as if anything and everything he did was a million times more important than anything I could possibly have going on in my life. Abruptly, he stood and walked away, no doubt expecting me to follow like a good little puppy dog. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back into the sofa. He might be a centuries-old vampire but that didn’t mean I was just going to let him boss me around.

A low growl emanated from him as he turned and glared at me. I hopped up and followed after him.

At the end of the hall we climbed two flights of stairs. The staircase continued upward, but Philo led me down the hall connected to the second-floor landing. The hall was wide, overlooking the great room below us. Doors were spaced evenly, a good distance from one another along the hall, and two hallways broke off at right angles across the house.

“Bedrooms,” Philo said. “There’s an empty one down this way you can use.” Sconces sent a warm glow along walls painted a creamy white with the occasional fleur-de-lis stenciled in gold paint. It was very subtle, just enough to add interest. The gold carpet was the softest I’d ever walked on. If the bed wasn’t comfortable, I could probably get by sleeping on the floor.

We passed a few doors, all with a gold name plaque on it—none of which I knew.

Philo shot me an inscrutable look. “Don’t worry, Tim is not down this wing.”

“Are you?” I asked before I could stop myself.

He smirked and let his gaze travel up and down my body. I was acutely aware of my, um, diminutive form. I was perfectly proportional for a Korean girl, but I did not meet the desired expectations of American boys. But then, Philo was no American boy—stop! Omo! Philo was not a boy. He was nearly three thousand years old—a vampire who had killed and drunk blood from the veins of real live women. Who became real dead women.

“Men, too.” He hooked his thumbs into his jeans pockets and smirked again.

I crossed my arms over my chest—pushing up the little bits that I had—and raising Philo’s eyebrows as well. Gah! I wrapped my arms around my middle instead and he chuckled.

He walked a few feet forward and gestured toward a door with no nameplate. “You can use this room. Your things have already been gathered from your home, so go on in and make yourself comfortable. I have some things to take care of, so I’ll be in my own room.” He started walking down the hall. “Last room on the left.”

Jerk! I threw open my door, stepped inside, and slammed the door. Then I clapped my hands over my ears and waited for the reverberating noise to lessen. I could still hear Philo chuckling and I hated that sound as much as the vibrating wood.

And then what he’d said began to sink in. I whirled around to face the room and was confronted with . . . my room, and not my room.

How in the world had they done this? What did they tell my parents? Couldn’t I even say goodbye? For, like, five seconds? The conversation with David in the middle of the night seemed so insubstantial. Like it was an idea, a suggestion, not a real thing he’d just go and do. I walked toward the bed which was queen-sized and at least twice as big as my narrow twin bed at home, but it had my pink and white puffy quilt laid across the bottom of it.

Above the elegant and modern dark wood headboard, pictures were tacked to the wall in exactly the same formation they’d been on my wall at home. “No. Way,” I breathed when I lay across the bed and looked up at the ceiling. It wasn’t dark in my room, but I could see the trail of white wires and lights easily enough to tell that it would glow in the formation of the Chinese white tiger constellation—just like at home.

I stood and let my gaze wander slowly. This room was three times as big as mine at home, with a reading nook complete with built-in bookshelves set into the dormer window and a little lounge area with a very comfy-looking love seat, coffee table, and sleek TV. An office area was neatly tucked behind a floating bookshelf beyond the lounge area, effectively cutting it off from the bedroom—I guess so you wouldn’t have to be troubled with work if you were trying to relax. Even the desktop had been sprinkled with my various sticky notes, notepads, and stacks of textbooks. The walls had my posters and pictures while my trophies and ribbons stood in their own place of importance on the floating bookshelf.

I assumed my clothes were in the drawers and closet, but something was nagging at me. Something I didn’t see but really, really wanted to. I turned in a circle once, then turned again. My eyes landed on the desk where a thin book that didn’t belong to me sat prominently in the center. The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire. Well that should come in handy.

Then it dawned on me—my laptop! Followed immediately by my cell phone!

I whirled around, searching for my phone. I vaguely recalled seeing it under my bed at home, and stupidly I fell to my knees to look under the bed. No phone. I searched the bed, under the pillows, under my quilt, under my stuffed animals, Chococat and Purin, that doubled as throw pillows on my bed—nothing. I wildly searched my school bag which sat on the floor next to the desk, then rifled through the drawers—there were definitely more clothes in there than I’d had at home—and through the closet.

Who in the world had had time to shop for me when I’d been here for less than four hours?

Panting, I stood in the middle of my room, phoneless. Computer-less.

I threw open my door and stormed down the hall. Philo must have heard me coming, but I pounded on his door anyway. He took his sweet time answering, so I pounded non-stop until he opened it. “Took you long enough,” he said.

“Where is it?”

“Whatever do you mean?” he asked innocently. I wanted to shake him, not that it would do any good.

“My phone?” I demanded. “My computer?”

He leveled a dark, cold gaze on me. “Go back to your room, Minnie Kim. Sleep. Your body needs much more rest than you’ve allowed yourself so far. In the morning, we will run—then your lessons will begin. Five a.m. Be ready.”

He shut the door in my face.
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Diet and nutrition are especially important to your health as a newborn vampire. Your Maker will ensure you receive your fill upon your rebirth, usually letting you drink from his- or herself. This is ideal since it strengthens the paternal bond and provides the newborn with the very best nutrition from the start. That first feeding will ease the feeding frenzy most newborns experience upon rebirth. Once satiated, the newborn can then decide if they’ll hunt reserve animals, or drink donated or synthetic blood.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I woke at 4:45 a.m. I hadn’t wanted to sleep my day away like Philo ordered, but after poking around my room a little while the exhaustion won me over. It was Friday morning. I’d missed two days of school already and now I was supposed to go jogging with a vampire.

I did not like this new life one bit. Even my drama llama chant couldn’t cheer me up.

I dressed all in black because that’s how I felt today. Of course, even my black sweatshirt had two little pink hearts with sequins stitched over my heart. Oh well. It was the closest thing to Creature of the Night I had.

Philo stood at the front door and scowled at me as I came down the stairs. He looked at his watch, then back up at me.

“What? I’m not late.” And I wasn’t. I’d timed my entrance perfectly for 5:00 a.m. sharp.

His frown deepened as he opened the front door and motioned me to go first.

“You look different,” he said once we were standing outside in the dark, cold air with only the porch light glowing in the pre-dawn day.

I glanced at him, all GQ in his royal blue warm-up suit, his hair tussled and that smirk on his face. His eyes drifted down my body. I suddenly realized that yesterday I’d been hiding out in my baggy sweats, while today I’d gone with black leggings and a fitted hoodie. I punched his chest.

“Yeah, well. Are we gonna run or not?” I jogged off the porch and struck out in some random direction.

“You’re going the wrong way,” Philo called from the far side of the house.

Without a word I circled around and followed him.

I’d been worried about running this morning. Worried about getting shin splints or running out of steam and embarrassing myself, but being a vampire had some perks. I ran the entire course Philo led me on without any bodily complaints.

For once, I reveled in the exercise, in being out in the early morning. Frost on the ground turned the grass crisp beneath my feet, and despite the chilly temperature, the early morning darkness was alive with bird chatter, the occasional distant snuffle of an animal, the breeze through creaking tree branches. It was pretty darn awesome.

But by the time I caught up to Philo at the front door, I had begun to feel weak and my stomach was cramping. I clutched at my side, but it wasn’t a stitch—this was something more. Something worse.

Philo took one look at me and pronounced, “You’re hungry. Come.” I followed him wordlessly, my mind a bit fuzzy. I tried to think of when I’d last eaten and realized it was at breakfast yesterday morning. My stomach cramped harder at the thought. Suddenly, all I could think about was the deer’s blood the other night in the dark. The warm feel of it as it flowed over my tongue and through my body. My gums hurt and I rubbed them with my finger, hoping to alleviate the pain. I cut my finger on the tip of my canine and watched the blood well up. I moved to put it into my mouth, but Philo caught my wrist.

“Don’t. You have the blood hunger. One taste and you will not stop until you are sated. Doing so would break down the blood so much, it would be akin to draining your own body. In fact, it is the most effective means of suicide among vampires.” He pressed his thumb firmly over the tiny wound, then wiped away the blood. I stared at my finger. Part of me hoped the blood would well up again, but there was nothing.

“There is truth to the myth that vampires have heightened healing abilities. Some wounds you will heal instantly, like the prick on your finger. Other wounds, say those you might attain in a near-death car crash, take longer to heal—but still far faster than for humans, and we heal, usually, without any lasting side effects.”

He opened the large drawer at the bottom of the fridge. It was filled to the brim with blood bags. Like, legit blood bags. Were they stolen from the hospital? Part of me said I should question where this blood came from, but I wasn’t exactly in the best mental state at that moment. My brain said gag, but my body screamed feed me! 

As if he knew exactly my reaction, Philo turned with a blood bag in his hand, casually see-sawing it back and forth, the blood sloshing around in a disgustingly delicious way. I curled my toes into my runners and clenched my fists, willing myself to stay still, to wait, when what I wanted to do was pounce on that bag of blood, tear it open with my teeth and drink it all down.

“You could do that,” Philo said. “Or, you could warm it, pour it into a glass and drink it like a civilized creature.” He turned away with a smirk and opened a cabinet. 

I blinked. Behind the cabinet door was a machine that looked like the water bath in Mr. Bienik’s science lab. Philo pressed a button on the side and a wire rack raised up from inside. He hung the blood bag on the rack, set the time, and pressed start.

“You can drink it cold,” he said as he turned around. “And you will drink plenty of cold blood in your existence. But it will take a little longer for you to feel the benefits of it and you will certainly enjoy it less.” He faced me and leaned against the counter, his palms against the stone counter top. His appraising look made me uncomfortable. I felt incredibly vulnerable with my hunger pulsing through me like an annoying drum.

“The blood hunger gets easier, less frequent and less demanding as you grow. But as you experienced with Tim, it will take great restraint and training to overcome it. How long depends on how much work you’re willing to put into it. Tim has been one of us for six months and he has not yet learned to curb his blood hunger. I, on the other hand, controlled it within a week.

“How long do you want to remain a slave to the hunger, Minnie Kim?” His eyes pierced me, and I shivered. I really hated it when he did that.

I thought the question was rhetorical, plus I was so distracted watching the time count down on the warmer, and listening to the slow but steady shushing of Philo’s blood through his veins. But Philo kept examining me, so I jolted my brain back into response mode.

“I don’t want to be a slave to anything,” I said. And knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that was the thing I wanted most of all. I didn’t want to be a slave to my parents’ desires, to my teachers’ demands, to this hunger and the restrictions this new life put on me. I wanted to be free. To live the way I chose. I didn’t want anyone telling me what to do.

“Good.” That one syllable was packed with the first bit of approval Philo had uttered to me. I didn’t know if it was my words or my thoughts that pleased him, but I felt myself relax a little knowing that this newly realized truth of mine pleased him.

The warmer beeped and I lunged for it, but Philo placed a hand on my wrist. His eyes filled with something dark and dangerous as they bored into mine. I felt myself shrivel under the weight of his disapproval. 

“You must never drink from another vampire. It will not end well.” I gulped. My gaze dropped to his adam’s apple—I just couldn’t handle the direct eye-contact anymore. It was almost as bad as being chewed out by my dad. Never drink from another vampire. Check.

He released my wrist, then opened a cabinet above the warmer and retrieved a mug. He lifted the bag from the warmer and I licked my lips. Unsure of how much longer I could wait. The blood was a deep red, almost purple. Saliva filled my mouth. I swiped the back of my hand across my face with disgust, feeling like an animal begging stupidly for her next meal.

“You are not an animal,” Philo murmured, all solicitous now for some reason. “You are no longer human, that is true, but you are no animal.” He retrieved a pair of deadly looking scissors from a drawer and snipped off the end of the white tube at the top of the bag. 

“You are capable of unimaginable things—good and bad. Who you choose to be is as much your choice now as before. More so because, depending on how you live, how you care for yourself, you will have more time, more restraint, more . . . everything to help you succeed.” He’d finished pouring the blood into the mug, its rich, slightly metallic scent filling me with desire. He handed me a big white mug decorated with autumn leaves and berries and the words “give thanks.”

“Cheers.” He tapped the half-full blood bag to my mug, then sucked on the end of the tube. 

I struggled to control my shaking hand, but eagerly brought the mug to my lips and began to chug the deliciously smooth liquid, when I heard Philo say, “Civilized, Minnie.”

It was the first time he hadn’t called me Minnie Kim and the omission of my surname cut through the hunger long enough for me to pause and then drink more slowly. About halfway through the cup I finally managed to draw it away from my lips and look up sheepishly at Philo.

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of. We all feel it. You can train yourself to ignore it completely, but you will be doing yourself a serious disservice. It will be like going through drug withdrawal. Eventually you will consume the blood in your own veins until there is nothing left to move your heart and then it will no longer beat. Your skin will grow cold and pale. Your mind will slow. Your body will slow. You will truly be the walking dead. You will be able to function for a time, but you will not thrive. And after a time, you will die in truth.

“So what kind of vampire do you want to be, Minnie? A blood drinker—a mangeur de sang? It sounds prettier in French but it still means the same thing. Tell me, and I will teach you accordingly. But if you choose death, you should start now, so the withdrawal can be over with and I can get back to my own life.”

He moved to take my mug, but I held it close to my chest, turning away so he couldn’t take it from me. It was childish, and I felt childish. Conflicted and unsure. “I thought you said we should be civilized.” I nodded at the empty bag in his hand. 

His lips quirked upward and he shrugged. That unexpected smile made me speechless.

He glanced at my mug as he threw out the empty bag. “Take your time.” 

He stepped out of the room while I savored my drink, trying really hard not to beat myself up for loving every bit of it even though it was blood. I contemplated Philo’s question while I waited.

I stared into my mug, the deep red of the blood a stark contrast to the creamy white of the inside of the mug. I still needed the blood. Wanted it, but I could think around it now. I remembered Tim and the way he had attacked me, drained me. Killed me. That was the blood hunger. There was no way I would allow myself to be a danger to people, any people.

But I also wanted to live. To go to Yale, to be my best self. I had always dreamed of contributing to the world, of leaving a permanent, important mark on it. I definitely did not want to become a walking dead person. I wanted to be able to think.

With a lot more thought and consideration, I brought the mug to my mouth and took a careful sip, savoring the flavor, feeling it move through my body. I felt my body’s response, felt my heart beating. This felt like life. Like living. And I wasn’t ready to be dead.

Philo returned, slipping his phone into his pocket. The glint in his eye suggested he’d noticed my control and approved.

“How was this blood obtained?” I held out my mug between us.

“It was donated by independent human donors. They undergo health screenings, live healthy, fit lives, and donate in Council-managed facilities to maintain purity and quality. This is their job. No one is bitten and drained. No one is killed. And they are paid handsomely. Most are fitness instructors or nutritionists, people who love the outdoors and healthy living. Working for us, they get paid to do what they love.”

I stared into the mug, thinking. “And what about my, um, gums? I feel like—” Thoughts of biting filled my mind. My fingertips tingled and I had to clench my fists.

Philo moved closer to me, but his presence had softened. Surprised, I glanced up and he caught my gaze with his. “The urge to bite is the most distressing.” His voice was almost tender now, like an apology. “There is no real comfort for that. We are hardwired to bite into flesh and drink blood directly from its source. There is no shame in fantasizing about such things.”

This time I didn’t mind so much that he had read my mind. I was glad I didn’t have to ask. That I didn’t have to express the shameful thoughts swimming in my brain.

He handed me an extremely tough stick of beef jerky from a canister on the counter and took one for himself. He placed it between his molars and bit down hard. Once I’d done the same, and sighed with relief, he pulled out the stick.

“Like teething puppies, we keep things on hand that we can bite down on should the urge arise. Hard beef jerky. A stick of hardwood.” He pulled an oblong piece of wood from his pocket, about the length and thickness of my middle finger, then pocketed it again. “Whatever satisfies you. Well, it will never truly satisfy, but it will ease the pain in your gums.”

“Did you—” I couldn’t think of a polite way to ask this question, but I needed to know as surely as I had needed the blood moments before. “Did you ever . . . bite . . . people? Kill them?”

Philo didn’t flinch and he didn’t move away. His gaze remained open, at least for the moment. “Yes,” he said simply. “In the early days it was simply what we did. I think we were more like animals back then.” His gaze traveled inward and I wished I could see what he saw.

 

Darkness surrounds me, relieved only by the blue-tinged mountains in the distance. The sun will rise soon, but for now, I am in the shadows. I cling to them, creeping silently on well-oiled sandals as I stalk my prey. I can smell her. Sweat from the day’s work, the lye and salt water she used as she washed the laundry—and fear. The fear pushes my blood hunger and my fangs pulse with the need to bite and drink.

My prey runs. I follow. She stumbles over a crumbling stone in the steps leading up from the beach where she has stayed overlong, trying to finish an abundance of work. The stone skitters toward me and I stoop to pick it up. I have her now, and my blood sings with anticipation.

With one lunge I propel myself up the steps between us and fall upon her, quickly finding the thick, throbbing vein at her neck and plunging my teeth into her skin. I moan with the relief it brings me as I clasp her to me, heedless of her pleas for mercy, and drink her down.

 

The mug fell from my grasp and crashed to the tile floor, splashing blood everywhere. I stumbled backward, too stunned to process anything. The edge of the kitchen island caught me and I practically fell on it, using it to keep me on my feet.

Philo hadn’t moved, but his eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “What did you see?” He didn’t seem angry exactly, but wary.

Through chattering teeth I said, “You. Ki-ki-killing a woman. She was a laundress. It was night. There was the ocean and a mountain, and you were wearing sandals.”

His mouth tightened. “As I said, it was a dark time. We—I—was less civilized back then.”

“So you don’t do that anymore?” There was a plea in my voice, I knew. I didn’t want my teacher to be a killer. Not a today killer. I’d thought about him being a killer before, but for now, if he wasn’t killing now, I thought I could handle it. Maybe. At least I would try.

“No,” Philo said definitively. He searched my eyes for a reaction—probably to see if I’d catch a glimpse of his personal life—but I had none. None other than relief, that is.

“Okay.” I stared at the broken mug, the word thanks staring up at me from a puddle of crimson blood. “Okay,” I repeated.

I looked up into Philo’s watchful eyes and took a deep breath. “I want to live. To be my best. Teach me how to control the hunger.”
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Tears are a normal part of human life, however as a vampire, you might want to find a different way to express your feelings. Try to avoid crying in front of humans; they find it extremely disturbing to watch blood leaking from your eyes. Also, instead of packing tissues in your bag, you might want to keep wet wipes on hand—they’re much handier at cleaning up bloody messes.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Leave it,” Philo said when I reached for a cloth to clean up the mess on the floor. “The servants will take care of it.”

“Where did all the food come from the other morning? I only saw Manuella in here cooking, but then way more food showed up at the table.”

“Manuella has a thing about food equaling love. If she feeds us, it shows she is our true mother and will always care for us. But she really doesn’t like to cook.” He chuckled, which surprised me. It was a nice sound, round and warm and it made my blood vibrate pleasantly. He cut me a glance filled with confusion and something like surprise, but he looked away too quickly for me to figure out what he was thinking. I wished I could read his mind as easily as he did mine.

“So that was Manuella’s kitchen, but there’s a professional kitchen on the lower level where the real magic happens.” He waved me toward a downward staircase wide enough to drive a Honda Civic down.

The stairs brought us into a wide entertainment room with everything from a pool table to an art studio and most every kind of indoor entertainment activity I could imagine, interspersed with cozy visiting areas stuffed with comfy chairs and fireplaces. Beyond glass doors which encompassed the entire length of the room, was a patio and the telltale gleam of a blue pool. “The pool and hot tub are inside a retractable dome—we use them year-round.”

He gestured to a pair of double doors on the other side of the stairs. “Theater in there.”

“Cool,” I breathed. I was slightly addicted to movies. I knew I shouldn’t be, I mean, there was always more work to be done, more studying, more everything, and my parents would kill me if I wasted hours I should have been studying watching a movie, but I treated myself to one at least every other day. But I considered them necessary for my mental health—and it hadn’t hurt my work any at all.

I itched to take a peek inside, but Philo was moving on and I didn’t want to be left behind. He flicked his arm to the right hallway, “Kitchen, servants’ quarters, storage,” then turned to the left. We passed a narrower hallway on the right that ran along the far end of the entertainment room. “Offices. It’s best you don’t go down there unless summoned.”

That sounded ominous. I never wanted to be summoned.

“No, you do not,” Philo confirmed. And there went the mind reading. It was totally unfair I couldn’t read his mind in return.

He pushed the doors open on two rooms as we passed, revealing a medium-sized family room. He nodded at Diana and Tim who sat at a small round table, their hands clasped together.

“Are they . . . together?” I asked as we moved out of earshot. Except I heard Diana laugh. “Is it true vampires have superior hearing?”

Philo grinned. “You tell me. What do you hear?”

At first, I wanted to say nothing, but then I realized it wasn’t true. I could hear the low murmur of Tim and Diana’s voices. She was asking him questions and he was responding in a sullen tone. I heard a door open and close somewhere above us, and feet—two, no three pairs—moving down the hall. I heard a low buzzing, then put my hand on the wall. I could hear the hum of electricity as it passed through the wires. I turned wide, awe-struck eyes on my tour guide. He smiled openly at me. Like he was pleased to have witnessed my discovery of this new ability.

“Well?” he asked.

“I guess we do!” I beamed, unable to hold back my excitement.

“Yes we do!” Diana called from down the hall.

“As for your other question,” Philo said a bit loudly with a grin in Diana’s direction, “no. They are most definitely not a couple.”

“Yeah, that seemed weird,” I said. “So, are you and Diana . . . ?”

“No.”

And that was the end of that. The stiff, square shoulders had returned and his vibe was entirely back to the cold, withdrawn vampire I’d met earlier.

“Go back to your room and rest now. We will continue your lessons in two hours.”

I scowled while I watched Philo return to the office wing, presumably to do whatever work it was he did. He was a mystery, that one. Although, after this morning, I might have to reconsider my opinion of him. A little bit. Maybe.

In my room, I showered in the most luxurious, decadent shower I’d ever seen. The entire thing was as big as my bathroom back home and had two rainfall heads plus jets in the walls. All the buttons and dials were a little intimidating but I had fun trying them out. I emerged feeling like a new woman—a feeling that was only enhanced when I spent some time in front of the mirror.

I still looked like me, but a shinier, better version. It was a bit unsettling, but also kind of awesome.

Half an hour later, as I sat on my loveseat tapping a pen against a pad of paper, I scribbled No phone! No computer!

This was stupid. Was I prisoner here? No one had said I was—but then why keep my phone and laptop from me? I looked at the kitty clock on my nightstand and saw I still had fifteen minutes before I was supposed to meet Philo.

I looked back at the paper. Then back at the clock.

. . . be a clown, be a queen or a king, be a beggar, a scholar, a thief.

Forget it. I threw down the pen and paper and stalked out of my room, down the hall, and pounded on Philo’s door.

“Ah,” he said. “Why don’t you come in?” He held the door open for me while I stormed past him. And brushed against him. The blood in my arm seemed to rush to the spot where we came in contact, making the area tingle and burn pleasantly. I ignored the sensation and hurried into the middle of the room, then turned to face down Philo.

“Give me my phone.”

He sank into his love seat and indicated a chair opposite him. I noticed the chair took the place of the TV in my room, but I brushed that detail aside. So what if he didn’t watch TV. Though how he survived without it I had no idea. I might die without Netflix or YouTube.

I stood my ground until he held his hand out to the chair. “Sit.”

Fighting back yet another urge to strangle him, I sat.

“I need my phone, Philo. Like, really. It’s been forever since I’ve talked to Stacey and she’s got to be freaking out. And I didn’t get to say goodbye to my parents. I guess I get why I couldn’t see them, but I’ve gotta at least call them.”

His suave demeanor slipped just a little, exposing something real behind his eyes, but he still didn’t say anything.

“Please.” I wasn’t begging for my phone like a grounded teenager. I wasn’t.

“We need to discuss the details of your situation first, Minnie. We can’t just allow you to get on the phone and start telling all your friends and family everything that’s happened. Yes, vampires are ‘out’ now, as they say. Yes, we are supposedly accepted within regular society. But in reality, that acceptance is tenuous at best. Families and friends especially often have a hard time accepting what you’ve become.” He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, and peered at me with care and concern in his eyes so open and raw it took me aback.

“To them, you died. Who you were, who they hoped you’d become—as far as they’re concerned all that has changed. You might know you’re the same person. You might know you can still become all you dreamed to be, but they don’t. And if you’re truly honest with yourself, you’ll see that you aren’t exactly the same person you once were. You have changed. You died, and and were reborn. More specifically, were reMade. You and they need time to accept that fact before you speak with them.”

“But—”

He held up a hand, halting my reply. “I know it’s hard, Minnie, but it has to be this way.”

Despite his conciliatory tone, I flopped back into the chair and brought my knees to my chest. “This sucks.” I looked around the room, searching for something else to hate. “You suck,” I said, my eyes falling on Philo.

He chuckled and leaned back into his seat too. “I do.”

“Gah!” I jumped to my feet and began pacing aimlessly around his quarters, but when I found myself in front of his bed, its sheets rumpled on one side, I hurriedly turned and marched back toward the sitting area. “So I’m some kind of prisoner here now? One of your people takes my life then turns me into a vampire without my permission and I’m supposed to be all ‘Okay, yeah! This is awesome!’ and grateful and all that crap? Well I’m not grateful! I don’t want to be a vampire! I never wanted to be a vampire. I just want to go home. To be a normal girl again. At least as far as I was normal before.” I ran a frustrated hand through my hair. “I want my old life back!”

I’d come to stand directly in front of Philo, who now stood in front of the love seat. I knew I was whining, but sorrow crept up through my body from my toes all the way to behind my eyes and tears began to prick my eyeballs. Don't cry, don’t cry, don’t cry, I told myself.

Then Philo pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms around me, and I cried.

I didn’t cry for long. It takes a lot for emotions to rule out over my rational side, and pretty soon I was back in control and thinking about how I was going to be the best darn vampire I could be and how I really would change the world and now I had even more resources at my disposal . . . 

I stepped back from Philo, swiping at my eyes as I did so—

And caught sight of the blood smeared over the front of Philo’s super soft and no doubt super expensive sweater.

“Omo.” I looked at my hands. Completely covered in blood. “What the—”

He reached out and swiped his thumb over my cheek, much like he had with the prick on my finger earlier, and pulled it back to show me the blood there. “Are you going to finish one of those questions?”

“Where did all this blood come from?” I looked from my hands to his face, desperate for an answer, and fast. “Am I dying? For real this time?”

He took both my wrists in his hands and drew me down onto the love seat beside him. “You’re not dying. You’re crying. Your body no longer produces fluids—everything we have inside our bodies is taken, leached if you will, from other sources. From blood. Your body doesn’t produce blood anymore, Minnie. But you do have blood. So, when you cry, you bleed.”

His thumbs made soothing circles on the inside of my wrists while he talked.

“Omo! I ruined your sweater. I’m so, so sorry.” I patted at it, patted his chest, like there was some magic I could work with my hands to take the blood away. “Omo,” I said again, lurching backward and sticking my hands under my armpits so I couldn’t touch anything. I jumped up from the couch and hurried to the door. I just wanted to disappear.

Burning with embarrassment beneath the blood, I turned to him and said, “So, um. I learn what’s going on and all that jazz, be a good little vampire girl, and I’ll get my computer and phone?”

Philo nodded slowly.

“Got it. Okay, see ya later,” I turned and face-planted into the door. I have no idea how I got out of his apartment, only that omo repeated through my head nonstop until I reached my room and began scrubbing my face and hands clean.
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It can be hard to adapt to your new diet, but you’ll soon come to appreciate it. Be sure you try blood pudding! Many young vampires eschew this delicious treat, but with so many flavors and textures available, it really is an excellent on-the-go snack.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Five minutes later, before the heat had fully left my face, and definitely before I had enough time to work up a satisfactory explanation to tell myself about what had just happened between us, Philo showed up at my door wearing a creamy sweater that was a near copy of the one I’d just ruined.

“You sure you should be wearing that color around me?” I asked once I’d gotten over the shock of seeing him again so soon.

“I think I’ll take my chances,” he said with a tiny quirk of his lips. “Let’s take a walk.”

I reached for my coat which hung on a hook by the door, but stopped when I realized he wasn’t wearing one. “Outside?”

He nodded. “You can wear a coat if you want to. And you may want to. You can still feel the cold, it’s just not as unpleasant as it was when you were human.”

I hesitated, and he grabbed my coat from the hook and walked away. Guess I’d be wearing my coat, after all.

We stopped at the kitchen where Philo opened another drawer in the fridge and pulled out a gelatinous red square bouncing around inside a baggie. “Hungry?”

I thought about it. “No?” It sounded like a question.

His eyebrows raised. “No? Or yes? You can’t be both.”

I shrugged. “Well, I don’t feel like I need to bite anything. And when I saw all that blood earlier it didn’t make me want to eat myself.”

“I noticed that,” he said with a grin. “Then this is another lesson for you. Think of your new diet as one of those ‘many small meals throughout the day’ deals. Even if you’re not particularly hungry, have a snack. This,” he held up the jiggly blob, “is blood pudding. A healthy vampire snack.”

I cringed. It didn’t look particularly appetizing.

“It’s not as bad as it looks. And it’s really quite handy if you need something to take with you but don’t have a fridge in your car, and you don’t feel like feeding on the locals.”

Ew. “Oh-kay. So what is it?”

He held up the baggie and examined the cube. “This one looks like venison.” He sniffed it, then gave a quick nod. “Venison. These are essentially animal blood mixed with gelatin, but there may be some fine slivers of meat in them, too. After a while, you’ll get used to the smells and textures of the different animals and will more easily tolerate meat in your diet. We usually have pork, venison, beef, even rabbit. These cubes last for quite a while outside the fridge before melting, but either way—cubed or melted—you can eat it on the go.”

He held the bag out to me. “Try it.”

I definitely didn’t want to go eating any unsuspecting humans, but that quivering blood-colored cube did not appeal to me in the least. I took it gingerly between two fingers, holding it away from my body, still not quite ready to commit to it.

“You can warm it up and drink it from a mug, if you prefer. But I wanted you to know there was an option for when you can’t get to a warmer.”

He pulled out another bag from the drawer, then closed the fridge. He held up the bag between us. “Rabbit.” This cube was pale in color, like chicken broth that had congealed. Gag.

Philo opened the baggie, plucked out the cube, and stuck the whole thing in his mouth. I opened my baggie, a lot less enthusiastic about my own snack. I sniffed it dubiously, and my stomach responded. It wasn’t the desperate need of earlier, but my body seemed to think this was acceptable food, even if my mind wasn’t too keen on it. I bit off a tiny corner and chewed. Well, there really wasn’t anything to chew, so my teeth crushed it one time before it slid down my throat.

And it wasn’t so bad. I took another, bigger bite, and Philo patted me on the back.

I finished my snack as I followed him out the door and into the beautiful, fresh afternoon light of an autumn day in the mountains. From habit, I pulled on my coat and cinched it tight around me before even registering whether or not I was cold. Philo plunged his hands into his front pockets and struck out around the side of the house where we picked up a narrow trail leading down and into the forest.

“So, first lesson. Learned?”

“Blood hunger is bad and I should eat often to avoid it.”

“That’ll do,” he said with a bob of his head. “When you’re older, you’ll be able to go longer between meals, but for now, just keep snacking. Stay full. Okay?”

“Got it.”

“If you can do that, and stave off the blood hunger, you’ll be able to go back to your regular life—to an extent. Do you want to go back to school?”

“Of course!”

He eyed me. “Because, strictly speaking, you don’t have to. David will say he requires it of you, but really, you’re dead now. You can do whatever you want.”

I shook my head. “No, I want to go to school. Nothing’s changed for me that way.”

Philo nodded, and I got the feeling he was pleased with my decision. And I wanted him to be pleased. Seriously, what was it about this guy that made me want him to be proud of me? I’d always worked to please those around me, but it was more from a sense of duty than because I really wanted to.

“Do you play any sports?”

“Um, not really. I try to jog, but I’m not very good. And I’m on the cross-country team, but mainly just because anyone can be on it. At least I run every day, anyway.” I tried to act nonchalant as I spoke, but I don’t think he bought it.

“Why?” He looked at me, watching my face while he waited for my response.

I shrugged, a little uncomfortable under his scrutiny. “I don’t know. Well, that’s not true. I do know. There’ve been some studies that show physical exercise before mental exertion increases retention and understanding.” I ducked my head and watched my feet scuff along the dirt ground, kicking little rocks out of my way. “It’s important for me to do well in school, so I do whatever I can.”

“You don’t just rely on your natural intelligence?” He continued to regard me with open speculation. It didn’t feel hostile, but it was disconcerting anyway.

“No. Did you go into battle without your weapons and armor?” That question caught him by surprise. Point for me.

“No,” he said, his voice tinged with something dark, like a warning bell ringing in the distance. I ignored it.

“Right. You probably trained like crazy, had super big muscles and stuff.” I was super proud of myself for not actually ogling said muscles as I spoke. “You could probably take a guy twice your size with your bare hands.” He started to say something self-deprecating yet egotistical, but I cut him off. “But you didn’t go into battle that way. You left hand-to-hand as your last resort. First, you relied on your offensive maneuvers—your strategy, your weapons—then, you turned to your defensive efforts—your armor, more strategy. Finally, once all those other options were depleted, you relied on your muscles and your natural-born skills as a fighter—enhanced with extensive training and exercise. Yeah?”

I hadn’t even noticed we had stopped walking, but Philo stood looking at me now.

“What?” I asked, unable to read his expression.

“Did you see all that? See . . . me?” His face remained inscrutable, but I got the impression I’d struck a nerve.

“What? No. I’m just using supposition.” He narrowed his eyes like he didn’t quite believe me, but it was the truth. He could read my mind all he wanted, and he’d still get the same answer.

“So, this is how you see your education?” he finally asked.

“How I see my life,” I amended. “I’m smart. I know I am. But that’s not enough. Someone less intelligent than me, who’s willing to put in all the work, would easily pass me up in a head to head contest. There has to be talent plus work.”

He was smiling at me again, and heat rose to my cheeks. I looked away, suddenly super curious about the types of flora and fauna that might exist around me. “But you already know all that stuff. Of course you do. You’ve been around forever.” Anger flared hot and bright and I took a couple of steps forward, then whirled back to face him.

I shoved hard at his chest but he didn’t move. It felt like I was trying to move a giant rock. “You shouldn’t let me go on like that. It’s not fair. You already know all this stuff and it’s rude to let me prattle on.”

“Prattle?” He was outright laughing now, which only made me madder.

“I do not like being laughed at.” My vision went red, literally red, the edges folding in until I could only see Philo and the edges bleeding inward. Meanwhile, my anger continued to grow. Dimly, in the back of my mind, I was aware this was totally not a normal reaction. There was absolutely no need to get this worked up about something so small. But I couldn’t help myself. It felt like the blood hunger only . . . 

Philo grasped my shoulders and drew his hands down my arms, stopping at my elbows. “Take a deep breath.” He squeezed my arms. “Minnie. Look at me. Focus on my eyes. Good. Now breathe.” He took a deep breath and I copied him. “Breathe.” We breathed again. Slowly my vision began to return to normal until I no longer felt angry that he’d been laughing. Now, I was embarrassed. That seemed to happen a lot around him.

Philo still had his hands on my arms. “Better?” I nodded. “And for the record, I wasn’t laughing at you. Not really. And I didn’t let you prattle on, as you put it. I was sincerely interested in what you had to say. You have a unique way of looking at the world. I simply wanted to understand it better. Understand you.”

I felt that heat rise again, but I tamped it down. Philo stepped away, breaking the contact between us.

“What you just felt,” he said in his teacherly voice, “is the blood rage. Different from the hunger, this has nothing to do with need and everything to do with how you feel. It’s important to be aware of how fast it can happen, and what it feels like when you’re there. Before you can reenter society, you need to learn how to control the blood rage—and how to calm yourself down.”

I nodded, suddenly terrified. First the blood hunger and learning to live with the fact that I might eat someone I knew and loved. Now, simply imagining someone was judging me and I wanted to pinch their head off.

This vampire thing might be a lot harder than I thought.

We began walking again, needles crunching beneath our feet. “Have you ever done yoga?” he asked.

“Nope.” My entire repertoire of physical fitness activities began and ended with running. Badly.

The trees opened up above us and the afternoon sun shone down on our little patch in bright streams. Philo stopped beneath the light and tilted his face upward as if drinking in the sunshine. It was fascinating to watch him, the way the bright light brought out highlights so dark they looked like blue streaks in his hair, the way his shoulders loosened and his lips parted. His lashes were also dark, thick and long.

I stepped closer—and felt the full warmth of the sun strike my skin.

“Ahh,” I breathed as I angled my face to meet the sun in just the same way.

“I’ve long thought this is the real reason vampires avoid sunlight,” he said in a soft, dreamy voice. “We’d spend all our time basking in its warmth and we wouldn’t get anything done.”

“It feels so good,” I murmured. I’d never really noticed the sun before. I didn’t burn, so I’d never avoided it, but I’d never been a sun worshiper, either. If I was outside, it was just to get from place A to place B, for a run/jog, or for a science experiment. Otherwise, I stayed indoors. Studying. Or in some other way working to ensure my future.

Now, standing beneath the golden, glorious rays, I felt as if nothing was more important than this moment. I’d always been aware that working so hard to ensure my future also meant I rarely enjoyed my present. I suppose that’s why I had Stacey as my BFF. She kept me grounded. Forced me to have at least a little of the normal teenage girl life. We watched K-pop videos and tried to copy their dance moves and styles. We talked about boys, gossiped about people at school, and fantasized about our first kisses. And we never talked about the future.

Philo shifted his body, and our hands brushed together. That same rushing warmth swarmed the spot, growing warmer as the touch lingered. He moved his fingers and my heart stopped beating. Was he going to hold my hand?

But no, he took a deliberate step away.

And I was . . . disappointed. Relieved and disappointed. Philo wasn’t a boy, he was a man. But I wasn’t naive enough to pretend I wasn’t crushing on him. I’d had a crush on Mr. Baird this past summer at drama camp. He was probably the same physical age as Philo looked to be, and he was charming and funny and just a little shy in an incredibly endearing way. I flirted with him some, and I swear he flirted back, but I never expected anything to come of it. It was just fun. I’d always found it easier to get along with older guys. They didn’t expect me to be silly and flighty and emotional like the stereotypical teenage girl. They knew nothing could come of anything between us, so there was no pressure and we could both just talk and have fun and enjoy each other’s company before going our separate ways.

But Philo wasn’t just an older guy. He was a vampire. An ancient vampire. He’d seen the fall of Greece, the rise and fall of Rome. He’d already been old when Jesus was alive. Come on. That was too old, even for me.

But on the other hand, it sure felt good when I was near him. And something about his brooding expression was enticing. And when he occasionally smiled or chuckled—it felt as warm and comforting as the sun on my face.

Gradually, I became aware of Philo watching me. I opened my eyes, and sure enough, he stood two feet away, staring at me with one of those dark expressions I had just imagined. Maybe Stacey had worn off on me more than I’d realized because the reality of him was even more appealing than fantasy.

“What?” I asked self-consciously.

His lips parted, and it seemed like he might say something, but he shook his head sharply and turned down the path.

Oh-kay.

“Now you know how alluring the sunlight can be. It feels good and there’s no particular explanation for it. But not everything that feels good should be embraced. Many vampires believe there are no rules, no reasons for restraining oneself. They think they can do whatever they want without consequences. But forever is a very long time to live with your mistakes, and it’s more important than it might seem at first to be careful about the choices you make. Sometimes it’s best to leave things alone.”

“Okay? So, even though the sunlight feels really good, and I want to really spend time with it, get to know it and stuff, I should think about how it might be a waste of my time and just move on?”

We so weren’t talking about sunlight here, folks.

“Not a waste of time,” Philo said with a sharp glance my way. “But a misplacement of your time, perhaps. At least, you should be very, very sure that you want to spend time in the sun before you do it. And in my experience, people rarely do.”

Oh. My heart lurched. “Okay,” I whispered. Lesson learned: Philo had been hurt. Badly.

I didn’t know if I was the girl to ease that hurt, or if I should even try, but I thought it explained a lot about the armor he seemed to wear. It wasn’t an offensive barrier, but a defensive one. Meant to protect. Philo was an older man—a much, much older man—and my teacher even. Probably, nothing should happen between us. Didn’t mean I couldn’t nurse along a mighty fine crush even as I resisted the growing urge to touch him.

“So, what else do I need to know?” I picked up the pace and passed Philo, taking the lead on the trail.

“You need to quit the cross-country team.”

“What? Why? I could finally actually complete a course. Without keeping the paramedics on standby.”

I swear I heard him chuckle quietly under his breath. “Because we are not allowed to play sports with humans. We have an unfair advantage. We are faster, stronger, and have far superior reflexes. If we competed in athletics, we would win every time. Come on,” he said, stepping into a jog and passing me on the trail. “Let’s run.”

“I told you I’m super clumsy and slow,” I called as I followed.

He jogged backward for a few paces. “You were neither of those things this morning.” Then he turned and sped away.

“Great,” I muttered. But I forced myself to move, picking up my knees and feet to propel myself into a run. I couldn’t see Philo anywhere, so I knew I had to go faster.

The trees to either side of me began to blur. The world became a watercolor painting of smeared greens and browns and golds.

Ahead, a clearing opened up and I spotted Philo lying there, spread-eagled on the grass.

I sped up to him, stopping just short of running over his legs. I immediately bent over, bracing my hands on my knees, then realized I wasn’t short of breath. In fact, I felt as though I’d barely gotten started. My heart gave a giddy little leap as I realized I could run for miles and miles at this rate. I had super endurance. My morning runs took on a new scope and breadth in my mind.

“Come on,” Philo said, patting the ground beside him.

I hesitated. The guy should be the poster boy for mixed signals. Touch, break away. Touch, break away. He’d just finished giving me this really cool metaphor for why we couldn’t be together, but now he wanted me to lie down beside him?

I sat cross-legged and faced him instead.

“What do you know about vampire families?” Philo asked once he’d sat up and faced me.

“Not much, I guess. David said he was like my grandfather now—because Tim is his grandson? I guess that would really make David my great-grandfather.”

“That’s it?” Philo prompted.

“Hey, they cover vampires in social studies, not chemistry. And I’ve never really been a vamp fangirl or anything so I didn’t go out of my way to learn about their social customs.” I tried not to think of Vampire Knight, my favorite anime.

“Understood.” Philo tipped his head in acknowledgment, but the little quirk on his lips implied he had just read my mind and seen my absolute love and affection for Kaname Kuran. Whatever. Let him root around in there; he wasn’t going to get a rise out of me. He was certainly no vampire prince.

“It’s true, you are now part of the Aristos family. You might have been born a Kim, but Minnie Kim died. You were reborn as Minnie Aristos. When you return to school, for convenience sake, you will remain Minnie Kim, but we will have to file reports with the school detailing your Making as well as your new family name.

“The Council keeps a genealogy of all vampire families and an up-to-date file on each of its members. Normally, there wouldn’t be any trouble for the family when a new vampire is Made—because he or she will have specifically asked to live out their life as a vampire. They’ll have chosen it for themselves and been informed of all the unique and sometimes challenging aspects of being a mangeur de sang. Your case is different. Because you were turned against your will, there could be serious repercussions—up to and including ending the existence of the vampire who Made you.”

He pushed back the hair that had fallen over his forehead, momentarily mesmerizing me. I wanted to know what that felt like.

“We’re hopeful the repercussions will be minimal due to Tim’s situation, but in truth, we are responsible for Making him, and so we are responsible for his behavior. That means, along with whatever consequences the Council throws at us, the family may be in turmoil for some time going forward.”

Ice shot down my spine and my voice came out smaller than I intended when I asked, “They won’t kill me, will they? Because I shouldn’t have been reMade in the first place?”

“No,” Philo said. “You also wouldn’t have died if it weren’t for Tim. It’s a terrible situation and I’m sorry you were caught up in it.” He turned his hand over to examine the lines on his palm.

“Tim’s father, my brother Brandon, is afflicted with the blood rage. For him it’s not just a difficulty to be overcome, it’s a way of life. He lives in a constant state of rage. David watched as he was murdered on his way home from the grocery store one night. A mugging gone wrong—wrong place, wrong time. David didn’t know Brandon, but he couldn’t stand by and watch as a young man’s lifeblood seeped out onto the cement, mixing with milk and pouring down the drain. Knowing there was little time, he quickly explained what he had to offer, and what it might cost. Brandon agreed.”

Philo rubbed at his palm with his thumb as if trying to ease out a knot. When he looked up at me, his eyes were soft and earnest. “When you take blood from someone’s neck, you catch glimpses of their life. You experience some of their feelings. Relive some of their memories. It’s another thing that can spur the blood hunger because for some, it’s a type of high, and they long for it constantly. In Brandon’s case, David caught enough to know Brandon wasn’t the innocent he first thought him to be. The shooting hadn’t been a mugging, but a murder by a rival gang. By the time David knew the truth, he had almost fully drained Brandon and he was faced with the decision to either leave him and potentially risk being discovered by humans—because a body drained entirely of its blood would surely raise red flags that a vampire was on the loose—or Make him and risk creating a child who could not be controlled.

“David has been a vampire for longer than any of us really know. He has Made hundreds of children, I’m sure, over the millennia. He believed, with care, Brandon could be reMade in spirit as well as in body. That’s why he built this place.” He gestured to the land around us and toward the cabin back the way we’d come. “Why we settled here. It was all for Brandon. To provide a place of stability, to teach him and help him so he could straighten himself out and have a fresh start for his new life. But from the first, he viewed the cabin as a gilded cage and he beat himself against its bars until he finally broke free. He took out his rage on the animals around us, killing the herds in the area that we used to hunt and feed on.”

Philo took a deep, steadying breath.

“Then he moved on to humans.”

I just stared at him, horrified.

“I’ve been in war. For the first eighteen years of my life, war was all I knew. I grew up amongst the dead and I’ve lived with them for longer than you can even imagine. Yet what Brandon did has challenged even my world-weary resolve. We covered up for him as best we could, and all the while David urged him to come back, to try again, to accept us as his family and abide by our rules. Once Brandon realized that all he’d done was still not enough to turn David against him, he took a different tack.”

Philo scrubbed his hands through his hair again, causing some of it to stick up at odd angles. Suddenly, here in the sun, sitting on the ground, with his hair sticking up, I could see the eighteen-year-old kid he’d once been. And he was beautiful.

“Brandon went to a school for special needs children, waited for a child to emerge unaccompanied by an adult, and followed him. That child was Tim. Tim was sixteen and afflicted with severe autism. He could walk home only because his family lived so close to the school and he could count the exact number of squares in the sidewalk before he turned, and so forth. Brandon fell on him and drained him in full daylight. I’m honestly surprised you didn’t hear about it on the news. We’re still riding out the repercussions on that one.”

“I never watch the news. And my parents only watch game shows.” My words hung awkwardly in the air for a moment before Philo continued.

“I don’t know where he fed him—it would have left Brandon terribly weak for a while until he had fed again. But he left Tim, in the throes of rebirth, literally on our doorstep.”

“How do you know it was Brandon, then?”

“Oh, he left a note pinned to Tim’s shirt. He took real pride in his act of defiance—even though he hasn’t had the nerve to show his face here since it happened.”

Philo picked at the grass that had clung to his jeans. “That was six months ago now. Six months since Brandon condemned our father. He said if he wanted a child who was so simple he wouldn’t question his directives, then he could have Tim—because he would never be such a child.

“We’ve done our best with Tim, and his reMaking did improve his mental state—but not enough. As you saw this morning, he has setbacks—usually caused by highly emotional or traumatic events—interspersed with moments of complete normalcy. Underneath his troubles, he’s just a normal boy who wants to fit in. He wants a girlfriend. He wanted that first kiss.”

Philo looked at me intently and I wondered what he was thinking. It seemed as if he was testing me somehow, questioning me.

“It wasn’t much of a kiss,” I finally admitted, trying not to squirm under that direct blue gaze. “I wish I didn’t have to count it.”

“It was unsatisfactory for both of you, I feel. But while you already grasp the concept of the blood hunger, and understand how to avoid it, Tim still struggles with those basic concepts. He eats regularly, but it seems his hunger is never sated. And he has no self-control.” Philo reached out to touch my knee. “I’m sorry. That’s a fact you know all too well.”

“It’s okay.” It sounded lame, but what else could I say?

He shook his head. “It’s really not. The family is torn about what to do about Tim. There simply is no happy solution.”

I gaped at him. “What to do? What is there to do?”

Philo shrugged and drew his hand away, leaving a warm spot on my knee that pulsed with his absence. “Raising an autistic child is a challenge in and of itself. But an autistic vampire? A vampire with no self-control? With limitless hunger and no sense of societal rules? We all understand it’s not his fault. Tim is not to blame. Brandon is to blame.”

I had to agree. “But, what can be done about Tim?” As far as I was concerned, Tim reMaking me without permission was all Brandon’s fault since he turned Tim in the first place. It would be so unfair if Brandon went free while Tim was left behind to pay for his Maker’s crimes.

“We’ve been discussing it. And your arrival has put the point to it, hasn’t it?”

It seemed like he was going to say something more, but he looked up. “We’re being called.”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

Philo extended his hand toward me and helped me to my feet. I was becoming accustomed to the warmth at our touch—it was almost not a big deal. Almost. “The stronger you become, the more your senses will increase. At least through your first year or so. After that, we’ll really see what kind of vampire you are.” He winked at me before dashing off in a blur that left the trees and bushes lining the path rustling in his wake.
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Here’s what you need to understand: Your friends and family will mourn your death. It will hurt and frustrate you, but humans don’t yet fully understand the transformation you undergo to become a vampire. Be patient with them. Give them a second chance. And more when they need it. Most importantly, don’t try to force them to see you as yourself—they will likely see that as some kind of threat and call the authorities.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

After a week of daily lessons with Philo, several family meals, and even a couple of public excursions to test my resolve around humans, David called me into his office. On his desk sat my laptop and pink kitty phone. I squealed with delight when I saw them.

“You’ve been a remarkable student, Minnie,” he said with a warm smile. “Though it’s really no surprise, now that I know you better. Is there anything you can’t do?”

I shrugged a little shyly, secretly pleased at his effusive praise. He hadn’t talked to me much over the past few days and I’d begun to wonder if I’d done something to put him off. Philo had assured me he’d just been busy—making arrangements for Tim, mostly—but still. I’d begun to think of David as a sort of second father, not my great-grand vampire sire, and I wanted to spend time with him.

“However. I’m afraid I’ve been derelict in my duties. Before you begin interacting with humans regularly, we need to discuss the challenges of being reMade when you’re a teenager.”

“Oh-kay.” I squirmed in my seat a little, afraid this was going to be some sort of birds and the bees talk. Which of course I had never had with my own parents—they’d just handed me a science manual and we left it at that.

“Your body has been essentially frozen in time—you won’t lose any of what you have as you age; you will always be young and beautiful, always have your health and strength. However, you won’t grow any taller and, ah, you won’t grow any . . .”

Omo. Was he trying to tell me my boobs won’t get any bigger? I had to work hard to avoid looking down at my “wee little mounds” as Mrs. Florence used to say. They were bigger than they had been for sure but, still. Guess I could quit doing my grow-your-boobs exercises.

“I get it!” I squeaked before David could embarrass both of us further.

“There’s more.” He leaned his elbows on his desk, holding my gaze even though I’d have preferred to have this conversation with our backs turned. Or not at all. “Your hormones. They will also remain in a permanent state of adolescence.”

I opened my mouth, but my mind couldn’t seem to process the implication of what he’d just said.

“There’s a chapter about it in the Guide I put in your room. Have you read that yet?”

I slowly shook my head. I hadn’t actually done more than glance through the book. It was so pithy and superficial. It didn’t seem to answer any of the big questions. The important ones.

But this was pretty important.

“You mean, I’ll always be boy crazy?”

David smirked and nodded his head. “I don’t think that’s one of your particular issues, but something like that, yes.”

It was silly, but also extremely concerning. “How am I supposed to have a career, be a teacher and serious researcher and demand international respect if I’m moody and emotional and generally irrational all the time?”

“Many others before you have succeeded in their chosen field despite the challenges of their physical age. And look at what you’ve accomplished so far. You certainly haven’t allowed any physical challenges to stop you in the past. I’m confident you will succeed in this as you have in everything else in your life.”

“Thanks, I guess,” I muttered, not sharing that confidence.

“Just be patient and kind with yourself,” he said. “And keep that in mind as you grow closer to others, as well. Now,” David nodded and slid my laptop and phone across the desk toward me. “I believe you are ready to return to school tomorrow.”

My stomach dropped to the floor. This is what I’d been hoping for, and every day I’d asked Philo when he thought I’d be able to return to my regular programming, but he’d always dodged the question. Now that the moment had finally come, my confidence wavered. “Are you sure I’m ready?”

“Do you doubt it?” His expression was completely open, and I knew he’d accept my answer whatever it might be. If I told him I needed more time, he’d gladly give it.

With a deep breath, I took a moment to think things through. “Will I be going home, too?” Philo had taken me to the mall a couple of times, and to the movies last Thursday—it was not a date—to get me used to being around crowds, but I hadn’t seen my parents since the first night after I was reborn and wanted to drink their blood. The prospect of facing them as a vampire terrified me a little.

David eyed me levelly. “What do you want to do?”

“Stay here,” I said without a moment’s hesitation. “I think I can handle school. I’ll be busy with classwork and drama and yearbook—there’s so much to catch up on. But at home? I’m afraid there’d be too much time to contemplate . . . things.”

David nodded with a warm, fatherly smile. “I think that’s a very wise decision, Minnie. How about we start by focusing on school? Then, if all goes well, we can move on to some visits with your parents, perhaps even a weekend home? And go from there.”

I sighed with relief. “Sounds good.”

David pointed his chin toward the phone in my hand. “Now, I think you’ve got some phone calls to make.”

“I sure do!” I scooped up my laptop and sped from the room, then realized I’d forgotten something very important. I ran back to David’s side and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for everything.” I wasn’t ready to call him Father yet, but I was close.

Up in my room, I plugged my phone into the charger and waited for it to power up. What could I possibly say to Stace? She was going to kill me. She probably thought I was dead since she hadn’t heard from me in so long. I knew I wanted to tell her the truth—it wasn’t like I could keep everything a secret for long—but the truth was so huge, so big. Where did I even start?

Even after the phone came alive and I saw there were at least a hundred text messages and voicemails all bundled into numbers rather than individual messages, I waited.

“Just do it, ahjumma.” I took a deep breath and held down the number one on the keypad to speed dial Stacey.

The phone rang.

Stacey always picked up the phone after the first ring—if she was interested in talking to the person calling. If she didn’t want to talk, she’d push the decline button and you’d immediately go to voicemail. Or she’d just ignore you. She was good at that, too. My hands shook as I waited, barely breathing, for the first ring to end and the second to start.

A clatter sounded on the other end as Stacey’s familiar voice filled the line. “Miiiinnnniiiieeeeeeee!” she screeched into the phone. My sensitive vampire ears cringed at the noise, even as I grinned for all I was worth. I didn’t need to worry about what I’d say at all. Stacey was still my friend.

“Hey, Stacey.”

“Omo! I’ve missed you! You just disappeared! Why didn’t you tell me you got that internship? Even Mrs. Banks didn’t know the details—don’t you have to register those with the main office?”

“Not if they require top secret clearance.” I waggled my eyebrows, even though she couldn’t see me.

“Seriously??” Stacey screeched. “Oh my gosh. This is crazy!”

“Sorry, Stace. That was kind of a joke, I guess. I need to tell you something.” The line was suddenly quiet, and my stomach clenched with anxiety. It had felt so easy and comfortable just falling into banter with my best friend, but I couldn’t pretend with her. Couldn’t lie. I needed to tell her the truth, but the pause that hung in the air between us now made me doubt myself.

“You can tell me anything,” Stacey said, her voice so sincere that tears immediately sprang to my eyes. I refused to ruin my shirt with bloody vampire tears. “You know I’ll still love you.”

I heaved a sigh and forced back the tears. “I really, truly hope that’s true.” I took a deep breath. “I’m a vampire.”

There was a pause long enough to make me afraid I was about to lose my best friend. She huffed out a breath.

“Do you sparkle?” she asked, in a flat voice.

“No.”

“Are you prettier?”

“Uh, maybe?”

“Boobs?”

I smiled. “Bigger.”

“Yes!” She squealed, making me hold the phone away from my ear. “Tell me everything.”

So I told her everything. I didn’t leave out a single detail. She stopped me to ask questions about how cute Tim was (very), whether my first kiss had been any good (totally not), how cute Philo was (extremely very) and whether I thought the warm sensation I got when he and I touched meant something Twilight-ish, like we were meant to be together or something (I seriously doubted it).

Finally, she asked, “And you’re still you, right? I mean, you sound like you and everything.” She sounded like a little girl then. Like all the rest of it she could handle, but she couldn’t stand losing me. The section of my heart that was set aside for Stacey grew exponentially.

“I’m totally me. Wanna know who Philo reminds me of?” I lowered my voice, suddenly self-conscious about vampire senses and whether our rooms were soundproofed enough to keep even vampire ears from hearing.

“Kaname?” In true fangirl fashion, Stacey named the smoldering hot vampire from our favorite anime Vampire Knight.

“Zero,” I said, naming one of the other vamps from the show.

“Seriously? That could be a problem.”

“Why?”

“Because Zero is broody and broken. You know he’s all standoffish because he loves Yuki, right? So if this Philo reminds you of him, you’re totally gonna need to fix him.”

“I will not.” 

“At least you’ll want to figure him out,” she said with complete confidence. 

“So I like a good mystery,” I countered.

“Well, broody and broken or not, I can’t wait to meet this guy,” Stacey said with a swoony sigh. “When can I meet him?”

“Um, I don’t know,” I hedged, trying to picture it in my head. “I’ll have to ask.” It never occurred to me that Philo might actually meet my friends and vice versa.

“Okay. Totally ask because I really want to meet him. For reals.”

I laughed and tried to imagine how it would go—bright, bubbly, slightly silly Stacey, meeting dark, gloomy Philo.

“So, when can I see you?” Stacey asked with something in her voice. It sounded like disappointment, or possibly reserved hope.

“Actually,” I said brightly, glad I could give her a happy answer for this one, “I’m coming back to school tomorrow!”

“Seriously? Oh my gosh, yes! Things have been crazy around here without you. You won’t believe what happened at the Halloween party. I mean, besides you dying and becoming a vampire and all that. Daniel and Carrie broke up!”

“No way!” I gasped, feeling like a teenager for the first time since I woke up reborn. “Tell me all.” We spent the next hour chatting about the sorts of things we always used to talk about and it felt so, so good. When we finally hung up, a part of me wished I’d called her last because I was pretty sure my call to my folks wasn’t going to go so well. But I had to call them. They would know I’d returned to school because they’d hear about it from my teachers. I didn’t know if or how I’d tell them about my change, though. I kinda wanted to do that in person. They deserved that.

I held the phone tight in my hand and listened while the call connected and began to ring. Nerves ate away at my stomach. Mom always answered on the first ring, no matter what she was doing. Answering the phone was like her solemn duty in the house and she took it very seriously.

“Hello?” She answered immediately following the first ring, just as expected.

“Ma?” My voice sounded small and childlike in my ears and the tears made themselves known once again. I wondered if becoming a vampire caused some kind of weird hormonal change too, because I’d never been so emotional in my life. Suddenly the fear of being this messy ball of emotions for eternity seemed far more terrifying than talking to my parents.

“Father! Our daughter is on the phone,” Mom screeched in Korean for Dad, who was no doubt sitting at the kitchen table right beside her.

I heard the scrape of chairs over the kitchen floor and pictured my parents huddled together over the old-fashioned phone with its long, dangly cord swinging across the room to the base on the wall.

“Minnie?” Dad’s voice over the line did me in. I hurried to the bathroom where I grabbed the entire roll of toilet paper from the holder and took it back to my bed, all the while listening to my dad tell me how proud he was of me for getting the internship with Aristos Corp. Until I heard their voices again, I had no idea how much I had missed him and Mom.

We had a pretty typical Korean family, I think. Not that I really knew for sure as I didn’t know any other Korean Americans. But it felt pretty normal to me. And very different from Stacey’s family.

We weren’t big on hugs, weren’t big on lovey talk or patience or encouragement. My parents seemed to have both had Yoda for parents because they pretty much ate, slept, breathed “there is no try, only do.” They worked hard, and they relaxed hard. They were passionate about everything—especially me. And I knew that equaled love.

“I love you, Appa.” It just fell out of my mouth and I held my breath waiting for a response. Not that I really expected something, since we weren’t big on I love yous, either.

There were some sniffing sounds from the other line and then finally Ma said, in a shaky, broken voice, “I love you, sweet girl.”

Dad told me he loved me too, and when he called me peanut I just wanted to crawl through the phone and right into his lap.

I think we spent the next minute just crying into the phone before Dad abruptly told me I should work hard so I didn’t disappoint Mr. Aristos, and to be sure not to let anything get in the way of my schoolwork. I was still holding the phone in my hand when they clicked off and the line went quiet.

I absently traced my phone’s kitty ears over my face—a habit Stacey always teased me about—and thought about my parents and Stacey, about returning to school, and what it meant to be a vampire. I kinda thought life was about to be a hundred shades of awesome.
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Contrary to popular belief, there are financially challenged vampires. However, over a long lifetime even the most inept investors can usually reap a profit.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

The next morning, I was out the door and heading down the trail around the back of the house long before the sun rose. For once, I was actually looking forward to my run. I needed far less sleep than before, which was awesome, and I was anxious about the day ahead. For one thing, I hadn’t gotten a speck of homework done since being reborn. David said he’d arranged it with the administration and my teachers that I’d be able to take the tests and quizzes I’d missed, but still. I did not like missing classes.

And I felt bad about Daniel. What if he’d had a test or lab due while I was gone and I hadn’t been there to help him? I didn’t want to be responsible for him getting suspended from the football team, especially since he and Carrie just broke up.

The sky was dark, with both the sun and moon gone to bed and the stars invisible. The air was so cold and crisp I expected it to burn in my throat, but it didn’t. I felt comfortable in just my fleece zip-up and tights. And despite the darkness, I could see perfectly. There were definitely perks to this vampire business.

I fell into a rhythm, enjoying the feel of the ground beneath my feet and the challenge of navigating the ever-changing terrain. I could actually run now, and it felt so good. A crunch behind me alerted me to his presence first, then I smelled him. I slowed slightly, but tried not to give my knowledge away. Philo was following me, no doubt trying to sneak up on me, or test me, or just watch over me.

I sped up again, my goal a rocky outcropping up a slight rise in the trail ahead. Once there, I slipped behind the jagged rock and waited. Philo’s pace increased, and I braced myself, but I still hadn’t anticipated just how fast he was going. I meant to jump out in front of him and scare him, but instead found myself clinging to his back.

He lurched to a stop, using his momentum to fling me forward over his shoulder—but I had a grip on his jacket and he tumbled down after me. His lightning quick reflexes saved him from falling fully on top of me, but as it was, his face ended up only a breath away from mine.

My heart raced with a combination of fear and anticipation. I’d grown accustomed to him over the past few days. I felt safe—and distinctly unsafe, but mostly safe—around him, and he was interesting to talk to. He was the first guy I’d ever met who didn’t give me a hard time for being smart. Philo wasn’t smarter than me, but he was far, far wiser. He definitely knew stuff I didn’t.

And the way he held his body above mine, the way he gazed down on me, his eyes all smoky and dark, promised he had other things he could teach me, too.

Kiss me, I thought, then gave myself a hard mental kick. I might as well have said the words out loud. I’d done my best not to think about him in that way, but I couldn’t deny any longer that if he showed even the slightest interest in me, I wouldn’t be sorry. And I was desperate for a real first kiss. A kiss that would actually mean something. Something I could remember without cringing and compulsively rubbing my neck where Tim had bitten me.

But Philo only stared down at me.

My heartbeat slowed, and I eventually began to accept there wouldn’t be any secret kisses in the dark for me. Not today.

“I’ve got to get ready for school,” I finally said. I could have stayed there with him all day, I wanted to, but the longer he went without making a move, the more I felt increasingly stupid and embarrassed. Why was I always attracted to the wrong guys? Seriously, by this point it had to be some kind of lousy record.

In one smooth motion Philo rose to his feet and offered me his hand. I hesitated, not sure I wanted the physical connection with its accompanying strange sensations. He grabbed my wrist and drew me to my feet until I was standing so close in front of him, we’d simply exchanged standing for lying on the ground. Where his fingers wrapped my wrist, blood pulsed and with it came a hefty dose of attraction; but instead of pulling away, this time Philo let his grip soften and drift down to my fingers. Both our gazes remained fixed on our hands, until his fingertips brushed mine and he finally let go.

“You’d better get going,” he said without meeting my gaze. Then he ran past me down the trail.

“Oh-kay,” I murmured. Every interaction with Philo was weird. Some were weirder than others and this might be the weirdest yet. I was pretty sure he liked me, pretty sure he didn’t have a girlfriend or wife or whatever, pretty sure there were no rules about vampires dating other vampires or family members getting together. And yeah, he was way older but come on. I was going to live forever now, too, and girls have been dating older guys since the beginning of time!

I harrumphed, broke into a jog, and climbed the trail leading back up to the house.

I thought about taking a soak in the giant tub in my room, but the whole point of morning exercise was to get the blood flowing—the tub would just slow me right back down again. I needed all my wits about me this morning.

Instead, I took extra time getting dressed and ready for school. I wanted to look as normal as possible. The school needed to know about my vampire status, but I didn’t think anyone else would automatically know. So I was just going with the internship thing and leaving out the vamp stuff unless absolutely necessary. And unless Stacey had already blabbed—but I didn’t really think she’d do that.

I put on my favorite T-shirt from drama camp—the one with drama llama on it. Over that, I pulled on a shiny pink bomber jacket my auntie Ji Su sent me for my birthday. Black leggings were paired with black boots and my hair smoothed out so it hung like a long black sheet down my back to complete the look. I opened my makeup bag, looked back up at my face, and realized I didn’t actually need to add any makeup. I never used much anyway, but my lashes appeared thicker and longer than before, and of course, there were my lips. Maybe I could have used a bit of blush, but I kind of liked the way I looked. I zipped the makeup bag closed.

With nothing left to do, I grabbed my book bag and the extra textbooks that didn’t fit inside it and went downstairs to the kitchen. Before I even got there, I smelled and heard the cooking and knew Manuella was there. Yikes. She and I had managed to avoid each other for most of the last week, but the few times I had seen her she’d been curt and supremely standoffish.

This entire morning was not going the way I’d planned. First Philo and now Manuella. Great.

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and took a deep breath. Then walked purposefully into the kitchen. I set my books down on the counter, careful not to drop them loudly and offend Manuella more than my presence already seemed to do.

“Good morning, Manuella,” I said in my most neutral voice.

She didn’t respond, only plucked a plate from the counter and began piling food onto it—scrambled eggs with salsa, sausage, and slices of avocado. My new super smelling ability picked up every delicious spice and scent and my stomach growled. The warmer beeped and Manuella pulled out a blood bag. I tapped my foot impatiently. My hunger was growing, and I became anxious for her to get a move on so I could get in there and get my own breakfast. I checked my watch.

Just as I looked back up, Manuella turned to face me, a mug of warm blood in one hand and a true breakfast of champions in the other. I didn’t know where to rest my gaze—on the mug or the plate of food, or on Manuella. Definitely not Manuella. I fiddled with the edge of my T-shirt instead.

She set the food on the island between us. “For you,” she said softly. “You should have a good breakfast before school.”

My mouth dropped open. “Uh.”

She clucked her tongue. “A lady should never sound like a mindless boy. We will have to work on your speech. But for now, eat. Philo will be down to take you to school in twenty minutes.” She patted my cheek as she left the kitchen, her task here apparently done. I was left speechless and incapable of thanking her—even if I had been able to formulate the proper response—as a vision filled my mind.

 

“Adolfo, ven a comer. Tu cena se está enfriando.” I search left and right down the dirt path that surrounds our house before the rows and rows of corn. Adolfo is always late for dinner. Since his father died, he has taken to working longer and longer out in the fields, even though he is just a boy. I left an hour ago to prepare dinner, and he said he would be just behind me, but of course he is not back yet.

Banking the fire, I give the soup another stir, then hang the spoon on the hook at the side of the fireplace. My stomach rumbles, but I won’t eat until my boy returns. Which better be soon because, man of the house or not, I am still his mother and he is still only seven.

The front door creaks open. “It’s about time, young man. I know you want to make your papa proud, but you have to take care of yourself, too. You cannot let yourself waste away.” I pull the pot arm away from the fireplace so the soup swings free. I turn to pick up one of the wooden bowls on the floor beside me—and see the legs of a man standing in the doorway, not the bare feet and legs of my Adolfo.

Dread drops in my stomach like a stone. My gun is leaning against the door, just behind the man. I have no way of protecting myself from this stranger, and nothing good can come of this encounter. Slowly, I drag my gaze upward—and shriek with horror.

The stranger holds the mangled, desperately ruined remains of my son in his hands. I scream and scream and scream and still manage to hear the devil say, “You really should have taken better care of him. He was so scrawny and weak he didn’t stand a chance.”

Words fall from my mouth—a prayer, a curse, a plea—but all I hear is the rushing of my blood. Oh dio. My baby. My baby. My baby.

The stranger grabs me by the back of my neck, lifting and turning me until I face him. His eyes are bottomless and black, and fill me with terror. 

“I’m your god now,” he says. His teeth are covered in blood and gore. I flail in his arms, striking, pushing, shoving. I kick and scream, but the stranger only grins. He holds me like a vice, then drops me to the floor before opening his mouth wider than should be possible—and swallows me in pain. 

 

A warm hand pressed against my lower back. “Are you all right, Minnie?” Philo asked. “Was it a vision?” He pulled my shivering body against his solid one and held me tight, but behind my closed eyes, the remains of what I’d seen still reverberated, filling me with so much pain and horror.

“Manuella,” I choked. “I think I just saw how she became a vampire.” And why she was so opposed to Brandon and Tim. She’d see their violation of human rights as a reminder of what had happened to her so long ago.

Philo swore in a language I didn’t know but that was probably Greek. It didn’t matter because the short, concussive word couldn’t be anything else. “You’re all right, Minnie. Just breathe.” He stroked my hair. “Just breathe.”

His chest lifted as he drew in a long lungful of air, then let it out slowly. Again and again, until my own breathing matched his own. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. I barely felt it, but it didn’t matter. It was a kindness and right then, with Manuella’s memories still shrieking in my head, I needed everything he could give me.

His arms tightened around me. “You don’t have to go to school today. We could go for a drive. I could . . . we could go to the museum, or—”

I pushed back and freed myself from Philo’s arms. “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m—” I took another deep breath. “I’m okay. I’ll be okay.” I straightened and squared my shoulders. “I need to go to school. For so many reasons. But mostly because I’m still totally freaking out inside and school is the one thing I know how to do. It has nothing to do with weird visions or horrible murders and disgusting creatures—” Scarlet tears fell from my eyes and sprinkled onto Philo’s hand when he took my chin and forced me to meet his gaze.

“Not all creatures are horrible. You aren’t. Manuella is not.” I searched his eyes, willing him to say more.

“But you are?” I knew what he’d once been, but what was he now? Was he one of the good guys? Were there such things as good guys among creatures who sustained their lives through the death or sacrifice of others?

Philo squeezed my hands. “You have nothing to fear from me.” It wasn’t exactly the answer I was looking for. “Come on then. Your food is still warm. You should eat up—we need to leave shortly.”

I stared at the food, no longer the least bit hungry.

“At least drink the blood, Minnie. You must, or I can’t let you go into a building full of warm-blooded bodies. You don’t want what happened to you to happen to someone else, do you?”

My head whipped around and I glared at him. That was a shot below the belt.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like that. I only—”

I wanted to be angry at him. To take the pain inside me out on someone, but I knew what he’d meant. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t. “I know,” I said, and though my stomach rebelled at the thought, I picked up the mug of blood, closed my eyes, and drained the contents in one go. When I finished, Philo handed me a napkin followed by a lunch box with Hello Kitty on it.

“Seriously? A lunch box? No one uses a lunch box in high school.” Despite everything, my lips twitched.

His lips twitched in return. “You need your snacks, remember? If you don’t put them in a lunch box, they’ll get squished.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

Philo grabbed my backpack and books from the counter and strode toward the door. “You’re sure about this?” he asked, turning back to look at me. His gaze took in my whole girlish body but before I could feel ashamed, a flicker of something warm passed over his eyes and echoed in my stomach. Suddenly I didn’t feel quite so embarrassed. I lifted my head and squared my shoulders.

“I’m ready.”
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David’s cabin was just outside Meyers Town, a fancy ski town that often hosted celebrities and America’s rich and famous—a far cry from my hometown at the base of the mountain. Philo drove us down the mountain and toward Hilltop High School. From here, the drive took forty-five minutes. From my house, I could usually get a ride with Stacey’s mom and be to school in less than ten. This was definitely going to take some getting used to.

“How long do you think I should live with you guys before I can go home?” I asked as we turned on the street the school was on. My house was just a few blocks south. Homesickness flooded through me without warning and I just wanted to go home, just to smell the eggs and fried rice, to flip on the TV and see Star King. Mom and Dad would be at work, but . . . 

“Are you unhappy?” Philo asked. His face was blank when he spoke, no expression whatsoever, so I didn’t know how he wanted me to answer. Surely he’d prefer it if I was out of his hair. I’d been nothing but an annoyance to him since day one.

I shook my head, my thoughts so jumbled I couldn’t think straight. “I don’t know. It’s not that. I just miss home.”

He cut a soft glance at me before saying, “It’s up to David, of course, but as soon as you are one hundred percent in control of your hunger and know how to behave in human society, you should be able to return to your home.”

Something in his tone had me wondering, “Why do you live there? With David and the others?”

“Most of us choose to stay close to David.”

“Why? Don’t you want to live your own life?”

His eyes never left the road as he replied, “It’s my home. David, Manuella, and the others—they’re my family. Just like you, I like to live at home too. And I do live my own life. Even if you don’t approve of how I live it.”

I opened my mouth to reply but the car was slowing—we were pulling in front of my school. And all thoughts of Philo and David and living arrangements faded from my mind.

It had only been a week. Just one week ago, I was a normal girl and the only thing different about me was that I was Asian and kinda nerdy. People liked me. I had friends.

But now? I didn’t know what I was. Being Asian seemed like the least important thing about me. Being smart didn’t seem like quite such an achievement when I had forever to grow my intelligence.

Being a vampire trumped all of that—and no one would see it. No one would even know.

I stepped out of the car, pulling my bag out after me, and said goodbye to Philo. He nodded a farewell, then drove away while I still stood on the sidewalk. Not that I would have chickened out and made him take me back to the cabin or anything.
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At the time of this printing, the Council does not feel it is appropriate to publish information about other magical creatures as they have not yet been revealed to humans. However, we feel it is important for you, the young vampire, to know that as a supernatural being, you are not alone in this world. As more information is released on this topic, we will update this edition. Please also check out our ebook, which will receive updates more often.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Squaring my shoulders, I hoisted the strap of my bag up and over my head and joined the crowd walking up to the school’s main doors. I didn’t see any of my friends, so of course I felt like I stuck out like a sore thumb. I should have made arrangements to meet Stace somewhere. This felt like the first day of high school all over again.

Except for one major difference . . . 

People were looking at me. Like, cute guys were looking my way and even the girls were checking me out. What the heck? Since when did I rank a double take? Even though I’d spent tons of time with Daniel, he never once looked at me as anything other than the smart girl who helped him get by in chem lab so he could stay on the team.

Now, he was jogging my way from down the hall and calling my name. It was like I’d entered the Twilight Zone or something.

“Minnie, hey,” he said as he fell in step beside me—retracing his steps along the very hall he’d just run down to meet me. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been worried.”

Uh-huh. He just broke up with Carrie—he was probably spending all his free time fielding passes from every single girl at school.

“I’m so sorry, Daniel. I didn’t mean to just ditch you like that. Did you do all right in chemistry this week?” We arrived at my locker, so I started to spin the lock.

“Here.” Daniel reached over and took the stack of books from my arms. He smiled at me—a twinkly smile he’d never bestowed on me before. I narrowed my eyes at him.

“What’s going on?” I asked suspiciously.

“Huh? Nothing. You know. But hey,” his eyes flicked down my body, bounced off my lips, then latched onto my eyes. He was looking at me so earnestly, I seriously began to worry. I yanked my locker open. “You look amazing—”

“Ow!” I’d dropped the heavy combo lock onto my toe and man, it hurt! Didn’t being a vampire protect me from feeling pain or something? “Oh, ow,” I whimpered, leaning against the locker and willing the pain to leave my toe. And then, it was gone.

“Oh,” I said, kind of mystified by how quickly the pain fled. Not that I was complaining.

Daniel picked up the lock and when he stood, he seemed to be a whole lot closer to me than before. “You okay?” He was so tall, I had to crane my neck almost fully backward in order to see his face. That could not be an attractive look. I tried to step back to improve the angle, but my back collided with my locker door. There was nowhere to go. He was so broad he blocked my view of the hallway behind him. Not that I felt intimidated or anything—I knew Daniel. He’d never hurt me.

What I really wanted was a witness. Someone to please tell me if this was real. Was I dreaming? Because all of this sure seemed like a dream. Then again, the pain in my foot had felt pretty darn real.

“You’re here!” Stacey’s high-pitched voice rang out above the noise in the hallway. She was by my side so fast Philo would have been impressed. She plowed between Daniel and me and threw her arms around my neck. It was awkward and painful with her books digging into my shoulder, but it was the best hug I’d had in a long, long time. If I hadn’t already been a vampire though, she might have broken my back. That girl could hug!

She started talking with her mouth beside my ear. “Oh my gosh, what is Daniel doing here?! He’s single, ya know—I told you that, right? I mean, Carrie still wants him back, but—”

“Hey, I’ve gotta get to class. It’s awesome to have you back, Min.” Daniel held out my books to me and flashed me a brilliant smile that should have made my knees weak. It didn’t, which flustered me. “See ya in lab later?”

He touched my hand.

He touched my hand!

Not in a “dude, you’re cool” sort of way—fist bumps, shoulder bumps, arm punches, or other “dude-isms”—but in a lingering, t-o-u-c-h kind of way.

Stacey stared at him, her mouth hanging open, while he backed away then turned with another little wave and glorious smile.

I have no idea if or how I responded. All I could think was I didn’t feel anything when he touched me. Daniel Saunders, the hottest, funnest guy in school and the guy I’d been secretly crushing on for the past two years during all our long mentoring and lab sessions, just turned his megawatt smile on me, just touched my hand, and I felt nothing.

Nothing at all like the warm-in-the-sun feeling Philo’s touch gave me.

Huh.

“Min! Are you even listening to me? I said every girl’s been hittin’ on Daniel since the break-up. Carrie’s been acting like they’re totally getting back together but he’s been blowing them all off. Then you walk in—oh my gosh you look amazing, by the way!—and he’s all shiny smiles and making plans and what is this new world we’re living in?”

She spoke so fast I could barely track it all. After she finished with Daniel and me she jumped directly to her and Mack and all the drama they’d had in their relationship, because, you know, one week was a whole week!

On autopilot, I strolled down the hall, chatting with Stace the whole time, heedless of the time or the people hurrying past. Stacey would have skipped class and taken me to the gym to sit up in the bleachers or something and talk the period away, but there was no way I was going to miss yet another class. And hugs and loves to Stacey for not even asking. Instead, she tried to fit as much catch-up as she possibly could in the few minutes we had before class started.

Finally, we had to go our separate ways. She hadn’t even asked a single thing about me being a vampire. It was life as usual, and it felt awesome.

Today was a C day, otherwise known as Chemistry is Cool day. It was all science all day, my favorite day of the week. It started with chemistry first period, physics second, robotics after lunch, then two glorious periods of chem lab. Don’t get me wrong, I loved all my other classes—especially drama and history—but come on. Science.

I slid into my seat—middle, second row—with a sigh and a smile. After setting my notebook, pencil, calculator, and textbook on the desk, I turned my eager attention to Mr. Bienik, expecting him to meet my eyes in a happy “welcome back my young Padawan” kind of way. Instead, he refused to even look at me. Like in an obvious “I’m avoiding you” kind of way.

A couple friends said hi and welcomed me back, which took my mind off of Mr. B’s weirdness, then the bell rang, the door closed, and opening announcements began. After the student announcements, everyone expected to do the Pledge of Allegiance, but instead the mic squealed and clicked and a man cleared his throat.

“Students,” our principal, Mr. Jackson said. He was always super serious, but this time? I think every single student shrank in their seats, expecting to get into trouble. Even me, and I was a stellar student with nothing at all to be worried about. Heck, I hadn’t even been there all week, so whatever bee was in his bonnet, I didn’t put it there.

Mr. Jackson took a deep breath. “Students,” he repeated. “As you all know, the Treaty of London was the first of its kind—an agreement between humans and vampires.”

The room went dead silent as everyone waited to hear what Mr. Jackson had to say next. Vampires might have come out two years ago—well, as Philo told it, most vampires didn’t want to come out at all, were perfectly happy with the way things had been since forever, but a group of college vampires in London felt it was unfair that they were restricted from having blood warmers in their dorm rooms. They needed them, they insisted, because they needed to be able to warm up their blood. They appealed to the United Nations on grounds of inhumane treatment. David told me humans were still super skittish around them. Skittish and fascinated.

“The Treaty, and then the U.S. Department of Education created rules school administrators, including myself, must follow. Notices have already been sent out to all your parents.

“First, I need to tell you, with a heavy heart, that Minnie Kim, Sophomore Student Body President, member of the American Honor Society, friend, and drama queen—” a spattering of laughter traveled around the room, but it had a nervous ring to it. Some of my classmates clearly didn’t know what was going on, but others did. Some knew what I was. I could hear it in their accelerating heartbeats, in the rush of blood through their veins. I could hear it in the tremble of their breaths.

Omo. Should I make a run for it? Just up and leave and let things blow over? Maybe wait fifty years before trying high school again?

“Minnie Kim was murdered last week after a Halloween party—” The class erupted with cries of disbelief. One girl even shrieked. I kinda wanted to know who it was, but didn’t dare look up from the scarred surface of my desk. “Following her murder, she was reborn a vampire.”

Of all the vampire skills I ever wished for, turning into a bat and flying away was now number one on my list. Most of the myths about vamps were based in some kind of reality, so where did the bat myth come from? Because I could really use that ability right now. I’d have to ask Philo about it when I saw him next.

“Today during fifth period, we’ll have a brief presentation on coexisting with vampires. And while I want to remind you that Minnie is still here, principally unchanged, there has been a room set apart for those students who feel the need to mourn. Grief counselors will also be available to help with any questions or concerns you may have.”

Mr. Jackson cleared his throat. “Well, that’s all for now. Please stand for the Pledge of Allegiance.”

The speaker system must have clicked back over to the office because a tear-filled girl’s voice repeated, “Please stand.”

Her voice joined the hum of words being repeated all around me, but Mr. Bienik’s class remained silent. No one stood. No one spoke. I listened to their heartbeats, their breathing. I desperately wished for Philo’s gift, for the ability to hear their thoughts, because at that moment I didn’t know if I was about to be staked through the heart from behind or if people were truly sad for what had happened to me.

An eternity later, when the Pledge finally ended, the silence continued until the door burst open and Stacey came barreling into the room.

“Minnie,” she called.

At her appearance, Mr. Bienik nearly flew out of his skin. “Miss Florence. What do you think you’re doing?”

“Sorry, Mr. B, but I need Minnie. It’s an emergency.” She grabbed my hand and dragged me from my chair while Mr. B continued to sputter protests.

“You can’t just leave. You need a hall pass. I’ll have to—” The door clicked shut behind us, cutting off the rest of Mr. B’s warning.

I ran behind Stacey all the way to the auditorium where we threw ourselves into the Nest. The Nest was a pile of old curtains, throws, and ancient costumes that had been tossed together into a dark corner backstage for years. It was a popular place to hang out during class, make out after school (or during school), and cry your eyes out to your best friend.

Stacey didn’t even wait for the tears to start, just threw her arms around me and held me tight. “Oh Min, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Until that moment I didn’t know what I felt, but now, safe in my best friend’s arms, I felt it all. The humiliation of being publicly outed. Of being memorialized as if I really, truly was dead.

“I’m here,” I cried. “I’m right here. Why would they have a memorial for me when I’m right here?”

“Shh,” Stacey crooned, gently rocking me. I grabbed up a discarded makeup cape and swiped at my eyes, determined not to ruin Stacey’s Pink shirt.

“And how could David not tell me? He had to know they’d do this whole announcement thing. I feel like a pedophile or something, like a criminal. And I haven’t done anything wrong! I haven’t!” The tears broke free and my body shook with the force of the sorrow I hadn’t wanted to face.

“Girls.” Miss Lane, our drama teacher, stepped backstage, her normally sunny face a mask of disapproval.

“Miss Lane.” I popped up to my feet like I’d been caught doing something nefarious instead of just crying. She scowled at me and looked away with disgust.

“What are you two doing here?” Miss Lane asked Stacey. Stacey stood and crossed her arms.

“I just had to get her away from the other kids for a while,” Stacey said. “You heard what the principal said—Minnie didn’t know they were gonna do that. It wasn’t fair. I couldn’t leave her in there all alone after all that.”

Miss Lane crossed her arms, too. Suddenly it felt like I was looking at a stranger, not one of my favorite teachers. “Mr. Jackson did what he had to do. Minnie should have been prepared for this. It was her choice to come back to school, to come back to life. She has to live with the consequences.”

“But I didn’t get a choice!” I cried, reaching out for Miss Lane.

She shrieked and leapt backward, tripping over a jumble of props on the floor. She fell, hitting the back of her head on the hardwood with a thunk. I reached again, to help her up, but she scrambled away, her eyes wild. I smelled it then, her fear. Heard the hard thump of her heart.

“Stay away from me!” she screamed.

I froze.

“Oh my gosh,” Stacey said. “Miss Lane! It’s Minnie. You know her.”

“She’s unnatural,” Miss Lane said in a whisper. “A demon. Stay away. Stay away!”

I stood slowly. Miss Lane’s words rang in my head, leaving no room for other thoughts. The look on her face, the sheer terror and disgust were frozen onto my retinas. And the smell. The bitter smell of fear with its dark, burning-leaves scent made me uncomfortable and indefinable. My hands clenched at my side and my arms and legs burned as if I’d just run the high school track five times. I wanted to pounce on Miss Lane. To wipe the fear from her face. To end her diatribe of hate against me. To put an end to the wild rhythm of her heart that beat against my ears like a war drum. My gums began to ache.

“Omo. I-I need to go.”

Stacey turned from trying to help Miss Lane stand, reaching out a soothing hand to me, too. “You can’t go. She’ll be okay. Everyone’ll get over it, I swear. You just need to be you, ya know? Let them see how normal you are.”

Miss Lane’s heart beat a rhythm just for me. It beckoned me. Called to me. And now Stacey was standing so close her jugular vein beat blue against her fair skin. I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. I couldn’t open my mouth at all. I had my teeth clenched so tightly it distracted me from the need to bite and tear. But if I released that pressure . . . 

I turned and ran. Out from behind the stage, down the stairs to the main level, straight out the front door, and smack into Philo. It didn’t even matter why he was there. I grabbed onto him with fierce intensity, digging my nails into his back.

“I need to go home,” I cried. “I just need to go home.”

Philo tucked me into the passenger seat of his lime green Jeep, then drove out onto the street. “Let’s drive around for a while. Let you catch your breath,” he said.

I didn’t answer, just tucked myself into a ball on the seat and willed the memories from the last hour away.
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Most people attribute vampirism to Vlad the Impaler, c. 1450, however vampires have roamed the Earth since long before humankind. The fact that we only gained public attention after Vlad’s incorrigible deeds, is proof that vampires in and of themselves are not evil. Just like human beings, vampires can be both good and evil. If a human was evil upon their reMaking, they will likely remain so. But the stories of good vampires are not nearly as titillating as the atrocities committed by the bad, so our myths and legends tend to be built around them, which is a source of great frustration for vampires. No matter how long we live, we can never really escape the childhood adage of “one bad apple spoils the bunch.”

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I don’t know how long it took, but eventually I uncurled and sat up in my seat, taking a deep breath in and letting it go along with the remaining bits of tension. We were driving into the canyons, a few golden leaves clinging to otherwise bare branches and granite walls rising high all around us. This wasn’t the way to David’s place, but I didn’t bother to ask where we were going. After everything that had happened, it didn’t seem to matter.

“That bad, eh?” Philo’s voice was low, as if worried he might spook me if he spoke too loudly.

I felt bruised, inside and out, but I felt better. “Can you take me home now? To see my parents?” I angled myself in the seat so I could better see him. “I-I just really need them. Okay? We don’t even have to go inside the house. Actually, it’d be better if they didn’t even see you. All this will be bad enough without them seeing me with a strange man.”

“A strange man?” Philo looked down at himself. “I’m not that strange.” I knew he was trying to lighten the mood, but he didn’t know my parents. They would definitely not approve of me showing up with a boy, or a man. Whatever Philo was.

It struck me that more and more I was thinking of him as a guy—a boy. Looking at him now, behind the wheel of his Jeep, with runners in place of his shiny loafers and his hair slightly tussled, I wondered how I ever thought him a man. He looked like a teenager to me, now. My age.

“What?” he asked, cutting a glance toward me. Ah. That’s why. It was impossible to miss the years reflected in his eyes.

I chuckled a little. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you say ‘what’ like that, and I say it all the time. I must be rubbing off on you.”

The color that rose in his cheeks made my heart blossom with happiness. “So, will you take me?”

A muscle jumped in his jaw, but he finally nodded. “Just for a minute, okay? And I’ll stay out of sight, but I can’t let you go without remaining nearby. For their protection.”

I beamed at him. “Right.”

I settled back into my seat as Philo took the next turnout and turned the car around.

Inside my chest, my heart danced with joy. I was going home!
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It looked smaller than I remembered. Sorrier. A narrow two-story, with blue siding and a white wrought iron railing up the front steps. Dad wasn’t much for yard work, but he grew weeds really well. And he could run a lawn mower. One tree had already dropped most of its leaves, scattering the dormant grass with crispy yellow leaves. I scuffed through them and up the steps. As I stood on the small cement porch, I dug through my bag for my keys. Before I could find them, the door flew open and a stream of irate Korean erupted onto the unsuspecting world. My mother stood there, her face nearly purple with rage and a fireplace poker in her hand. We didn’t own a fireplace, but Mom held that iron rod like she meant business.

“You,” she spat.

I wasn’t prepared for this. For one, my parents weren’t supposed to be home from work. And Mom wasn’t supposed to look at me like I was a monster.

“Gangshi! Get out! Get out!” She actually whacked the side of the screen door with her poker. I took a step back.

“Ma?”

Dad’s voice came from deeper in the living room, calling out to Mom by name. His Korean took on a soothing tone and my heart lifted, expecting him to win my mother over and welcome me back home. He appeared at the door and gently took the poker from my mother. Her face did not soften, but she gave up the weapon.

“Appa,” I said with relief, and I reached for the door handle.

“Stay back gangshi. You are not welcome here.”

My ears rang and my vision went black like someone had just bashed me upside the head. I shook my head, sure I’d misheard him. Misunderstood him. I peered at his face—the face with the wide smile and eyes that crinkled. The face that always looked at me with expectation and hope—with pride and love. Now, my father’s face seemed dead of emotion.

“Appa?” How could this be happening? “I’m your daughter. I’m still me. Please—”

“Mrs. Florence showed us the letter. Our daughter is dead.” He wrapped his arm around my mother and held her tight to his side while she began to cry.

“But I’m right here!” I stepped forward, holding out my hands, beseeching them to welcome me back into their arms. “Please, Ma.” But Mom wouldn’t even look at me. She wrapped her arms around her stomach as if her insides might escape. Over her shoulder I saw my school picture, proudly displayed over the TV. But now it was tied with a black ribbon, a stick of incense burning beneath it. The Korean custom when you were mourning the loss of a loved one.

“I’m not dead,” I whispered.

“Our daughter is dead,” Dad repeated, more softly than before, his voice was full of regret and sorrow, but his eyes said it all. Goodbye. We loved you. Don’t come back again.

He pulled my mother back a couple of steps and swung the door to my childhood home closed. The locks clicked into place.

I didn’t move for long moments. Couldn’t move. I stared at the door, listening to my parents crying inside. My heart crumpled in on itself like a crushed aluminum can.

Philo collected me. Walked me, carried me, I don’t know which, but I was sitting in his car and we were driving again. It was getting late, the shadows of trees lining the street stretching out across the road.

I love this time of year. Used to love it, anyway. Now it seemed like death surrounded me, a reflection of myself.

“You are not dead,” Philo said in a voice that was so warm, so kind, it was painful. I knew I wasn’t dead. Why couldn’t my parents have seen that? How could Philo see I was me, when my own parents couldn’t?

He took my hand, but not even the remarkable warmth of his touch could change the cold nugget of truth that was growing like a cancer in my heart. I was a gangshi. A walking corpse. A monster.

“You’re hungry,” Philo observed, and I realized he was right. I was hungry. But I didn’t care. I didn’t want to eat. Didn’t want to try anymore. If I didn’t have my parents, didn’t even have school—what was the point? Before being reborn, I would have thought science would be enough, but it wasn’t. Now there was nothing but cold emptiness in my heart and I couldn’t live like that forever.

“How do you do it?” I asked in a whisper. “How do you live with nothing in your heart?”

Philo pulled into a Walgreens parking lot and turned to me. “I don’t have ‘nothing’ in my heart. Why would you think that?”

I stared at him blankly. Empty. So cold. “Look at you. You don’t have anyone and no one has you. I want to know how you do it.”

Philo leaned away from me, his face ashen and an expression of surprised hurt widening his eyes—then he blinked and the hurt was quickly replaced with his usual bland mask. “You’re hurting right now. You’re lashing out. I can take you to David’s, or I can take you hunting—a hunt would do you good.”

“Why? So I can pretend to be alive? I’m dead—didn’t you know? Everyone says so. Oh, wait,” I scoffed. “You’re dead too, so what would you know?”

He stared at me for a long moment, and I stared back.

Then he threw the car into drive and squealed out of the parking lot. He drove like James Bond the whole way up to Meyers Town, neither of us speaking, the animosity between us pulsating like a live thing, filling the car and squishing me against the passenger door.

When he flung the car into his spot in the barn, I practically fell out of the car. By the time I’d righted myself, Philo was gone.

Numb, I walked to the house. Someone called to me from the dining room—Siobhan, one of the female vampires in the family, maybe—but I ignored her. I climbed the stairs to my room, closed the door quietly behind me, and very deliberately locked it.

It was dark up here in the mountains, the only light in my room the strand of white lights above my bed. I lay down, smack in the middle of the big bed, straight and still. Everything about me felt muffled except for the words monster, gangshi, dead, demon. Those burst like stars across the vast expanse of my empty mind.

Miss Lane was right, I realized now. I was a monster. I am a monster.

What had I been thinking? Who had I been kidding? As I thought about Mr. Bienik, Miss Lane, and the way the class had gone quiet around me, I realized the only person I’d fooled was myself.

I wanted to cry. Wished I could cry. But I had no tears to give. I was a dried-up husk of a former human being. I didn’t deserve to cry or to feel sorry for myself. I didn’t deserve to be walking around, pretending to be alive.

I stared up at the lights. I’d been wrong to think being a vampire could be awesome. Wrong to think I could live my life as the new and improved Minnie 2.0. Vampires were monsters. We needed human blood to thrive. We weren’t the next step in human evolution—our claws and fangs were proof enough of that.

I held up my hands, spreading my fingers wide so they blocked the lights above me. They looked so normal. The silver kitty ring Stacey had given me for Christmas last year still glinted on my index finger like it had every day since.

Am I a monster?

What gave everyone at school the right to decide that for me? Because I didn’t feel like a monster. I felt like someone who’d had her perfectly planned out life ripped away from her. Someone who’d had her whole life turned upside down. I was the victim here! Everyone else was being stupid and irrational.

I guess that meant I was, too. If Tim hadn’t Made me, I’d be dead now. Was I really ready to throw away this second chance at life?

As I watched the tree branches sway and the clouds streak across the sky, I did what I was best at. I began to catalog the facts:

I had never killed, hurt, or desired to kill or hurt, anyone. (Except for that one moment when I’d first reAwoken and I kinda wanted to drink my parents’ blood—but I’d high-tailed it outta there before anything could happen, so it didn’t count.) My mind pinged with the memory of the Miss Lane incident, but I couldn’t be held entirely responsible for that, could I? She was the one who’d been out of control, not me.

There were perfectly acceptable ways to satisfy the needs of my reMade body that did not require violence of any kind.

Aside from the occasional extreme case of hangry—aka blood hunger—I was just the same as I had ever been. Okay, I guess there was the blood rage, but I was pretty even-keeled; so I didn’t have to worry about that too much.

People were afraid of me. They hated me. I now belonged to some subclass of species that required public announcements to be made about me.

At least I still had Stacey.

But my parents . . . 

I couldn’t go any further on that point. Remembering their horrified faces when I showed up on their doorstep made my heart hurt too much to think.
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Remember, you are never alone. Your vampire family understands what you’re going through and will stand by you, no matter what.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I woke in the very early morning, while the world outside my window was dark and still. My very first thought was to call Stacey. I needed to talk to her. Needed her to tell me what to do. Plus, she often reminded me that I overthought too much and things were never as bad as I imagined them to be—she’d always been right. I needed her positive perspective right now. Unzipping the pocket of my bomber jacket, I pulled out my phone, expecting to find a ton of messages from her since I’d just taken off yesterday.

Instead, my phone was filled with notifications from various social media outlets. My user name was tagged in all of them. I clicked through to Twitter. The blood in my veins grew sluggish as I read the vitriol spewed in my direction.

I bet @minniedrama’s always been a vampire and that’s why she gets good grades. She probs been around for the invention of everything!

 

@minniedrama is a blood-sucking monster!

 

@minniedrama shouldn’t be allowed to go to school with humans—what if she eats us?

 

I clicked over to Instagram, which was worse. Picture after picture of me had been edited to show me with fangs and blood red eyes.

Snapchat was just a steady stream of friends—people I thought were my friends—telling me to starve myself and die. To never show myself at school again. To never contact them again.

And Stacey was silent through it all.

I threw my phone across the room and flung myself back on my bed.
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Diana came to my door to tell me she was ready to drive me to school, but I sent her away. I couldn’t go back to school. Not now. Maybe not ever.

How could I face everyone? After the announcement, and what happened with Miss Lane—which I was sure would have found its way into the rumor mill somehow—and everything that had been said on social media? I never knew kids could feel such anger.  That they could hate so much. But they hated me. They wanted me dead. Like, dismembered and ground to dust kind of dead.

Manuella personally brought me food, blood, and pudding, calling me honey in a tender voice. I thought of Adolfo, and was almost moved to let her in, but I didn’t. I wasn’t her Adolfo. If my own parents couldn’t love me, how could I expect her to? She never pushed, just murmured words of encouragement, then left the tray outside my door.

Mid-morning, I retrieved my phone from where it had fallen behind the desk and texted Stacey, but she never responded. The horrible, mean messages continued until I turned off the notifications.

When I refused Manuella’s call for dinner, David finally came up the stairs and knocked on my door.

“Minnie. You need to eat something. Open the door.” I ignored him.

“Minnie,” David repeated, his voice much sterner this time. “I’ve had enough of this game. Open the door. Now.” With a sigh that carried the weight of the world, I unlocked and opened my door.

David stood there with a harried expression on his face.

“Have you spoken with your parents?” David asked as he stepped over the trays in front of my door and into my room.

“No.”

“Have you talked with anyone?” He began to pace slowly, hands in his pockets as if looking for something, sniffing as if he could smell something that didn’t belong.

I shook my head, avoiding his gaze.

“I understand yesterday was difficult. It’s not strictly necessary for an announcement to be made, and the memorial service was completely out of line. I’m very sorry, Minnie. That was not the agreement we made when I spoke with Mr. Jackson.”

I sat on the edge of my bed and stared straight ahead, refusing to make eye contact with David. Never in my life had I felt so betrayed. “But you knew about the letters that would go home. You knew I’ve become something they felt they needed to be warned about. Like a pedophile or serial killer. Or rabid dog.” There was so much hate in my voice, I hardly recognized it.

“Yes.”

I raised my eyes to his. “My parents said I was dead. They called me a gangshi.”

“I know.”

I snorted. “Yeah, you know. You know everything, don’t you?” A growl rumbled in my throat as I fought to restrain the growing anger. “You know everything except how to help me.”

“I’m sorry, Minnie. This is not how things are normally done. I myself have not personally experienced the coming out of a vampire in this new, modern world.” He raked his hands through his hair and swore. “In the old days, this never would have happened. You would have been prepared. You would have been able to tell your family and friends in your own time, in your own way—if you told them at all. In the past, it was always easiest to let loved ones believe you had died, then begin your new life far away.”

“You need to get with the times, Father,” I said harshly.

His gaze found mine and there was sorrow there. Regret, too. And anger. I was out of line, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t stop.

“Haven’t you heard of this thing called social media? News, especially bad news, spreads faster than ye olde letters from the past. Nowadays, what you know, a thousand people can know in seconds. And in case you need proof—” I stalked back to my bed and picked up my phone. “Just look.” I opened Twitter and shoved the screen in his face.

His brows drew together as he scrolled through the messages. The lull gave me too much time to consider my behavior, to let in an inkling of doubt—but I pushed it away. The anger filled me, while the doubt—and fear and loss—were utterly devastating.

“Someone shared a story with the local news,” David said, as if that explained the steady stream of hate. “They ran several stories last night, all variations of the incident in the auditorium.” He looked at me meaningfully, like maybe I had something to admit. To confess.

“There was no ‘incident!’” I cried. “Miss Lane freaked out and tripped and—”

“She’s telling anyone who will listen that you stalked her and threatened her.”

“That’s not true! Ask Stacey! Did they talk to Stacey?” Even as I said her name, I knew there was something worse. Something more. And I didn’t need David to tell me. “She said Miss Lane’s story was true, didn’t she?”

David moved nearer, his soft blue eyes gentle on my face. “She hasn’t said one way or the other, but people are taking her silence as confirmation.” I felt my heart crack into a million shards of stone.

He pulled me into an embrace and held me, rocking me gently to and fro, but I had no tears to cry. I was hollowed out inside.

Later, I sat in the little reading nook in my room, pen and paper in hand. I’d written down my list of “Minnie’s Vampire Facts,” and now tapped the pad while staring at my black window. I’d gone down to dinner with David, and I’d eaten, but I didn’t talk. There was nothing to say.

I did ask where Philo was, as he was conspicuously absent from dinner, but Diana looked away and David only said Philo had some work that had taken him away from home. I was too tired to ask for clarification. I didn’t own Philo, and he certainly didn’t owe me anything. But his absence felt like a blow, anyway.

With a heavy sigh, I forced the melancholy to the back of my thoughts and tried to access the rational part of my brain. After writing down the points I’d thought of last night, I grudgingly added:

 


	I hardly need any sleep which makes studying much easier.



	I literally have all the time in the world to solve scientific mysteries and change the world.



	I’m a lot prettier than I was before. I could maybe even get my own K-pop girls group if I wanted. I’m that cute. And graceful. 



	David has taken me in. And he has been so good to me already, even though I don’t really deserve it. The whole family is great. In a standoffish vampire kind of way.



	And Philo has become my friend.





 

Was he my friend? I had to think about that one. Sure I found him attractive, who wouldn’t? No one, that’s who. He was also abrasive and arrogant and a total know-it-all.

But I’d glimpsed another side of him. Felt beyond the sour-candy exterior. And it was so much fun to irritate him. To hear him growl. To feel that thrill when sparks flew between us. Philo was like a puzzle I hadn’t figured out. There was no such thing as a puzzle without a solution, some puzzles just took longer to solve. And I was amazing at solving puzzles. I’d never been a quitter before, and I wasn’t about to start now.

I paced my room as I worried over Philo’s continued absence. I’d been listening for him, too, so I knew for sure he hadn’t made it back yet. I thought back to our last conversation in the car at Walgreens, and froze in my tracks, suddenly struck with the realization that I’d hurt him. I’d outright accused him of being unlovable, a cold-hearted monster.

Philo was no monster.

And . . . neither was I.

I was Minnie Kim. Vampire girl, yes, but Minnie first and foremost.


[image: ]



On Wednesday, breakfast arrived at my door once again. Yesterday, I’d considered starving myself, letting myself waste away until I died. Today, I knew I could never do that. Whatever the people at school or in town thought, I was still alive. I was still me.

So, I ate all my breakfast, all the blood pudding, and drank the blood in the mug as well as everything that was in the warmed carafe on the tray. I showered and dressed and put on my mom’s favorite outfit—a pleated skirt, high collared blouse, and cardigan. It made me look like a Korean schoolgirl, which was probably why Mom liked it so much. Today I wore it because it reminded me of her.

When I was ready, I went down to David’s office to ask for a ride to school.

“I don’t think that’s wise, Minnie.” He frowned and leaned back in his chair. “What about what happened the other day? All the attacks on social media and the news?”

I held my head high. “I’m gonna show them that I’m still me. That absolutely nothing important about me has changed.”

“You don’t have to do this. You can wait, master your weaknesses—and your strengths. Return to school later, when the humans are more accustomed to vampires.”

“You mean when my friends have forgotten me.”

David’s face remained impassive.

“If the London vampires could do it when people didn’t even know about vampires, then I can do it too.”

He looked at me dubiously. “You’re only a week old. You didn’t even choose this life. It was unwise of me to agree to you returning to school so soon.”

I threw him a quizzical look. “You were the one who said I should go back.”

“Actually, Philo approached me on Saturday and made the case for you returning to school. I respect his opinion on such matters, as he has a unique insight into how you are truly adjusting, rather than just what you say.”

“Because he can read minds?”

He inclined his head. “In part. Philo has been on this earth a very long time. He has had many experiences that have qualified him for positions of authority. I trust him when he says a young vampire is ready to return to her old life, whether in part or in full.”

I thought about that for a minute. Philo had believed I was capable of regular life. I had believed it. But then he had dumped me in the driveway and taken off without a word. “Did he talk to you before he left? Tell you everything that happened? With—with me?”

“He did.” David didn’t offer any further comment. My gut churned.

“So that’s why you don’t think I should go back.”

“Actually, he believed I should let you return as soon as you were ready. Though even he hadn’t expected it to be this soon.”

I straightened, feeling a newfound confidence in Philo’s trust in me. “So I can go?” I stood, a huge weight lifted from my shoulders. “Why didn’t you just say so?”

David’s expression turned dubious. “Because in this case, I disagree with Philo’s assessment.”

I collapsed back onto my seat.

David leaned forward, his intense gaze locked on mine. “You are so very young, Minnie. And that is not a criticism,” he hurried to add when I opened my mouth to protest. “You have more strength of will and determination than any newborn I’ve seen in millennia—I know you will be a wondrous asset to the world. Eventually. But you need to give yourself time. Just a little more time.”

I closed my eyes for a second to think. I appreciated that Philo had stood up for me. I might not have deserved it then, but I would this time. I would prove his faith in me was justified.

“After feeling sorry for myself most of the day yesterday, I’d spent the night logically and rationally examining all the pros and cons of my life. I listed every one of my weaknesses and strengths. And I weighed the value of staying in school now, versus returning later. Who I am hasn’t changed. I love school. I love my teachers and classmates. Well, at least I sorta like most of them okay, anyway.” David’s lips twitched at my dry admission.

“I have a life plan—I mean, I had a life plan. Before all this happened.” I waved my hand to indicate the room, the house, the general vampire-ness. “Philo told me about my choices. About the ways I could live my new life. But I honestly can’t imagine living any way other than how I had planned. I may not be human in the traditional sense anymore, but I want my life back. I think I’ve earned it and I’ll go on earning it for as long as I can which, hopefully, will be a long, long time.”

David came around the desk and approached me slowly, a contemplative expression on his face. “You are a remarkable young woman, Minnie Kim. In all my very long lifetime, I have known only one other with such resolve. With such a desire to live a life that would make a difference.” He took my hand in his, pressing it between both his palms. I wondered what his gift was, because he had to have one. It wasn’t mind reading, was it? He’d acted like that was Philo’s thing and not his.

“I’ll let Diana know you need a ride.” He glanced at his watch. “And that you’re ready to leave right now.”

By the time I’d backed up to the door and turned to say thank you, he was on the phone. He winked at me, drawing the first real smile from me since before the fiasco at school.

Somehow, I no longer felt quite like a monster.
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As a youth, one of the most important issues to consider when contemplating becoming a vampire is whether or not you wish to remain a teenager for the rest of your preternaturally long life. Yes, you will have the physical strength and beauty, however you will also retain, forever, the hormonal imbalances that are the hallmark of adolescence.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

There was a completely different vibe when I walked up the wide cement walkway leading to the school’s front doors. As soon as one person recognized me, I could hear and feel the news of my return spreading through the students like wildfire. Daniel was ahead of me, just opening the door, when one of his buddies, Nick, leaned in and whispered to him. Daniel froze, like he could feel my eyes on his back and they’d skewered him in place. The evil little part of me that still smarted from all the hurt I’d received over the past two days thought a skewered Daniel wouldn’t be such a bad gift to have. But that really wasn’t me. I was just allowing everyone’s fear and doubt to get to me.

I could smell that fear all around me, pulsing and pushing and threatening to suffocate—but I was ready for it this time, and taking a cue from drama camp, I’d come prepared.

I took a deep breath and repeated my sanity mantra in my head. Drama llama me . . . Unmoving, Daniel watched me from his position at the doors, while I walked toward him.

“Come on, man,” Nick said from his side. But Daniel didn’t respond, didn’t hurry away. He watched and waited.

A tiny spark of hope ignited inside me.

I got to the top of the stairs and approached the doors. I didn’t have to go through his door—there were doors on either side and the left ones were free. But as I got there, Daniel pulled open his door, held it for me. Alarm bells rang in my head. I’d seen enough high school movies to know this was the perfect setup for some kind of nefarious deed—they’d slam the door on my back, or push me to the ground, or slam the door in my face just before I stepped through. Something, anything, could happen.

But this was Daniel. We’d known each other forever. We weren’t close, but we were friends. I trusted him, didn’t I? And while fear perfumed the air all around me, none of it seemed to be coming from him. His eyes watched mine, giving nothing away.

I squared my shoulders and walked through the door. “Thanks, Daniel.”

“What the heck, man? She’s a vamp. She doesn’t belong here.” That was Nick, but other people added their opinions, too. All were variations on the same theme. Drama llama. I was here for me, not for them. Most great scientists hadn’t had many friends growing up. Why should I be any different?

Still, I kinda hoped to buck that trend.

The first projectile that hit me—a pen—surprised me, but after that, I just ignored them. It wasn’t easy. I didn’t like it. But I wasn’t going to run away. They just didn’t understand me. They didn’t know that in all the ways that mattered I was just the same as I was before—well, mostly. But differences weren’t so bad. In fact, different perspectives were what forged new ideas, which led to invention, development and progression.

This train of thought strengthened my resolve and I moved through the crowd with a serene little smile on my face. No doubt it made me look even more inhuman but, well, drama llama me.

I knew the moment Stacey was near. I’d recognize her scent anywhere—pumpkin cookies and acrylic paints. I knew better than to turn toward her, to reach. I’d texted her a million times and even left her at least a dozen voicemails. She never responded. I bet her parents took her phone away—that was their go-to punishment nowadays, and it was easier to believe that than Stacy had given up on me. I knew Stace. She loved me. She’d come around. I just needed to be patient. And yeah, I might have crossed my fingers while telling myself that.

She paused behind me, then hurried on. That was fine. I’d let her come to me. She would, when she was ready.

First period was English Lit. Which was cool because Mrs. Robb was big on individual work and didn’t do a lot of lecturing, so there wouldn’t be a whole lot of student interaction. Of course, my seat was in its usual place—middle of the second row—so it was impossible to avoid being seen. And since I didn’t have Stacey to chat me up and make me late for class, I was sitting in my seat before most of the kids came in. Which meant I was in full view of them and they of me. I didn’t drop my eyes to the desktop this time. I didn’t avoid their gazes. I didn’t stare them down, either, but I was done hiding.

I pulled out my books, smiled at friends and said hey, acting like everything was totally fine in my world. Plus, the reactions I got were pretty hilarious.

I got the head-jerked-backwards and the side-to-side “who me?”

I got the scowl-and-wish-me-dead with their laser eyes.

But my personal favorite was the “don’t look at me, don’t notice me, oooh scarrrrryyyyy.”

I won’t lie. It hurt. But I’d always been a girl with a plan and today was no different. I just had to stay focused. Eyes on the goal and all that jazz.

Just before the bell rang, Mrs. Robb slipped inside the room. She didn’t say hello, didn’t look up at us. It was business as usual with her. My nerves began to hum when the announcements started. I couldn’t hear them over the noise in my veins, but when Mr. Jackson’s voice came on again, everything inside me went silent.

“I won’t mince words here. I am not pleased with the behavior of our students during the past forty-eight hours and you should not be pleased with yourselves, either. If history has taught us one thing, it’s that discrimination has no place in humanity. We are all different, whether we be African American, Asian American, Native American, male, female, transgender, gay, or lesbian. Or vampire.

“I’ve heard some of you saying vampires aren’t human and shouldn’t be granted the same rights as the rest of us.” He heaved a sigh and the tension in the room stretched with the sound, pulling and winding around me like a rubber band ready to snap. “I’m here to tell you, that’s not a choice you get to make. The Treaty of London decided for all humans. Vampires are humans. The biological changes in their bodies that occur after death do not erase their humanity. This is the law—not just of this school, or our country, but the world. We must accept them just as we must accept everyone, despite our differences.

“On a more personal note, yesterday it came to my attention that Minnie did not choose this new life. She was murdered and turned without her permission. I feel that, in the face of the hate and animosity that have been shown toward her over the past couple of days, that’s an important distinction to make. She didn’t leave you. She didn’t choose the life she now has.

“I encourage all of you to show Eagle spirit. To rise above the low and ugly. And as you rise, to lift others around you. Reach out to Minnie. Knowing what you know now, I’m sure you can imagine she’s having the hardest time of any of us.”

He signed off and the students called for the Pledge. I stood along with my class and while we spoke, I thought about the words, and what Mr. Jackson had said. Tears pricked the backs of my eyes. I sang my little song to myself—no way was I going to cry bloody tears in front of everyone today. If they were even considering being my friends again, vampire tears would scare them off for good.

The rest of class went pretty much as I’d hoped. Mrs. Robb played the movie rendition of To Kill a Mockingbird without any comment whatsoever, then I moved to my next class like a boat through the waves. No one touched me, or talked to me. They parted before me like a river around a boulder. But it was okay. Only one person threw something at me, and they missed . . . 

That was pretty much the status quo for the rest of the day—until last period. I’d been so focused on surviving each individual class that when the end of fourth period came I just sat there while the realization dawned. I had drama next. Drama! I couldn’t go to drama! I couldn’t face Miss Lane and all her lies today. I just couldn’t.

My gut churned while inside, my mini Minnie ran around screaming, throwing things out of drawers and files and making a general giant mess.

Slow as molasses, I dragged myself out of the room and down the hall. I’m not a quitter, I told myself.

Except for now.

I turned around and headed back to the main office. When Mrs. Banks looked up from her desk and met my eyes, she didn’t even comment, just pointed her pen toward Mr. Jackson’s office. His door opened almost immediately and he stood there, as tall and wide as the doorframe, a thin sheen of sweat on his dark coffee skin. I couldn’t see his eyes because when he looked down, his glasses caught the glare.

“Miss Kim,” his deep bass voice rumbled. This close, the sound vibrated all the way through and around me. I’d always thought of Mr. Jackson as a big teddy bear, so I decided to just be who I’d always been and keep on keepin’ on. It’d worked for me so far.

“Hey, Mr. Jackson, sorry to bother you.” I smiled, so, so grateful that my teeth were only sharper, not pointier. “I have a problem I was hoping you could help me with—but if it’s not a good time, maybe I could make an appointment?”

“No, now’s just fine.” He moved back into his office and took a seat behind his wide, black steel desk. His was not your typical principal’s office. At least not like you see in the movies. It was decorated entirely in black and white. Black steel desk and bookcases, chrome sling back chairs with black leather cushions, and three floor-to-ceiling monochromatic paintings lining the long wall to the left of his desk. It was pretty unsettling. But Mr. Jackson and I went way back. I was captain of the debate team, after all, and I was his guaranteed Yale admission. I took my usual seat and leaned back, pretending to be as comfortable as the old Minnie would have been.

He leveled his principal’s gaze on me and said, “What can I do for you, Miss Kim?”

Mr. Jackson appreciated straight shooters, so I took a deep breath and just went for it. “You know what happened between me and Miss Lane the other day, right?”

“I know what she told me, yes.”

I nodded. That’s what I expected. I didn’t want to try to make excuses or offer up a different story—Mr. Jackson hated that. He immediately took it to mean you were “guilty as sin” as he’d say. “I wanted you to know that I’m very sorry for scaring Miss Lane. That wasn’t my intention. And I’m also sorry for leaving school without permission.”

Mr. Jackson had a habit of rocking back in his chair while he listened. It always gave me the impression that he was nodding his head—nodding and nodding and nodding. So I never knew for sure if he was agreeing with me or just bouncing. That, and he always took a really long time to respond. I tried my best not to fidget while I waited.

“Well,” he said finally. “It seemed you had a good reason to leave. I wish you had come to speak to me, of course—if you had, we might have been able to avoid a lot of the ruckus that has ensued.”

“I understand. I should have.”

He nodded, nodded, nodded while I ground my teeth and tried to think calm thoughts.

I started to lose my nerve. “Um, about Miss Lane—” I swallowed hard, suddenly feeling completely unprepared. This was emotional stuff. I didn’t know how to talk about emotional stuff. I steeled myself and looked up, forcing myself to meet Mr. Jackson’s dark eyes. He nodded, nodded, nodded. I had to go with the truth. That was all I really had at this point.

“I’m not sure I should be in her class anymore. She’s afraid of me, and I’m not sure it’s possible to convince her I’m not a threat. I know it’s past the drop date for classes, but . . .” I’d started strong, but petered out at the end until I simply ran out of words.

Mr. Jackson hated excuses. He was totally going to make me go to class.

He stopped rocking and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. That was new. “I agree with you. I spoke with Miss Lane earlier today, when we saw you had returned to school. Which I’m very glad you did,” he added, and I believed him. It felt wonderful to have at least one teacher squarely in my corner. “You’re where you need to be—in school. That’s your right. Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise, understand?” Now it was my turn to nod. So I nodded.

“As for Miss Lane. She’s a valuable asset to the school and well loved by her students.” I stared glumly at my lap. I had loved her, too. And I thought she’d loved me. “She’s having a particularly difficult time with your situation. You’re one of her favorite students—”

“And now I’m a vampire.”

“Yes.” Mr. Jackson looked at me apologetically. “So. For the time being I think it would be best if you dropped drama. I know you enjoy it, and I’m sorry to take it away from you, but perhaps you could use a study hall during that period?”

I sighed. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I understood. “I can always use more study time,” I said with a smile. It wasn’t a very good smile, but I hoped I’d get points for effort.

Mr. Jackson’s entire countenance softened. “I imagine this can’t be easy for any of you,” he said, his low voice wrapping around me again in its warm embrace. “Especially given your unique situation. I want you to know that our grief counselors are here for you as well. You may want to consider family therapy as well. I took the liberty of picking this up for you.” He dug under a pile of papers on his desk and pulled out a pamphlet, glancing at it while he spoke. “Unfortunately, there aren’t any therapists specializing in creature transformation, but this clinic focuses on transgender issues. I spoke to the head of the clinic, Dr. Sheldon, and he said that what you are feeling is very similar to what teens feel as they are transitioning. He said that any of his staff would be qualified to help you, and willing to do so.” He slid the pamphlet across the desk and I picked it up, dutifully.

“Thanks, Mr. Jackson. I appreciate it.” My parents wouldn’t but he didn’t need to know that. They were Korean through and through. We didn’t share our problems with anyone. Our house could be ninety percent flooded and we might only have a little red bucket to bail it out, and Dad would still refuse help from the neighbors. He’d say, “Thank you, we’re fine, we’re fine.” We were always “fine”—or we used to be. I wondered if we ever would be again, or if the murder and subsequent reMaking of my parents’ only child was the end of us.

Mr. Jackson stood, and I did, too. “Thanks again for everything, Mr. Jackson.”

He met me at the door and held out his large, beefy hand. It dwarfed my slender one, but he clasped it in both of his and once again I felt that now-familiar warmth being conveyed to me. We said goodbye, and as I stepped into the administration office, a memory that wasn’t my own drew me into its sphere.

 

I sit on Marlene’s flowery couch, wishing I could hold her hand but too scared to even sit too close to her. Mrs. Reynolds smiles at me from where she sits in a chair across from us, looking just as nervous as me.

Mr. Reynolds finally comes in from the garage, and I heave a sigh of relief when I see he isn’t carrying a rifle. I honestly thought that’s what he’d been doing in the garage all this time. At least he wouldn’t be chasing me out of his house at the business end of a gun.

I stand when he enters, unsure if I should offer to shake his hand. I don’t have a daddy of my own, but my mama has done her best to teach me respect for my elders. Mr. Reynolds sticks out his hand and I grip it, cringing a little when my sweaty palm meets his.

“Son,” he says in an even voice.

I have to swallow hard before I can speak. “Hello, sir.”

“Have a seat.” He gestures to the couch as he sits in the wingback chair next to his wife.

“Daddy,” Marlene says in her bright, clear voice. “We have something we need to tell you.”

Mrs. Reynolds reaches for Mr. Reynolds’ hand. Is it that worrisome to her? That her daughter might love a black man?

Marlene looks at me, then slowly, purposefully, takes my hand. She smiles at me and my heart swells so big in my chest I have to sit up straighter to make room for it. This girl—how had I earned her love? How did I deserve her? She’s the most beautiful, bravest girl in the world.

“William and I are in love.”

Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds stare at us expectantly.

“And we’re not going to hide it anymore,” she continues with a little less confidence. She scoots closer to me to emphasize her point. I’m not nearly as confident as she is. I believe in us; I have no doubt that I love her and she loves me. No doubt I want to marry this girl, when the time is right.

But Marlene doesn’t know what it’s like to be a black man in a white man’s world. If Mr. Reynolds tells us we can’t be together, I’ll respect his wishes because in the long run, it might be the best thing for Marlene.

Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds watch us for a long moment before Mr. Reynolds says, “Alrighty then.”

“And, that’s it?” Mrs. Reynolds says in a timid voice.

“Yes,” Marlene says proudly. “We’re not ashamed of our love and you shouldn’t be, either.”

“Who said anything about being ashamed?” Mr. Reynolds says, looking genuinely puzzled.

“Well, you . . . you—”

“You thought we wouldn’t approve of you being with a black man?” Mr. Reynolds looks at me boldly, but I still have Marlene’s love in my heart, still feel as big as a mountain. This time I don’t shy away from her father’s direct gaze.

“I won’t pretend I’m thrilled,” Mr. Reynolds says. “But not because you love a black man. I only worry about you both—the world isn’t always kind about mix-raced couples.”

“We can handle it, Daddy.” Marlene squeezes my hand and I know, without a doubt, that together, we can handle anything.

Mr. Reynolds nodds his head thoughtfully.

“And you’re sure you’re not pregnant?” Mrs. Reynolds asks in a rush, as if she can’t hold back the question any longer.

“Mom! No! We haven’t even—” Marlene squirms and I stare at my sneakers.

Mrs. Reynolds sighs and visibly relaxes. “Well, then.” She beams at us now, and I can’t help but smile back. “This is wonderful!”

“I think it’s time we get to know your young man, Marley.” Mr. Reynolds stands and we all follow. “Mother?”

“Please say you can stay for dinner, William.” Mrs. Reynolds takes both my hands in hers. She is bright and beautiful—a glimpse into what Marlene will be like when she’s all grown up. It means the world to know they’ve accepted me . . . 

 

“You all right, Minnie?” Mrs. Banks stood over me, patting my arm. I was sitting in one of the chairs lined up against the glass wall of the administration office.

“What?” I zeroed in on Mrs. Banks. “I’m sorry,” I said automatically.

“Are you all right, dear? Do you need me to call someone?” Her words were kind, but her eyes said vampire!

It stung to know that she was afraid of me, but I appreciated her willingness to be kind to me despite her fear. I stood and put distance between the two of us, watching her relax more with every step I took away from her.

“No thanks. I’m good. Promise.” I turned on my heel and beat a hasty retreat out of the office. I hurried to my locker, grabbed my books, and left the school with fifteen minutes to spare before school got out. All in all, it hadn’t been a bad day, but the last twenty minutes had exhausted me. Principal Jackson’s memories rattled around in my mind like they were my own.

Hope was a live, fluttery thing in my heart and I would do anything to keep it going.
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Deciding whether or not to become a vampire is an important decision in a person’s life. While it might seem fun and exciting, being a vampire actually requires a major life change and many of the reborn don’t find their new life to be exactly as they envisioned.

 

Think about your friends and loved ones. Are you willing to lose them? Because many people aren’t open to having a vampire in their family. Do you love the nightlife? Or cold climates? Because you’ll never be able to go for long, romantic walks along the beach—unless it’s dark out. Spending too long in the sun will only lead to a slow and painful death.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I waited for Stacey after school. I didn’t dare wait by the auditorium because I didn’t want to risk seeing Miss Lane, so I waited on a bench by the park we passed on our way home. Finally, she walked by, her head down, her big backpack clutched to her chest. She looked . . . agitated. Not at all like the bright bubbly girl I knew.

After a moment’s hesitation, I jumped to my feet. “Stacey!” I called. She walked faster. “Stace!” But she ignored me. I stopped in my tracks, unsure of what to do. In the end I decided to just keep trying.

I caught up to her as she was hurriedly punching in her garage door code. She kept getting it wrong. I approached, even though I could tell her anxiety was growing. Stacey’d known what I was and had been cool with it. She’d tried to help me at school. I knew she didn’t have a problem with what I’d become. She knew I was still me. Yeah, she was avoiding me, but the desperate part of my brain filled in all kinds of good reasons for that—I had needed time to process everything, so why wouldn’t she?

I looked longingly across the street to my house, but it looked like my parents weren’t home. I wondered if they only needed time to process, too. How soon would be too soon for me to reach out to them again? I wished Philo was here. I made the decision to apologize to him tonight, then turned back to Stacey.

“Stace,” I said when I got to the end of her driveway. She punched the enter button on the keypad again, but the door didn’t open—again. It was a super finicky door, always had been. “Need help?” She let the keypad cover fall down, then finally turned to look at me.

“Hey, Min.” She might have been looking at me with misery in her eyes, but her familiar greeting perked me up a little.

“Hey.” I was so relieved she was speaking to me. “I need some love,” I gushed as I hurried up the drive. I expected her to open her arms and let me fall into them. That’s what we always did when someone needed love. It was our code for It’s too awful to talk about right this second but I really need a hug.

Stacey folded her arms and looked down at her feet.

“I don’t understand.” My voice came out so reedy and thin, it didn’t even sound like mine. Stacey had been my friend forever. She knew me. She knew the truth about me. “What’s happened, Stace? What’s going on?”

She pushed the toe of her shoe against the backpack at her feet. She never had been good at confrontation. But this wasn’t confrontation, dangit! I was her best friend and I deserved to know why the whole world, including her, had suddenly turned against me. Suddenly the injustice of it all burst free of the little box I’d been hiding it in and boiled out of my throat. “Come on, ahjumma. Don’t be a baby. Tell me what’s going on. I deserve at least that much.” I marched right up to her until my body was an inch from her crossed arms.

I glued my gaze to her face, and wherever she looked, I was looking back. She tried to avoid making eye contact, but eventually gave in, like I knew she would.

“Fine,” she huffed. “I’m not supposed to talk to you. My parents said so.”

“Your parents? They love me! Why would they cut me off?”

Stacey resumed her examination of the ground until I grabbed her hand. She gasped and yanked her arm back, breaking the contact. I felt like I’d been slapped. Hard. I took a step backward. “You saw me the other day,” I said. “You knew what I was. What I’d been forced to become. You said you understood.”

Her head snapped up and her expression was set. “That was before.”

I threw my hands up. “Before what?”

“Before I knew you were a blood drinker. That you had to drink human blood to survive. That you had blood hunger and blood rage.” The more she spoke the more confident she became until she had taken a step toward me and she’d raised her hands between us, almost like she’d push me or poke me in the chest. “My parents say I can’t see you. You need to go.”

“I told you I was a vampire. What did you expect?” I was yelling at her now, but I couldn’t help it. This was just so stupid.

“I don’t know, okay? All I thought about was how cool it would be to live forever, and to hang out with that cute guy Phil or whatever, and to get to live with the Aristos—they’re like one of the richest families in the country!”

“It IS all that!”

“But you drink blood!” Now when she looked at me, I saw it. Through the tears shining in her eyes, I saw the disgust—just like I’d seen on Miss Lane’s face.

“That’s what vampires do,” I said more quietly. “But I don’t drink from humans or anything. I don’t kill people.”

“I didn’t really realize that you died.” Her tears spilled over and she hugged herself. “You’re dead, Min. You’re a parasite who’s taken over my best friend’s body. I—” her body shuddered as the garage door opened. I whirled around to see Mrs. Florence driving her minivan up the driveway. I stepped onto the grass to avoid the car and Stacey picked up her bag.

I looked back at her before I faced the hatred on her mom’s face. “Stacey,” I begged.

“I need to say goodbye to you. To the real Minnie. I’ll miss you. Her.”

She turned and ran into the garage where her mom caught her up into her arms. “You need to get away from here, monster,” Mrs. Florence said. “And leave my daughter alone. If I hear you’ve been bugging her, I’ll report you to the-the-whoever’s in charge of keeping you demons in check.” She leaned into the car and pushed the button on the garage door remote, then hustled Stacey inside. I watched the door slowly close, then turned and walked away, leaving behind everything I held dear—my home, my family, my friend. My life.
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Diana picked me up at the school an hour later. “Hey, hon,” she said in her characteristically youthful way. “You okay?”

I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I just shook my head.

“If you need to talk, I’m listening.” She turned the volume up to just low enough it wouldn’t keep us from talking, but loud enough the silence between us wouldn’t feel awkward. I kind of loved Diana. She reminded me a lot of Stacey—easy, bright, light-hearted. I wondered how she could be any of those things after all she had been through.

“Were things this hard for you, when David reMade you?” I asked. I watched her profile, but she didn’t take her eyes off the road. She did, however, reach across the console and give my hand a squeeze.

“No, sweetie. Not even close. For one thing, I lost my family a long time before the Spartans came—well, not lost but I’d been given to the goddess when I was just a little girl. I did miss my sisters, but then I had David and Philo and other brothers and sisters. In death, I found a new family. And in nearly three millennia they have never failed me.”

I thought about that for a while. About what it would be like to have a family stand by me for millennia.

“Can I ask you something?” I rolled my eyes at myself. Obviously I was asking questions. I was so not myself these days.

“Of course!” came Diana’s happy response.

“I—” Ugh. This was so embarrassing.“I never used to be super emotional. You know, not like flighty or whatever. I’ve always been logical. Rational.”

“I believe it,” Diana agreed in an even tone.

“But since everything changed—I’ve changed. Not in any obvious way, but in-in—”

“Oh. Let me guess. You’ve been crying a lot, worrying a lot more than usual, maybe even been a little paranoid?”

“Yes! I feel like I’m a yoyo—my thoughts and emotions just flying all over the place. I can’t stand it! Please tell me it’ll pass.”

Diana flashed me a smile. “It’ll pass.” She laughed, low and throaty. “Figures Philo didn’t tell you.”

“No,” I growled. “He didn’t say anything about it at all!”

“Typical.” She shook her head. “He’s a good guy, but he sometimes loses sight of the little things.”

“This doesn’t feel like a little thing.”

“No, I know. But it’s temporary. Little picture. Philo’s more about the big picture.”

“So what you’re saying is that this emotional stuff will go away soon? And I’ll go back to normal?”

“Yup! It shouldn’t last much longer, really. When we’re reborn, all our senses are heightened—I think it’s probably a defense mechanism. To protect us while we’re still new and vulnerable.”

“Oh, thank goodness.”

“You gotta quit being too hard on yourself, Min. You’ve just had your entire life turned upside down. You’re allowed to have some big feelings about that.”

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“And,” she cut me a glance, a mischievous glint in her eye, “you’ll never guess who else had a hard time with being reborn.”

“No.”

“Yup!” she announced gleefully. “You think he’s all dark and broody now, you should have seen him then. Who knew Spartans could be so conflicted.” She laughed and I joined her, all the while trying to picture Philo way back then.

We listened to the radio for a while until I got the nerve to ask, “What did you mean that Philo’s more about the big picture?”

“He’s always focused on what’s ahead. He has a hard time living in the moment. So when you’re talking or working with him, he’s barely thinking about what will happen now, and more considering how it will all affect the future. Does that make sense?”

“Um. I’m not sure.”

“Yeah,” Diana laughed. “Probably not. Let’s see. Say you want to go back to school because you’re thinking about your friends and teachers and the school play next month. ‘Right now’ kind of stuff. Does that make sense?”

“Okay.”

“Philo is contemplating how your decision to go back to school now might affect you ten, twenty, fifty, even a hundred years from now. Big picture. Make sense?”

“I think so.” It did help me understand Philo a bit.

“So, you know, give him time. Whatever it is, he’ll come around—it just takes him a really long time to make his move—”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about anything like that. We’re just friends. Or, you know, just teacher/student, or whatever.” Ugh. I wanted to hide my face in my hands but that would be a dead giveaway and I’d already said way too much.

“Oh, sure,” Diana said with a wicked kind of grin at me. “Just like in all things. Philo moves like a glacier because he has to consider every single possibility before he’ll commit. To whatever it is.”

“Got it,” I said, eager to move on to a different topic.

“Or,” Diana added more softly, “he’ll decide it’s not worth the risk—to himself or to anyone else—and he won’t do anything at all.”

Her words hung around me like a shroud as I watched the scenery pass by.
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It’s not uncommon for many young vampires to burn bright and hot for a few hundred years, only to lose their way and eventually, their lives. However, successful vampires find meaning in their new life; typically, something larger than themselves. From raising their own vampire family, to developing cities, or developing a cure for cancer. Whatever direction you choose to take, be true to yourself and what you’re passionate about.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

The next day at school, I found the janitor furiously scrubbing at a red mess on my locker. He threw a terrified look my way and scrubbed harder, as if it had to be done before I reached him, or I would kill him. As I approached, he quickly packed up his things, murmured an apology and hurried away. He’d only managed to smear the blocky red words which somehow made them look even more insidious.

YOU’RE DEAD.

GO BACK TO THE GRAVE.

Whoever it was even drew a little gravestone with my name on it. A shiver ran up my spine. I looked up and down the hall, but of course no one met my eye.

School passed by without incident. People ignored me—even the teachers ignored me—and the only thing I had to tell me that I still existed was a flurry of little notes inside my locker, all with various themes on my locker art.

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. The ditty had become my lifeline to sanity—or at least a semblance of sanity.

I spent lunch as I had the day before, sitting on the brick wall surrounding the stairs leading to the back entrance of the music rooms. It was cold out, so no one was eating outside anymore, and the music rooms were at the side of the building—away from the parking lot and athletic fields. I figured if people had trouble with me in general—and I looked one hundred percent normal; I checked—then they definitely wouldn’t appreciate seeing me eat jiggly little cubes of blood pudding.

I had my headphones on, listening to Take 2, one of my favorite K-pop groups, when a shadow fell over me. A group of kids, I didn’t see how many or who they were, threw a bucket of red paint into my face and shoved me back and over the wall. As I hit the concrete landing below, I felt my arm break and the bones in my leg bend backward to the point of breaking. Pain shot through my body like wildfire, but my attackers weren’t done. They pelted me with rocks and dumped more buckets of paint until I couldn’t tell the difference between the paint and my own blood. The whole while they shouted obscenities at me and threatened to do worse if I showed up at school again.

Then they left me, broken and bleeding, on the cold, shadowy stairs.

It had all happened so fast. Was so unbelievable. How were these my classmates? How was there this much hatred among kids I’d known most of my life? Hilltop was a safe place to live with good, kind people. My family was different—I was the only Korean in my small school and my parents barely spoke any English. Yet our neighbors had welcomed us, helped my parents, befriended them and me. Growing up, if I ever felt different, it was because of me, not them. I looked different. I wasn’t Christian. I had to translate for my parents at parent teacher conferences. I was the same as all the other kids, but I was different.

But never, ever, had I suspected there could be this kind of hate in the world. Or that this hate could be here—in my small town. In my small school. Among my friends.

Pain—in my body and in my heart—overwhelmed me and I closed my eyes against all of it until welcome blackness drew me under its cover and I slept.
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Something nudged against my shoulder, pushing and pushing.

“The door’s stuck,” some kid said.

“Push harder. Come on,” someone else said.

A short pause then, “I’ll call the office,” a man’s voice said urgently. “Lock the door and don’t let anyone through.”
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When I woke again, I still lay sprawled at an awkward angle. There were still rocks and garbage covering me, sticking to me with the buckets of paint they’d dumped on me. It was thick and sticky and it felt like glue. My head spun. It was hard to think through the confusing haze of pain. My arm and leg hadn’t healed yet and I wondered if that had been a myth, too. Hadn’t Philo told me we healed faster than humans? Did that just apply to cuts or something, and not to broken or twisted bones?

But before I could puzzle things out further, I lost consciousness again.
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“Minnie.” Sunlight grazed my cheek, stroked my hair. “Wake up, Minnie Kim.”

Philo.

“Oh,” I murmured. The pain had lessened some, but I still cried out as he lifted me into his arms. I pressed my face against his chest and drew in a long, comforting breath of his leather and lemonade scent.

“I’m so sorry,” I said blurrily, my thoughts still whirling like a psychedelic kaleidoscope. “I’m so sorry, Philo. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m so sorry.”

“Shh,” he soothed, tightening his arms around me as he carried me to his waiting Jeep.

The soft blackness reclaimed me before he buckled me in.
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I woke as Philo settled me on the dining room table which, I discovered, was the usual place for such emergencies. After shooing him from the room, Manuella opened the sideboard to reveal not glassware but a well-stocked medicine cabinet worthy of a medical clinic.

With care and professionalism, David cut away my clothes while Manuella laid out a myriad of items along the sides of the table. “Your cuts and bruises should have healed without trouble,” David said. “Unless there is debris in them, of course. Then the wounds will remain open. As for your broken or damaged bones, you need to straighten them first, do your best to align them. Then your body can get to work healing them.”

Through gritted teeth I asked, “Are you a—” I hissed from the pain, “a doctor?” Manuella suddenly leaned her body across my shoulders and David straightened my arm with a quick jerk. I screamed and screamed and screamed.

An eternity later, the pain ebbed and I lay panting and exhausted. “That was mean,” I said through a trembling breath.

“That was the kindest and quickest way to achieve our goal,” David said with a gentle pat on my cheek. “You’re healing now, and should feel better soon.”

“You will have a bath now,” Manuella said, surprising me with the tenderness in her voice.

By the time I’d been carried upstairs, my bath was full, complete with candles spaced artistically around the room. Manuella personally helped me finish undressing and lifted me into the tub. She handed me a warm mug of blood and stood by until I had drained entire the cup. “Stay as long as is comfortable, then sleep. Tomorrow you will feel better.”

I felt better already—at least my body did. My heart? I thought about that for a while and decided maybe that was healing, too. Seeing Philo, having him help me—it helped more than any of David’s efforts or the giant bath.

Using the natural sponge and decadent soap in the basket on the side of the tub, I scrubbed myself clean, watching as paint and blood left my body and mixed in the water. I’d have to have a shower when I was done in the tub to rinse off. As the paint lifted away, I saw it as a metaphor for my situation. Others could hurt my body, cut me, break me. And I could heal. I could wash and remove their marks.

But my heart and mind were strictly my domain. Others could only hurt me if I let them. I had let them—let my parents and Stacey and those kids at school—but it didn’t mean it had to stay that way.

I swirled the red around in the water, creating a whirlpool design, disturbed it by flicking the water, then drew it back into a whirlpool again. There was a lot of prejudice in the world, I knew that. For the last few years it had been the LGBTQ community’s fight. Then the big reveal of vampires happened and suddenly boys liking boys wasn’t such a big deal at all. I had to trust that, eventually, vampires too would have a chance at acceptance.

There had to be a way to prove to the world that when people became vampires, their souls didn’t die. I didn’t know what I believed about an afterlife—my parents and I practiced Zen, so we didn’t really worry over what would come next. What mattered was the here and now. This life. But I was still me. Other than my body, I knew I hadn’t changed. That had to mean something to the Christians and Muslims out there. Why had no one ever been able to prove the existence of a soul? Or an afterlife? Why couldn’t people be satisfied with living instead of worrying about things outside their control?

I sat up suddenly, making the red water slosh dangerously close to the edges of the tub.

That was it, I thought. The way I would make a difference in this world. For everyone—humans and vampires. Everyone. I would dedicate my life to proving the existence of an individual’s essence, whether that was the ego or the soul or whatever, and I would prove that even after being reborn, vampires were still essentially the same as they had been when they were alive.

Starting at Hilltop High. Starting with my friends, my teachers, my parents, my little world. I had a long, long life to worry about changing the world at large.

Exhilarated by this new purpose, I stepped out of the tub, marveling at the remarkable healing abilities of my reMade body as I rinsed myself off in the shower, then tucked myself into my immensely comfortable bed. I lay awake for long hours thinking about my family and Stacey, but instead of missing them, I knew that one day, I would prove to them that I—their Minnie—was still alive and well.
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When I woke up, there was a text notification on my phone from Stacey.

Hey, Min. I heard what happen . . . 

I stared at the notification for a long moment before setting the phone back down. I wasn’t ready to read her message yet. For just a little bit longer, I wanted to savor the hope that maybe, maybe my friend hadn’t abandoned me after all.

I showered and dressed, marveling at how much better I felt. At how I didn’t feel at all like I had been beaten and left for dead the day before.

Still I didn’t open the text.

I couldn’t think of anything bad she could say that would start with the words, Hey, Min. I heard what happen . . . , but I was afraid.

Yup. I was a total chicken.

I was looking at my phone when I stepped into the hall, so I didn’t immediately see Philo, who was lounging against the banister at the top of the stairs.

“Better watch where you’re going, Minnie Kim. Wouldn’t want to fall down the stairs and rebreak all those bones of yours.”

I pulled up short, startled more by the teasing tone in his voice than by his sudden-to-me appearance. “Hey,” I offered lamely. I did give him a smile, though.

“Good news?” He nodded toward my phone, his face darkening. “David told me about the social media attacks.”

I stood straighter and met his gaze. His eyes were a bright, sapphire blue today. Clear as the Aegean Sea. I’d watched a lot of Discovery Channel, so I was pretty sure I knew what that sea looked like.

“A text from Stacey.” I held the phone toward him, as if he could divine what the message might say. “I’m too chicken to read it.”

“Would it help if I was here with you when you did?” He was so sincere, I stared at him for a long moment.

“Yeah. It would.”

He walked to me, and stood beside me, our shoulders brushing. My fingers fumbled just a little as I opened the messaging app, and not just because I was nervous about reading the text.

Hey, Min. I heard what happened last night.

“Omo,” I said. “She’s talking in complete sentences and actual English. This can’t be good.”

Philo slipped his arm around me and gave me a gentle squeeze. As usual, heat zinged through me at his touch. “It’s fine. Read it.”

 

I can’t tell you how sorry I am. No one should ever treat anyone like that. Like garbage or whatever. No one should ever treat YOU like that. You are the kindest person I’ve ever known. You don’t deserve the way you’ve been treated. The way I’ve treated you. Please be patient with me. 

 

I love you. 

–Ahjumma 

 

“Why does she call herself a married woman? She’s not married, is she?” Philo asked with alarm.

I laughed and without thinking about it, I threw my arms around him. “It’s a joke. Just a joke.”

And despite it all, that fragile fluttery thing in my chest grew actual wings that beat in time with my heart.
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Changes in your friends’ and family’s behavior are the most difficult things for a young vampire to endure. Responses may range from grief to hatred, all of which will leave you feeling alone and abandoned. Remember, this transition is difficult on them, as well as you. You will have your Maker and family to help you, but many humans don’t have access to proper support systems. Be patient. In most cases, human relationships are repairable, though how long it takes varies from individual to individual.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Obviously my attackers had bragged about what they’d done, but why it was a surprise to anyone that I was totally fine, walking the school hallways, was a mystery to me. I mean, didn’t these people know anything about vampire mythology? Everyone knows we have incredible hearing and healing. Of course I wasn’t permanently damaged.

And of course, I did have superior hearing and couldn’t miss all their whispers about me. That part wasn’t as pleasant.

But I was here for a bigger purpose. I was going to make a difference. Starting today. And like any scientist, I knew there’d be opposition, but it would all be part of the experiment, important data to collect before the truth could be revealed.

There was a new slur on my locker—some pithy poem about sticks and stones. Whatever. Today, I came prepared. I dropped my bag in front of my locker, whipped out a roll of double-sided tape and unrolled the poster I’d been carrying. I taped up a picture of Take 2, effectively covering up all the crappy junk on my locker and replacing it with cute Korean girls wearing kitty ears and holding stuffed animals. On it, I’d written “Still the same old Minnie! XOXO”.

The rest of the day went by without any major incidents. Mrs. Robb actually acknowledged me in class, so that was something. My poster, which had been scribbled over during the day, was hanging by shreds by the end, but I’d expected that. Tomorrow I’d put something else up. Technically, we weren’t allowed to decorate our lockers, but I figured since the school administration couldn’t keep it free of vamp slurs, I should be allowed to combat that as best I could.

As I picked up the shreds of my poster, I couldn’t help reading a few of the slurs, and I found myself trying to guess who wrote what based on their handwriting. After her text this morning, I knew Stacey’s loopy print wouldn’t be there, which was a huge relief, but I did see some writing that looked familiar. It was a super small print, written just beneath my X’s and O’s. I knew that writing. I’d been seeing it regularly for the last couple of years. My heart thundered in my chest as I pulled the poster free of the last bit of tape so I could read the tiny words:

“I’m with you, Min.”

He didn’t sign it, and I didn’t blame him. But I’d know Daniel’s writing anywhere.
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Next day—C day. Physics and chemistry and robotics. But most importantly—chem lab. An hour with Daniel—my only known ally at the moment. I still texted Stacey funny things, and she’d sent me a couple back, too, but mostly she was still in hiding.

I stuck a heart to my locker that I’d made last night out of a coat hanger and tube socks. Manuella had provided all the materials without question. I used hair ties to shape the socks into flowers and affix them to the wire frame. It turned out pretty darn cute, if I said so myself. I practically had a bounce to my step when I went to Mr. Bienik’s chemistry class. He continued to ignore me, even though I had all the answers and put up my hand every single time he asked a question. Even when no one else in the room had the answer, he still ignored me. Drama llama, I reminded myself.

Buddha taught that this life is a dream and we’re just actors playing a part. I liked that since, you know, drama. I doodled llamas in the margins of my notebook and when Mr. Bienik refused to call on me, I whispered the answers to myself anyway. By the end of class, a few people had begun to say, “Minnie’s got the answer, Mr. B!” when he found no other takers. He ignored them, too, so at least I wasn’t the only one.

The next couple classes went pretty much the same, except two of my classmates from Mr. B’s class began to murmur a bit louder about me being ignored. Of course, they didn’t talk to me directly, but still. I was beginning to find my people. My own personal army. They didn’t know it yet, but I’d win them over soon, I just knew it.

I’d taken to eating lunch in the girls’ bathroom on the first floor, way down by the automotive department. There weren’t many girls in those classes so there was almost never anyone in there. And it was a heckuva lot safer than going outside where people could gang up on me.

As soon as the end-of-lunch bell rang, I practically sprinted for the chem lab. I knew it was Daniel who left that note for me on the poster. It had to be. The idea that I could finally have a friend, someone on my side through all of this, made me throw caution to the wind and dash through the halls, careless of what people thought.

“Why don’t you just turn into a bat and fly, freak?” some guy called out. I glanced around but couldn’t spot anyone suspicious—people were so brave when they didn’t think you could retaliate.

“Would if I could!” I called back.

When I got to within twenty feet of the lab, I slowed to a walk and then just strolled casually inside. I let my gaze travel around the room before landing on the station I shared with Daniel. He wasn’t there. The clock said we only had one more minute before class started. Where was he? He never missed class unless there was a game—which there wasn’t—because he couldn’t afford to let his grade slip even the littlest bit.

I watched the second hand tick by on the wall clock, my heart sinking further and further with each passing moment. With literally five seconds to spare, Daniel walked into the room. He actually seemed to roll in through the doorway, like he’d been standing right outside the door and slid inside at the last moment. Like he’d been avoiding spending time with me. This theory was strengthened as he greeted his friends around the room, but totally avoided making eye contact with me even though I sat right beside him.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of him and he wouldn’t even glance my way. Mr. Bienik began the lab as he usually did, with instructions on the board and a list of all the ingredients and supplies we were supposed to pull out. He often quizzed us on what we thought the experiment might be. Daniel and I always played Rock, Paper, Scissors to see who would set up the equipment because getting the ingredients was often a madhouse what with the other kids all trying to get theirs at the same time.

“Ready?” I asked, holding my fist out toward Daniel.

“I’ll get the ingredients,” he said without ever looking my way. He left before I could respond.

“Oh-kay,” I said to his back. I watched him for a second, hurt and stunned by his treatment, until I noticed people noticing me. Quickly, I turned my attention back to the table and started setting up the beaker, tray, tongs, gloves, a Bunsen burner, and an ice bath.

I studied the list of ingredients, trying to guess what we might be studying today.

Daniel carefully set a beaker labeled saturated sodium acetate, another chilled beaker labeled ultrapure water, and an Erlenmeyer flask labeled lead iodide into the stand on the table, left, then returned with a piece of crystallized sodium acetate.

I wasn’t going to say anything when he returned. This class was about science and I’d never been a fan of kids chatting and goofing off when they were supposed to be working. I did say I was a total nerd, right? No apologies here. But this time I just couldn’t stand it. I opened my mouth to talk to him, but Mr. B beat me to it.

“Any guesses as to what we are looking for in today’s experiment?” His gaze traveled over the room, and for a brief moment he even met my eyes for the first time since I’d been back. It sent a little thrill through me and gave me a bit of the courage I needed to confront Daniel.

When no one offered up any suggestions for today’s experiment—I was too distracted thinking about my personal life, which is probably exactly why I’d wisely avoided having much of a personal life before now—Mr. B said, “Here’s a clue: today’s lesson is on change. Your assignment is . . .” He pointed to a poster board on the wall while he talked. “One: Follow the procedures for each sample. Two: Record your observations. Three: Make your conclusions. Now get to work.”

I leaned in close to Daniel. “What’s your deal, Daniel? Why are you being such a jerk?” There was no time to waste in chem lab, so despite the tension between us, Daniel and I fell into an easy rhythm born of years of working together.

He blew out a breath. “Because I am a jerk.”

“I’ll do sample one if you want to do two,” I said. “Then we can do the third one together. Maybe by then you’ll be feeling slightly less jerky.” The corner of his lip twitched upward, and I turned away to focus on my experiment.

I dropped the solid crystal of sodium acetate into beaker one and watched as the solution heated up and turned into an opaque solid. Even though it went from a liquid to a solid state, I knew no chemical changes had occurred. The sodium acetate remained unchanged.

I watched as Daniel rapidly stirred the chilled water. It froze instantly. I wrote my observation in my workbook: Even though the water had changed from a liquid to a solid, it is the same chemical composition. The H2O remains unchanged.

Daniel kept glancing at my workbook, and wrote stilted notes in his own. It was obvious to me that he was struggling with the assignment, but he didn’t ask for help.

“You’re still being jerky,” I said, not looking up from my notes. Daniel snorted.

I turned on the Bunsen burner and reached for the Erlenmeyer flask.

“Minnie, I—” Daniel whirled toward me, startling me and making me drop the flask, sending a spray of liquid into the air, over the desk and onto our samples.

“Everyone step back,” Mr. B said as he hustled forward, pulling on heavy rubber gloves while someone brought over a solid waste disposal bag and shammy cloths. “Let’s try to avoid lead contamination while cleaning up this glass. I have no desire to fill out an accident report today.” He made quick work of the shards, then signaled for Daniel and me to wash our workstation and floor with soapy water.

“Hey, what’s a little lead contamination between friends, eh?” I said, momentarily forgetting we were still in some kind of détente.

Without missing a beat, Daniel said, “It was just a false start.”

I leaned away from him, dripping sponge in hand. “Wow, mixing chem humor with football humor. I like it!” Daniel grinned, then I grinned, the clouds parted, the rainbow came out and maybe even angels sang.

Mr. B brought us a fresh flask, instructing us to get back to work.

“You do it.” I handed the tongs to Daniel and he held the flask of lead iodide over the burner. I counted until I thought it had heated enough. “Then plunge it in the bath.” Daniel shoved the flask beneath the icy water. “Now slowly swirl it.”

As he did, golden flecks began to appear. “Cool,” he said.

“Science is cool, my friend!” Omo, I was happy. This was my life! My normal, Minnie life!

Once again, I wrote: Even though the lead and iodide had become an insoluble precipitant (the golden flecks), they would return to their soluble ions once reheated. As I wrote out my conclusion for today’s assignments, my pen slowed, then stopped. I looked up sharply, my gaze seeking out Mr. B. He was walking around the room, his face set in its perpetual frown, overseeing the students’ progress. He felt my gaze on him; I saw his face twitch in my direction, but he consciously moved away.

I bent my head over my work.

“What is it?” Daniel asked in a whisper.

I finished writing, then turned my notebook so he could read it.

Each process causes a clear/obvious physical change but not a chemical change and can be reversed by either heating or cooling the various solutions.

He shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

“Why would Mr. B have chosen this assignment for us? Why now?”

Daniel didn’t have anything to say to that.

“Or maybe it doesn’t mean anything.” And I was inventing allies where there were none because I so desperately wanted someone else in my corner. My gaze flicked to Mr. B again, where he now sat at his desk, sifting through papers.

My eyebrow twitched, a tick of concentration I’d always had and one that usually kicked in when I’d struck on an idea with real merit. If my conclusions were correct, it meant that there was real validity to my mission to prove that vampires deserved to live side-by-side with humans. But, was Mr. B also saying that he thought the process could be reversed?

Without looking up, Mr. B said, “It’s time to clean up your stations. We’ll discuss your findings in depth during our next class.”

My heart leapt. If my conclusion was right, it might mean that Mr. B might actually be on my side.
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Vampire families typically take every opportunity to celebrate life, as it is the most precious commodity we have. Life sustains us, and our life is extraordinarily long.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Siobhan, one of David’s daughters who I’d met at breakfast but never spoken to, picked me up from school.

“Where’s Philo?” I asked when I got in the car. I might have sounded just a little disappointed, but Siobhan didn’t mention it.

“David’s found a solution for Tim’s situation, and he needed Philo’s help with last-minute preparations,” Siobhan answered in her lilting Irish accent.

“Seriously? What’s he going to do? Wait—” My heart dropped into my gut. “They’re not going to—” I gulped. “To—” Omo. I couldn’t even say the words. The thought alone made me sick.

Siobhan chuckled, a round, warm sound that belied her black, angular features and perpetually stony expression. “Goodness, no! David would never do that. Unlike some vampire sires, he actually gives a damn.”

The knots in my stomach began to loosen. “So what is it, then?”

“I only have an inkling. He’s played this one pretty close to the chest. Plus, there was the whole business of the Council he had to contend with. Manuella’s making a big feast for tonight, and David will tell us everything then.”

I had so much to learn about this vampire life. About what it meant to be in a vampire family. And I had a feeling that as long as I was the youngest, I wouldn’t be trusted with much information or responsibility for quite some time. Not that I was really complaining—just being a teenager and trying to get through high school was proving to be challenge enough. For now.

The idea of a family meal seemed like the perfect end to today. To the whole hellish week. I leaned back into the cushy leather seats of Siobhan’s sports car and flicked on the seat warmer. She turned on the radio, cranking it up loud enough to say, “hey, let’s ride” and not, “hey, let’s talk.” She nodded her head and occasionally belted out a line or two to the old-timey alternative rock. She was wildly out of tune, and it was awesome.

We made the rest of the trip companionably. I’d made the assumption that Siobhan was mean and scary based on her looks alone. But as I eyed the Han Solo bobble head glued to her expensive dash, I realized there was a quirky, light-hearted side beneath her Queen of the Night persona. How often had I done that in my life? Judged others by looks alone, rather than getting to know them.

I sighed as my seat hit maximum warmth and I stretched, easing my back muscles and welcoming the weekend. Tonight, I’d make a real attempt to get to know the rest of the Aristos family. I needed them. I wanted them. I didn’t want to feel alone anymore.

Siobhan parked in the driveway instead of pulling around to the barn, which was really a tongue-in-cheek way of saying fancy schmancy garage. There weren’t any other cars out front, but I could tell we had a full house from the rumble of voices coming from inside.

“You didn’t tell me it was a full-on party,” I said as I got out of the car.

Siobhan shrugged. “Hey, I said Manuella was in charge, and she never goes halfway.”

“Wait.” I pulled up short, holding my arm out to stop Siobhan, too. “She’s not doing all the cooking, is she?”

Siobhan snorted, then smacked me lightly on the back of my head. “I thought you were supposed to be some kind of genius. Haven’t you figured out by now that Manuella just likes to pretend that she does it all while her minions fulfill her every domestic whim and desire?” She struck out ahead of me, chuckling all the way.

Even before I stepped through the door, I felt the last of the burdens of the week fall away. I’d been so desperately lonely and heartsick, but for tonight, I was where I belonged. With people who did give a damn. People who saw me for who I was and not what I was.

Inside, I tossed my bag toward the bottom of the stairs—then froze. Something had changed in the house. It was almost imperceptible, but it was there. I straightened, straining my hearing, my sense of smell, as I turned to face the gathering of people that stretched through the foyer and into the dining room and formal living room beyond. I heard the voices of my new family, sensed their familiar and varied smells. The delicious and exotic dinner and the sound of the staff working diligently to bring Manuella’s decadent vision to life.

I smelled and heard and saw nothing out of the ordinary, yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed. There was a new tension in the air—but nothing I saw explained it. All around me was easy camaraderie. It truly seemed as if a good time were being had by all.

A tinkling sound silenced the room and Manuella said, “Dinner is served, my children.” She gestured grandly toward the dining room which flickered with the warm, inviting glow of candlelight. Siobhan stepped up beside me and wrapped her arm around my neck like I was the kid sister she’d always wanted. I didn’t exactly like the gesture, but I appreciated the sentiment behind it just the same.

“Minnie!” Tim called from the arched entrance to the dining room. “I’m getting a surprise! This party’s for me! Did you know that? Do you think I’ll get presents? Because if I do, I don’t want anything sticky. Or dirty.”

Tim’s gorgeous eyes were a little over-bright with all the excitement, but he seemed to be in control. I’d only spent a little time with him the past couple of weeks, but I’d come to forgive him for what he’d done. It hadn’t been personal, or malicious. I couldn’t even blame David or the family. Tim was just so completely unpredictable. And sometimes he was so . . . normal.

But then, the other day he’d thrown a tantrum so severe that he’d upended the full-size pool table downstairs, and would have done even more damage if three of our brothers hadn’t tackled him while David administered enough sedative to knock out an elephant. I knew David hated doing that, that he never advocated drugging children if it could be at all avoided, but with his superior strength, Tim could do some real damage not only to others but himself.

Which, I supposed, brought us to today.

I took my seat near David while everyone else slipped into their usual seats as well.

“How was your day?” David asked.

“Omo! There’s something I want to talk to you about! Today in chemistry class—”

Manuella clinked her glass again. David winked at me and whispered, “To be continued.”

“I know David usually has this honor, but tonight he has given it to me. Thank you, my love.” She turned to smile lovingly at her husband, who actually seemed to blush a little.

“I wanted to officiate at tonight’s dinner, because lately I’ve had a realization that I wanted to share with you. More than a realization, actually.” Her hands trembled slightly and she tightened her grip on the wine glass she held. “Dio, this is harder than I thought.”

Unsure if I should be looking at her while she was obviously struggling to regain her composure, I glanced down the table—and my breath caught.

Philo was in his usual seat beside Diana, his eyes fixed on me, a small smile on his lips.

The tension I’d felt gathering now sharpened into a rope of connection between us.

Manuella took a deep breath, and I quickly looked back at her, nervous to be caught staring at Philo. But my heart was thundering, my palms had grown sweaty. All I wanted to do was look at him. Talk to him.

“Timothy,” Manuella was saying, “I was not happy when you joined our family and I did not welcome you properly into our home. I was angry at Brandon, not you, but how were you to know that, when I did not talk to you at all?” She swung her gaze to me and I started, afraid it would be super obvious I’d barely been paying attention.

Omo. Philo! He could read minds, dangit! My eyes widened and I glued my gaze on Manuella, trying desperately to force my mind to think of anything other than him.

“And because of how I felt about my son reMaking Timothy, I could not accept you, either.” Manuella’s face was soft and so open as she gazed at me. She split her attention between Tim and me. “Please forgive me, both of you. I have come to see the beauty in each of you. Your value, and your important places in this family. You are my children and I will love and protect you with my life forevermore.” Her confidence faltered slightly. “If you will have me.”

I don’t know if Tim was listening, or understanding, because he was spinning his knife round and round and round on the tablecloth, but when Manuella’s gaze fell on me, my heart filled with love and tenderness for this woman. I’d forgiven her the moment I’d been granted that glimpse into her life and reMaking, and in the days since, I’d come to see just how passionately she cared for each of her children.

I didn’t know the proper vampire custom in a situation like this. And what I wanted to do flew in the face of my non-demonstrative upbringing. But this week had been so hard with so few kindnesses and now, here was Manuella opening her heart to me.

I stood, my legs a little shaky at first. But by the time I’d walked around David’s chair and stood in front of Manuella, I stood straight and sure before the statuesque woman who was my new mother. I threw my arms around Manuella’s waist.

There was a ruckus down the table, but I refused to let go until I knew Manuella understood how much I cared about her and appreciated her apology. Just as I was about to let her go, Tim’s arms fell around us. “I love you too, Mama,” he said. He squeezed us tight until I squeaked, and my family laughed.

The laughter continued throughout the dinner, which was full of embarrassing stories from when my new brothers and sisters were young. They came from many different countries, cultures, and times, but so many of the stories were the same. As I savored the rich flavor of the decadent lava cake, I grew more and more passionate about giving my new family back their place in this world.

David stood and within moments all conversation had stopped, and spoons had been placed on plates whether or not the dessert was finished.

“Tonight, we are here to celebrate Timothy—and to say goodbye, at least for a time, not only to him but to Diana as well.” Several voices spoke at once, including Tim who said brightly, “Goodbye!”

“After consulting with the sires of other families around the world, and discussing Tim’s situation with the Council, I’ve discovered that Tim is not alone in this world. Though their numbers are few, there are others like him. For his safety and the safety of others, we have decided to allow him to join them.”

David focused intensely on Tim, who returned the steady gaze. “We love you, Tim. We want you to be happy and to live your best life. You have much to give to the world. Do you understand?”

With uncommon clarity, Tim said, “Yes, sir.”

David’s smile reminded me of the one he’d given me on the night we first met, fatherly and warm, though now it was touched slightly with sadness.

David turned to take in the rest of the table. “The Aristos family is sponsoring a home in the Puerto Rican El Yunque mountains where members of different clans will live. For now, Diana and Tim will go, along with a couple of members each from the Montpetit and Allan clans. I suspect many more will join them as our project grows in scope and capacity.  Does anyone have any questions?”

“I’m glad Tim isn’t going alone,” Siobhan said. “But will Diana have to stay there forever?”

“Nope!” Diana answered brightly. “But I’m happy to go for now. We’re gonna have fun, right, Tim?” She lifted her fist and Tim bumped it, a broad, lopsided grin on his face.
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Even though it was Saturday, the next morning found me outside in my runners before the sun had crested the horizon. I loved that I didn’t have to dress in a million layers to be out in the cold mountain air. It had snowed during the night, laying down a fresh, smooth layer of perfect, pure brightness everywhere. I stood on the porch for a long moment, just seeing. Just listening. I smelled pine in the air, and sap. The snow was untouched and pristine, until I looked closer and saw the tracks where tiny creatures had run across its surface. Ahead of me, I caught a glimpse of a daring squirrel dashing up a tree.

This was living. True living. Life was awesome.

I wished I could run without disturbing the snow, but I set out anyway, taking the original path Philo had shown me that first morning. I’d branched out a couple of times since then, gone farther for sure, but today I wanted to jog rather than run. I wanted to appreciate the woods, the world around me. I ran slowly and quietly, rejoicing in the birdsong as the sun began to warm the tops of the trees, and the soft rustle of leaves as snow fell from them. It was beautiful and peaceful.

I rounded the rock at the base of the plateau the cabin was built on and started back the way I’d come. And there was Philo. He jogged toward me, wearing dark blue sweat pants and a plain gray hoodie with the hood pulled up. I stepped to the side of the narrow path I’d made, expecting him to pass me by without a word. I wasn’t sure if I hoped he’d do just that, or if we could actually talk. We’d avoided each other during Tim’s party—which was no easy feat considering we’d played pool and board games together for an hour after dinner. But now, he drew up right beside me.

I couldn’t back up without the risk of falling into the underbrush, so I stood my ground. Our breath formed a fog around us and his warmth radiated outward, making me shiver. He studied me for a moment, his eyes lost in the shadows of his hood.

He pushed back his hood, revealing messy hair and mischievous eyes. “Hi.”

“Hey!” I said.

“You didn’t wait for me to join you.”

“Oh! Um,” I fumbled for the words, but I didn’t have any. “I guess I figured you wouldn’t want to run with me every day.”

“No, I like running. Every day.” He stepped nearer. There were shadows under his eyes. I wished I could smooth them away.

To cover my totally inappropriate wishful thinking, I said, “Thanks for taking care of me the other night.”

Philo bowed his head. “Of course.”

“So, well, um. I was just about to head back to the house, so . . .”

He made no move to continue on his run, nor did he pick up on my continued wishful thinking that he’d invite me to run with him.

Oh-kay.

“Catch ya later, then.” I smiled and waved jauntily as I stepped into a jog. I didn’t look back, but I swore I felt his gaze following me for a long time. 
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Regardless of what you choose, it is of utmost importance that you continue your education. As a vampire, you could do so eternally. Just because you may no longer age, doesn’t mean you’re suddenly capable of thinking and acting wisely. Allow your mind to develop and grow so you can be a valuable and contributing member of vampire society for many millennia to come.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

I pulled on black jeans and black knee-high boots. They were a bit sexy, but paired with a slouchy pink sweatshirt, they made me look super cute, if I did say so myself. I smiled as I stood in front of the full-length mirror and tied my hair into a low messy bun just below my right ear.

I thought about the advice David had given me last week and wondered if he’d been talking about Philo after all. Maybe my teacher was actually more like me than I realized. Thousands of years of experience. So much more knowledge than I could hope to possess. Yet still at the mercy of tumultuous hormones.

Did he struggle to share his feelings like I did? Did he have a hard time feeling like he was good enough? Did he feel as awkward around me as I did around him?

I stuck two little enameled cherry blossom bobby pins that Stacey had given me for Christmas last year, into my hair. They were the perfect whimsical touch to my outfit. I grabbed my bag and ran downstairs—and came face to face with a street version of Philo. It was a side of him I’d never seen before and didn’t even know existed. Instead of his black jeans and a cashmere sweater, he was wearing blue jeans, a League of Legends T-shirt and a zip-up hoodie. His hair was even styled like the boys at school and not just swept off his forehead like usual.

“Uh, hi?” I said. “What’s with the new getup?” I indicated his suspiciously youthful attire.

“Do you like it?” Oh, I was so not answering that question. Of course I liked it. I liked Philo in anything he wore. But I wasn’t going to tell him that.

“Do you?” I shot back, stupidly.

He shrugged. “It’s comfortable.”

Oh-kay. “So, are you driving me today? I thought Siobhan was going to do it.”

“Nope,” he said. So helpful.

We stood awkwardly in the hall, unsure what else to say.

“You ready?” Philo finally said, releasing me from my inner turmoil.

“Uh, sure.” I was going to regret not having breakfast today, but I was already running late.

Philo reached behind him and handed me my lunch box, plus a napkin with two blood pudding squares on it. “Here.”

His eyes started to drift down my body, then quickly jerked up to eye level again. Hm. When I first met him, he’d checked me out a lot, so why not now? The answer made me grin, which made Philo blink comically. It was so rare that I surprised him.

Philo had dropped his arrogant act with me. He trusted me. He was my friend. The thought made me grin harder.

He rolled his eyes—rolled his eyes!—and said, “Come on. You’re gonna be late.”

“I’m rubbing off on you,” I said, jabbing him in the side with my elbow as we headed out to the car.

“Oh joy, oh bliss.” He sounded droll, but I knew he was happy. In the moment I’d touched him, I’d seen it. Not a full vision, not a memory or a thought, but a feeling. Philo was happy.

The ride to school was the best yet. It was getting easier to chat with him, easier to be myself around him. He told me stories about Diana when she was a young vampire—finally free of her service to Artemis, she wanted to learn to dance, but she was super terrible at it. And I told him stories of Stacey’s and my misadventures at drama camp. You can use your imagination to fill in the blanks there.

I got a bark of laughter out of Philo on that one, and counted myself the winner of the story duel.

For perhaps the first time ever, I was disappointed when we pulled up in front of the school. If I wasn’t me (i.e. super dedicated to school with some Big Truths to prove about vampires), I’d have totally ditched school to spend more time with him.

“Gotta go,” I said, feigning nonchalance. I grabbed my bag and jumped out of the car without any hesitation.

“Me too,” he said as my feet hit the ground. “See you later.”

“’Kay thanks! Later!”

I shut the door and hurried up the walkway as if the bell had rung—but it hadn’t. There was still plenty of time to go, which meant I was an idiot. I wanted to spend more time with the guy, had a perfect opportunity—two, if you included the time before we left the house this morning—and I just walked away. Gah! The prospect of being this awkward around boys for eternity was the most depressing thought ever.

Mrs. Robb was in the process of handing out worksheets when I slipped into my seat. “Hi, Mrs. Robb,” I said.

“Minnie,” she said without feeling. Then, with speed only a vampire would possess, she smiled at me—with sharper than human teeth.

I goggled at her. The opening announcements began but I didn’t hear them. I was too stunned. Mrs. Robb was a vampire? Did Mr. Jackson know? Did anyone? I doubted it. I wondered if she’d always been so unfriendly or if it was something she did to keep people at a distance. To keep them from discovering the truth about her. Yet she’d told me.

Mrs. Robb was a vampire!

I snapped to attention when Mr. Jackson’s voice came over the speaker. “Students and teachers, in accordance with the Treaty of London and the US Department of Education’s Vampire Disclosure Act,” immediately the kids around me started whispering. I fixed my gaze on Mrs. Robb. Was she coming out? She’d stopped fussing with her papers, and now had them gripped so tightly in her fists they’d never get smooth again. It took a few moments for my brain to pick back up on the announcements. “—student with respect. Discrimination in all its forms will not be tolerated. We’ve increased security on campus and anyone caught participating in discriminatory acts will be severely reprimanded.”

Wait, what? What did I miss? I looked up, but the kids were just talking to each other, not pointing accusing fingers at Mrs. Robb. I whipped around and sure enough, Mrs. Robb had noticeably relaxed, but she still didn’t meet my eyes.

So, the announcement wasn’t about Mrs. Robb, but another student. Somewhere at Hilltop High was another vampire. Was it someone I knew? Did they agree to be changed because of me? My heart thumped painfully in my chest. I didn’t want to be responsible for someone’s reMaking. After last week, I wouldn’t choose this life for anyone.

As the day passed, I tried to hear what the students were saying, to figure out who the new vampire was, but whenever I was near people just stopped talking. The dirty looks had increased, as if I was responsible for the new vamp—and I worried that I was. I saw Stacey in history, and she gave me a little smile and wave. We were going to be fine. I felt a lot better after that. At least it wasn’t her. She still wasn’t talking to me in public, but we’d get past that. Eventually. I could be patient. After all, I had all the time in the world.

The one bright spot in my day was that the Pororo poster on my locker had remained untouched all day. I just hoped that didn’t mean the new vamp was getting all the negative attention in my place.

Philo appeared at my elbow as I waited by the curb after school. “Ready?” he asked, then kept walking to the parking lot. I looked behind me at the school, and then at Philo’s receding back. He was wearing a backpack. What the what?

“Wait!” I quickly caught up to him. “You’re a student here?” Worlds collided in my brain. “You’re the student?”

He cut me a sidelong glance and it was brimming with mischief. “The student?”

I punched him on the shoulder. “You know what I mean, dufus. The new vampire Mr. Jackson announced this morning.”

His eyebrow twitched upward. “He said my name. It’s not like it was a surprise.”

I scowled. “Well, it was a surprise to me. Why didn’t you tell me? We drove all the way here—you could have mentioned it.”

“I could have.” He laughed and ducked away when I tried to punch him again. “So violent.”

I stuck my tongue at him. “So sneaky.”

He took me by the shoulders and marched me in front of him toward his Jeep. His fingers sent rivulets of fire coursing down my arms and up my neck. I felt my face warm, but my body shivered. When he reached past me to open the car door he noticed the shiver and tugged me against his side. “Are you cold?” His warm breath tickled the hair at my ears and his voice rumbled through his chest and into mine.

“I don’t get cold. Remember?”

“But you’re shivering.” His fingers spread wide against my waist.

“No, I’m not.” Another shiver ran through my body, belying my words. Philo drew me closer, his scent of sand and ocean filling my senses.

“You’re right,” he said, his voice a light whisper against the top of my head. “You’re not shivering at all.”

I looked up and found him gazing down on me, his bright eyes sparkling in the cold sunlight. 

Something hit him on the back of the head and he jerked forward. An empty pop can clattered to the ground by our feet. “Get a room, vamps! No one wants to see that!”

“Get in the car.” His voice was hard and his expression furious as he slammed the door once I was settled inside.

Outside, Philo stood beside the car and glared at the students passing by. I had no idea if any of them were the ones who yelled at us, but the look on his face scared them all away, anyway.

When he got in the car and peeled out of the parking lot—narrowly missing hitting several students on the way—he was seething. I tried to engage him, to get him to talk, to try to lighten his mood, but his curt answers kept me at arms’ length. When we finally reached home, he hurtled the Jeep into the barn, slamming on the brakes at the last second, and jumped out without even a glance my way.

By the time I climbed out, Philo was long gone.
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Give the humans in your lifetime to accept you. It may be difficult for them to acknowledge or recognize that you have evolved, so they initially may be small-minded and vindictive. Time is a vampire's best friend. Use it to your advantage and you may find your place in human society is restored.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

Philo didn’t show up for dinner that night, and wouldn’t answer his bedroom door when I knocked. I tried to get him to talk on the ride to school the next morning, but he was as cold and distant as ever. Well, if he wanted to play that game, that was fine. I could play with the best of them. I put my headphones on and turned the volume up so high I couldn’t have heard him even with my vampire hearing.

When I got to my locker, I saw yesterday’s poster now sported a dead emoji face over Pororo’s cute penguin face. It was just so depressing to see my poster like that. My heart sank. I’d been too distracted thinking about stupid Philo to remember to bring something new for my locker in case the poster hadn’t survived the night.

“What’s that?” Philo asked, appearing at my shoulder as though summoned.

“Nothing.”

“That’s not nothing,” he said, his voice hard. “That’s a threat.”

I sighed. “It’s no big deal.”

He reached forward and grabbed the poster. “Don’t!” I said. But it was too late. The red smeared words on my locker seemed even more garish than before. Philo clenched his fists. “It’s nothing,” I said, putting a hand on his arm.

He leveled a fierce look at me. “How can you say that?” His voice shook with fury.

“They’re just kids. They know hardly anything about vampires—but they can learn. If we give them a chance, if we show them who we really are and not just what we are—they can learn. Most of them tolerate me now, which is a vast improvement from how things started. We just need to give them time to come around.”

He stared down at me for a long moment without responding. When the bell rang, I grabbed my bag from the floor. Unsure what else to do, I told him, “Catch ya later!” and made my way to class.

I hoped something I’d said would get through to Philo. I hated the idea of him being so angry on my behalf. Plus, he was a real bummer when he was like that.

Mr. Bienik still didn’t treat me like he used to, so I decided to follow his example. Instead of greeting him solemnly as was my usual habit, I smiled at him like a crazy person. I just knew his assignment in chem lab was a sign that he was on my side. I’d been waiting all week to discuss our conclusions, and today was the day. Even Mr. B’s frowning face couldn’t destroy my happiness.

As I sat in the bathroom stall during lunch, I wondered where Philo was. A week ago, I had zero interest spending any time with him at all, but today . . . I wished we’d made plans to meet up. It’d be nice not to eat lunch alone anymore. Or to use toilet paper as napkins. Drama, drama, llama . . . 

What the heck—throw caution to the wind and all that. I quickly grabbed up my things. I had no idea where to look but I was going to find Philo.

And find him I did. Right outside the girls’ bathroom door.

“Uh, what are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you.”

“But . . . How did you know I’d come looking for you?”

He shrugged and took my bag from my shoulder, tucking it under his arm, just as casual as can be. “You were thinking it earlier.”

I scowled at him. “I was not. I only just thought it now.”

“You might not have been actively thinking it, but it was in your thoughts.”

I stopped short. “Wait. You just go sifting through my thoughts? My private thoughts?” I held my hand to my heart like this news was a revelation to me.

He smirked. “I enjoy sifting through your thoughts. They’re highly enlightening—and entertaining. Besides, I was looking for clues.”

My heart was beating so hard in my chest I swayed a little and Philo put his hand on my arm to steady me. “Clues?” I asked a bit breathlessly.

“To understanding you.” Had he been standing this close to me a second ago?

“Oh,” I said. Did I mention I was offered early admission to Yale? Because right now I didn’t feel smart enough to graduate kindergarten.

“Here.” He motioned to a classroom two doors down on the right. “No one’s using this classroom. We can eat in here and not be disturbed.” Sure enough, the room had the feel of having not been used in a while. The walls and teacher’s desk were utterly bare.

“Wish I’d known about this sooner. Could have saved me from sitting on the toilet for lunch for the past week. It’s a good thing we vampires can’t get sick.”

Philo chuckled and began pulling out the remains of my lunch and setting it on the teacher’s desk for me. Then he pulled up a chair on the other side and set out a thermos for himself.

“No blood pudding for you?” I asked, screwing up my face to show just how delicious blood pudding was.

He scowled a little, too. “I prefer hunting to those.” He looked up apologetically. “Just animals.”

I nodded. I didn’t really want to talk about hunting or blood. I wanted to talk about him. About his life and who he was. And whether such an experienced guy could ever come to like someone as young as me. I took a bite of my blood pudding and when I glanced up, he was smiling at me. My cheeks immediately heated.

“What?”

He shook his head.

“Tell me!” Omo. I was a teenage girl, after all! I was acting just like Stacey. I took a deep breath. “I mean, it’s okay. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

He turned his thermos around and around in his hands. “I’m sorry for getting angry at you. And for not being there for you when you needed me.”

I dropped my gaze to my lunch, afraid he’d see more in my eyes than I was ready to reveal just yet. “You don’t need to apologize. What I said—” I forced myself to meet his gaze then. “I’m sorry for that. It was mean, and you didn’t deserve it. I don’t know anything about you. Not really.”

He bowed his head a little in acknowledgement. After a moment he said, “You weren’t wrong. I think that’s why I ran away. You have a way about you—something that reaches into places of my soul that even I have forgotten about. You see more of me than I’m comfortable with.” He spun his thermos again, then uncapped it. “Perhaps it’s a gift.”

I hadn’t taken my eyes off of him. “No,” I said. “It’s only you.”

Our gazes met and held and it was like standing in the sunshine, basking in its warmth.

“So,” I said, a bit breathily. “You know tons about me. It only seems fair that you tell me something about yourself.”

Philo gave me a lopsided grin. “Some in the family might say I’m a bit of a hothead.”

“Are you?” I grinned at him and his smile widened.

“After a fashion.” We chuckled together, each of us turning our attention back to our food. My stomach was too fluttery to think about eating. I wanted to play this game with Philo.

“So why are you such a hothead, then? I mean, you’re thousands of years old, shouldn’t you be a Zen master or something by now?”

At first, he looked a little taken aback, like maybe he should be offended, but then he grinned a little sheepishly. “I did study Zen at a Buddhist monastery for a number of years,” he said.

I leaned forward. “You did? When? For how long?”

He spun his mug again.

“I’m sorry. Is this like, against vampire protocol or social customs or something? To ask about your past?”

He met my eyes and my mouth popped open. Those eyes! I’d forgotten how beautiful his eyes were.

He grinned. “It is generally considered impolite to ask about one’s past, but I want to tell you.”

Inside, my heart did a little flutter. He wanted to tell me!

“It was in the fifth century AD. And—” he looked up toward the ceiling as he thought, “I think I spent about a century there the first time. Then I returned a few hundred years later and that time stayed for about two hundred years, give or take a decade.”

My eyes widened. “So you are a Zen master!”

He shrugged. “I was. For a while. But I was never able to sustain the focus and lifestyle for long.

“I wasn’t exactly raised to appreciate silence and oneness.” He pointed at my untouched food. “Aren’t you going to eat? You don’t want to let yourself get hungry.” As if to emphasize his point, he took a sip from his thermos. I took a bite of blood pudding. I was hungry, but for some reason I felt all quivery and nervous. This time with Philo felt . . . different. Almost like a date.

I snorted and shook my head.

“I think you should expect something a little more thoughtful from me for our first date,” Philo said, glancing around the empty classroom.

I gaped, my face flooding with heat. How did I always forget he could read my thoughts? Philo leaned forward on his elbows and took my right hand in both of his. All I could think about was that I was pretty sure we were going to have another date—I mean, a real one!

Philo made a rumbling sound deep in his chest, almost like a purr as he made slow circles with his thumbs on the back of my hand. “So. Should I tell you why I’m such a hothead? Reformed hothead, that is?”

My smile pushed my cheeks as high as they could possibly go. “Definitely.” And please don’t let go of my hand.

He didn’t. But he did begin to speak.

“I was born in a small village in Greece so long ago the exact place doesn’t exist any longer. My people were warriors who valued nothing more than strength, endurance, and brutality. If you were weak or wanting, you were cast out, even in infancy. My father and mother were strong, and I was one of the lucky ones because I was hale and hearty from the start. But warfare, training, endurance, violence dominated my life even before I entered the agoge when I was seven. I think—”

“Wait. You were a Spartan?” I gaped at him.

He looked at me with uncertainty in his eyes and nodded.

My thoughts whirled. “This makes so much more sense now. So that’s why you were found with the soldiers who killed Diana.”

He bowed his head. “I don’t know why she has always been so kind to me. Even from the start she treated me like a brother. Took me under her wing. Taught me and watched over me.”

“So how old were you? Here I totally thought you were the same age as Diana but—”

“I was in my seventeenth year of life when I fell in battle.”

David’s words to me the other night drifted down through my thoughts. “A teenager forever,” I mused.

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing. Just something David said the other day about how I’ll be a teenager forever.” The bell rang, but neither of us acknowledged it.

“It’s not easy, Minnie. I would never choose this for one so young.”

“Are there many of us? Teenage vampires?”

Philo shook his head. “There were more in my early days. We weren’t considered children then, even if we weren’t quite men. But the young ones never seem to last as long.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s difficult. It’s hard to be a child when you’re human. Add in blood hunger and rage and few of us survive.”

“But you did.”

“And so will you.” He squeezed my hand, his thumb finding the pulse at my wrist and resting there, sending shivers of pleasure up my arm. His gaze dove into mine and I caught glimpses of the soldier, the vampire, the friend, and son.

And oh I liked him.

The bell rang again.

My eyes popped wide as reality struck me in the head like a hammer. “Omo, omo! I’ve gotta get to class!”

“It’s okay, it’s ju—”

“No!” I cried, shoving the remains of my lunch into my book bag as I dashed for the door. “It’s science!”

Even a beautiful boy who may or may not have been about to kiss me, wouldn’t keep me away from chemistry today.
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As long as you are ingesting human blood on a regular basis, you will also be able to consume human food. If you plan to spend time amongst humans, this is desirable, as humans often gather around food. As of this writing, humans still find drinking blood, and eating jellied blood squares, or blood pudding, off-putting.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

When I got to the lab later that day, Daniel was sitting at our table, Nick leaning over and talking to him. The conversation did not look pretty. As I approached, Nick stood and stormed past me, giving me the dirtiest look I’d ever seen.

“Afraid it’s catching, Nick?”

“Freak.”

Okay, that hurt. That wasn’t playing. That was mean. I wondered if Nick was one of the kids who’d beaten me up. It wouldn’t surprise me. Maybe I should try to touch him next time and see if I could get a vision. Might as well try to put my gift to work for me, right?

“Today we’re discussing our conclusions from our previous exercise. You have ten minutes to review your findings with your lab partner and choose your presenter—make sure you’re taking turns. Remember my three rules—”

The class was expected to join in on the rules, but I glared at my notes instead. Most of the students were content to regurgitate their findings, but couldn’t extrapolate broader meanings from the results. Usually it ended up being a fun discussion between me and Mr. B. At least it was fun for me.

“Let’s go over our notes before we have to present,” I said as soon as I’d gotten out my things. But Daniel was looking over his shoulder, his knee bouncing nervously. “Dan?”

He swung his head around to face me. “I think Nick’s gone off the deep end,” he said.

“He’s never been the nicest guy—I’ve never understood why you two were friends.”

Daniel looked back again, then shrugged. “Football, I guess. He’s a good player, works hard, plays hard.”

“And that’s all that matters?”

This time when Daniel faced me, it wasn’t a quick, passing glance, but a deep, penetrating gaze. “It used to be all that mattered. I didn’t really know who he was, I guess, until—”

“Until I turned up dead but not dead,” I finished for him.

He nodded. “He’s really worked up about it. I’m trying to talk him down, but you gotta watch your back, Min. I think he could be dangerous.”

A cold chill ran up my spine and I glanced back at Nick who was slouched in his chair, his arms crossed and a death glare leveled on me and Daniel. I didn’t tell Daniel that I was pretty sure that Nick was even more dangerous than he thought he was.

“You know, Daniel. I’m still me,” I said quietly, drawing his attention back to me.

“I know.”

“Then why—”

He leaned in and bumped my shoulder with his. “Like you said. I was being a jerk.”

“Three minutes,” Mr. B called.

We quickly compared notes. “So, what’s your conclusion?” I asked, ever the tutor.

He glanced at his observations and said, “That even though they appeared to change, they really didn’t. And that the changes can be reversed.”

“Right. That’s pretty much what I got, too. It’s your turn to present—you got it?”

“I guess,” he said. “Are you sure that’s all there is to it? Seems like a really simple conclusion for Mr. B.”

I smiled at my workbook, thinking about my own conclusion about Mr. B’s motivation. “Yeah,” I said. “Sure seems that way.” I really hoped there was a hidden meaning to all this. If there wasn’t, I was going to be seriously disappointed in Mr. B.

We started listening to each lab pair’s conclusions about the experiments. It all seemed pretty simplistic, so it was redundant. The thing with going later in the class was that you were expected to give your findings using a unique perspective from the previous reports, and with an assignment as basic as this that was going to be super tough.

“Table four?” Mr. B said, indicating Daniel and me.

Daniel sat up straighter and read our conclusion from his notebook. His voice was strong and confident, but he couldn’t think of any way not to repeat what had already been said, so he stumbled and hummed and hawed.

“That won’t do, Mr. Saunders. We already know all of that. Tell us why these results are important and what we can learn about them.”

Daniel’s face grew red and he plunked his head down in one hand. “Sorry,” he muttered.

“Miss Kim. Do you have anything to add?” This was my moment. I beamed at Mr. B.

“Through your assignment, you’re making a point,” I said. “You want us to see that while something may appear to have changed, beneath it all, it’s still the same. Sodium acetate, water, lead iodide—they may look completely different, even behave differently, but in essence they are still the same. Take away the crystalized sodium acetate, take away the freezing temperatures or the heat, and you’ll be left with the same stuff you started with.”

“Go on.” He met my gaze then. Directly and fiercely. A challenge, and something else.

Something almost like pride.

I took a deep breath and made my decision. I stood up and let my gaze sweep across the room. “Everyone here knows that I’m a vampire now. There’s a story behind it, one I’ll tell you if you really want to know it, just come talk to me after class. But the whys or hows of it aren’t what’s important. One moment I was Minnie Kim, human girl, and the next, I was Minnie Kim, vampire girl. What I am changed, but who I am didn’t.”

Everyone was watching me. Some still wore looks of disgust, but most were following the rules of discussion—listening with open minds and being courteous. Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, but there was no way these kids were ready for that kind of freak show.

I looked at Mr. B’s soft expression and I realized he had an additional purpose to his assignment. “Mr. B wanted all of you, and maybe me, too, to know that I may be different from you now—in more than the usual ways—but I really am still me. I’m unchanged in all the ways that make me who I am.”

He smiled and nodded his head. I collapsed into my seat, my gaze fixed to the tabletop.

“Rachel?” Mr. B said, calling on a student.

“So, in our experiments, the solutions would return to their natural, or original, state once they were left alone. Does that mean Minnie can, too?”

I looked up sharply. But this time, Mr. B didn’t have the answer, only a question.

“What is my number one rule in this class?”

“Make no assumptions,” Allan Moore said.

“Make no assumptions,” Mr. B repeated. “I know I have a lot of rules—” the students laughed, “so why, out of all of them, is ‘make no assumptions’ the very first? Rachel?”

“Because you never know what can happen in here. Because if you’re expecting one result from your experiment, you might get it—and miss the bigger picture altogether.” He crossed the room as he spoke, and we all watched him closely. “Now. I’m not suggesting that Minnie is an experiment and nothing more. But let’s discuss this further—Minnie, do you mind?” I shook my head, too stunned to speak.

Mr. B went to the board and uncapped his marker. “Now.” He drew a line down the middle of the whiteboard. “What did we know about Minnie Kim prior to Halloween?”

“She was smart,” Rachel said. Mr. B wrote smart on the board in the left column.

“She was pretty,” some guy said, but I didn’t dare look. The comment surprised me, though.

“Talented.”

The adjectives kept coming, one after the other, until the left column was full.

“Good,” Mr. B said. “What about now? What do you know about Minnie, now?”

The room was silent for a moment. Then Rachel said. “All the same stuff?” I didn’t know Rachel very well, but I was obviously going to have to change that.

Mr. B held his marker at the ready and looked around the room. “Would you agree? Is everything over here, the same as over here?” He indicated the two columns. General murmurs of agreement and assent sprinkled around the room.

“So, she’s unchanged?” Mr. B prompted.

“She’s a vampire,” Daniel said. Mr. B wrote vampire in the right column.

He turned to face the class with something like defiance. “Is this change observable?”

Murmurs of “no” passed around the room until that same guy said, “She’s prettier.” The students laughed. Even I barked a laugh. Even Mr. B cracked a smile.

“So, would you agree, then, that everything that made Minnie Kim a human girl, are the very same things that make her a vampire?”

“She drinks human blood,” Daniel said.

“It is true that vampires require blood to sustain their lives. Minnie,” he asked gently, “how do you obtain the blood you drink?”

I cleared my throat. I don’t think I’d ever been so terrified in my life. “I-um. I drink it from a mug.” It was stupid. I should have said more. Been smarter about it. A couple students laughed. Someone said, “So gross.”

“Where do you get the blood you drink?” Mr. B asked.

Every single eye in the class was on me. Drama, drama, llama I told myself. I took a deep breath. Tried to access my awesomeness. “There are people who have the job to be blood donors—”

“Do you bite their necks?” a guy asked.

“So gross,” a girl repeated.

“Cut it out,” Rachel said.

“No,” I said, answering the guy’s question. I looked around and saw that it was Nick. “No. Their job is to work out and eat well and be healthy—then they donate blood in a medical facility like a hospital. Vampires buy the packaged blood—they don’t know who the donor is, never met them, or anything like that—and then we store it in our fridge, then warm it up using a water bath machine when we’re hungry and . . . It is kinda gross,” I said. My cheeks were warm, but I so wanted everyone to understand, “but I don’t want to die. There’s still so much more I want to do with my life. If I didn’t drink blood, then I would waste away. I’d still live a pretty long time, but not forever, and I’d be sick the whole time. So, I drink the blood. But I would never, ever, bite someone. I’m not an animal.” I slowly sank into my chair.

The room was mostly quiet for a beat or two, with only a few students whispering to each other.

Mr. B, who had been standing quietly by the board, capped his marker and set it on his desk. “Minnie underwent a major change that has affected her life forever. She is no longer human, but vampire. But who she is has not been altered.” The bell rang, but no one made a move to leave. “Reserve judgment until you have all the information. Remain open-minded. And be courteous. That’s all I ask.”

As the other kids left the room, I took myself to the front of the class where Mr. B. was wiping off the dry erase board. By the way his shoulders stiffened, he knew I was standing near.

“Mr. B?”

Slowly he put the eraser down and turned to face me.

“Thanks for the lesson. And for everything you said.” He looked so miserable, not at all like the boss chem teacher I knew him to be. I took a step toward him. “Are you—” I didn’t finish asking if he was okay, but he collapsed into his plastic chair and put his head in his hands.

“I’m so sorry, Minnie,” he murmured into his hands.

“For what?”

He lifted his face to mine and there were tears shining in his eyes. “I’m so sorry for the loss of your life. And I’m sorry I’ve been ignoring you the past few days, I—it wasn’t very kind of me, and I knew it.”

“It’s okay. A lot of people have had a hard time—”

He took my hand in his and squeezed. “It’s not that, Minnie. I believe what I taught today in class. I was simply . . . mourning you.”

I dropped my bag and books to the desk and wrapped my other hand around our clasped ones.

“You’re like a daughter to me, you know?” I could feel my eyes watering in response to his even while my heart soared at the knowledge that he didn’t hate me or fear me or anything. “It’s just taking me a little while to accept what’s happened to you.”

“But I’m right here,” I insisted.

“I know.” He gave me a watery smile. “I’m just an old man with an overly tender heart.”

“I don’t think there’s such a thing, Mr. B.”

He squeezed my hands as he stood, then surprised me by giving me a big bear hug. “You’re going to be all right, Minnie. And you’re going to do amazing things in the world of science.”

When he released me, he had regained his composure.

“You know it!”

Daniel was waiting for me in the hall. He fell in step beside me as I walked the short distance to my locker.

“I’m sorry for how I treated you the other day,” he said. “And . . . I’m sorry for Nick, too.”

I angled myself to see him better. “Thanks, Daniel. And you didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Maybe not, but I didn’t do anything right, either.”

I shrugged. “It’s hard. I get it.”

He grabbed my arm so I had to stop and face him. “It’s hardest on you. Just because it’s hard to stand up for you, for what’s right, doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do it. I want you to know I’m gonna do better from now on.”

I smiled brightly at him. “That’d be awesome.”
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Relationships between family members are highly encouraged. You might be surprised by that fact, but the truth is, vampires are quite territorial, so inviting a member from another clan into your family home can be a tricky—and deadly—business.

—The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire

When I got to my locker at the end of the day, Philo was there. I could see him gauging my mood as I walked toward him. “Good class?” he asked when I drew near.

“You won’t even believe it. The best.”

“Good thing we have a long drive home.”

I flashed him a bright, toothy smile and opened my locker. A pink piece of paper fluttered to the ground. I picked it up, already trembling. It was from Stacey. Even before I opened the tight folds, or saw the loopy scroll, I knew. I didn’t dare hope that another good thing could happen to me, and I was so afraid she was going to say goodbye for good. I didn’t think I could handle that. Even though she’d texted me that one time, I’d still only seen her from afar.

“You okay?” Philo said, peering over my shoulder at the crinkled paper in my hand. “Would you like to be alone?”

“No,” I breathed. “Can you stay?” He leaned against the locker and his quiet, steady presence gave me the courage to open the final fold and focus on the words.
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Hey, Min. I’m sorry for not being there for you during this whole thing. It’s just so crazy! My parents freaked out when they got that notice from school. They spent all night over at your house consoling your parents. Or trying to. Mom cooked a thousand meals for them. Which I bet they won’t even eat because do they ever eat anything other than Asian food? Bad Asian food, that is?

 

Anyway. They told me you were dead. Over and over and over. They made me go to your house for a kind of prayer/memorial service. They even wanted me to speak! It was really good stuff, though. You would have liked it.

 

I was so confused and scared and lonely. I didn’t know anything about vampires except what we’d seen on TV or the movies or whatever. But my parents told me all kinds of bad stuff. But the thing is, we miss you. We all miss you. I haven’t seen my mom cry like this ever. So my mom actually had this vampire mediator chick over. We met with her and she explained some stuff. And then we met with her again at your house. Your mom and dad were really quiet, so I don’t know what they think, but . . . at least they know now.

 

The mediator said you’re not really dead. Not like we thought. That you’re not a monster and stuff. (I didn’t really think you were a monster, but . . . you have to admit, drinking blood is really gross.) She also said that you can eat regular food, right? I hope she’s right cuz—

 

I turned the page over—

 

We want to have you over for dinner tomorrow, if you can. Mom will make your favorite.

 

I hope you can come. I know it’s weird and uncomfortable. We were real jerks. But we really do love you, and if we were jerks it was only because we were so, so sad and afraid. I can’t even imagine how it was for you. It must have been awful and I wasn’t there for you.

 

But hey, you’re amazingly pretty, now! Sorry about the boobs, tho! Jk 

Text me if you can come. I promise to respond this time. If you don’t text, I totally understand. You have every right to hate me. But I really hope you don’t.

 

Love you lots and forever, llama girl.

Stace 

 

I fell against Philo’s chest, one hand clutching the note to my heart. “I’ll drive you,” Philo whispered, and for once I was glad he could read my mind.

In the car, I texted Stacey. I’d been texting her every day, just little things like that I missed her. A link to the new K-pop video that came out. A picture of deer prints in the snow outside the cabin. I’d pretty much resigned myself to the fact that I wouldn’t hear from her again, but I hadn’t been ready to let her go.

Got your note, I texted. I totally cried. I’d gotten good at not crying the past couple weeks, but that didn’t mean I didn’t cry on the inside. Can I bring a friend? He’s a vampire, but he’s my ride, so . . . 

Her response was immediate. YESSSS!!!!!!

Then I’ll be there! followed by a million hearts. I was so happy I could have given her a million more.

“Okay,” I said, leaning my head against the headrest and looking at Philo. “I’ll take you up on that ride.”

He grinned. “Good.”

“On the condition that you’ll come in and have dinner with us.”

He did a double-take and I laughed. “No. They wouldn’t want me there.” He gave me his dark, uber-vampiric stare.

“You’re my ride, Philo. It’d be rude to leave you sitting in the car, all alone. Besides, I already asked. It’s done.”

He choked, which was super funny to me. “That’s the first time I’ve ever seen you flustered,” I said. But he’d quickly recovered and now presented me with a bland expression.  But just as I turned away, I caught the corner of his lip inching upward. Faker.

My heart did flip-flops the whole way back to the cabin, thinking of Stacey and her parents and how they were trying to help my mom and dad. And Philo kept sliding me glances as if he didn’t think I’d notice. Pfft. I was a vampire. I noticed everything.

“Come with me for a sec? I want to show you something,” he said once he’d parked the Jeep in the barn.

“Sure,” I said brightly.

He was at my door in a flash and helped me out of the car. He set my bag beside his at the barn door. “We’ll grab them on our way back.”

He led me down the trail and I breathed in deeply of the delicious scents of my new home. It was so beautiful out with the sun shining bright and low over the trees, the chatter of squirrels and birds in the trees. It was like a winter wonderland. When we got to the big rock, he led me to the left, under a low hanging pine bough and over a barely there trail. I don’t actually think it was a trail, per se, but a path Philo had created recently.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Shh. Almost there.”

He slowed to a stop, with a barrier of boughs in front of him. He gently pushed up the boughs with his left hand and pointed. He placed his palm on my lower back, easing me forward until I was standing in front of him, my back pressed against his chest. I’d never been this close to a boy before, let alone a man, and it was hard to concentrate. Hard to think of anything else but him. But I forced myself to look in the direction he indicated—and let out a soft breath.

A small clearing opened in front of us, clear of overgrowth so the sun had melted the snow. In the center stood three does—a mother and two long-legged fawns—busily chomping on the frozen grass.

“I found them this morning when I was on my run,” Philo whispered against my ear. I shivered.

“Are you cold?” He wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me closer still. I couldn’t answer. I could barely breathe. His arms loosened around me and my heart sank. I was kind of hoping— “Minnie.”

I tried to look up at him. He loosened his arm to allow me to turn and face him. His expression took my breath away. Those bright eyes were soft and full of tenderness, his long lashes sweeping his cheeks as he glanced at my lips. I licked them self-consciously.

“Minnie,” he said again. His lips were wide and soft and oh so inviting. “There’s something I’ve wanted to do since I met you. Something I’ve been desperate to do since I’ve gotten to know you.”

His hand trailed up my arm. He lifted my hair from my shoulder, letting it fall freely down my back. “May I kiss you?”

I couldn’t speak so I looked in his eyes and let my heart speak for itself. Philo smiled, a slow, lopsided curve of his lips.

He cupped my face in his hands, his fingertips caressing my skin as they traced my jaw and settled behind my ears. Then he dipped his face and his lips met mine. Every neuron in my brain flashed and I melted into the feel of it. As he pulled away and rested his forehead against mine, a small sigh escaped my lips.

“You’re right,” I said, trying to sound scientific. “That kiss was a real first kiss.”

He laughed at my shaky voice.

“And it definitely did not suck.”

Then I kissed him again, just to see if I could repeat the results.

 

Meanwhile, somewhere in Italy . . . 

The memory of his kiss has probably saved me. Or at least, saved my sanity. No—I will escape this dungeon and find my way back to him. I have to. I must. He is the reason I am here, after all. The reason I sought out Ying Yue in the first place. She’d understood my reasons for wanting to be reMade. She’d even commiserated with me. But I had not given my permission for her to hand me over to Elias—this madman, this child of hers. Once I am done with him, I may have to visit my Grand Dam as well. 

Fantasizing about my vengeance is a cold sort of comfort, though. 

I prefer to dream of Philo and how wonderful our reunion will be.

I remember his face. The way his eyes, so different from my own, shone when he gazed at me, so full of love and promise. His decadent mouth and the way he feathered kisses over my body, making me shiver.

I remember his hands. Rough with the labor my village required of him. Strong hands that could do anything—including touch me in gentle sweeps that left me breathless and hungry for more.

But I cannot remember his voice. 

All I can hear is Elias’s voice, whispering, forever whispering every detail of the pain he plans to inflict upon me. I am convinced he enjoys the sound of his own voice as much as my screams—which, to my eternal shame, he claims often.

He says he is making me stronger, that one day I will thank him for the work he does here with me, but he is wrong. I am not sorry for my choice to be reMade, and I suppose he deserves my thanks for that—but I will never thank him for the years of torture he has inflicted upon me, no matter how strong it has made me. 

I don’t know how long it’s been since I went to Ying Yue, begging to be changed so I could be with Philo, the only man I would ever love. He hadn’t wanted to condemn me to this life, but now there will be nothing to keep us apart. First, though, I need Elias to set me free. He keeps me too weak to fight back, too weak to break the shackles around my wrists and ankles—but I must find a way.

“Free me,” I growl at him as he enters the catacombs where I am imprisoned. “Or I will tear you apart with my teeth.”

“Such an animal,” Elias whispers, followed by that throaty chuckle I despise. “How can I ever set you free if you continue to behave like this?” 

He lies. He always lies. I have been strong and confident, soft and willing—I have played every role, and he has deemed none of them worthy of freedom. 

He opens my cage and gently coaxes me to my feet, but I burn inside at the humiliation. I hate that I need him. That I am grateful for his kindness only because it hurts my body less than his cruelty. My heart prefers the devil in him, though. At least when he is being cruel and sadistic, it flames the fires of my rage.

Once on my feet he half-drags me from my cage to the open chamber where my educational torture takes place. His nearness as he secures my shackles to the walls and floor, so I stand naked and spread-eagled, allow me to smell life on him—clean linens and fresh air, opulence and indulgence. 

The fragrance of a woman’s perfume accompanies him, and he wears a drop of her blood on his neat white shirt as if to taunt me. By the time he is done with me, the shirt will no longer be white, and he will be hard-pressed to find that single drop of blood. 

His body is warm, and its proximity makes me shiver. I have lived in the cold and damp so long now that I can no longer recall the dry heat of my home and the way the sun would bake my skin a deeper shade of black. I am colorless in this world of cold darkness. I am a shadow.

Elias will pay for that, too.

He bites his wrist and frowns with disgust while he holds it to my mouth—he needs me to be strong enough to withstand his torture. My lips are dry, and he makes no move to assist me, but eventually I get enough of his blood into me to be somewhat revived. 

When I lift my eyes and dare to meet his gaze, the thwack of his open palm upon my cheek doesn’t surprise me—but the thought that comes to my mind, does.

It is the simplest thought, but it rings with an urgency I have not felt in far too long. 

Now.

Why continue to plan and scheme when I could act now? 

Elias will never deem me ready, but he has trained me long enough. It is time to show him just how much I have learned. 

Before his arm finishes its arc, with the echo of now reverberating from his blow, I focus my will into the shape of a knife.

In my village, I had been honored for the fine work I did with a knife. Other tribes would often bring their people to me to receive the ceremonial cuts that would be packed with charcoal so the scarred designs would last a lifetime. 

Now, I use that skill and the lessons my Maker taught me to create new wounds. Deadly wounds. 

“First, I will prick your parietal lobe—” I imagine the tip of my knife blade pressing into the part of his brain just past his frontal lobe. I grin as Elias gasps and collapses to the floor, his eyes bulging as they swing to me. 

“What?” He convulses in pain. “Whaa—??”

I ease back slightly on the pressure. “I am only doing what you have taught me to do, Father.” I press forward again. “Free me.” 

He gapes but makes no move to rise and do as I have commanded. 

I lower my voice, even as I increase the pressure of my will. “I want to show you just how much you have taught me. Be proud of me, Father. Let me show you what I have become.” Abruptly, I release the pressure entirely, and all his muscles sag.

“Stand up, and free me,” I say again. Perhaps it is my tone, or perhaps he is weak like so many others who seek to dominate, but he stands.

His limbs tremble as he releases the manacles from my wrists and ankles. When he is finished, he looks at me like a puppy, all eager ignorance.

I scoff. I am a wolf. 

I will devour him.

“Next, I will cut your cerebellum off from the rest of your brain, so you cannot move.”

Fast, before he can process what is happening, I use the knife of my will to slice through the tentorium that separates the cerebrum from the cerebellum. He drops to the floor like a sack of rocks, no longer capable of controlling his body. I step over him, letting the shackles drop as they may.

He tries to say something, but between his face pressed to the filthy stone floor and his inability to move, it comes out as meaningless gibberish.

“Next, I will tap into your brain stem.” I crouch down near his head and twist and jab with my imaginary knife. He cannot even close his eyes, or move them to look at me, but blood begins to trickle down his nose to pool on the ground, so I am confident I have successfully found the bundle of nerves that run down his spine.

I’m not sure how long I spend with my sire, showing him how well I have learned all that he taught me, but eventually his cries of pain end and the tears no longer fall. I suspect he is dead, but I continue my work until his body no longer twitches at all. 

When I am finally satisfied, I stand and marvel at how well I feel, despite having fed so little. I am, however, ravenous. The only blood I have ever had was his, but now . . . his shirt sticks to his skin where he bled from his pores and I can smell the death on him. His blood is no longer an option for me. 

I don’t know where we are, whether we are in a city or in some secluded place, but as I stand there, I hear the faint beating of a human heart. Maybe he didn’t finish off the owner of that drop of blood on his collar. I shrug as I turn toward the stairs. I am not concerned. Now that I am free, I am confident I will find the blood I need. 

There’s a jaunty bounce to my step as I climb the stairs, discovering as I go that there are a number of humans just ahead who will aid the recovery of my strength. And once that is done, I will finally be with the man I love.  The happy thought makes me laugh out loud, and with Philo’s face foremost in my mind, I increase my pace. I can’t wait to find him and show him what I have become. To show him that now, we can be together forever, just as we were always meant to be.
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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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